- Investing in kids key

to economic success -

ur future is inextri-

cably tied to how
: ‘We work to foster
the health, well-being and
education of the next gen-
eration of South Carolin-
lans, because kids drive
our future. National stud-
ies routinely report that
South Carolina lags be-
hind the rest of the country
in overall child well-being
and in reading and math
achievement, ang: we
know what we must do for
our children to thrive. and
learn today, and for the
Midlands and South Caro-
lina to prosper in the fu-
ture. The time to act is now.

What we invest in our
youngest children comes
back to us threefold. When
we fully attend to the three
domains of a child’s devel-
opment — cognitive, phys-
ical and social/emotional
.— children grow up into
productive workers, re-
sponsible citizens and par-
ents, and fully participat-
ing members of our soci-
ety. When we fail to do this,
we all pay a steep price; a
diminished, insecure and
less prosperous society.
This was the message giv-
en by Upstate. business
leader and early childhood
champion Minor Mickel
Shaw at a recent forum for
Columbia’s top business
leaders Co-sponsored by
the Greater Columbia
Chamber . of Commerce
and the Institute for Child
Success,

Recent research in brain
science, conducted by Dr.
Jack Shonkoff of Harvard
Medical School and oth-
€r3, confirms that we must
invest in our youngest chil-
drentoreap the rewards of
prosperity. We now know
that early experiences af-
fect the architecture of the
developing brain. As the
brain grows, the quality.of
the architecture establish-
es eithera Sturdy or a frag-
ile foundation for aj] the
development, learning and
behavior that follows. Get-
ting this right at the begin-
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ning of life is much better,
and cheaper, than having
to fix it later.

When early experiences
are positive, the architec.
ture of the brain can build
itself from the bottom upin
a healthy fashion. Howev-
er, when a child’s early ex-
periences are negative be-
cause of abuse, neglect,
poverty, maternal depres-
sion or other toxic stress-
ors, the building process is
thwarted, and the proba-

bility of poor educational,

health and behavioral out-
comes increases.

Howdo we create condi-
tions in our €ommunities
that build healthy brain ar-
chitecture by reducing and
bufferin osure to tox-
ic_stress? Again, the re-
search is clear: All chil-
dreh need to live in healthy
relationships — with fami-
caregivers
and members of the broad-
€r community. Our busj-
nesses and policymakers

‘must consider how their

business and policy deci-
sions affect children’s abil-
ity to grow up in support-
ive, nurturing and eco-
nomically stable
communifies, '

The business communi-
ty must recognize early
childhood investment asa
pressing concern, as it di-
rectly impacts the quality
of our future workforce,
The 21st century economy
requires capable, Creative,
innovative and productive
workers who are profi-
cient in reading and math,

but also in the soft skills —_
Ccommunication, problem
solving, teamwork, etc. —
that our businesses needto
thrive. The foundation for
these soft skills is estab-
lished in early childhood,
and it is compromised by
toxic stress, lack of access
to_quality care and serv-
ICES, or poor ear y educa-
tion experiences. Expand-
ing the availability ang im-
proving the quality of pro-
grams that serve oung
-children — publicly or pri-
vately funded —13 1mper-
ative for the succ f our

sinesses and the pros-.

perity of o e.

We must work together
to ensure that all children
in our state have the op-
portunities and supports
they need for healthy brain
development, from the

time they come into the |-

world. This will make
learning in elementary

school and beyond more

efficient and more suc-
cessful.

By creating opportuni- |

ties for more young chil-
dren to access hi h-quali
care and education, im-
proving economic  envi.
ronments for al] families,
encouraging better work.
life balance and working
to ensure that ajl children
and families in South Car:
olina have access to the
health care they need; we
can realize a much bright-
er future for all South Car-
olinians. As 3 ‘state, we
have our diagnosis. Let’s
come together to provide
the treatments we know
will work,

MTr. Reynolds is CEO of
Total Comfort Solutions
and chairman of the S.C.
Chamber of Commerce;
contact him at

Jim.reynolds@
lincservice.com. Mr.
McLeese is president and
CEO of the Greater
Columbia Chamber of
Commerce; contact him
at IMcLeese@

columbiachamber. com.
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