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LUMBERTON — Hundreds of families
stopped by Biggs Park Mall on Saturday,
enjoying a fun-filled afternoon complete with
games, entertainment — and a little learning
on the side.

Councilman Eric Hackney ushered in the
annual Smart Start Day at 10 a.m., officially
kicking off the Week of the Young Child.

“This is our signature event,” said Amy Cox,
who serves as Smart Start’s program and
evaluation director. “This is about family and
early education. We strongly believe that early education is the tool to succeed. We are trying to
get the message out that it has to start before kindergarten.”
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Sponsored by the Robeson County Partnership for Children, Cox called the day a success, with
more than 40 businesses and community organizations participating. About 16 of the vendors are
at least partially funded through Smart Start.

Smart Start, the state's nationally recognized and award-winning early childhood initiative, began
in 1993 under then-governor Jim Hunt. It was designed to ensure that all young children age 5
and under enter school healthy and ready to succeed.

All Smart Start funds are funneled to sponsors of the various activities through the Robeson
County Partnership for Children, a nonprofit that spearheads 18 programs, including SmartStart,
Shining Star — a preschool program for special-needs children — childcare assistance, mobile
classrooms and more.

Four-year old Destiny Brayboy was enjoying the music as she munched on an apple and showed
off her crafted princess crown. She was at the mall with her grandmother, Joyce Oxendine of
Lumberton.

Though Destiny is not in pre-school, Oxendine said they often take advantage of educational
opportunities in the community. They go to story time at the library on Thursdays. They came to
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Saturday’s event looking to register Destiny for the More at Four program.
Destiny was all for it.
“I'like the drums,” she said.

The family of 4-year-old Adrian Emmanuel Locklear Jr. said this was the second time they have
attended Smart Start Day. The Fairmont residents said Adrian is learning his ABCs, numbers,
colors, shapes and manners through More at Four.

On Saturday, Adrian was enjoying his ice cream cone, meeting Spiderman and shaking his hand.

The kids were all smiles at the event, grooving to the music, playing games, making crafts, and
showing off their painted faces. They visited with Snow White, who passed out apples from her
wicker basket. Spiderman was handing out dental floss to mesmerized fans.

Even Dr. Suess’ Cat in the Hat stopped by, offering hugs and dancing a two-step while
encouraging families to get involved in reading. Every child who attended the event received a
free book.

“We have a goal to ensure a high level of literacy before kindergarten,” said Jessica Lowery,
executive director of Partnership for Children. “We encourage all parents to read with their
children.”

Trish Lewis, program assistant for Partnership for Children, said the event was the perfect
opportunity for a family outing, and to find useful information.

“We really enjoy doing a good event like this,” Lewis said. “It’s fun, but we also get out information
for the families. This is what we are all about.”

Other community participants included Childcare Directions, UNC Pembroke, the Robeson
County Sheriff’s Office, Exploration Station, the Robeson County Public Library, and numerous
schools and day cares.
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