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June 12, 2013 

 
The Honorable John Courson 
President Pro Tempore 
SC Senate 
412 Gressette Building 
Columbia, SC 29202-0142 
 
The Honorable Bobby Harrell 
Speaker of the House 
SC House of Representatives  
506 Blatt Building  
Columbia, SC 29201 
 
Dear President Courson and Speaker Harrell:  

 
Over the past year and a half, the Legislative Audit Council has conducted a review of South 

Carolina First Steps and has recently published its recommendations.  We always benefit from external 
feedback and are gratified to find that the report largely mirrors a set of structural recommendations we 
ourselves have already proposed to the General Assembly in the form of draft reauthorization language.  

 
Of the report’s 42 recommendations, First Steps has already taken action or completed work on 

20 (48%), with 12 recommendations directly mirroring language proposed within the existing 
reauthorization bills. As with prior evaluations, we welcome these newest recommendations, which will 
almost certainly serve to improve our operations. 
 

We must reiterate our Board’s very strong belief that the South Carolina General Assembly acted 
with great wisdom in enacting this legislation, and that First Steps - as one component of the state’s 
collective investment in children and families - has helped to push the preparedness of the state’s 
youngest learners to new heights.  

 
You may be aware that the SC General Assembly chose to eliminate our state’s formal school 

readiness assessment in 2008. We agree with the LAC that the time has come to reinstate such a measure. 
In its absence, however, we take exception to the Audit Council’s portrayal of one key indicator of child 
success.  

 
While the number of SC children possessing school readiness risk factors, such as low birth 

weight and births to mothers with less than a high school diploma has not substantially decreased since 
the First Steps legislation was enacted, one critical, cost-saving demographic has been reduced by 48% -- 
the number of South Carolina children repeating first grade has been cut in half. 



 
 

 
While 4,202 South Carolina students repeated first grade in 2000, only 2,263 repeated in 2010.  

Similarly positive improvements (33%) have occurred since 2005 in 5k retention reductions. Combined, 
public school savings (at the state’s average per student cost of $10,994) produce more than $30 million 
in yearly savings to SC taxpayers. 

 
Five hundred thirty-two thousand seven (532,007) parent education home visits by local county 

partnership educators and more than 35,071 hours of technical assistance to SC child care providers - 
when combined with other First Steps, School District and partner agency programs - have produced a 
marked difference in early school success, as evidenced by this nearly 50% drop in retention (Attachment 
A). 

 
After First Steps’ funding of a 2007 study to pinpoint the state’s most high-risk children and their 

extremely high school failure rates (Attachment B), our State Board and county partnerships have focused 
on these at-risk kids with an eye toward driving overall retention rates down statewide.  With no statewide 
readiness assessment after 2008, there is currently no better way to trend the effectiveness of the state’s 
collective investment in early childhood programs.   

 
We applaud the efforts of South Carolina’s child serving agencies and organizations, most of 

which serve on our Board, who have all contributed significantly to this systemic achievement.  Preparing 
our children for kindergarten and first grade is a great success story which can be maintained and 
improved as we implement LAC’s recommendations, expand CDEPP, and continue to reach at-risk 
children county by county across South Carolina. 

 
While we are disappointed the LAC did not focus on accomplishments, services delivered, and 

overall results, we understand it was directed to look only at bureaucratic compliance.  Unfortunately, this 
report is in no way a reflection of the success of the thousands of hours of work of dedicated volunteers, 
or our state and local partnership staffs. Their raising of $97,329,428 locally to match $213,413,977 in 
State funding is not mentioned by the LAC (Attachment C). 

 
It is with a sense of pride and accomplishment that we disagree that the 2000-2010 reduction in 

retention is a mere coincidence with First Steps’ launch and first ten years of work.  When little else has 
changed during that period, and results are so overwhelming, success is more likely the result of South 
Carolina’s focused efforts to support young children and families.  It is not a coincidence that our local 
partnerships raised $97 million to match the State’s $213 million investment, and it is not a coincidence 
that these funds and focused efforts have fueled huge early learning advances across South Carolina. 

 
The 1,939 South Carolina children, who would have repeated First Grade in 2010 but did not, 

thank the legislature for the difference between an educational success and failure in grade one, and for all 
that initial success means to their lives going forward. 
 

 
Respectfully,  
 
 
 
Lewis Smoak 
Vice-Chair 
SC First Steps Board of Trustees    

LTS:cag 
Enclosures 
 



 
 
First Steps Documents Attached: 
A. County by County Retention Reduction and Savings 
B. SC Data Warehouse Analysis of SC Children Experiencing Early School Failure 
C. Local Partnership Leverage Report – 2001-2012 
D. Parent Home Visitation   
E. Child Care Quality Enhancement and Training   
F. South Carolina Child Development Education Pilot Program (CDEPP)   
G. Countdown to Kindergarten  
H. Quick Facts – First Steps 


















