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RICHARD W. RILEY'S 30-YEAR-OLD EDUCATION IMPROVEMENT ACT IS STILL RELEVANT TO S.C. BUSINESS TODAY

would fill a shelf full of biographies. But out of his many
accomplishments as Governor, Secretary of Education, and
private individual, his efforts to pass the Education Improvement

Afu]l accounting of the life and career of Richard W. Riley

Act (EIA) speak volumes about the man and his passions.

In 1969, when Richard Riley was a South Carolina State
Senator, Pat Conroy (then 23 years old) took a job teaching for
the Beaufort County School District on Daufuskie Island.

What he found on that island shook him to the core of
his being. Several of his students could not recite the alphabet.
Three children could not spell their names. And 18 children
thought Savannah was the largest city in the world.

Such is the educational backwater that was South Carolina
when Richard Riley was elected as governor only a few years
later in 1978.

‘While not every South Carolina school struggled to the
extent that Conroy’s school on Daufuskie Island did, it would
be incorrect to assume that the educational system of that era
was able to provide South Carolina’s children with the educa-
tion they needed and deserved.

In 1979, when Riley was sworn in as governor, South
Carolina was ranked 49th out of 50 states in education
spending. And yet when he left office eight years later, South
Carolina’s per-student spending had moved up to 41st out of
50 states. And the state’s Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores
had improved signiticantly.

These improvements were due in large part to the passage
in 1984 of the Riley-sponsored Education Improvement
Act (EIA), which according to the RAND Corporation, a
nonprofit global policy think tank, was the most comprehen-
sive school reform initiative in the country. A cornerstone
of the ETA was the creation of an ongoing revenue stream
earmarked for funding school reform initiatives via a 25
percent (one penny) increase in the state sales tax. The resulting
revenues did not go to the General Fund. Instead, they went

directly into the EIA where they were only to be used for
education improvement efforts.

In his first term as governor, Riley was interested in educa-
tion, but he was not as totally immersed in it as he was during
his second term. According to Riley, T told people that if they
re-elected me for a second term that they might as well get
ready. I was going to go all out in improving public education.”

In his second-term inaugural address he focused his
remarks on a single child born that very morning named
John Christopher Hayes. “The whole speech was about John
Christopher Hayes growing up in Cheraw and his working
parents,” explained Riley.“T felt like he was a good average
child and T talked about how education was so critical for him
and for all the children he represented that were born that day.
That [speech| made very clear that education was going to be
my priority.”

“I knew that since South Carolina was way down the line
in funding public education. I mean we were right at the
bottom. It was very clear to me that if we wanted to make a
major statement in education that we couldn’t just dress up
some good sounding measure and float it through. We really
had to make a statement. To do that, we were going to have
to have funding. And T insisted on that from the very word go
that the people wanted all these things and we were going to
have to pay for it. It was the responsible thing to do.”

Passing the ETA was no easy task. When Riley first
proposed the Education Improvement Act in 1983, the
legislature showed little interest. Riley was undeterred. He
launched a Herculean statewide campaign in support of the
EIA, complete with bumper stickers and community forums.
Riley was able to rally business executives, community leaders,
chambers of commerce, educators, and parents, to put pressure
on state legislators to pass the bill.

Riley remembered that passage of the EIA became a
statewide movement. “The slogan we had was ‘a penny for

"| believe that he was one of the finest governors of the last 50 years and one of
the greatest cabinet secretaries this country ever had. His instinctive, intuitive
understanding of human nature and human possibilities and what would work

always took my breath away."
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