
Executive Summary 
 
 
Background 
 
Public education in South Carolina is at a crossroads.  There currently is no agreement on 
what constitutes an adequate education in the state's public schools. This lack of 
consensus is especially relevant for students in rural or low-income school districts.  
School systems of limited means face a constant challenge to provide the kinds of 
educational experiences that will permit students to maximize their potential.  South 
Carolinians must make some tough decisions if they are to improve public education for 
all students in the state. 
 
How do we effectively redesign public schools to adequately prepare a larger number of 
students to graduate, succeed in college or career training, and compete in the global 
marketplace?  To help answer this question, the Richard W. Riley Institute of 
Government, Politics and Public Leadership at Furman University, through a grant from 
The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, set out to sample and explore the thoughts, 
concerns, and suggestions of people who work directly in schools with our children and 
grandchildren, and of others directly affected by our schools - parents, employers, 
community leaders, and students themselves.   
 
 
The Study: Stakeholders and Methodology 

Using stratified random and purposeful sampling techniques, the project team brought 
together small groups of school district superintendents, principals, teachers from all 
grade levels, parents, school board members, business leaders, community and religious 
leaders, and students to participate in in-depth discussions on issues related to public 
education. The conversations spanned a comprehensive list of topics - from early 
childhood education to middle school reform, high school curriculum and rigor, summer 
school and after-school programs, college access, parental involvement, and teacher 
quality and other teacher-related issues. Over the course of a year, more than 1,000 
people will have participated in more than 100 focus group meetings. 
 
The discussions were held in small groups in locations around the state – Columbia, 
Charleston, Greenville, Spartanburg, Aiken, Florence, Rock Hill, Beaufort, Greenwood, 
Blackville, Walterboro, Yemassee, Orangeburg, Sumter, Anderson, and Conway. All 
stakeholders were drawn from a diverse range of types of schools and school districts - 
large and small, urban, suburban, and rural, wealthy and poor – and covered nearly every 
county in the state.  
 
The process by which stakeholder opinions were gathered consisted of small group 
discussions about educational issues, guided by three open-ended questions, followed by 
the completion of an in-depth survey. Each meeting lasted approximately four hours. The 



survey asked respondents to weigh a list opportunities, programs, and support structures 
needed in the public school system to help all students succeed through the grades, 
perform proficiently on achievement tests, graduate from high school, and be ready for 
college or career training. Participants were asked to rate each opportunity and program 
according to the following scale: essential, important, useful, not very important, 
unimportant, or not sure.   
 
These findings should add an informed and important voice to the ongoing discussion 
about the course of action needed in this state to bolster and improve, quantitatively and 
qualitatively, the learning and development of all children in the early years and grades.  
 
 
Preliminary Findings 
 
Since stakeholder meetings are still taking place, and will take place until the end of July, 
preliminary data only will be provided for the superintendent stakeholder group. 
Meetings for the superintendent group were completed in March 2006. Out of the 87 
superintendents in the public school system, 50 participated in the study. 
 
Survey data for this group has been entered and some analysis has taken place. However, 
the qualitative data are currently still being analyzed. Thus, below represents only 
preliminary survey data reported by the superintendents who participated in the study. A 
more thorough analysis will take place in the coming months. 
 
In addition, the strategies highlighted below focus on the early years and the early grades. 
Although the data that have emerged thus far indicate that ALL levels of education 
should be given attention, these levels will be highlighted as a result of Judge Cooper’s 
decision and legislative action currently being considered. 
 
As shown by the data below, superintendents mapped a clear agenda to improve the 
quality of education for children as they prepare for (early years) and enter elementary 
school (early grades). Almost all of the superintendents endorsed the importance of the 
availability of public full-day kindergarten programs and early childhood education 
programs for 3- and 4-year-olds. Superintendents also recommended more strategies to 
help parents become more involved in their children’s education and smaller class sizes 
in the early grades.  
 
In addition, superintendents endorsed the implementation of literacy programs to bolster 
reading fluency and the hiring of more teachers specialized in teaching reading, 
particularly up to third grade. They also expressed support for more individual tutorial 
time for struggling students, more intensive reading enrichment programs for children 
encountering reading difficulties, a system to prevent children from leaving the third 
grade without reading and writing fluently, and a more rigorous curriculum to better 
prepare students for the middle grades. 
 
See the chart below for the numbers that emerged for each of the items.  



Top Rated Strategies for the Early Years and Early Grades: Strategies Rated 
“Essential” or “Important” by Superintendents 
 

 

TOP-RATED 
STRATEGIES 

Superintendents 
(n=50)         

           
Early Years          
Family literacy programs * 92%        
More strategies to help 
parents get involved in their 
child's schooling 86%        
Small class size * 84%        
Public early childhood 
education programs for all 
three-and four-year-olds 98%        
The availability of full-day 
kindergarten programs 98%        

        

Early Grades          
A More Challenging and 
Coordinated Curriculum         
More rigorous curriculum to 
help prepare students for 
middle school 94%        
Health screenings in 
elementary schools 86%        
Integrating more foreign 
language into the curriculum 
of all elementary schools 76%        
Better coordination to help 
transition between elementary 
and middle school 78%        
More Learning Time and 
Individualized Help        
An intensive summer program 
to help prepare students for 
the next level of schooling 78%        
More tutoring opportunities for 
students who are struggling 94%        
Extended-day learning 
programs in elementary 
schools 78%        



School Health and 
Counseling to Improve 
Learning        
Counseling beginning in 
elementary school to deal 
with personal and family 
issues 80%        
More thorough screenings for 
children with disabilities 72%        
School lunches that are 
healthy and balanced 80%        
Full-time nurses in all 
elementary schools 84%        
A Serious and 
Comprehensive Focus on 
Reading        
Teachers specialized in 
reading for grades 1-3 96%        
Intensive reading enrichment 
programs for students with 
reading difficulties 98%        
A system to ensure that no 
child moves beyond 3rd grade 
without reading and writing 
fluency 78%        

 
* This action or strategy could also apply to 
the early grades and even later grades too        

 

 
 
 


