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DIGITAL READERS GET MORE

Getting off unemployment
and back to work might soon
earn North Carolinians as much
as an extra $1,500, under a
proposal Republican lawmakers
introduced Thursday to pay
people to get a job.

“It goes against the grain to
me that we got to pay people to
go to work,” said Republican
Sen. Tom McInnis of Ellerbe,
between Charlotte and Pine-
hurst. “But we don’t have a
choice.”

It’s common practice for busi-
nesses to either raise wages or
offer signing bonuses when they
can’t find enough workers at the

rates they have been paying.
Walmart, for example, had to
offer a minimum wage of $17 at
one of its North Dakota stores
during the fracking boom there
a few years ago just to find
enough workers.

There’s less precedent for
using taxpayer dollars to sub-
sidize signing bonuses for busi-
nesses, as this new proposal

would do.
In 2020, the state and federal

governments paid many people
not to work, by shutting down
businesses to stop the spread of
coronavirus while also amping
up unemployment benefits.
Now, though, COVID-19 vac-
cines are widely available and
businesses are open once more.
But some employers are finding

they can’t get back to the staff-
ing levels they had before the
pandemic — which has so far
killed nearly 600,000 Amer-
icans, including almost 13,000
in North Carolina.

North Carolina’s unemploy-
ment rate in March, the latest
available data, was 5.2%. That’s
a full percentage point better
than the national average — and
well below last year’s high of
13.5% unemployment during
April and May of 2020. But the
unemployment rate doesn’t tell
the entire story of supply and
demand for jobs. It doesn’t
count people who have simply 

GOP plan would pay jobless 
in NC up to $1,500 to find work
BY WILL DORAN

wdoran@newsobserver.com

SEE JOBLESS, 4A

CARY

U.S. Education Secretary
Miguel Cardona and North
Carolina Gov. Roy Cooper
toured a childcare center in
Cary on Thursday to promote a
national plan to give two years
of free preschool to all children.

President Joe Biden is propos-
ing spending $200 billion on

universal preschool for 3- and
4-year-olds as part of his Amer-
ican Families Plan that he’s
pitched to Congress. Cardona
and state leaders said Thursday
that two years of preschool will
help give children the skills they
need to prepare them for school
and life.

“We know that there’s bene-
fits for all children to attend,”
Cardona said after touring
Bright Beginnings Child Devel-
opment Center. “We want to

make sure that we’re providing
opportunities for all students to
attend good 3- and 4-year-old
programs while giving families
choice.”

The American Families Plan
in all would spend $1.8 trillion,
which would be covered by
higher tax rates on the weathiest
and other IRS enforcement
changes, the Associated Press
reported.

“We have an unprecedented
transformational opportunity

with this federal money hopeful-
ly coming our way on this is-
sue,” Cooper said at a news
conference with Cardona. “It’s
something that we must do in
order to make sure that we can
create a high quality of life and
an opportunity for all of these
children to get good-paying
jobs.”

NC NOT MEETING 

PRE-K GOAL

The national plan comes as
North Carolina still hasn’t
reached its goal of providing
free Pre-K to 75% of the state’s
at-risk 4-year-old children.

The state has seen increases
in pre-kindergarten enrollment,
reaching 31,000 children,
roughly 50% of those eligible. 

ETHAN HYMAN ehyman@newsobserver.com

Ibrahim Quadri, right, leads North Carolina Gov. Roy Cooper, center, �as Cooper and U.S. Education Secretary Miguel Cardona, left, tour Bright
Beginnings Child Development Center in Cary on Thursday. 

‘Pre-K is critical’: NC governor,
US education secretary tout
universal preschool on visit
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CHAPEL HILL

More than three dozen stu-
dents, faculty and community
members stood outside the
UNC-Chapel Hill Board of
Trustees meeting Thursday to
protest the board for not grant-
ing tenure to acclaimed

journalist Nikole
Hannah-Jones. 

Hannah-Jones
is a Pulitzer Prize-
winning New
York Times in-
vestigative jour-
nalist and MacAr-
thur Fellowship
“Genius Grant”
recipient who will

join the UNC-CH faculty as the
Knight Chair in Race and In-
vestigative Journalism in July. 

The outrage from faculty,
students and professional jour-
nalists stems from the fact that
previous Knight Chairs have
always been tenured positions at
UNC’s Hussman School of Jour-
nalism and Media. Hannah-
Jones, however, will have a
fixed-term “Professor of the
Practice” position, with the
option of being reviewed for
tenure within five years.

Kim Talikoff of Chapel Hill
joined two friends at the protest
on the sidewalk outside the
Carolina Inn, where the Board
of Trustees meets. Talikoff said
she is upset that UNC made a
different deal with Hannah-
Jones than with other Knight
professors.

“I care deeply about freedom
of speech and freedom of
thought. I trust people to think 

Protesters
blast UNC
trustees for
lack of tenure
for journalist

BY MARTHA QUILLIN 

AND KATE MURPHY

mquillin@newsobserver.com

kamurphy@newsobserver.com

SEE JOURNALIST, 8A

Nikole

Hannah-Jones



4A .............................................................................THE NEWS & OBSERVER FRIDAY MAY 21 2021

stopped looking for work
altogether, for example,
let alone people who used
to work but then died in a
pandemic.

McInnis said he recently
spoke to someone who
runs a factory here and
has a time-sensitive order,
but can’t find enough
workers. If he can’t fill
those jobs within a few
weeks, the factory manag-
er told McInnis, he’ll be
forced to outsource the
work overseas.

“In times of crisis, times
of peril, we don’t need to
be timid,” McInnis said.

The state director of a
small business lobbying
group, Greg Thompson of
the National Federation of
Independent Businesses,
told lawmakers Thursday
the idea is “unique, and
something that I think will
work.”

Thompson pointed out
that summer is fast-ap-
proaching, and employers
in the tourism industry are
about to start ramping up
their seasonal hiring. In
North Carolina, many
such jobs pay the mini-
mum wage of $7.25 an
hour.

So if the proposed

$1,500 bonus ends up
passing into law, that
would be equal to around
207 hours of work at mini-
mum wage, or roughly five
40-hour weeks.

Colorado Gov. Jared
Polis, a Democrat, signed
a similar executive order
on Wednesday, less than
24 hours before the North
Carolina proposal was
introduced. Democratic
Gov. Roy Cooper’s office
did not immediately re-
spond to a request about
whether he was consid-
ering a similar action, or if
he had spoken with local
lawmakers about their
proposal in the legislature
Thursday.

The idea was introduced
by Sen. Chuck Edwards, a
Hendersonville Repub-
lican who owns several
McDonald’s restaurants
and is the co-chair of a
joint committee on unem-
ployment issues. His pro-
posal would redirect fed-
eral unemployment
money to instead be used
for these signing bonuses,
which would be $1,500 for
unemployed people who
start a new job by June 1,
or $800 for people who
start a new job between
June 2 and July 1.

People would get half
the money after their first
20 to 30 days on the job,
and the second half after

60 days.
Sen. Gladys Robinson, a

Greensboro Democrat,
asked her Republican
colleagues to also consider
specific funding for child-
care subsidies. Many peo-
ple are remaining out of
the workforce, she said,
not because they don’t
want to work but because
they can’t afford to get a
job due to the high price
of child care.

“For some of these
parents, if they go back to
work and have to pay for
child care, that puts them
deeper into poverty,” she
said.

The average cost of
daycare in North Carolina,
WRAL-TV reported last
year, is $9,200 a year. So
a $1,500 bonus would
cover about two months of
that.

For more North Carolina
government and politics
news, listen to the Under
the Dome politics podcast
from The News & Observer
and the NC Insider. You
can find it on Pandora,
Spotify, Apple Podcasts,
Stitcher, iHeartRadio,
Amazon Music, Megaphone
or wherever you get your
podcasts.

Will Doran: 919-836-2858,
@will_doran
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But enrollment dropped
by more than 9,100 chil-
dren this school year dur-
ing the coronavirus pan-
demic.

Some of the state’s most
prominent business lead-
ers have urged the Repub-
lican-led General Assem-
bly to maintain funding
for the NC Pre-K program
and, if possible, increase
funding so that expansion
can continue.

“One of the primary
things that we can do to
improve reading by the end
of the third grade is Pre-K,”
Jim Goodnight, CEO of
SAS Institute, said at a
roundtable discussion
Thursday at Bright Begin-
nings. “It especially gives
the low-income kids that
have not been exposed to
as much as reading at
home as some of the
others.”

The state budget pro-
posal from Cooper, a
Democrat, calls for more
money to expand Pre-K
enrollment, higher pay for
childcare workers and
increased reimbursement
rates for providers.

“Pre-K is critical,” Coop-
er said. “We want universal
Pre-K in North Carolina.
We know that education is
cradle to career.”

The State Board of Edu-
cation has proposed
increased spending for the
Smart Start program and
the Pre-K program as part
of its action plan in the
Leandro school funding
court case.

But GOP legislative
leaders have complained
that they weren’t consulted
in the state board’s plan.
The judge presiding over
the Leandro case has said
he won’t order lawmakers
to provide the funding.

Wake County has had
more success than other
North Carolina counties in
getting low-to-middle-
income 4-year-olds into
Pre-K programs. As a
result, the county is
launching a new program
to provide free preschool
to low-income 3-year-olds.

CHILD CARE ‘HEROES’

DURING PANDEMIC

Cardona, Cooper, State
Superintendent Catherine
Truitt, state Department of
Health and Human Serv-
ices Secretary Mandy Co-
hen and state House Dem-
ocratic leader Robert
Reives toured Bright Begin-
nings on Thursday to see
firsthand the benefits of a
high-quality preschool
program.

The children gave the
guests “wiggly handshak-
es” and showed them
their classrooms. Cardona
offered chocolate candy to
the excited children.

“When I think of the
American Families Plan
and the potential it has, I
think of places like this,”
Cardona said. “Imagine if
kids across the country
had the opportunities that
children have here.”

Brooke Pristell, a Cary
parent said her daughter is
now ready for kindergar-
ten after attending Bright
Beginnings.

“Bright Beginnings has
just been a godsend and I
have peace of mind every
morning when I drop her
off,” Pristell said. “She’s
excited about learning..”

Both Cardona and
Cooper thanked the child-
care staff, along with
others across the nation,
that stayed open during
the pandemic.

“When you talk about
these early childhood
educators, they have been
our heroes,” Cooper said.
“Throughout this pandem-
ic they have been caring
for children of frontline
workers, people that we
needed to be on the job
and it’s been a struggle for
them to do that.”

T. Keung Hui:
919-829-4534, @nckhui
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WASHINGTON

Negotiations over a
multi-billion dollar infra-
structure package have
forced President Joe Biden
to an inflection point
where he must choose
between his campaign
promises of seeking bipar-
tisan consensus and
achieving major policy
changes sought by the
liberal wing of his party.

The emerging legislation
– focused on an issue long
seen as the most likely area
of bipartisan compromise
in a divided Washington –
could be Biden’s only
chance to earn Republican
support for a major legisla-
tive initiative before next
year’s midterm elections. It
is also seen by liberals as
one of a dwindling number
of opportunities for Biden
to get congressional fund-
ing for elements of his plan
outside of roads, bridges
and other forms of physical
infrastructure.

Whichever path Biden
takes will help define his

presidency. 
The White House has

put forward Memorial Day
as the deadline to make
progress on a deal but has
intentionally declined to
say what that means and
what Biden would deem
as sufficient.

“I don’t want to define
that at this point, because
that’s not really to our
advantage,” White House
press secretary Jen Psaki
said last week, adding that
the administration would
“take stock” at the end of
the month.

Biden during his cam-
paign repeatedly said he
wanted to heal the coun-
try, lower the temperature
of discord and work with
Republicans to address
America’s crises. He de-
clared in his inaugural
address that unity is the
path forward.

But the White House
has since said that Biden
is focused on bringing the
American people together,
not necessarily legislators
in Washington, establish-
ing an off-ramp for the
president if he decides to
press ahead with only
Democratic votes for the

legislation.
In March, Biden pro-

posed spending $2 trillion
on a wide-ranging series
of initiatives, including the
repair of roads and
bridges and greater in-
vestment in the care of
elderly men and women. 

That opening bid began a
series of negotiations be-
tween Democrats and
Republicans, both in the
halls of Congress and at the
White House, where the
president last week hosted
GOP House Minority Lead-
er Kevin McCarthy of Cali-
fornia and GOP Senate
Minority Leader Mitch
McConnell of Kentucky.

Biden and Republicans
have clashed over what
policies should be in-
cluded in an infrastructure
bill and how to pay for the
proposal. GOP lawmakers
have argued that priorities
such as elder and child
care shouldn’t be lumped
in with physical infrastruc-
ture like roads and
bridges. Biden has pro-
posed raising the corpo-
rate tax rate while GOP
lawmakers have said that
is a non-starter for their
party. 
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Biden �nearing crossroads
on infrastructure plan
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