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Just how important are basic skills — such as communicating well and thinking clearly on your 
feet — in getting and keeping a job in Charlotte? 
 
Don’t kid yourself, they are critically important. 
 
As a Charlotte businessman, I constantly hear from employers who are struggling to find workers 
with the skills needed to compete in today’s workplace. In a survey just this year, 60% of North 
Carolina employers reported communication-skills gaps among job applicants, while close to half 
reported deficiencies in problem-solving skills and critical thinking. 
 
At the same time, educational requirements for jobs in North Carolina are on the rise. Experts 
predict 59% of all jobs created in our state between 2008 and 2018 will require some type of 
formal education beyond high school. We are all hearing about STEM jobs — those in the fields 
of science, technology, engineering and math. STEM jobs are expected to grow here by 17% by 
2018, and 91% of them will require post-secondary education. 
How do we ensure we create a pipeline of workers with the qualities our businesses are going to 
need? Invest in a high-quality early-care and education system. 
There are 2,000 days between birth and when a child shows up for the first day of kindergarten. 
We should make the most of those 2,000 days. 
Extensive research has shown children who participate in high-quality early-care and education 
programs are significantly more likely to enter school with the skills they will need to succeed 
there and later in the work force. Not only do they develop critical math and literacy skills, but 
also develop all-important soft skills — the ability to be good communicators, collaborators and 
critical thinkers. Participating kids are up to 44% more likely to graduate from high school, 22% 
more likely to be employed and can have median earnings as adults that are 36% higher than 
those who did not participate in these valuable programs. 
 



Studies also show high-quality early learning pays for itself in long-term benefits, generating as 
much as $11 for every $1 invested. Children grow up to become better-educated and more 
productive workers with far less remedial education or criminal costs to society. 
Early-learning programs surprisingly provide an immediate boost for N.C. businesses. 
Research from the business leaders’ group, America’s Edge, shows early-learning investments 
generate economic activity as high or higher than investments in major sectors such as 
construction, transportation and manufacturing. For every $1 invested in early learning, nearly $2 
is generated in additional sales of local goods and services. Such a rate of return defines early 
learning as an economic sector through which we can create real economic development for 
North Carolina. 
 
Research also confirms that employee absenteeism falls when working parents have access to 
early-learning programs — a definite boost to our businesses’ bottom lines. 
Our state has always been a national leader in such programs. That leadership is slipping, 
however, as significant cuts have been made to Smart Start and NC Pre-K in recent years. We 
soon will have a new governor, and I urge him to get us back on track in early learning. 
Charlotte’s and North Carolina’s leaders had the vision to grow our city and our state. That vision 
helped us weather the recession better than most. But that vision needs to include reinvesting in 
and strengthening our state’s early-learning programs. It’s too good of a deal to pass up. 
 
Scott Gantt is president of Benefit Control Cos. in Charlotte. 
 


