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“The people have a right to the privilege of education and  

it is the duty of the State to guard and maintain that right.” 
 

North Carolina Constitution Article 1 Section 15 

 
 
An Introduction to the Education Policy Primer 
Education policy involves a wide range of interconnected issues such as school finance and facilities, 
accountability and assessment, technology, teachers and so much more. In order to make well-informed 
and evidence-based decisions, policymakers and voters face the challenge of understanding complex 
educational issues.  
 
The Public School Forum’s Education Policy Primer serves as a fact-based guide to public education in 
North Carolina. The Primer provides a comprehensive overview of how education policy is made, along 
with the current state of public education and the policies guiding it. The Forum produces this guide in 
order to inform current policymakers, candidates for public office, and voters. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 
 
North Carolina’s Public Schools and Students 
North Carolina contains 116 public school districts with more than 2500 district public schools, as well as 
180 charter schools and three residential schools that serve students with hearing and visual 
impairments. School districts, also known as a Local Education Agency (LEA), are maintained by a public 
board of education or other public authority.  A public school unit (PSU) refers to an individual school 
administrative unit, including both charter schools and regional schools. 
 
The number of children attending North Carolina public schools is measured by the North Carolina 
Department of Public Instruction (NC DPI) as Average Daily Membership, commonly referred to as ADM. 
The state total ADM in 2020-2021 for North Carolina’s traditional public schools and charter schools was 
1,477,872.1 The state is experiencing rapid population growth, thus, the number of students served by 
public schools is expected to continue to rise over time. The student population is also becoming 
increasingly diverse and has seen significant improvements in performance measures over time, 
although there remains room to grow. 
 
 
Population Growth in North Carolina 
North Carolina had an estimated population of 10,551,162 residents in 2021. Between 2020 and 2021, 
North Carolina ranked 4th in population growth with a population change of 1.1% in the year.2 Between 
2010 and 2020 North Carolina’s population grew at a rate of 9.5% compared to a national rate of 7.4%.3	
 

North Carolina is projected to gain approximately one million residents in each decade through 2040; 
however, population growth is not distributed consistently across all counties. Urban areas such as 
Raleigh and Charlotte have experienced significantly more growth than rural areas since 2010 and are 
the main causes of the state’s population growth. Fifty-one counties concentrated in the northeast and 
central coast portions of the state decreased in population from 2010 to 2020.4 
 
North Carolina has the second largest population living in rural areas and over 76% of all public schools 
are in one of the state’s 80 rural counties.5  
 
By 2050, North Carolina is expected to reach 13.8 million people and the child population is expected to 
reach 2.7 million (20%) compared to the current 2.3 million.6 Further, by 2050, just over half (52%) of 
the population will be Non-Hispanic White, compared to 61% in 2020.7  
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Diversity of North Carolina’s Student Population 
North Carolina’s student population is becoming increasingly diverse. In the 2021-22 school year, 1% of 
traditional public school students were American Indian, 3.8% were Asian, 20.4% were Hispanic, 24.6% 
were Black, 44.6% were white, 5.1% were two or more races, and 0.01% were Pacific Islander.8 These 
percentages do not include charter schools; In the 2021-22 school year, 0.07% of charter and regional 
school students were American Indian, 3.8% were Asian, 12.6% were Hispanic, 26.6% were Black, 49.6% 
were white, 6.3% were two or more races, and 0.013% were Pacific Islander.9 Additionally, in October of 
2021, DPI estimated there were 131,247 English Learners (EL) in North Carolina's traditional public 
schools and charter schools, an increase of 6,742 from the prior year.10 

	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

North	Carolina’s	Student	
Population	by	Race	and	Sex.	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

North	Carolina’s	Charter	and	
Regional	Schools	Student	
Population	by	Race	and	Sex.	

	



Education Policy Primer 2022 
A Guide to Public Education in North Carolina 
 

 
 

ncforum.org                           5 

Over half of North Carolina students are classified as “economically disadvantaged.” In the 2019-20 
school year, 57.7% of North Carolina’s traditional public school students and 59.6% of charter students 
received either free or reduced lunch.11 Moreover, in 2020, nearly one in five North Carolina children 
lived at or under the federal poverty level.12 

	
In the 2021-22 school year, 181,350 students in North Carolina’s traditional public schools and 13,642 
students in charter schools were served by exceptional children programs.13 
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Student Performance 
The collection of student performance data is the state’s way of ensuring accountability in students, 
teachers, and the education system as a whole. Overall, North Carolina has seen dramatic student 
performance gains in recent years, however, there is much room for growth. The state’s graduation rate 
has also improved in recent years. Increasing demands from employers has prompted state leaders to 
emphasize the importance of increasing the percentage of North Carolinians who hold a high-quality 
postsecondary degree or credential. In 2019, a new statewide attainment goal was established by the 
myFutureNC Commission and codified into state law. Reaching the statewide attainment goal will 
require investments and efforts across the pre-K to postsecondary pipeline. 14 
 
 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is a congressionally mandated project led by 
the National Center for Education Statistics for twenty-eight years. NAEP periodically measures student 
achievement in reading, mathematics, science, writing, U.S. history, civics, geography, and other 
subjects. Beginning in 1990, state-level NAEP comparison data became available for states that 
volunteered to participate.  
 
As part of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation, Congress mandated that all states participate in 
NAEP reading and math assessments every two years as a way to validate state scores, but permits 
states to use their own assessments to measure student performance and progress. The 2015 Every 
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which replaced NCLB as the newest version of the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act Reauthorization, keeps the NAEP requirement in place. 
 
NAEP assesses mathematics in five content areas: number properties and operations; measurement; 
geometry; data analysis, statistics, and probability; and algebra. NAEP also tests students for literacy and 
reading abilities.  
 
The scheduled 2021 NAEP testing was delayed due to the COVID-19 pandemic and will take place 
throughout the 2022-23 school year. The most recent NAEP scores available are from 2019.  
 
 

2019 NAEP Results: 4th and 8th Grade Math 
North Carolina’s 4th grade NAEP average math score (241) was above the national average (240) in 2019, 
as it has been since 1996. 15 North Carolina’s average 4th grade mathematics score was higher than 18 
other states and the District of Columbia, lower than 9 other states, and not statistically different from 
24 other states. Eighty-two percent of North Carolina 4th graders scored at the basic achievement level 
or above; 41% at the proficient level or above; and 8% at the advanced achievement level. 16 Between 
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1992 and 2019, the percentage of 4th graders in NC scoring below basic level in mathematics decreased 
from 50% to 18%. 
 
North Carolina’s average score for 8th grade math (284) was also above the national average (281), 
improving after being stagnant with the national average since 2015. 17 North Carolina’s average 8th 
grade mathematics score was higher than 23 other states and the District of Columbia, lower than 7 
other states, and not statistically different from 21 other states. Seventy-one percent of North Carolina 
8th graders scored at the basic achievement level or above; 37% at the proficient level or above; and 11% 
at the advanced achievement level.18 Between 1990 and 2019, the percentage of 8th graders in NC 
scoring below basic level in mathematics decreased from 62% to 29%. From 2017 to 2019, the 
percentage decreased from 32 percent to 29%.19 

 

 
 
 
2019 NAEP Results: 4th and 8th Grade Reading 
In 2019, North Carolina’s 4th grade average NAEP reading score (221) remained slightly above the 
national average (219), as it has since 2011.20 67% of North Carolina 4th graders scored at the basic 
achievement level or above; 36% at the proficient level or above; and 9% at the advanced achievement 
level.21 The percentage of students in North Carolina who performed at or above the NAEP Proficient 
level was 36% in 2019, compared with 28% in 1998.22 

 
In 2019, the average NAEP reading score of 8th grade students in North Carolina (263) was slightly above 
the national average (262). Seventy-two percent of North Carolina 8th graders scored at the basic 
achievement level or above; 32% at the proficient level or above; and 4% at the advanced achievement 
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level.23 The percentage of students in North Carolina who performed at or above the NAEP Proficient 
level was 32% in 2019. This percentage was not significantly different from the percentage in 1998 
(30%).24 
 

 
 
American College Testing (ACT) 
Since 2012-13, state legislation has required that the ACT College Admissions Assessment be 
administered to all North Carolina public school students in the 11th grade for no cost. In the 2020-21 
school year, 104,837 NC students took the ACT 2011-2012, compared with only 18,817 who took the 
test in 2021, prior to the passage of the new legislation. 
  
The ACT test measures what students have learned in their courses and measures their skills in English, 
math, science and reading. The ACT also has an optional writing section, in which students formulate an 
essay in response to a written prompt. The ACT is scored on a scale of 1-36 in each of the four sections 
with a composite score that is calculated by averaging the individual section scores. The statewide 
measure of college-readiness for North Carolina is a composite score of 17, the minimum score required 
for admission to a UNC-system school. 
 
In 2020-21, 55% of North Carolina’s 11th-grade students met the college-readiness benchmark (an ACT 
score of at least 17).25 Among 2021 graduates, 18% met all four benchmarks, compared to 25% 
nationally. This percentage has remained the same for seven consecutive North Carolina graduating 
classes. 
 
The chart below shows the percentage of students who earned an ACT composite score of 17 or higher 
by race.26 
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Data Source: myFutureNC; ACT Performance 

 
 
Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT) 
One of the most commonly used indicators of high school students’ performance is the Scholastic 
Assessment Test (SAT). Offered several times during the year, the test is designed to measure verbal and 
mathematical reasoning skills and is used to predict success during the first year of college. Only college-
bound students (not all high school graduates) generally take this test. However, participation rates 
among (and within) states vary widely, ranging from a low of 3% to a high of 100%. In North Carolina, 
23% of the graduating class took the SAT in 2021.27 If only the very highest performing students take the 
test, a state’s overall scores are likely to be much higher than a state where the majority of high school 
graduates take the test. Because these variations create large biases in SAT score data, the scores can 
cause misperceptions about variations in state educational quality. Thus, the use of SAT scores for state-
by-state comparisons is controversial. In fact, the College Board no longer publishes state rankings, in 
order to discourage drawing ill-fitting comparisons between states.  
 
SAT Design 
The SAT has evolved greatly since its initial administration in the late 1920s. Prior to March 2016, the 
SAT was composed of three subsections (critical reading, mathematics, and writing), each worth 800 
points for a total possible SAT score of 2400.  
In March 2016, the College Board issued a newly redesigned SAT. The new SAT consists of three 
sections: Evidence-Based Reading and Writing, Math, and an Optional Essay. The exam was returned to 
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its original grading scale of up to 1600 total points. The Reading and Writing section and the Math 
section are graded on a scale of 200-800 with the Essay section graded completely separately.  
 
 
SAT Performance in 2020-21 
Twenty-three percent of the 2021 North Carolina high school graduating class took the SAT.28 This is a 
significant decrease from the 44,282 graduates (45%) who took it in 2020.29 The decrease in the number 
of students taking the SAT is likely due to the requirement passed in 2012 that all high school juniors 
take the ACT. 
 
North Carolina’s mean total SAT score in 2021 was 1150, compared to a national mean score of 1060.30 
These numbers include all North Carolina students who took the SAT. North Carolina’s mean scores 
increased by 54 points from 2020, while the national mean scores increased by 9 points from 2020.31 
 
White and Asian American students have historically attained higher SAT scores than other racial/ethnic 
groups in North Carolina, including Hispanic, American Indian and Black students. For the fourteenth 
consecutive year in North Carolina, Asian American students scored higher than other racial/ethnic 
groups, followed by White students.32 

 
Data Source: College Board; 2021 North Carolina SAT Suite of Assessments Annual Report. 

 

Advanced Placement Courses 
An Advanced Placement (AP) course is a class which a student takes while still in high school that can 
potentially earn them college credit. Students scoring a 3 or higher out of a possible 5 on the AP exam 
typically earn credit towards college. Courses offer different levels of credit. For example, students 
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enrolling in "AB" Calculus can earn 3 hours of college credit, while the "BC" course has the potential for 
6 hours of credit.  
 
The percentage of students that take AP exams differs widely across states, and the numbers also vary 
based on the type of AP exam taken. As with SAT scores, these variances make it difficult to 
meaningfully compare scores across states, or to compare state scores with regional or national 
averages. In states where only college-bound seniors take AP exams, for example, one would expect to 
see higher average score results. In other states, where larger percentages of students are encouraged 
to take AP exams, average scores will likely be lower.  
 
In 2021, 70,041 students took AP exams (not including students from the North Carolina School of 
Science and Math or the North Carolina School of the Arts), a participation rate of 15.7% of high school 
students in North Carolina. Out of these students, 50.9% scored at least a 3 on at least one of their 
exams.33 Nationally 55% of AP students scored at least a 3 on at least one of their exams in 2021.34 
Access to AP courses differs for students across the state. Rural districts in North Carolina report that 
5.8% of their course offerings are made up by AP classes, while urban districts report that 11.9% of their 
course offerings are AP classes.35 
 
 
High School Graduation and Dropout Rates 
While student test scores are often the focus of discussions on student achievement, the high school 
graduation and dropout rates tell a great deal about how students fare in an education system.  
 
The high school graduation rate tracks how many ninth graders that enter high school in a given year 
graduate within four years. In the 2020-21 school year, 104,724 North Carolina students graduated out 
of the cohort of 120,479 students that entered 9th grade together in 2017-18.36 The graduation rate, at 
86.9%, is one of the highest in state history. In 2010-11, the graduation rate was 77.9%.37 The graph 
below illustrates the 2020-21 four-year graduation rate by student subgroup. As is the case nationwide, 
North Carolina data show that female students, Asian and white students, and native English-speaking 
students are more likely to complete high school in four years than male, Black, Hispanic, American 
Indian, disabled, economically disadvantaged students, and those with limited English proficiency. 
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Source: NC DPI, Cohort Graduation Rate.  

	
The State Board of Education defines a dropout as “any student who leaves school for any reason before 
graduation or completion of a program of studies without transferring to another elementary or 
secondary school.”38 Students who leave high school for a community college or GED, adult high school, 
or other program are counted as dropouts. Schools make an effort to record the reasons students drop 
out, but due to the nature of dropping out it is difficult to get an accurate picture of why many students 
leave. An estimated 45.9% of dropouts are due to attendance issues.39 Lack of engagement with school 
or peers, enrollment in community college, working, academic problems, and unknown reasons are 
some of the other explanations cited for dropping out.40 
 
The state reported 9,147 dropouts (1.94%) in 2020-21, a 27.1% increase from the 7,194 dropouts in 
2019-20 (1.53%)41. It is important to note that there was a significant decline in dropouts during the 
2019-20 school year compared to previous years. More data are needed to understand the impact of 
COVID-related policies that may have contributed to the notable dip in dropout rates for that year. The 
2020-21 rates remain lower than 2018-19 (9,512). The chart below illustrates dropout rates by students’ 
race/ethnicity and gender.  
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Source: NC DPI Consolidated Data Report, 2020-21. 

	
	
	

North Carolina Dropouts over Time  

 
Source Data: NC DPI Consolidated Data Report, 2020-21.  
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Postsecondary Attainment and myFutureNC42 
Over the past 30 years, our state has experienced unprecedented surges in skilled service jobs such as 
finance or healthcare that require a credential or postsecondary degree.43 This trend is projected to 
continue, yet North Carolina’s talent supply is not keeping pace. To meet projected demands of North 
Carolina businesses, at least 60% of workers will need a non degree credential or postsecondary degree 
by 2030; however, fewer than half of North Carolinians have achieved that level of education. In fact, 
only 31% of students who begin 9th grade in North Carolina will go on to complete a 2- or 4-year college 
degree within six years of graduating high school.44  
 
In addition to meeting the needs of businesses, the long-term return on the investment for individuals 
who obtain a postsecondary degree is invaluable. Individuals with a high school degree or less will make 
on average $27,000 15 years after high school graduation. However, those with a 2-year degree can 
double their earnings and those with a 4-year degree can triple their annual income. Higher wages also 
equate to a higher tax base and money to feed back into our local economies. In addition to higher 
levels of income, people with a college education are significantly more likely to remain employed 
during economic crises, benefiting not only the individual but also the government systems which would 
otherwise support them.45 
 
In response to the State’s workforce requirements and the need for all North Carolinians to earn family-
supporting wages, in February 2019 the myFutureNC Commission established a goal to have 2 million 
North Carolinians between the ages of 25-44 to hold a high-quality credential or postsecondary degree 
by the year 2030, representing one of the highest educational attainment targets in the nation.46 On 
June 26, 2019, with bipartisan support and a signature from the Governor, the North Carolina General 
Assembly turned the goal into law through HB664/S.L.2015-55. As part of the statute, myFutureNC will 
be responsible for reporting annually to the General Assembly on the progress of the State reaching the 
postsecondary attainment goal, and activities of the Commission to further North Carolina towards the 
goal.  
 
To help local North Carolina communities develop action plans grounded in data across the continuum, 
myFutureNC also launched the State Attainment Dashboard and County Attainment Profiles in 
partnership with Carolina Demography, which include a series of data and performance indicators 
uniquely developed for each of the 100 counties. Data from the county attainment profiles are also 
aggregated into a single State Attainment Profile, which calls out three specific “Opportunities for 
Growth” where North Carolina and its counties can focus to achieve maximum impact on progress 
towards increased postsecondary attainment. Based on analysis of data compiled for the 2020 County 
Attainment Profiles, the areas where the most North Carolina counties have opportunities for 
improvement include: (1) increasing NC Pre-K enrollment, (2) decreasing the number of low performing 
schools and (3) increasing FAFSA completion.47  
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G O V E R N A N C E   O F   N C   P U B L I C   S C H O O L S 
 

State And Local Role In Education 
Introduction 
The Governor, the State Board of Education, the State Superintendent of Public Instruction, the 
Department of Public Instruction, and the North Carolina General Assembly all have influence on the 
direction of education policy and governance in North Carolina. 
 
With a majority of the education budget for public schools coming from the state, these state entities 
play an important role in providing resources, setting policy, and ensuring equity and quality in North 
Carolina schools. Still, while the majority of resources and major policies come from the state, local 
education agencies have a great deal of control over the functions of schools, including the hiring and 
firing of teachers and administrators and developing curricula.  

The Role of Local Boards of Education & County Commissioners 
While the state government has increasingly assumed education decision-making authority, locally 
elected officials have considerable influence over public education and are responsible for the following: 

● Construction and maintenance of school facilities; 
● Providing transportation to students; 
● Hiring personnel, especially local school superintendents; and 
● Funding programs, equipment, material, technology, and personnel not provided by state 

funding. 
 
The local level of North Carolina education policymaking includes the following roles: 

● County Commissioners: The County Commissioner is responsible for appropriating local funds 
to the county, including the budget for public schools. This elected official also has the authority 
to approve any local initiatives that require new local funds or to cover funding that is not 
provided by the state. 

● Boards of Education: Local school boards do not have taxation authority and must develop a 
budget based on the appropriation from the county commissioner. Additionally, the locally 
elected school boards shape policy and make critical decisions related to schools in their 
districts. Local school boards also elect a district superintendent. 

● District Superintendent: The local superintendent oversees all schools in a district and carries 
out state and local policies at the district level. 

 



Education Policy Primer 2022 
A Guide to Public Education in North Carolina 
 

 
 

ncforum.org                           16 

State-level Governing Entities and Their Roles in Education Policymaking 
North Carolina’s public school system is heavily funded by the state government, with 67% of school 
funds coming from the state for the 2020-21 school year. In the same year, local dollars contributed 21% 
of the total and federal dollars amounted to 12% of total education funding for the state’s public 
schools.48 This is largely due to the fact that the state constitution guarantees the right to education for 
the people of North Carolina: 
 

Article I Declaration of Rights 
Sec. 15 Education 

“The people have a right to the privilege of education,  
and it is the duty of the State to guard and maintain that right.” 

 
During the Great Depression, the North Carolina state government took on the responsibility for funding 
the operations of public schools with the passage of the School Machinery Acts (enacted in 1931 and 
amended in 1933).49 As the State took on the role of funding a larger percentage of school budgets, it 
also assumed additional governance and decision-making authority. Since the passage of the Machinery 
Acts, North Carolina’s state government responsibilities have grown to include: 

● Most personnel issues, i.e.  state salary schedules, standardized fringe benefits and retirement 
plans; 

● Personnel allocations through class size provisions and a variety of other allocation formulas; 
● Standardized testing policies; 
● Pay for performance rewards and consequences based on student performance on tests; and 
● Certification and licensing standards for educators.50 

 
With the transition of power from localities to the state came a need for clear roles for each state-level 
educational entity. Authority at the state level is divided into the following roles: 

● State Board of Education (SBE): The SBE sets overall state policy and procedures regarding 
education, including testing, teacher pay, and curriculum. The SBE generally does not have the 
authority to provide funding for education policy initiatives. Instead, it manages the state 
education funds. Any rules and regulations issued by the SBE are subject to the laws governed 
by the NC General Assembly. 

● NC General Assembly (NCGA): The NCGA holds control over the allocation of funds for public 
schools, giving it great power in directing education policy in North Carolina.  The NCGA also 
creates legislation for public education. 

● Governor’s Office: The Governor influences education policy by proposing new initiatives 
through their annual budget presentation, appointing members to the State Board of Education, 
issuing executive orders,  and by exercising veto power of legislation passed by the General 
Assembly. 
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● NC Department of Public Instruction (DPI): The North Carolina Department of Public Instruction 
(NC DPI) is charged with carrying out the directives of the State Board of Education and the 
General Assembly. NC DPI employees are responsible for all federal and state requirements of 
the public education system, including testing, accountability, curriculum, and state licensure 
and personnel issues.  

● The State Superintendent of Public Instruction: The State Superintendent is an elected official 
chosen by North Carolina voters in general elections every four years to lead the Department of 
Public Instruction. Like the Governor, the State Superintendent commands positional power and 
frequently advances new initiatives.   

 
 
NC Supreme Court Case: NC State Board of Education v. The State of North Carolina 
and [State Superintendent] Mark Johnson, in his official capacity 
In recent years, the NC General Assembly has passed laws affecting the division of powers and 
responsibilities of the State Board of Education and the State Superintendent, with the courts weighing 
in on compliance with the state constitution.   
 
On June 8, 2018, the NC Supreme Court issued a 32-page decision in public education, ruling that HB 17 
(Session Law 2016-126) was constitutional in granting new and significant authority to the State 
Superintendent of Public Instruction; authority that had previously been maintained by the State Board 
of Education. This was the first decision to have reached the highest state court that addressed: 1) the 
balance of powers between the State Superintendent and State Board of Education, 2) what is an 
allowable balance under the state constitution, and 3) to what degree the General Assembly can change 
the balance of powers. 
 
Additionally, in the week after this court decision, the General Assembly passed a new bill, House Bill 
374 “Regulatory Reform Act of 2018” (Session Law 2018-114). This law further delineates how the State 
Board of Education should proceed with policies and rulemaking in light of the above NC Supreme Court 
ruling upholding S.L. 2016-126.  
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The Education Decision-Making Process 
Given the many policymakers and stakeholders involved, the process of education decision-making at 
the state level is anything but simple. A new idea can be proposed by the Governor, the State Board of 
Education, or the State Superintendent; this idea may be supported or opposed by any of the same 
three entities. A proposed bill will advance through the General Assembly where it must be approved by 
the Education Committee and the Education Appropriations Committee in both the House and the 
Senate (if it requires funding); from there, it goes to the full House or Senate Budget Committee and 
then to a vote of the entire membership of each respective body. 
 
This process must be completed in both the House and Senate and, typically, the bill’s final budget 
proposal will be decided by a joint House and Senate Budget Conference Committee.  A proposed bill 
will then return for a vote in both the House and Senate.  The budget and other education initiatives 
that survive the process are then subject to approval or veto by the Governor. Once legislation is 
enacted, the State Board of Education takes over the process of setting policy that follows the directives 
enshrined in law. 
 

The State Budget Preparation Process 
Article III, Section 5 of the North Carolina Constitution stipulates that "the Governor shall prepare and 
recommend to the General Assembly a comprehensive budget of the anticipated revenue and proposed 
expenditures of the State for the ensuing fiscal period." In addition, the Constitution requires that the 
Governor's budget "shall not exceed the total of receipts during that fiscal period and the surplus 
remaining in the State Treasury at the beginning of the period."51   
 
The Governor is directed by the Constitution to "continually survey the collection of the revenue and 
shall affect the necessary economies in State expenditures.”52 The Office of State Budget and 
Management (OSBM) implements the budget process under the direction of the State Budget Officer.   
 
The Governor can choose to reflect the priorities of certain state agencies by recommending the same 
level of funding for an item, the same source of funding (non-recurring or recurring) for an item, or not 
including an item at all in their proposed budget.  
 
The budget process runs on a “dual” track during the even numbered years when the General Assembly 
revisits the second year of the biennial budget. During the Short Session, the General Assembly debates 
the Governor’s supplemental request, state agencies’ requests, and its own items that are under 
consideration.  
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Once the Governor's budget is presented to the General Assembly, it is not considered in isolation. The 
House and Senate also propose their own budgets for consideration during this process. State agencies 
are then given an opportunity to respond to the budget requests and make a case for items not 
recommended.  In addition, other organizations and associations have recommendations for budget 
items. Some of these groups are well organized and have strong constituencies. Depending upon their 
"modes of leverage," (political endorsements, financial contributions, etc.) these organizations can 
garner support for their issues, or provide the ammunition to "kill" an item.  
 
 

The State Budget Act of 2016 
Without a new fiscal budget, North Carolina continues to operate on its previous year's budget as 
allowed by the State Budget Act of 2016.53 The Act states that if no Current Operations Appropriations 
Act is enacted by the respective date then the state shall continue operating based on the previous 
budget allocations.   
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North Carolina State Budget Process 
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The 2022-23 State Budget  
In March 2021, Governor Cooper proposed a two-year biennium budget to the General Assembly, 
followed by the Senate’s proposed budget in June and the House’s proposed budget in August. The 
General Assembly released a budget in November, which Governor Cooper signed on November 18th, 
marking the first state budget since 2018. The budget allocated $21.5 billion to K-12 education over the 
biennium, including54:  
 

● Pay Raises: The budget provides an average 5% raise in teacher salaries, made up of 2.6% for 
pay raises and 2.4% for salary step increases. The state is also providing $100 million to fund 
local salary supplements to decrease salary  gaps across districts.  

● Districts Held Harmless: Districts will be held harmless if Average Daily Membership has 
decreased from the projected numbers. The state provides funding to districts based on 
projected ADM numbers at the beginning of the school year.  

● $360 million in COVID Funds: The budget allocates $360 million from federal COVID funds. The 
funds include $20 million to increase per pupil spending by $400 in each district, $72 million for 
COVID-related needs, and $100 million for a $1000 teacher bonus. 
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Federal Role in Education 
Introduction 
The majority of decisions on public education are made at the state and local levels, but the federal 
government contributes resources to and plays a role in establishing policies that impact North 
Carolina’s public school system. Although it fluctuates year-to-year, about 12% of North Carolina’s 
education comes from the federal government.55  
 
In December 2015, President Obama signed the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) into law, 
reauthorizing the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) for the first time since 2001 when No 
Child Left Behind was signed into law. 
 
 
Overview 
In the United States, it is the responsibility of states and communities to establish schools, develop 
standards and curricula, set graduation requirements, and determine the logistics of school governance. 
While education policy is mostly determined by state and local administrative units, the federal 
government plays an important role in funding, overseeing, and developing education policies. The 
federal government currently provides about 12% of the funding to schools in North Carolina in the 
forms of grants and recurring support.  
 
Much of that funding is channeled through the US Department of Education, but portions of it come 
through the Department of Health and Human Services (for the Head Start Program) or the Department 
of Agriculture (for the School Lunch Program). Generally speaking, these funds are targeted to students 
with the highest levels of need. Allocating federal funding in a targeted way has allowed the U.S. 
Department of Education to become an “emergency response system,” to fill in funding gaps between 
state and local support in areas of highest need.56 The role of the federal government in education is 
minimal when compared to the state and local roles, but the federal government does play an 
important role in guiding and overseeing education on a national scale. 
 
 
U.S. Department of Education 
The U.S. Department of Education was created in 1867 and became a Cabinet level agency in 1980. The 
Department’s mission is to promote student achievement by ensuring equal access and developing 
efficient school systems. The chief tasks of the U.S. Department of Education include: 

● Establishing, allocating, and monitoring federal financial aid programs for education 
● Collecting data on schools nationwide 
● Focusing national attention on key educational issues 
● Prohibiting discrimination and ensuring equal access to education57 
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Federal Program Monitoring and Support Services Division 
The NC Department of Public Instruction (NC DPI) houses the Federal Program Monitoring and Support 
Services Division, which provides oversight of state and local programs to ensure compliance with 
federal regulations. The division oversees federal programs such as Title I, Title IV, the Rural Education 
Achievement Program, and Homeless Education, and monitors the allocation of federal funds.  The 
Division is divided into two sections: the Program Monitoring Section, which works to ensure that all 
children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to access a high-quality education; and the 
Support Service Division, which aids LEAs in ensuring a safe and healthy learning environment for 
students.58   
 
 
Title I: Improving Academic Achievement of the Disadvantaged  
Title I provides financial assistance through state educational agencies (SEAs) to local educational 
agencies (LEAs) and public schools with high numbers or percentages of poor children to help ensure 
that all children meet challenging state academic content and student academic achievement standards. 
 
Schools enrolling at least 40 percent of students from low-income families are eligible to use Title I funds 
for schoolwide programs. Schools with poverty rates below 40 percent, or those choosing not to operate 
a schoolwide program, offer a "targeted assistance program" in which the school identifies students 
who are failing, or most at risk of failing, to meet the state's performance standards, then designs, in 
consultation with parents, staff, and district staff, an instructional program to meet the needs of those 
students. Both schoolwide and targeted assistance programs must be based on effective means of 
improving student achievement and include strategies to support parental involvement.59 In the 2020-
21 school year, there were 2,002 public schools in North Carolina eligible for Title 1 funds.60  

	

Elementary & Secondary Education Act 
The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was signed into law by President Lyndon B. 
Johnson in 1965 as part of the “War on Poverty” program. ESEA has been the most far-reaching federal 
legislation affecting education passed at the national level. The bill aims to narrow the achievement 
gaps between students by allocating funding for primary and secondary education, emphasizing equal 
access to education, and establishing high standards and accountability. The act was originally 
authorized through 1965; however, the government has reauthorized the act every five years since its 
enactment until 2001. The current reauthorization of ESEA is the Every Student Succeeds Act, signed in 
December 2015.  
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Below are the main provisions of the original ESEA and a few of the earliest additions to the act.61 
● Title I—Financial Assistance To Local Educational Agencies For The Education Of Children Of 

Low-Income Families 
● Title II—School Library Resources, Textbooks, and other Instructional Materials 
● Title III—Supplementary Educational Centers and Services 
● Title IV—Educational Research And Training 
● Title V—Grants To Strengthen State Departments Of Education 
● Title VI—General Provisions 
● New Titles Created by Early Amendments to 1965 Law 
● 1966 amendments (Public Law 89-750) 
● Title VI - Aid to Handicapped Children (1965 title VI becomes Title VII) 
● 1967 amendments (Public Law 90-247) 
● Title VII - Bilingual Education Programs (1966 title VII becomes Title VIII) 

 
 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 
The Every Student Succeeds Act is the latest reauthorization of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act and was approved by Congress in December 2015. This law provides significant federal 
support for programs to serve students in kindergarten through 12th grade and replaced the previous 
No Child Left Behind legislation. ESSA has been up for reauthorization since the 2020-21 school year, 
but, likely due in part to the COVID-19 pandemic, Congress has not yet moved forward with 
reauthorization.62 Some of the aspects of the current law are below:63  
 
General 

● ESSA places many limitations on the authority of the U.S. Secretary of Education, including the 
inability to require additions or deletions to a state’s academic content standards or to prescribe 
specific goals of progress, specific assessments, weights of measures or indicators, etc. 

● The U.S. Department of Education will still need to issue regulations but they cannot add new 
requirements that go beyond what is required in the law. 

● All current ESEA Flexibility Waivers were to be null and void as of August 1, 2016. 

 
Assessments and Reporting 

● ESSA maintains annual assessments in grades 3-8 and high school. 
● It reaffirms that states are in control of their standards (which are required to be challenging) 

and assessments. 
● It eliminates “adequate yearly progress” (AYP) under NCLB. 
● It provides for innovative assessment pilots at the state level so states can research new and 

improved methods of measuring student progress from year to year. Up to seven (7) states may 
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be selected but that number could increase over time. It will be up to the Secretary of Education 
to determine the application process and timeline for submission to be one of the pilot states. 

● It maintains many reporting requirements including the State Report Card (SRC). SRC data are 
expanded to include information on homeless students, foster youth, students of parents on 
active duty in the military, information on acquisition of English proficiency by English Learners 
and professional qualifications of teachers. 

 
Accountability 

● It sets parameters for a state’s accountability system, but gives each state the flexibility to 
design a school accountability system that best meets the needs of the students in the state. 

● The accountability plans must include goals for academic indicators (improved academic 
achievement on state assessments, a measure of student growth or other statewide academic 
indicator for elementary and middle schools, graduation rates  for high schools, and progress in 
achieving proficiency for English Learners) and a  measure of school quality and student success 
(examples include student and  educator engagement, access and completion of advanced 
coursework, postsecondary readiness, school climate and safety). Participation rates on the 
assessments must also be included in the plan. 

 
Teacher Quality 

● ESSA gives states the flexibility to work with local stakeholders to determine how educators 
should be evaluated and supported each year. 
 

District and School Interventions 
● There is no set of required federal sanctions, but interventions used in schools needing 

assistance and support must be evidence-based. 
● States will have to identify, at a minimum, the lowest 5% of Title I schools and high schools with 

graduation rates lower than 67%. These are the schools that are part of Comprehensive Support 
and Improvement (CSI). 

● LEAs must develop and implement CSI plans for lowest-performing schools – State must approve 
plans. 

● States also have to identify schools with consistently underperforming subgroups for Targeted 
Support and Improvement. 

 
Funding and Formulas 

● Eliminates the federal School Improvement Grants (SIG), but allows states to reserve 7% of Title 
I funds to make grants available to low-performing schools. 

● A portion of State Assessment grants will be made available as a separate allocation to states to 
conduct audits of state or local assessments as a way to reduce redundant assessments. 
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● Combines some 50 programs into a big block grant under Title IV. 
● Authorizes a Preschool Development Grants Program through the Department of Health and 

Human Services. 
 
 
Highlights of North Carolina’s ESSA Plan  
The U.S. Department of Education approved the final draft of North Carolina’s ESSA plan in June 2018.64 
The Every Student Succeeds Act North Carolina Plan focuses on a number of key educational aspects for 
K-12 education throughout the state, including 21st century learning, student support, rural and low-
income school programs, and tools for measurement of success. There are two key features of the state 
ESSA plan that encapsulate the broader scope of the plan’s intent.  
 
School Accountability 

● The state of North Carolina will utilize an A-F Performance Grade Scale for whole-school 
measurements of success.  

o Note: in the 2017 long session, the General Assembly made the A-F grading system a 
state law (G.S. 115C-83.15).65 The state ESSA plan addresses this law and restates the 
intent of the state’s educational system to utilize this measurement tool. 

● Schools will be given a 10 year trajectory for the following: 
o Number of students who have graduated high school (95% trajectory, all students) 
o Number of students who are proficient (3+ or higher) in reading and in math  

● Increased performance of students as English Language Learners (ELL) to be proficient in the 
English Language 

● NCDPI will report out: 
o The bottom 5% of Title I schools, statewide 
o High Schools that do not meet at least 66.6% graduation rate 

 
School Improvement 

● Continued use of the Education Value-Added Assessment System (EVAAS) 
● Delivery of school support through: 

o Service Support Coordination 
o Professional Development Coordination 

● Ongoing professional development support for the school leads in critical areas: such as Multi-
Tiered Support Services (MTSS) and digital learning competencies.66 
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National School Nutrition Programs 
Recognizing the public school as a place where children both eat and learn, the federal government has 
created several laws, guidelines, and subsidy programs that help schools provide nutritious food and 
health education to students. Below is a brief overview of current federal school nutrition programs. 
 
General Qualifications for all National School Nutrition Programs 
All public and non-profit private schools as well as residential childcare institutions that serve children 
are eligible to participate in federal school nutrition programs. National school nutrition programs offer 
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) subsidies to schools serving meals that meet the 
federal Dietary Guidelines for Americans. Children at participating schools and institutions are able to 
receive meals at full price, reduced-price, or for free depending on family income.67   
 
At the federal level, school nutrition programs are administered by the Food and Nutrition Services at 
the USDA. At the state level, school nutrition programs are operated by State Education Agencies, which 
have agreements with school food authorities. 
	
North Carolina’s Participation in National School Nutrition Programs 
North Carolina school nutrition programs are administered and monitored by the North Carolina 
Department of Public Instruction, specifically in the Child Nutrition Services (CNS) branch. In the 2019-20  
school year, approximately 779,818 students qualified for free meals and 62,943 students qualified for 
reduced price meals.68  
 
National School Lunch Program (NSLP) 
The National School Lunch Program helps provide nutritionally balanced meals to students in 
elementary, middle and high schools. Under the NSLP, school food authorities must serve meals that 
meet the federal Dietary Guidelines for Americans and must offer these meals at a reduced price or at 
no additional charge to students who qualify. In return, the USDA grants the school or institution a 
monetary subsidy for every meal served. 69  
 
School Breakfast Program 
Under the School Breakfast Program, schools and institutions that provide their students with breakfast 
meals that meet the federal Dietary Guidelines for Americans receive monetary subsidies from the 
USDA.  All children can participate in the program and meals are offered at full price, reduced price, or 
no charge, depending on the student’s family income.70  
 
Special Milk Program 
In the Special Milk program, the USDA provides monetary subsidies to all eligible schools and institutions 
that serve milk to children.  The milk must meet state and local standards concerning fat content and 
flavoring options as well as comply with the fat and vitamin requirements set by the Food and Drug 
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Administration (FDA). Schools and institutions must offer milk at full price, reduced-price, or no charge, 
depending on students’ household family income.71 
	
Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP) 
The Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program provides fresh produce to select schools across the nation. The 
USDA finances this program and aims to combat childhood obesity by educating students about healthy 
food choices and offering healthy food to students. Eligibility of schools and institutions is need-based.72 
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School Finance 
Introduction 
North Carolina’s State Constitution established that the state bears responsibility for providing, through 
taxation and otherwise, a general and uniform system of free public schools. State statute further 
outlines the state’s responsibility to fund operational expenses for public school instruction (including 
personnel) while county governments are responsible for the cost of capital expenses (buildings and 
maintenance).73 The federal government also provides funding for public schools, mostly through grant 
funds targeted to specific populations or programs.  
 
For over 25 years, North Carolina has been involved in legal proceedings regarding the state’s 
constitutional obligation to provide a “general and uniform system of free public schools.”74 The central 
issues presented in these cases relate to the provision of equitable educational opportunities to all 
North Carolina students. In 1997, the Supreme Court of North Carolina unanimously ruled in Leandro vs. 
State that all children residing in North Carolina have a fundamental right under the state constitution to 
the “opportunity to receive a sound basic education.”75 Despite this, research shows that North Carolina 
continues to fall short of its constitutional obligation to provide adequate and equitable education for its 
children.  
 
 

Sources of Funding for North Carolina Public Schools 
Funding for North Carolina’s public schools comes from a combination of federal, state, and local 
resources. As required by the North Carolina Constitution, the state maintains the main responsibility 
for all operational expenses for public education. North Carolina public schools spent nearly $14.5 billion 
in the 2020-21 school year using a combination of state, federal, and local resources.76  
	

	

	

	

	

 
 
 
 
 
 

Source:  NC DPI Statistical Profile, Table 22 – Current Expense Expenditure by Source of Funds. 
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State Funding 
● Funding for personnel and services necessary for basic instruction. 
● Allocations based on student and personnel numbers and district characteristics. 
● Supplemental funding to small county school systems and low wealth school systems in 

an attempt to close the gap between resource-rich and resource-poor districts.   
 
Federal Funding 

● Federal grants are accessible by competitive grant programs, state plans or applications, 
or direct appropriation. 

● Many federal programs are targeted to low-income students and students with 
disabilities. 

● Child nutrition is federally funded. 
 
Local Funding 

● Provide facilities, arts and language courses, advanced coursework, salary supplements, 
and additional teachers and staff. 

● Local funding varies significantly across districts because it is based on local property tax 
levels (See the Forum’s North Carolina Local School Finance Study for a complete analysis of 
local school finances).77 

● In 2018, the General Assembly enacted a new local funding statute, G.S. 160A-690 
authorizing cities and towns to use their property tax revenues and other unrestricted revenues 
to supplement funding for public schools, including traditional public schools, charter schools, 
innovative schools, lab schools and regional schools.78 

 
Education remains the single largest budget item in most state budgets, including in North Carolina.79 
States use income taxes, corporate taxes, sales taxes, and fees to fund a portion of the budgets in 
elementary and secondary schools.  
 
Nationally in 2020-21, an estimated 46.8% of funding for public schools came from state governments, 
44.5% from local governments, and 8.8% from the federal governments.80 In North Carolina, a relatively 
higher percentage (67%) of school funding comes from the state compared to the national average, due 
to the state’s constitution placing responsibility for public education squarely on the state.81 
 
 
North Carolina Education Lottery 
In August 2005, the General Assembly voted to create the North Carolina Education Lottery. DPI reports 
that approximately 30 percent of lottery revenue goes to education expenses, including personnel, 
academic pre-kindergarten programs, school construction, transportation, and scholarships for college 
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and university students with financial need. The remaining revenue goes to prize payouts, commissions, 
and administrative expenses.82 

Education Programs Receiving Lottery Funds in Fiscal Year 2021 

 

	
Source: NC Education Lottery 

	
In Fiscal Year 2021, the lottery provided $936.8 million to education.83 School systems and charter 
schools in North Carolina received nearly $386 million from lottery proceeds for non-instructional 
support personnel. Across the state, approximately $215.3 million was allocated for school construction 
and repairs. Over $78 million went to the state Pre-K program. Students who qualify for federal Pell 
Grants were eligible for over $32 million in scholarships made available through lottery funds in 2021, 
and another $10.7 million provided grants to students attending a UNC system school.84 
 
 
State Spending on Public Education 
According to a 2022 report, North Carolina’s per-pupil spending was ranked 41st nationally, in 
comparison with all 50 states and the District of Columbia, based on data from the 2020-21 school 
year.85 North Carolina was estimated to have spent $11,052 per student in 2020-21, compared with the 
national average of $14,360. If North Carolina spent at the national average, schools would have an 
additional $3,308 dollars to spend per student. The state’s highest rank on per student spending was 
34th in 1994-95.  
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Actual spending on education has increased in North 
Carolina from $7.37 billion in 2006-07 to $10.46 billion in 
2020-21, largely in response to a growing student 
population. However, adjusted for inflation, spending has 
remained fairly stagnant  (see chart below).86 
Additionally, while total dollars have increased for 
education funding since 1970, the share of the General 
Fund going to public schools has decreased by 
approximately 13% during that same time. If public 
schools were currently funded at the same percentage as 
in FY 1969-70, an additional $3 billion would be available 
for schools.87	

	 																																																																																

	

Local Spending on Public Education 
Local spending on public education varies widely across the state. The Public School Forum’s  annual 
Local School Finance Study has identified several key trends that have led to deepened educational 
inequity across districts over time. First, there is a large and widening gap between real estate wealth in 
wealthier counties and poorer counties. As a result, there are significant disparities in the ability of 
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counties with different levels of wealth to provide their schools with the resources they need, 
particularly given the increasing role of local spending over time.  
 
Second,  lower wealth counties tax themselves at higher rates than wealthier counties, but are still 
unable to generate comparable tax revenue to wealthier counties that make less taxing effort. The ten 
poorest districts taxed themselves at 1.7 times the average tax rate of the ten wealthiest counties in 
2019-2020. Residents living in lower wealth districts face substantially greater financial burden to 
support public education while still finding that their schools are more poorly resourced than those in 
wealthier counties. 

 
 
Disparities in local capacity to fund public education has a significant impact on the opportunities 
available to students depending on where they live. For example, local districts often provide teacher 
salary supplements on top of the amount provided by the state in an effort to recruit and retain highly 
effective educators. However, the disparities in wealth across counties lead to disparities in salaries for 
teachers across the state, making it particularly difficult for lower-wealth districts to attract and retain 
teachers.  
 
For instance, in 2019-2020, Wake County Schools offered its teachers an average salary supplement of 
$8,569. Just 60 miles east, Greene County, a lower-wealth, rural district that taxes itself at a higher rate 
than Wake County in an effort to adequately fund its schools, teachers received an average supplement 
of $991 in the same year. Lower wealth counties also tend to struggle to offer certain extracurricular 
opportunities and advanced courses that wealthier districts are more able to afford. 
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School Finance Litigation in North Carolina – The Leandro Case 
In 1994, parents in five low-wealth North Carolina school districts (Cumberland, Halifax, Hoke, Robeson, 
and Vance) filed a lawsuit against the state, in a case known as Leandro v. State.  They argued that their 
lower tax bases and smaller populations made it impossible to offer the same educational opportunities 
offered by public schools in wealthier districts. Several larger urban school districts also joined the 
lawsuit, arguing that the amount that the state pays for public schools did not adequately provide for 
the extra costs of educating low-wealth and exceptional children.88 
In July 1997, the North Carolina Supreme Court ruled that North Carolina’s Constitution does not 
guarantee a right to equal education opportunities in every school district. In its ruling, however, the 
court held that all children residing in the state have a constitutional right to a “sound basic education.”  
The court defined the type of education to which students are entitled by listing four components of a 
sound basic education:89 

 

1. Ability to read, write and speak the English language and sufficient knowledge of 
mathematics and physical science. 

2. Sufficient knowledge of geography, history, and basic economic and political 
systems.  

3. Sufficient academic and vocational skills to engage in post-secondary or 
vocational training. 

4. Sufficient academic and vocational skills to enable a student to compete on an 
equal basis with others in further education or future employment.  
	

Further, a Trial Court and the state Supreme Court later ruled that the following must be in place in 
order for a sound basic education to be achieved: a well-trained, competent teacher in every classroom, 
a well-trained, competent principal in every school and enough resources that every child has an equal 
opportunity for education.90 
 
While the Leandro case mandated a basic level of education for all North Carolina students, its decision 
allowed counties to help finance their schools beyond what is provided by the state. Local funding for 
education is based on local property taxes, which has enabled funding disparities between low-wealth 
and high-wealth counties to persist and even increase.  
 
In an effort to better address the state’s constitutional obligation as it pertains to at-risk students, the 
North Carolina Department of Public Instruction (NC DPI) developed a Disadvantaged Student 
Supplemental Fund (DSSF) to provide additional resources to districts.91 In December 2004, NC DPI 
revised, and the court endorsed, a new identification model that considers several factors: the percent 
of public school students living in a single parent family, the percent of population age 5-17 below the 
poverty line, and the percent of public school students with at least one parent with less than a high 
school diploma. 
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From 2004-2014, the Supreme Court afforded the State ten years to use its initiative, discretion, and 
expertise to develop and implement a Leandro remedial plan. While the State took some promising 
initial steps, its progress was curtailed by the subsequent elimination of most of these initiatives.92 
 
On the 20th anniversary of the first Leandro Supreme Court decision, in 2017 plaintiffs and state 
defendants filed a Joint Motion asking the Trial Court to appoint “an independent, non-party consultant 
to develop detailed, comprehensive, written recommendations for specific actions necessary to achieve 
sustained compliance with the constitutional mandates articulated in this case.” That motion was 
granted, and the third party was tasked with recommending the specific actions the State must take to 
provide competent well-trained principals and teachers in every school and classroom in North Carolina, 
and tasked with identifying  the resources necessary to ensure that all children in public school, 
including those at-risk, have an equal opportunity to obtain a sound basic education as defined in 
Leandro.93  
 
The Trial Court appointed WestEd, a major national education consulting firm, to serve as the Court’s 
independent, non-party consultant and to deliver its final report to the Court in 2019.  
 
In 2017, Governor Roy Cooper introduced his own Commission on Access to Sound Basic Education to 
examine the state’s efforts to comply with the Leandro mandates and to “implement comprehensive, 
inter-disciplinary measures that allocate the resources necessary to ensure that the promise of a sound 
basic education for children in this state is realized.”94  
 
On December 10th, 2019, independent consultants WestEd, in collaboration with the Learning Policy 
Institute and the Friday Institute at NC State University, released their findings and a sequenced action 
plan to meet the State’s constitutional obligation. Their 287 page report, entitled “Sound Basic 
education for All: An Action Plan for North Carolina,” was based on 13 extensive research studies and 
issued a series of recommendations to the State to ensure compliance with Leandro. The report focused 
on eight critical needs for the state’s public schools:  
 

1) Finance and resource allocation 
2) A qualified and well-prepared teacher in every classroom 
3) A qualified and well-prepared principal in every school 
4) Early childhood education 
5) High-poverty schools 
6) State assessment system and school accountability system 
7) Regional and statewide supports for school improvement 
8) Monitoring the state’s compliance 
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In January 2020, following the release of WestEd’s report, Judge David Lee signed a consent order, 
agreeing with the conclusion by all parties in the Leandro suit that a definite action plan must be 
implemented starting in 2020 for the successful provision of the constitutional Leandro rights- a sound 
basic education for all. Judge Lee noted in his response, “North Carolina’s PreK-12 public education 
system leaves too many students behind, especially students of color and economically disadvantaged 
students. As a result, thousands of students are not being prepared for full participation in the global, 
interconnected economy and the society in which they will live, work, and engage as citizens.”95 
 
In June 2020, the parties in the Leandro case submitted a “Joint Report to the Court on Sound Basic 
Education for All: Fiscal Year 2021 Action Plan for North Carolina” to Judge Lee. The action plan included 
steps for initial investments in Fiscal Year 2021 for the state to begin to work towards Leandro 
implementation.96  
 
In March 2021, the state submitted its comprehensive remedial plan to Judge Lee, using 
recommendations from the WestEd report and the Governor’s commission. The eight-year Action Plan 
outlines steps that the state will take in order to meet the Leandro mandate and achieve compliance 
with the state constitution. In June, Judge Lee ordered that the state had to implement the 
comprehensive Action Plan. In November, Judge Lee ordered the General Assembly to transfer $1.7 
billion of state funding to increase education funding and implement the Action Plan.97  
 
In March 2022, Judge Michael Robinson replaced Judge Lee to oversee the ongoing case. In April, Judge 
Robinson ruled that the state budget passed in the 2021 legislative session underfunded years two and 
three of the Comprehensive Remedial Plan by over $785 million. However, Judge Robinson removed 
Judge Lee’s previous order requiring a state budget transfer.98 
 
The case is scheduled to return to the North Carolina Supreme Court for the third time at the end of 
August, 2022.  
	

Additional Resources for School Finance: 
● Public School Forum of North Carolina’s Local School Finance Study  

https://www.ncforum.org/lsfs 
●  NC DPI Highlights of the Budget 

http://www.ncpublicschools.org/fbs/budget/  
● West Ed Report: Sound Basic Education for All: An Action Plan for North Carolina 

https://www.ncforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Sound-Basic-Education-for-All-An-
Action-Plan-for-North-Carolina.pdf 

● Leandro Information and Resources 
https://www.ncforum.org/leandro/  
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COVID-19 
Introduction 
The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on schools is not yet fully understood and lingering effects 
continue to unfold. The pandemic has exacerbated existing inequities in education, hitting students of 
color and low-income students the hardest. After quickly adapting to remote learning, parents, teachers, 
school administrators, and policymakers continue to navigate the challenges that accompany these 
effects. 
 
In March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted education across the world. Rising cases and full 
hospitals led to school closures and a shift to remote or hybrid learning.99 On March 14th, Governor 
Cooper announced that all public schools in the state would close for two weeks, although it was 
eventually extended through the end of the 2019-20 school year. Throughout the 2020-21 school year, 
the state provided guidance on school reopening with the majority of schools beginning the year in 
either remote or hybrid learning environments. By the end of that school year, most schools in the state 
were providing in-person instruction. With a few exceptions, the 2021-22 school year saw normal in-
person operations. 
 
 
The Impact of COVID on Learning 
The pandemic had a significant impact on students’ opportunity  to learn, leading to what researchers 
call unfinished learning. Unfinished learning refers to the fact that as a result of the pandemic, students 
were not given the opportunity to complete the amount of learning that one would expect in a typical 
year. Nationally, students ended the 2020-21 school year five months behind in math and four months 
behind in reading on average.100 Students in predominantly Black and low-income schools faced even 
larger impacts, ending the year with six months and seven months of unfinished learning respectively.101  
	

	
	
	
	
	

Source: 
McKinsey & 
Company, 

The 
Lingering 
Effects of 

Unfinished 
Learning 
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In North Carolina, by the end of the 2020-21 school year, fewer than half of all public school students 
were meeting typical grade-level expectations.102 As a whole, no district in the state performed better in 
2020-21 than in 2018-19 and test scores dropped, on average, 13 percentage points across the state.103 
 
The Department of Public Instruction’s Office of Learning Recovery & Acceleration released initial 
findings in 2022 that found all grade levels experienced a negative impact on learning for all but one 
(English II) subject area.104 Importantly, students continued to progress throughout the pandemic, 
although they made less progress than expected during a typical year.  The report also found that 
existing disparities for students of color and economically disadvantaged students widened during this 
time.  

	
Source: Unpacking the COVID-19 Learning Loss 

 
 
Office of Learning Recovery 
In April 2021, State Superintendent Catherine Truitt announced her four-year strategic plan for public 
schools, Operation Polaris, which included a new Office of Learning Recovery and Acceleration (OLA).105 
The mission of OLA is to serve public schools by “providing the research and support needed to make 
evidence-based decisions to combat learning loss and accelerate learning for all students.”106 The vision 
of OLA includes: 
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● Identifying  areas of strength and areas for improvement as public school units (PSUs) address 
learning recovery 

● Developing and curating programs, policies, and interventions related to learning recovery 
● Providing technical and other assistance to those who need it via the Office of District and 

School Transformation 
 
In March 2022, OLA released its first report: COVID-19 Impact Analysis of Lost Instructional Time. Much 
of this analysis was funded through ESSER II funding. The goals of the impact analysis are to establish 
baseline data in order to monitor progress over time, understand the impact of interventions, and target 
resources and funding for students most in need.107 
 
 

Federal COVID Relief Funding for K-12 Education 
In response to the pandemic, Congress provided emergency relief funding known as the Elementary and 
Secondary School Emergency Relief (ESSER) Fund. ESSER funds are awarded to State Education Agencies 
(SEAs) in order to provide Local Education Agencies (LEAs) with funding to address the ongoing impact of 
the pandemic. Since 2020, Congress has allocated nearly $200 billion to the ESSER Fund.108  
 

● March 2020: Congress allocated $13.2 billion through the Coronavirus Aid Relief and Economic 
Security (CARES) Act to the ESSER Fund 

● December 2020: Congress allocated an additional $54.3 billion to the ESSER II Fund through the 
Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations (CRRSA) Act 

● March 2021: The American Rescue Plan (ARP) Act provided another $122 billion of ESSER 
funding, known as ARP ESSER Funds, or ESSER III 

 
In addition to the ESSER Fund, the federal government also provided financial assistance through the 
Governor’s Emergency Education Relief (GEER) Fund. Since 2020, Congress has allocated $7 billion to the 
GEER Fund.109 
 

● March 2020: Congress allocated $3 billion through the CARES Act to the GEER Fund 
● December 2020: Congress allocated an additional $4 billion through the CRRSA Act to the GEER 

Fund 
 
North Carolina received over $5.7 billion in K-12 COVID relief  funding from the federal government.110 
These funds were distributed through the following: 
 

● ESSER I: $396 million 
● GEER I: $95 million 
● ESSER II: $1.6 billion 
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● GEER II: $42 million 
● ARP ESSER: $3.6 billion 

 
Federal law requires that State Education Agencies must distribute at least 90% of ESSER funds to LEAs 
through subgrants. Subgrants must be proportional to the funding each LEA received through Title 1, 
Part A during the most recent year. The allotments made to each LEA in North Carolina can be found 
here. Because ESSER funds were distributed as subgrants, LEAs have had some control over how they 
spend the funding, although the spending must meet federal guidelines from the Department of 
Education.  
 
For example, Surrey County is spending over $60 million to create additional intervention teacher 
positions and over $30 million for new student support positions, including nurses, psychologists, and 
social workers.111 Moore County is providing internet hotspots to students who do not have access at 
home, adding teacher assistants to second grade classrooms, and covering the upcoming loss of state 
funding due to enrollment declines.112 Wake County used funding to provide over 5 million meals and 
spent over $60 million on staff retention and signing bonuses.113 
 
Governor Cooper invested GEER funding in a number of ways to support students, including hiring 
student health staff and academic support personnel in 170 public school units, granting $60 million in 
student success and wellness grants, and expanding student mental health services.114 Additionally, 
Governor Cooper invested $1 billion of ARP funding in broadband expansion to close North Carolina’s 
digital divide.115 These funds, which will be spent through 2026, will build new infrastructure to provide 
high-speed broadband access to currently unserved areas.  
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I M P O R T A N T   I S S U E S   I N   N C    
E D U C A T I O N   P O L I C Y 

Teachers 
Introduction 
Teachers are the number one school-based factor impacting student outcomes.116 Recruiting and 
retaining quality teachers for North Carolina’s classrooms is a top priority, and an increasing challenge. 
Many experienced teachers are approaching retirement or leaving the profession for other reasons, and 
fewer young people are choosing teaching as their profession. It is particularly difficult to recruit 
teachers to fill positions in hard-to-staff subjects (e.g., math, career and technical education, special 
education) and to teach in high-need schools.117  
 
Teacher recruitment and retention challenges pose significant equity concerns because schools in high-
poverty  areas have had a particularly difficult time attracting and retaining teachers, resulting in higher 
rates of teacher vacancies—up to 13% for some counties in the Northeastern portion of the state.118 As 
a result, there are lower percentages of highly experienced and effective teachers in these schools—up 
to 20% of teachers in low-poverty schools in North Carolina are unlicensed.119 Additionally, North 
Carolina, like other states, has a teacher workforce that does not reflect that racial/ethnic diversity of 
our student population.  
 
Teacher pay is an essential component of North Carolina’s ability to keep the best teachers, but we 
continue to rank below most other states, both in the Southeast and nationally on this crucial measure.  
Opportunities for career growth and professional development are also important factors for keeping 
teachers in the classroom.  
 
 
The North Carolina Teacher Workforce 
North Carolina public schools employ more than 100,000 teachers across the state. In 2021-22, 93,962 
teachers were employed in traditional public schools and 8,502 were employed in charter schools. 
Nearly 80% of North Carolina’s teachers are female, compared to a fairly consistent 50% male, 50% 
female student population. The traditional K-12 student population is roughly 50% students of color, but 
just over 20% of the public school educator workforce consists of educators of color.120  

Supply and Demand for Teachers 
A growing number of highly qualified teachers will be needed in North Carolina over the coming years. 
Driving the demand for new teachers are three major factors: 
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1) Growing Student Population: North Carolina’s student population is growing and changing. 
Urban areas are growing in population annually and an estimated 20,000 students are expected 
to be added to the North Carolina school system every year.  

2) Retiring Educators: A large number of baby boomers are approaching retirement age. As an 
entire generation of teachers prepares for retirement, North Carolina faces a teacher shortage 
predicament. 

3) Teacher Turnover:  7,737 teachers left their schools in 2020-21. The majority (44.6%) of teachers 
who left cited “Personal Reasons” for their decision to depart. The high level of teacher turnover 
requires a great deal of yearly recruitment and places a heavy financial burden on districts as 
they recruit and train new teachers.121 

 
While teacher supply shortages affect the state as a whole, some regions face dilemmas that are unique 
to their circumstances. In large, populous counties like Wake or Mecklenburg, the largest challenge may 
be recruiting additional teachers to fill classrooms for a rapidly growing student population.  In slow 
growing counties, it may be combating high retirement rates of long-term faculty members, or 
struggling to offer pay that is competitive to larger, wealthier districts.  Data on teaching in North 
Carolina shows us that virtually all counties face the problem of finding and retaining qualified educators 
to teach, especially in specialized subjects including mathematics, special education, science, and limited 
English proficiency.  
 
Teacher Attrition 
Teacher attrition has long been a challenge when considering educator supply and demand, and has 
become even more of a concern in recent years. A recent nation-wide survey stated that 55% of 
teachers who responded were considering leaving the profession earlier than anticipated.122 The North 
Carolina Department of Public Instruction recently released the results of its biennial Teacher Working 
Conditions Survey. In 2022, the survey received a 92% response rate from educators—a record number 
for the state. When asked about future plans, 78% of educators said that they planned to remain at their 
current school. Over 7% said they planned to leave the education profession altogether.123 The overall 
North Carolina teacher attrition rate, which includes teachers leaving their jobs as well as the “teacher 
mobility rate,” or teachers leaving one LEA for another, increased slightly in 2020-21, to 8.2%.  
 
The graph below shows the reasons for teacher attrition using four categories based on self-reported 
reasons for leaving. The category “Beyond Control of LEA” includes retirement with full benefits and 
resignation due to military movement, and the category “Initiated by LEA” includes dismissal, non-
renewal of contract, and not maintaining a license. The category “Personal” includes career change, 
family responsibilities or relocation, and retirement with reduced benefits. 
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	The schools facing the greatest teacher attrition 
challenges are those that serve high numbers of 
disadvantaged young people, and those that have been 
deemed “low-performing.” North Carolina had eight 
districts that were identified as low-performing in the 
2018-19 school year (this status has been retained 
throughout the COVID-19 pandemic due to a waiver on 
accountability requirements through the 2021-22 school 
year). Out of these districts, 7 had teacher attrition rates 
that were higher than the state average of 11.44%, with 
some LEAs having nearly triple the state average. The 
data suggest that there is an association between higher 
teacher attrition rates and the designation of low-
performing districts.124 	

Source: NC DPI 2020-21  State of the 
Teaching Profession in North Carolina.  

The Teacher Pipeline 
In addition to teachers leaving the classroom, enrollment in 
the UNC System’s Colleges of Education has declined 
significantly over the past decade, although enrollment 
began to increase again somewhat starting in 2018.125 This 
crucial tributary flowing into the state’s teacher pipeline 
produces more than a third of all North Carolina teachers, 
and researchers have found that these teachers outperform 
those prepared through channels outside the UNC System.126 
	

	

	

	

 

Source: EPP Enrollment. NCDPI.  
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Teacher Diversity 

Research shows that all students, particularly students of 
color, are more successful in school when they are taught 
by a diverse teacher workforce, yet in North Carolina, the 
teaching profession is far less diverse than the student 
population.127  
	
Research has identified barriers facing prospective 
teachers of color, including the cost of college. People of 
color are more likely to report that student debt 
influences their career choices, and Black college 
graduates are likely to owe more money than their white 
counterparts years after graduation.128 Entrance and 
certification exams for prospective educators can pose additional barriers to entry into the education 
field, and disproportionately impact prospective educators of color.129	
 
In December 2019, Governor Cooper announced his plan to address these inequities via Executive Order 
No. 113. This executive order created a task force whose goals included increasing recruitment and 
retention of teachers of color, including diversity goals in performance indicators across the state, and 
revising North Carolina standards to include anti-racist education. The task force was unveiled at the 
inaugural DRIVE Summit: Developing a Representative and Inclusive Vision for Education, co-hosted by 
the Office of the Governor, the North Carolina Business Committee on Education (NCBCE), and The Hunt 
Institute. The summit brought together a wide range of participants including educators, 
philanthropists, and leaders from educator preparation programs.130 The Task Force released a final 
report in January 2021, which included the following recommendations: 
 

1. Offer affordable postsecondary access through scholarships, loan forgiveness, and tuition 
reimbursement programs to encourage diverse people to become teachers. 

2. Expand and develop entry points into the educator pipeline that are based on models with 
proven success in recruiting racially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse educators. 

3. Embed diversity goals into key performance indicators for schools and districts across the state. 
4. Provide sustainable investments in educator preparation programs at North Carolina’s 

Historically Minority Serving Institutions to elevate and build capacity of these institutions to 
increase their impact as leaders in equity-minded educator preparation. 

5. Adopt evidence-based elements of successful national residency models across the state’s 
educator preparation programs. 

6. Revise the North Carolina Professional Teaching Standards to directly incorporate anti-racist, 
antibias, culturally responsive and sustaining pedagogy and require Educator Preparation 
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Programs (EPPs) to report how they incorporate these proficiencies across their course offerings 
and programming. 

7. Invest in state- and district-level initiatives that increase the sustainability of the profession by 
strengthening support networks for educators of color and providing professional development 
that strengthens practice and fosters inclusive school environments. 

8. Develop and sustain pathways for advancement that are tailored to the needs of educators of 
color. 

9. Release an annual statewide Educator Diversity Report that tracks North Carolina’s progress in 
developing and sustaining a representative educator workforce. 

10. Establish a body to monitor North Carolina’s progress towards implementation of the Task 
Force’s recommendations. 

 
Teacher Salaries 
In 2020-21, North Carolina is estimated to rank 38th in the nation in teacher pay, with an average 
teacher salary of $53,458.131 This figure includes local salary supplements, which vary widely across 
districts. The average teacher pay in North Carolina falls $11,835 below the national average salary of 
$65,293.132 Adjusting for inflation, the average teacher salary in the state dropped 11.5% between 1999-
2000 to 2020-21, while the national average salary increased by .3% over the same period.133  
 
There is a statewide teacher salary schedule that applies to every traditional public school teacher in the 
state.  Teachers may move up the schedule based on a combination of their years of experience, 
education level, and National Board Certification.134 In 2013, the General Assembly passed legislation 
removing salary supplements for advanced degrees. Teachers who were already receiving the 
supplement when the law was passed, and those who started advanced degree programs and 
completed at least one course by August 1, 2013 continued to be eligible for the pay supplement. A 
teacher who earns National Board Certification receives an additional 12% in pay. 
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2021-22 Salaries For Teachers With Bachelor’s Degrees 

Years of Experience Annual Salary Annual Salary with National Board Certification 
0 35,460 N/A 
1 36,470 N/A 
2 37,480 N/A 
3 38,490 43,110 
4 39,510 44,250 
5 40,520 45,380 
6 41,530 46,510 
7 42,550 47,660 
8 43,560 48,790 
9 44,570 49,920 

10 45,590 51,060 
11 46,600 52,190 
12 47,610 53,320 
13 48,620 54,450 
14 49,640 55,600 

15-24 50,650 56,730 
25+ 52,680 59,000 

 
Source: NC DPI, Fiscal Year 2021-22 North Carolina Public School Salary Schedules 

 
The 2022 budget passed by the North Carolina General Assembly reflects a small increase in teacher 
pay. Beginning teachers will now make $37,000 annually, compared to the previous $35,000  salary rate. 
The salary schedule allows for a $1,000 increase in pay annually through year 15. Teachers who have 15-
24 years of experience will make $52,000 annually, and teachers with 25+ years of experience max out 
at $54,000.135 
 

Local Salary Supplements 

After a base salary is set by the state, a teacher’s salary may then be augmented by local school system 
supplements in an effort for districts to recruit teachers to work in their schools. However, there is wide 
deviation among local salary supplements.  In some school systems, teacher supplements are as little as 
$0.  In other systems, such as Chapel Hill-Carrboro, Wake County, and Charlotte-Mecklenburg, salary 
supplements are over $8,000. The average local salary supplement in the state is $5,216. Counties with 
greater local real estate wealth are often able to offer more competitive salary supplements than less 
wealthy districts.  
 
In 2021, the General Assembly allocated $100 million in the budget for state-funded teacher salary 
supplements up to $4,250.136 The goal of the allocation is to decrease the salary supplement gaps 
between lower-wealth and high-wealth districts. 
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The average teacher salary supplements by district for the 2020-21 school year are available here. View 
our interactive teacher supplement map to compare local supplements across the state. 

	
 
	
The Teaching Profession 
North Carolina utilizes professional standards for its teaching profession and created an advising body to 
guide these standards. In addition to the standard licensure process for educators, North Carolina allows 
alternative pathways to joining its teacher profession. 
 
Professional Educator Preparation Standards Commission 
Created on September 1, 2017 as part of the passing of Senate Bill 599, the Professional Educator 
Preparation and Standards Commission (PEPSC) is an advising body to the North Carolina State Board of 
Education (SBE). In this role, PEPSC is tasked with involving stakeholders in establishing high standards for 
North Carolina educators, making rule recommendations for the SBE regarding all aspects of preparation, 
licensure, continuing education, and standards of conduct for public school educators, and exercising its 
powers and duties independently of-while located administratively under- the State Board of Education. 
Topics that the Commission has focused on include the Residency License Model, the authorization 
process for Educator Preparation Programs, and school administrator preparation standards.137 
 
Teacher Licensure 
The topic of teacher licensure reveals a tension between keeping up with high demand for new teachers 
while maintaining high teaching standards for those entering the profession. The increasing demand for 
teachers has led to heightened pressure for less stringent certification and licensure standards.  
 
There is little consensus in the education community as to what would represent adequate minimum 
preparation for someone coming into the field.  Issues of contention include essential coursework, 
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testing requirements, as well as how to effectively balance hours of classroom experience with 
traditional college-level coursework.  
 
All professional employees of public schools must hold a professional educator's license, issued by NC 
DPI, for the subject or grade level they teach or for the professional education assignment they hold. NC 
DPI offers three main variations of the professional educator’s license, listed below.  
 

● The Initial Professional License (IPL) is valid for a maximum of three years and allows the 
educator to begin practicing the profession on an independent basis in North Carolina. To be 
issued a IPL, an individual must: 

o Complete a North Carolina Educator Preparation Program (EPP) and be recommended 
for licensure by the cooperating EPP; or 

o Hold a Residency License and be recommended for a professional license by the 
cooperating EPP; or  

o Hold a license from another state or completed an out-of-state educator preparation 
program. 

o An applicant for North Carolina licensure who has successfully completed all the 
academic, field, clinical, and professional requirements for licensure as prescribed for 
program completion by his/her cooperating EPP, except passing required licensure 
exams, may petition the State Board of Education for an Initial Professional License (IPL).  
The petition must be initiated at the request of a North Carolina public school unit (PSU) 
that seeks to employ the applicant for licensure. 

	
● The Residency License (RL) has replaced the Lateral Entry License as of June 30, 2019, and is an 

alternative pathway to licensure intended for individuals who do not follow a traditional path to 
teaching preparation but who wish to enter teaching, either straight out of college or as mid-
career professionals. The Residency License is a one-year license that is renewable twice. To 
qualify for a Residency License, individuals  must meet the following criteria: 

○ License is requested by the local board of education and accompanied by a certification 
of supervision from the recognized educator preparation program in which the 
individual is enrolled. 

○ Holds a bachelor’s degree  
○ Has completed coursework relevant to the requested licensure area or passed the 

content area examination relevant to the requested licensure area approved by the 
State Board. 

○ Is enrolled in a recognized educator preparation program. 
○ Meets all other requirements established by the State Board, including completing pre 

service requirements prior to teaching138  
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● The Continuing Professional License (CPL) allows an educator to serve on an on-going basis, and 
must be renewed every five years. To convert an Initial Professional License or Residency 
License to a Continuing Professional License, an educator must have completed at least three 
years of teaching (either in North Carolina or in another state), complete a beginning teacher 
support program (if required) and pass all SBE-approved, or comparable, licensure exams 
required for the license(s) before or during the third year of licensure. Applicants must attempt 
the exams at least once during the first year of licensure.139 

 
● The Limited License (LL), created by Senate Bill 219 and signed into law on July 1st, 2019, allows 

teachers who have not been able to meet the requirements to obtain a CPL in the allotted 3 
year time period more time to do so. The Limited License is a three year non-renewable license 
that can only be used for employment in the local school administrative unit in which it was 
applied. To qualify for a Limited License, an individual must meet the following criteria: 

○ Holds an IPL, but has not met the requirements for an CPL 
○ An affidavit, signed by both the principal and superintendent for which the teacher is 

currently assigned,  is submitted to the State Board of Education by the local board of 
education stating that the teacher is currently employed by that local board, is an 
effective teacher, and will be encouraged to pursue a CPL. 

 or 
○ Holds a current teacher licensure in another state that is in good standing. 
○ An affidavit, signed by the superintendent for the local board of education seeking to 

employ the teacher, is submitted to the State Board of Education stating that the local 
board seeks to employ the teacher, that the teacher has been employed as a licensed 
teacher in another state for at least 3 years, and that the teacher will be encouraged to 
pursue an IPL or CPL.140 

 
Pathways to Excellence for Teaching Professionals  

In 2022, the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction (NCDPI) and the Professional Educator 
Preparation and Standards Commission (PEPSC) of the State Board of Education are working on a new 
teacher licensure pathways proposal, Pathways to Excellence for Teaching Professionals (Model). This 
proposal, if enacted, would restructure the state’s system of teacher licensure and the various pathways 
and compensation approaches, affecting every district, school, teacher, and student.  
 
This new draft model stems from research and recommendations from the North Carolina Education 
Human Capital Roundtable and subcommittees composed of members from PEPSC. In December 2021, 
NCDPI staff worked to condense the recommendations of the subcommittee into a draft proposal. 
NCDPI then presented this draft model to PEPSC in March 2022, and the State Board of Education in 
April 2022.  
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This proposed model would shift away from the current licensure and compensation model that 
rewards longevity, and shift towards a system in which educators can reach more advanced levels and 
receive higher pay based on merit. Since it was unveiled in April, the draft Model has received mixed 
responses from educators and educational leaders across the state.  
 
 

Alternative Pathways to Teaching 
In recent decades, national and statewide programs have been developed to supplement traditional 
paths for teacher preparation and recruitment. Below is an overview of programs that are recruiting and 
preparing individuals for teaching in North Carolina. 

Teach For America 
Teach for America (TFA) recruits individuals with proven leadership abilities and strong academics to 
commit to two years of teaching in high-need school systems across the United States. The majority of 
TFA corps members are immediate college graduates. Individuals are trained in instructional methods 
and given hands-on teaching experience during an intensive Summer Institute the summer before their 
first fall as teachers. Throughout the two year commitment, TFA corps members are employees of the 
school system to which they are assigned but receive in-depth mentoring and support from TFA.  
 
TFA has placed teachers in Eastern North Carolina since the organization’s inception in 1990. Today, 
approximately 115 corps members teach at every grade level across 12 counties in eastern NC.141 TFA 
has been working in Charlotte since 2004, and in 2014, Teach For America Piedmont Triad was founded, 
working with schools in Greensboro, Winston-Salem, and High Point. Over 200 corps members currently 
work across the Charlotte-Piedmont Triad communities.142 Since December 2014, TFA has submitted 
annual reports to the Joint Legislative Oversight Committee on their progress.143 
 
North Carolina Teaching Fellows Program 
Established in 1986, the North Carolina Teaching Fellows Program was one of the premier teacher 
recruitment and development programs in the nation. The program gave 500 scholarships per year to 
graduating high school seniors dedicated to teaching in North Carolina after their graduation from 
college. The Program was founded to change the face of the workforce in North Carolina – to make it 
more diverse, and to attract some of the state’s top students. The average Teaching Fellow graduated 
high school with a GPA of 4.0 or higher on a weighted scale and ranked in the top 10% of his or her class. 
Each year, approximately 20% of the program’s recipients were people of color and 30% were male. The 
program included a scholarship to one of 17 participating North Carolina colleges or universities, a 
discovery trip across the state to learn about North Carolina’s schools, and other development and 
enrichment programs. In exchange for the scholarship and program, Teaching Fellows committed to 
teaching in North Carolina for at least four years. 
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Between 1986 and 2011, the Teaching Fellows Program recruited nearly 11,000 high school students to 
become teachers. Seventy percent of Teaching Fellows remained employed after four years, with 64% 
employed six years or more after completing their initial four-year teaching service requirement. 
Funding for the program expired in 2011, and was not restored in the 2012 NC General Assembly 
budget. The repeal became effective in 2015 when the final class of Teaching Fellows graduated.  
 
In the 2017 long session of the General Assembly, legislators voted to enact a new version of the 
Teaching Fellows Program. The first cohort of the new program included 107 Fellows, who began in the 
fall of 2018.144 The new iteration, operated by the University of North Carolina System, looks 
significantly different from its original inception from the 1980s- it is restricted to candidates willing to 
teach in a STEM or Special Education field and was offered through 5 universities instead of the original 
17. Today, the number of partner institutions has increased to 8, including three historically minority 
serving institutions.145 Participants must commit to teaching in a STEM field for 4 years in a low-
performing NC school, 8 years in a school not identified as low-performing, or repay the forgivable loan 
in cash + interest. 
 
Advanced Teacher Roles  

In 2016, North Carolina launched the Advanced Teaching Roles Initiative to: 
 

● Enable outstanding teachers across NC to extend their reach to more students without leaving 
the classroom, 

● Recognize teacher leaders with higher compensation, 
● Provide developing teachers with embedded, personalized professional development, 
● Allow principals to expand their leadership capabilities, and – most importantly – 
● Support improved student outcomes. 

 
In 2017, The State Board of Education approved a plan to provide up to $10.2 million over the next three 
years to six school systems to test their alternative models for paying teachers. Lawmakers directed the 
State Board to create a pilot program that links “teacher performance and professional growth to salary 
increases.” A dozen districts submitted applications, with Chapel Hill-Carrboro, Charlotte-Mecklenburg, 
Edgecombe, Pitt, Vance and Washington County school systems being chosen. Today, more than ten 
districts are taking part in the Advanced Roles Initiative. 146 
 
National Board Certification 
National Board Certification was created to elevate the level of teaching and to establish a high, national 
standard that would recognize the nation’s best teachers. To gain national certification, teachers must 
prepare a detailed portfolio illustrating their work. Panels of teachers then scrutinize and review their 
teaching skills and portfolios to determine each teacher’s effectiveness in the classroom.  
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Pay incentives have been incorporated by North Carolina and other states to encourage more teachers 
to undergo the process of national board certification. Since 2013 and continuing today, North Carolina 
has by far the largest number of nationally board certified teachers in the nation.147 In 2020-21 North 
Carolina had 23,418 nationally board certified teachers. Wake County is the number one district in the 
country for nationally board certified teachers in the United States with 3,113 certified teachers.148 

 

To support teachers working towards national board certification, the state of North Carolina offers a 
loan of $1,900 to cover the assessment fee to eligible teachers. Teachers repay the loan over three 
years. North Carolina provides every eligible initial candidate three days of paid professional leave.149  
 
Teacher Contracts and Teacher Tenure 

In North Carolina, teacher tenure, or “career status” of K-12 teachers, previously guaranteed due 
process protections (including notice of reasons for dismissal, a right to a hearing, and other job 
protections) to teachers who successfully completed four years of teaching. However, in 2013 the NC 
General Assembly eliminated the prospect of tenure for new teachers and those who had not yet 
received tenure. Teachers ineligible for career status are employed on one-, two-, or four-year 
contracts.150  
 
The 2013 legislation also would have phased out career status for all other teachers, but in April 2016, 
the NC Supreme Court unanimously ruled that portion of the law unconstitutional, affirming that 
teachers who earned tenure before the 2013 law was passed could keep it.151  
 
North Carolina prohibits any state workers, including teachers, from collective bargaining and forming 
unions. Instead, teachers can join the North Carolina Association of Educators (NCAE), which is 
committed to advancing public education and supporting educators at all levels. NCAE members have 
access to benefits, including representation, professional development opportunities, legal assistance, 
news and information, and liability insurance. 
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School Facilities 
Introduction 
Since the 1930s, North Carolina’s school finance system has mandated that school facility costs are 
officially the responsibility of local districts, while the responsibility for operating costs (e.g., textbooks, 
instructional supplies, salaries) rests with the state. At present, however, the lines between these 
responsibilities have been blurred, with local school districts funding significant portions of operating 
costs. For example, in 2020-21, counties spent over $3 billion to fund instructional expenses (i.e., 
operating costs), making up 21% of total instructional costs for NC schools. The state contributed around 
2% of school capital (i.e., facility) costs.152 

 
Based on new school construction in 2020, it costs about $26 million on average to build an elementary 
school in North Carolina, $51 million to build a middle school, and $43 million to build a high 
school.153 Counties are also facing substantial debt obligations for school-related costs.  Between 2011 
and 2015, 75% of the lottery funds allocated to counties were spent to pay off debt rather than finance 
new construction.154  

 

 

Facilities Needs Survey 
The most recent NCDPI Facilities Needs Survey, 
published in 2020-21, estimated that $12.8 billion was 
needed at the time for new schools, additions, 
renovations, furniture and equipment, and land.155 
This survey also found that at least 131 new schools 
were needed across North Carolina: 83 were needed 
immediately, and approximately 48 were needed 
within three to five years. Besides new construction, 
the survey concluded that 1,594 schools needed 
renovations to comply with safety and building code 
requirements and to address deferred maintenance, 
and an estimated 221 schools needed additions for 
new classrooms. 

Source: 2020-21 NCDPI Facilities Needs 
Survey 

 
 



Education Policy Primer 2022 
A Guide to Public Education in North Carolina 
 

 
 

ncforum.org                           55 

Statewide School Bonds in North Carolina 
School facilities experts agree that the best solution to the statewide need for significant school building 
construction, renovation and repair is a statewide bond referendum.156  Historically, North Carolina has 
passed a statewide school bond referendum approximately every ten years in order to address 
significant school facility needs.  However, the last such statewide referendum was in 1996, at a cost of 
$1.8 billion.157 
 
Public school advocates and legislators 
have continuously advocated for school 
bonds to be placed on election ballots. In 
both 2019 and 2020, House leaders 
passed bills to include bonds on the 
November 2020 ballots in all 100 
counties to begin to address the state’s 
school construction needs, but these bills 
stalled in the Senate. In 2021 and 2022, 
no statewide school bond bills were 
passed by the General Assembly. 	
 
An alternative to a statewide bond 
referendum was proposed in the Senate 
in 2019. Senate Bill 5, Building North 
Carolina’s futures, would have taken a pay-as-you-go approach to addressing school construction needs, 
using money from the State Capital and Infrastructure Fund (SCIF) to raise about $6 billion over a nine-
year period to be split across K-12, community colleges, and the university system. Proponents of this 
approach argued that it would save significant interest costs for the state in the long-term. Opponents, 
however, argue that this approach does not guarantee the funding will actually reach districts in 
subsequent years, as each allocation has to be approved by the General Assembly. Thus, the pay-as-you-
go approach would rely on future General Assemblies continuing to support the funding.158  
	

Public School Building Capital Fund 
To assist local governments in addressing school facilities needs, the General Assembly established the 
Public School Building Capital Fund (PSBCF)  in 1987.159 Initially, the PSBCF was funded through 
corporate tax revenue, which supplied over $1.3 billion to local districts for projects. However, after the 
creation of the state Education Lottery in 2006, the funding source shifted to lottery revenues. Initial 
legislation required that 40% of lottery funds be distributed through the PSBCF, but the General 
Assembly instead began distributing a lump sum to districts in the 2010-11 school year. As a result, only 
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30% of lottery funds have been allocated to districts over time through PSBCF, declining to only 16.9% in 
fiscal year 2017.160 In 2020-21, the General Assembly appropriated $100 million.161 
 
 
Needs-Based Public School Building Capital Fund 
In 2017, the General Assembly enacted a Needs-Based Public School Building Capital Fund in the state 
budget with start-up funds at $30 million. The stated intent is to build up this Fund with additional 
Education Lottery revenues over time such that 40% of Lottery revenue will be dedicated to local school 
capital needs by 2028-29.162 In 2021, the legislature increased this Fund by appropriating $395 million 
for the 2021-22 grant cycle due to the increase in lottery revenue.163  
 
This Fund, which is located in the NC Department of Public Instruction with the State Treasurer as its 
custodian, awards grants to counties designated as Development Tier 1 or Development Tier 2 to assist 
with their critical public school building capital needs. Since 2017, the Needs Based Public School Capital 
Fund has awarded a total of $739 million dollars to local school districts, providing funding for 60 new K-
12 construction projects, including 33 new schools, eight new buildings, and the replacement of 44 
existing schools.164  
 
In 2021, the state budget made several changes to the program, including:165 

● New maximum grant amounts: $30m for elementary schools, $40m for middle schools, and 
$50m for high schools. 

● Grant funds can now be used for new buildings, additions, repairs, and renovations. 
● Local matching requirements now range from 0% to 35%, based on property tax data. 
● New eligibility criteria based on property tax data: 95 counties are now eligible. 
● Elimination of the 5-year period of ineligibility for receipt of annual PSBCF capital funds. 
● Elimination of the 5-year restriction for prior recipients to re-apply for another NBPSCF grant. 
● Prior NBPSCF grant recipients who have not started construction may apply for increased grant 

funding. 
 
In 2018, the General Assembly also enacted a new school building operational leasing option that allows 
districts in Tier 1 and 2 counties to enter into leasing agreements with developers that are not to exceed 
25 years in length. These districts are able to use grant funds not to exceed $15 million (Tier 1) and $10 
million (Tier 2) from the Needs-Based Public School Building Capital Fund to enter into these leasing 
agreements. 
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Class Size Mandate (House Bill 90) 
For several years, the General Assembly has expressed its intent through budget provisions and 
legislation to reduce class sizes in Kindergarten – grade 3 in an effort to improve student achievement, 
especially early literacy.  The reduction of these class sizes (decreasing the student:teacher ratio) is 
relevant to school facilities needs in a significant way, as a reduced number of students per class 
requires increased facilities, especially given that the student population has been on a steady increase 
in NC.  
Session Law 2018-2 set forth the following on Class Size reductions and state funding for personnel: 
 

1. In 2018-19, “program enhancement” teachers (e.g., Music, Arts, Physical Education, World 
Languages, etc.) for K-5 will be funded at $61,359,225. 

2. Phases in K-3 class size reductions over a 4-year period through 2021-22. Funding will increase 
by 25% each year so that the 1:191 ratio for K-5 “program enhancement” teachers will be 100% 
funded by 2021-22 as follows: 
	

School Year Grades Class Size Average Individual Class Size Cap 
2018-19166 K-3 20 23 

2019-20 K-3 19 22 
2020-21 K-3 18 21 

2021-22 & 
beyond 

K 
1 

2-3 

18 
16 
17 

21 
19 
20 

Source: Connect NC 
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School Calendar 
Introduction 
In North Carolina, there are significant debates regarding the length of the school calendar and when 
the school year should start. 
 
Advocates for lengthening the school calendar suggest that more instructional time will lead to 
improved student performance. Nationally, the United States mandates less instructional time for 
students than many other industrialized countries. Opponents of a longer calendar typically point to 
employers’ reliance on low-cost student labor during the summer months, economic benefits of 
increased tourism (more time out of school arguably translates to more and/or longer vacations), and 
costs of keeping schools open longer. 
 
The date when LEAs can begin their school year is a strongly debated topic. In current legislation, 
traditional public schools can open no earlier than the Monday closest to August 26 and close no later 
than the Friday closest to June 11, unless a weather-related calendar waiver has been approved. If a 
weather waiver is approved, schools can start no earlier than the closest Monday to August 19th. This 
lack of calendar flexibility continues to be an issue for LEAs across the state. 
 
While traditional public schools operate on an August to June school calendar, alternative schedules are 
becoming a growing trend, both in North Carolina and throughout the country. 
 
 

North Carolina School Calendar Policy 
Each state determines the number of school days for each calendar year. The majority of states require 
180 days of student instruction, but some variation does exist. Many states also specify a minimum 
number of hours that constitutes a full instructional day. In North Carolina, a full school day must consist 
of at least 5.5 hours of instructional time, and schools must have 185 days or 1025 instructional hours in 
a school year. 
 
Prior to 2012, North Carolina had maintained a 180-day school year for decades. North Carolina’s 180-
day school year reflected the state’s agrarian roots: young people were needed to harvest crops in the 
summer. Therefore, schools were closed during the peak-growing season.  While the economy has 
shifted away from traditional agriculture, the tradition of summer vacation has remained. 
In 2012, the North Carolina legislature increased the state’s minimum to 185 instructional days.167  This 
is higher than all but one other state: Kansas (186).168  
 
 
 



Education Policy Primer 2022 
A Guide to Public Education in North Carolina 
 

 
 

ncforum.org                           59 

Adjustments to the School Calendar in G.S. 115C-84.2, beginning in the 2013-14 school year, included: 
● 185 days or 1025 hours of instruction covering at least nine calendar months.  This applies to 

traditional public schools and charter schools. 
● Requirement that traditional public schools open no earlier than the Monday closest to August 

26 and close no later than the Friday closest to June 11.  
● On a showing of “good cause,” (schools in an LEA closed for eight days per year during any four 

of the past 10 years due to severe weather conditions) the State Board may allow the LEA to set 
an opening day no earlier than the Monday closest to August 19. Partial days due to inclement 
weather, such as delayed starts or early closings no longer count toward good cause waivers. 

● Elimination of educational waivers that had previously allowed counties to avoid providing the 
additional 5 days of instruction. 

● Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools participating in the public-private partnership Project LIFT and 
their feeder schools will be exempt from the mandated start and end dates.  

● Have a minimum of ten (10) annual vacation leave days. 
● Must have at least nine (9) teacher workdays. Local Boards shall designate two (2) workdays on 

which teachers may take accumulated vacation leave. Local Boards may designate the remaining 
workdays as days teachers may take accumulated vacation leave.169 

 
 
School Calendar flexibility 
School districts in North Carolina have continued to push for more calendar flexibility, arguing that the 
legislation hinders their ability to make up lost school time for inclement weather and hurts high school 
students academically. The calendar law as it stands prevents districts from aligning their calendar with 
their local community college, and also pushes the end of the fall semester, including many final exams, 
to after winter break. In the 2021 long legislative session, 24 separate bills were filed in the House and 
16 were filed in the Senate to allow calendar flexibility for specific school districts. The House also 
passed a bill for statewide calendar flexibility. However, lack of support from Senate leadership has 
continued to prevent the legislation from passing.170 
 
The North Carolina tourism industry is a primary reason for the continued denial of calendar flexibility. 
The $23.9 billion industry continues to lobby against the proposed bills that would allow for more 
flexibility. In fact, the tourism industry, along with some parents, requested the original calendar law in 
2004, arguing that schools were cutting into summer vacation time by starting earlier and earlier in 
August.171 
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Alternative Schedules 
Alternative scheduling has become a popular form of education reform in recent years. As issues over 
school crowding, student performance, and other concerns rise, many school systems in North Carolina 
and around the nation are implementing scheduling alternatives, such as year-round schools and block 
scheduling, as solutions. 
 
 
Year-Round Schools  
According to a report from the Center for American Progress, young children can lose more than two 
months of reading and math skills during the summer months, with the greatest learning loss occurring 
among low-income children.172  Year-round school schedules attempt to combat this learning loss. 
Varying models exist for year-round schools, but typically, the year-round calendar divides the school 
year into sections so that students attend school for 45 days and then have 15 consecutive days off.  The 
students, therefore, attend school throughout the entire year, but are not actually in school for more 
days than they would be on a traditional schedule. 
 
In year-round schools, students are often assigned to one of the "tracks" in the school with each track 
having a slightly different schedule.  If a school has four tracks, for example, students in three of them 
would be in session while students in the fourth would be on break.   
A year-round school can have significant advantages, including: 
 

● A more continuous learning process without a long summer break lessens the need for 
extensive review at the beginning of the school year. 

● Three-week break periods allow schools to offer remedial and enrichment activities. 
● More students can be served in a single building using “tracks,” which can ease the burden of 

serving large student populations, particularly in high growth areas. 
 
Currently, year-round models are in place at the elementary and middle school level across North 
Carolina.  Year-round high schools are limited for several reasons including the fact that many high 
school programs must coordinate scheduling with other schools (for such activities as competitions in 
athletics, music, etc.).  This coordination could be quite difficult if all schools were not following similar 
schedules. 
 
Current research is inconclusive about whether year-round schools impact student achievement.173 The 
results vary from classroom to classroom, and school to school.  Whether or not the year-round school 
model increases student performance, more school districts dealing with declining tax revenues, 
overcrowding, and low capital funds are considering moving to year-round schedules. 
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Block-Scheduling 
Block scheduling has been adopted at an increasing rate by schools across the nation. A block schedule 
allocates 90-minute periods of time for basic course work, rather than the traditional 45-minute class 
period.  Therefore, a block schedule has fewer, but longer classes, per instruction day.  One of the more 
popular forms of block scheduling is the 4x4 schedule where students take four 90-minute courses each 
semester and then enroll in four different 90-minute courses the following semester.  This allows 
students to take eight courses each year, rather than six under the traditional schedule. A 1997 
Department of Public Instruction survey of high school principals cited several reasons for changing from 
the traditional schedule to the block schedule, including: 

● Greater variety of academic courses 
● Increased time for teachers and students to focus on a more limited number of courses 
● Teachers have more planning time to prepare lessons plans and concentrate their teaching 

methods174 
 
While principals, teachers, and students have reported being pleased with many of the aspects of block 
scheduling, research is inconclusive on whether the new schedule structure increases student 
performance on state tests.  
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Accountability 
Introduction 
North Carolina’s school accountability systems have historically been intended to support every student 
in meeting college and career ready expectations. Teachers, students, and schools are all held 
accountable for the growth and achievement of students. But developing accountability measures that 
accurately reflect student performance and the degree to which schools and teachers have had an 
impact on achievement has been an ongoing challenge.  
 
North Carolina currently utilizes an accountability model that relies on a system of assigning A-F grades 
to all schools in the state based on a formula that combines student achievement (80%) and student 
growth (20%). In addition, North Carolina places a strong emphasis on third grade reading scores, as 
seen with the 2012 Read to Achieve legislation that requires students to meet certain reading 
proficiency benchmarks in order to move on to the fourth grade. Finally, low performing schools in 
North Carolina are defined by law as “those that receive a school performance grade of D or F and a 
school growth score of "met expected growth" or "not met expected growth."175 These schools must 
submit to the state and share with the public plans for improvement that specifically addresses the 
strategies the school will implement to improve both the School Performance Grade and School Growth 
designation.  
 
However, due to the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on schools, students, and educators, certain 
aspects of the school accountability model were waived and will not be published for the 2020-2021 
school year. These include school performance grades for schools and school sub-groups, growth 
indicators, and long-term goals for schools to improve their achievement and close opportunity gaps. 
Schools that did not meet performance or growth standards for the 2018-19 school year and were 
identified as low-performing will continue to retain that status until school report card data are released 
again. The NC Department of Public Instruction also warns that due to differences in testing and modes 
of learning across the state, that it is difficult to compare any data from 2020-21 to prior school years.176 
 
 
Overview 
Since North Carolina began to earnestly focus on accountability in 1989, state systems for holding 
students, schools, and teachers accountable have gone through several iterations.  

Measurement and assessment are important components of accountability. Assessments can be 
“summative,” occurring at the ends of grades or courses to capture what students have learned. Or they 
can be “formative,” meaning they are used in the short-term to influence what teachers teach and 
students learn, sometimes week-to-week, day-to-day, or even moment-to-moment.  
School Performance Grades 
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The Excellent Public Schools Act, enacted by the General Assembly in 2012, included among its 
provisions a new policy to assign school performance grades to every public school in North Carolina. 177 
The first school performance grades of A, B, C, D or F were released in February 2015 based on data 
from the 2013-14 school year. School performance grades are calculated on a 15 point grading scale (A = 
85, B = 70, C = 55, D = 40, F = less than 40).  
 
North Carolina is one of 13 states nationally to have adopted an A-F grading system.178 Supporters of 
these systems say that they hold schools and districts accountable for results, provide parents with an 
understandable marker of performance, and encourage school improvement efforts. Common 
complaints include that many A-F grade systems inadequately account for student growth and other 
important measures of school quality, and that they create incentives for schools to serve students on 
the borderline at the expense of the lowest- and highest-performing students. Additionally, critics of A-F 
grading say that the letter grades are too often used to criticize and punish failing schools rather than to 
target resources and assistance to schools and students that need it most.179 
 
Due to the COVID-19 disruption of the 2019-20 school year, The Department of Education granted North 
Carolina’s request to waive standardized testing requirements for the school year, thus, A-F school 
grades will not be issued for 2020-21 school year. Standardized testing resumed in the 2020-21 school 
year, but A-F grades will still not be issued for 2020-21.180 In Fall 2022, the state will resume identifying 
low-performing schools and reviewing student performance data to determine schools’ status.181 
 
School Performance Grade Indicators: 
 

Elementary/Middle Schools: High Schools: 

EOG Mathematics Math I EOC 
EOG English/Language Arts/Reading English II EOC 
EOG Science Biology EOC 
Math/ELA/Science EOCs (middle schools) Graduation Rate 
 ACT/ ACT WorkKeys 

(EOG: End-Of-Grade Test; EOC: End-Of –Course Test) 

Schools Performance Grades are based on two components: a school achievement score and a school 
growth score. A combination of the school achievement score and the school growth score make up the 
overall school performance grade. Currently, 80% of the school performance grade is the school 
achievement score and 20% of the grade is the school growth score.182 Deliberations in the General 
Assembly have been underway for the past several years re-evaluating the weight given to each of these 
components.  
 
School Achievement Score 
Schools earn one point for each school-wide percent of:183 
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● Students who score at or above proficient on annual assessments for mathematics in grades 
three through eight. 

● Students who score at or above proficient on annual assessments for reading in grades three 
through eight.  

● Students who score at or above proficient on annual assessments for science in grades five and 
eight.  

● Students who score at or above proficient on the Algebra I or Integrated Math I end-of-course 
test.  

● Students who score at or above proficient on the English II end-of-course test.  
● Students who score at or above proficient on the Biology end-of-course test.  
● Students who complete Algebra II or Integrated Math III with a passing grade.  
● Students who achieve the minimum score required for admission into a constituent institution 

of The University of North Carolina on a nationally normed test of college readiness.  
● Students enrolled in Career and Technical Education courses who meet the standard when 

scoring at Silver, Gold, or Platinum levels on a nationally normed test of workplace readiness.  
● Students who graduate within four years of entering high school.  

 
The total points are then converted to a 100-point scale. 
 
School Growth Score 
EVAAS (SAS® EVAAS™ (Education Value-Added Assessment System) for K-12 is a customized software 
system available to all North Carolina school districts. EVAAS provides North Carolina's educators with 
tools to improve student learning and to reflect and improve on their own effectiveness.), the overall 
growth score earned by schools is calculated. Growth is calculated by weighting achievement indicators 
used to calculate the School Performance Grade, but only those indicators with growth values (End of 
Grade and End of Course test scores) through EVAAS are included. The numerical values used to 
determine whether a school has met, exceeded, or has not met expected growth shall be translated to a 
100-point scale.184 
 
All other states that use A-F grades place a greater emphasis than North Carolina on growth while 
deemphasizing achievement. The reason for this is simple: school achievement scores reflect single 
point-in-time indicators, such as test results, over which schools have far less control than growth, which 
is designed to measure actual learning and the impact schools and teachers have on students’ academic 
progress. 
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Growth is reported separately for each school in the categories of exceeds, meets, or does not meet 
expected growth. Each school in the state that serves K-8 students receives an achievement score for 
math and reading. For each school that serves third grade students, the report card also contains numbers 
and percentages for third graders who are retained or promoted based on reading performance.185	
	
Additional Reporting 

● Growth is reported separately for each school: exceeds, meets, or does not meet expected 
growth 

● A separate achievement score for math and reading  is reported for schools serving grades K-8  
● The report card that shares the school performance grade for schools serving 3rd graders 

contains information on the number and percentage of third graders who are retained or 
promoted based on reading performance 

	
	
School Performance Grades and Poverty 
There is a significant correlation between school performance grades and the proportion of students in 
a school who are economically disadvantaged. In 2018-19, over 80 percent of schools receiving an A had 
student populations in which 50 percent or fewer students were economically disadvantaged. Over 90 
percent of schools receiving an F had student populations in which 51% or more students were 
economically disadvantaged. 186 
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In 2018-19, only 11.7% of schools with 60.1-80% 
economically disadvantaged students received A’s or B’s 
for school performance, while only 0.7% of schools with 
80.1-100% EDS received an A or B. In contrast, of the 
same set of schools with 80.1-100% economically 
disadvantaged students, 32.1% received C’s while 67.2% 
received D’s or F’s.187 	
 
In addition, there is varied performance within individual 
measures of progress within the subgroup of 1,892 
schools with students who are economically 
disadvantaged. Of the economically disadvantaged 
subgroup in 2018-19, only 8.0% of schools were meeting 
the interim progress for mathematics in grades 3–8; out 
of 1,892 schools, 1,740 of them did not meet the interim 
progress expectation with an overall rate of 92.0%.188     

Source: Public School Forum of North Carolina, 
Top Education Issues 2020.  

 
 
 
An analysis of North Carolina’s 2013-14 school 
performance grades by a Duke University researcher 
revealed a 61 percent correlation between a school’s 
free and reduced-price lunch population and its 
achievement score. By contrast, Wilson found only a two 
percent correlation between that same measure and a 
school’s growth score.189 The chart to the right, based on 
2018-19 data supports these findings, showing that if 
performance grades were based entirely on growth 
rather than proficiency, grades would be much more 
evenly distributed across schools with different levels of 
economic disadvantage.190  

	
Source: Public School Forum of North Carolina, Top Education Issues 
2020.  
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Low Performing Schools 
The North Carolina General Assembly provides the definitions for “low-performing schools” as well as 
“low-performing school districts.” 
 

● Low-performing schools are defined as those that receive a school performance grade of D or F 
and a school growth score of "met expected growth" or "not met expected growth" as defined 
by G.S. 115C-83.15.191  

● A low-performing school district is a local school administrative unit in which the majority of the 
schools in that unit that received a school performance grade and school growth score as 
provided in G.S. 115C-83.15 have been identified as low-performing schools, as provided in G.S. 
115C-105.37.192 

 
By law, low-performing schools and districts must develop a plan for improvement that is accessible to 
the public. 
 
Beginning in 2011 and with the support of the federal Race to the Top grant, North Carolina 
implemented a successful state-wide program to turn around the state’s lowest-performing schools. 
These interventions included comprehensive needs assessments, planning support, as well as coaching 
and professional development. After four years of services provided by the state’s District and School 
Transformation (DST) division, 83 percent of the 118 schools ranked in the bottom five percent of public 
schools improved their overall performance and no longer fall in the bottom five percent, and 70 
percent of those schools met or exceeded growth.193 
 
However, state lawmakers chose not to continue this support strategy, known as “Turning Around the 
Lowest-Achieving Schools” (TALAS), which was largely funded with federal dollars through the Race to 
the Top grant. The NC Department of Public Instruction is now only able to serve less than half of the 
low-performing schools that they used to serve, and in a limited capacity, through TALAS. 
 
A different approach to turning around low-performing schools was implemented as the Innovative 
School District (formerly known as the Achievement School District). The intention of the ISD, as enacted 
by the General Assembly in 2016, was to place up to five of the state’s lowest performing schools into a 
new school district run by charter management organization (CMO). The ISD proposal faced 
considerable local pushback194 and only one school was taken over as part of ISD. After two years, the 
Innovative School District program was dissolved, however the original low-performing schools cited by 
the program will continue to receive assistance from the state.195 
 
Low-performing schools do have another option to pursue in an effort to lift themselves out of low-
performing status. These schools can apply for the state’s “restart” program, which offers them charter 
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school-like flexibility in terms of how they structure their school days, hire and fire teachers, and spend 
state funds. As of January 2022, there were 153 Restart Schools across the state.196 
 
 
Teacher Effectiveness and Accountability 
Teachers are also evaluated and  held accountable for student’s academic success. The goal of 
evaluating teachers is to “assess the teacher’s performance in relation to North Carolina Professional 
Teaching Standards and to design a plan for professional growth.”197 The five North Carolina 
Professional Teaching Standards that teachers are used to assess teachers are: 
	

1. Teachers Demonstrate Leadership 
2. Teachers Establish a Respectful Environment for a Diverse Population of Students 
3. Teachers Know the Content They Teach 
4. Teachers Facilitate Learning for Their Students 
5. Teachers Reflect on Their Practice198 

	
North Carolina’s current system for measuring teacher effectiveness is the HomeBase NCEES (North 
Carolina Educator Effectiveness System). Utilizing the application HomeBase, traditional public schools 
and charter schools can evaluate educator’s classroom performance, and assign professional 
development. In October 2008, the NC State Board of Education adopted the first Rubric for Evaluating 
North Carolina Teachers and the Teacher Evaluation Process. Over the years, the rubric has undergone 
revisions, with the current version having been approved in 2015. Teachers are typically evaluated by 
the principal at their school. All teachers, regardless of subject, are evaluated using this model. 
 
The evaluation process is conducted annually, using one of three evaluation cycles: comprehensive 
evaluation cycle, standard evaluation cycle, or abbreviated evaluation cycle. Any educator who has been 
teaching for three years or less will be reviewed using the comprehensive evaluation cycle, and 
educators with more than three years of experience can be evaluated by any of the three cycles. The 
teacher evaluation process includes 8 main components, broken down into 4 steps: 
	

1. Step One: Training and Orientation 
a. Training 
b. Orientation 

2. Step Two: Self-Assessment, Goal Setting, and Pre-Conference  
a. Teacher Self-Assessment 
b. Pre-Observation Conference 

3. Step Three: Observation Cycle 
a. Observations 
b. Post-Observation Conference 
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4. Step Four: Summary Evaluation and Goal Setting 
a. Summary Evaluation Conference and Teacher Summary Rating Form 
b. Professional Development Plans199 

 
Following the observations, aspects of teacher performance will be rated as developing, proficient, 
accomplished, distinguished, or not demonstrated. If teachers are rated as “developing” or “not 
demonstrated” in any categories, they will work with their school administrators to formulate goals to 
achieve at least a “proficient” for their next evaluation.  
 
Test Scores and Bonuses 
Educators are also evaluated based on their students’  test scores using EVAAS, the same system that 
the NC State Board of Education uses to assess schools as a whole. EVAAS data are available for 
educators who teach tested subjects including reading, math, or language arts for grades 3-8, educators 
who teach science and social studies grades 4-8, and educators who teach courses with EOC exams 
(English I, English II, Algebra I, Biology, and U.S. History).200  
 
Teachers at traditional public schools and charter schools who teach 4th and 5th grade ELA, or 4th-8th 
grade math could be eligible for a bonus if they have test scores in the top 25% of their LEA, and/or the 
top 25% of the state.201 Teachers can also be eligible for performance-based bonuses for AP, IB, or AICE 
test results. Teachers receive $50 per every AP exam that scores a 3 or above, every IB exam that scores 
a 4 or above, or every AICE exam that scores a C or above. Teachers may not receive more than $3,500 
for this advanced course proficient test scores bonus.202 
 
While current methods of teacher evaluation and accountability do not  factor into teachers’ base 
salary, this could be changing for educators across the state soon. The newly proposed teacher licensure 
model, Pathways to Excellence for Teaching Professionals, would use standardized test scores, student 
surveys, and principal and peer evaluations to determine the compensation for educators, instead of the 
current model that bases pay on years of experience. Many educators have expressed concern about 
potential subjectivity in the evaluations  and that the EVAAS model would not honor the growth of 
students who may not be performing on grade level, but have shown immense growth throughout the 
school year.203  
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Standards and Curriculum 
Introduction 
Academic standards outline what each student should learn by the end of each grade level. Standards in 
North Carolina are put in place at the state level to ensure all students will be taught the content 
deemed essential and necessary by the state.204  
 
Curriculum – including texts, lesson plans, activities, tasks, and assignments – is established by teachers 
and local school leaders. Instruction includes strategies and approaches used by teachers to deliver the 
curriculum, explain key concepts, and differentiate instruction to students.  
 
 
North Carolina Standard Course of Study 
The North Carolina Standard Course of Study (NCSCOS) aims to ensure that each grade or proficiency 
level and each high school course in every public school are utilizing a uniform set of learning standards 
outlining what students are expected to know and be able to do upon completion of the course or 
school year. Per NC State Board of Education policy, each content area’s standards are reviewed every 
five to seven years to ensure the NCSCOS consists of clear, relevant standards and objectives. 
 
Local school leaders are responsible for making decisions about the curriculum that they choose to 
deliver to students based on the statewide Standard Course of Study. In addition, local schools and 
districts may offer electives and coursework that go above and beyond the Standard Course of 
Study's content standards. Classroom instruction is a partnership between the state, which sets content 
standards in the Standard Course of Study, and local educators who determine which curriculum 
materials and techniques they will use to deliver instruction to reach standards set by the state. 
 
 

Revision Cycle and Process 
The Office of Academic Standards of the NC Department of Public Instruction (NCDPI) reviews the 
standards for each content area every five to seven years to ensure the NCSCOS consists of clear, 
relevant standards and objectives. The standards Review, Revision, and Implementation process 
provides a comprehensive study of each content area organized by grade level, proficiency level, and/or 
course. The five-to-seven-year cycle allows time for review, revision, and consistent implementation of 
the standards. On February 3rd, 2022, the State Board of Education approved an internal procedures 
manual for reviewing, revising, and implementing standards. This manual aims to provide guidance on 
the processes to be used when developing or revising part of the standards; the topics, categories, and 
supporting materials included for standards; and the considerations that must be made in the review, 
revision, and implementation process.205 
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NC DPI  uses a uniform, formalized process based on four principles to guide the revision process:  
1) Feedback-based. DPI collects feedback on the current standards from educators, administrators, 

parents, students, institutions of higher education, business/industry representatives, national 
organizations, and other education agencies.  

2) Research-Informed: NCDPI reviews research on standards and learning in the content area being 
reviewed.  

3) Improvement- Oriented: NCDPI submits an annual report presenting feedback on the standards 
and implementation from stakeholder groups.  

4) Process- Driven: The revision process includes three phases: review, revision, and 
implementation.206  

 
 

K-12 Social Studies Standards Revision 
The K-12 Social Studies Standards (both current and proposed revisions) are conceptually-written or 
broadly stated to focus on concepts and transferable ideas, and are intended to help students to 
recognize patterns and make connections in their learning that transfer beyond a single grade, 
discipline, topic, or isolated fact.  
 
Current legislation dictates specific content for K-12 social studies courses. A law passed in the 2019 
legislative session prompted a change in Social Studies requirements, which mandated a new Economics 
and Personal Finance class for NC students. Now, social studies educators are required to teach 
American History in one semester, instead of the previous 2-semester course. Required Social Studies 
courses now include Word History, American History, Civic Literacy, and Economics and Personal 
Finance.  
 
Latest Revision of Social Studies Standards  
In April 2019, the State Board of Education voted to begin reviewing and considering revisions to the 
social studies standards.207 In July 2020, they voted to postpone the approval of new K-12 social studies 
standards for one additional year so that more work could be done to ensure that the revised standards 
more deeply address historical issues such as slavery and racism. This postponement was prompted by 
students advocating for the addition of historical content that ensures that the views of minoritized 
groups are included. The Department of Public Instruction proposed including an introductory 
statement in the social studies standards saying teachers are expected to include diverse histories, 
experiences and perspectives of racial, ethnic, gender, and identity minority groups.208 
	
These new standards were adopted by the NC State Board of Education on February 3rd, 2021 and were 
implemented beginning in Fall 2021. These revised standards include an additional focus on conceptual 
ideas, such as leadership, conflict resolution, movement, values, environmental challenges, justice, and 
other concepts. The standards also include a greater emphasis on equity, and viewing North Carolina 
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and American history through the perspectives of a variety of different racial and ethnic groups. These 
new standards have been seen by some North Carolina lawmakers as controversial, with some state 
legislators expressing concern that they were too equity-focused.209   
 
Since the protests surrounding racial equity and police reform became the center of the national 
spotlight during the Summer of 2020, schools and educators have come under scrutiny for how they are 
teaching history. Specifically, the academic concept of Critical Race Theory (CRT) has sparked debate 
amongst legislators, school boards, and parents alike. CRT is an academic theory often used in graduate-
level studies, that uses racism, racial inequities, and slavery as a lens through which to view American 
history and institutions.210  
 
Some North Carolina lawmakers have expressed concerns that using this theory in teaching in public 
education, citing that it is casting American history in a negative light. As a result, lawmakers proposed 
House Bill 324, a bill that prohibits North Carolina educators from teaching students that the United 
States was founded on oppression, amongst other things.211 This bill was touted as an “anti-Critical Race 
Theory bill”, and was passed by both the North Carolina house and senate before being vetoed by 
Governor Roy Cooper in September 2021.212 Yet, many localities across the state have taken matters 
into their own hands, passing local legislation that would withhold funding if school boards did not ban 
Critical Race Theory in classrooms.213 The debate continues across the state as school board meetings 
become sites of parent concern.  
 
However, racial inequity isn’t the only topic that some parents are concerned about. New legislation in 
North Carolina, dubbed the “Parents Bill of Rights,” aims to ban teaching K-3 students about gender and 
sexuality, and requires that parents be notified if their child opts to use different pronouns while at 
school. This bill also includes specific rights outlined for parents, and a system for parents to report to 
local school boards if they believe their rights have been infringed upon, or if their students are being 
taught material that they are not comfortable with. The bill has passed the Senate, but awaits a vote in 
the House.214 

	
For more information on North Carolina’s Standard Course of Study visit 
http://www.dpi.state.nc.us/curriculum/. 
 
 

Early Literacy 
In April 2021, the NC General Assembly passed legislation titled the “Excellent Public Schools Act 
2021”215 that requires Pre-K through 5th grade teachers to be trained on a method of literacy instruction 
that stresses the importance of phonics, known as the “science of reading.” This training, often referred 
to by its acronym LETRS (Language Essentials for Teachers of Reading and Spelling) requires more than 
160 hours of training for teachers over two years. The rollout and adoption of this program aims for 
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teachers to have a common language to discuss reading instruction and literacy, and to allow districts to 
collaborate more effectively.216 
 
The Read to Achieve program is a part of the Excellent Public Schools Act which became state law in 
2012 and applied to all schools at the beginning of the 2013-2014 school year. The program focuses on 
preparing students to read at grade level by the end of third grade, and prevents them from moving to 
the next grade level until they can prove their reading competency. Under this law, third-grade students 
who are not reading at grade level by the end of third grade will receive special help, including summer 
reading camp and other interventions to make sure that they can read well enough to be able to do 
fourth-grade work.  
 
The state has spent more than $150 million on Read to Achieve implementation since its inception. 
However, in 2021, NC DPI data showed that despite the efforts of Read to Achieve, only 38.2 percent of 
first graders, 43.2 percent of second graders, and 43.7 percent of third graders are reading at grade 
level, and 31% of 3rd grade students in the 2020-21 school year were retained for not reading 
proficiently for their grade level.217 This rate is double the rates prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.218 A 
separate study by NC State researchers found no achievement gains from implementing Read to 
Achieve.219 
 
NC DPI has a wealth of resources available for parents and teachers to better understand the policies 
and implementation of Reach to Achieve at http://www.dpi.state.nc.us/k-3literacy/achieve/.  
 
 
Academic Transparency Legislation 
In 2021, North Carolina Republicans introduced HB755, titled the “Academic Transparency Bill” which 
would require schools to post all curriculum, lesson plans, and learning materials online.220 Lawmakers 
suggested that virtual learning provided parents new access to their child’s education and that the bill 
would enable this access to continue with the reopening of schools.221  
 
In 2022, the Senate amended and renamed HB 755 the “Parents’ Bill of Rights.” The new version 
removed much of the text from the original bill, replacing it with provisions including the creation of a 
process for parents to object to curriculum and the banning of teaching content related to LGBTQ+ 
issues in grades K-3.222 The expansion of the bill followed a national trend of state legislatures banning 
the instruction of LGBTQ+ issues in elementary schools.223 The NC Senate passed the bill along party 
lines, but House Republicans did not vote on the bill in the House due to an inability to override 
Governor Cooper’s likely veto.224  
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School Choice 
Introduction 
While traditional public schools serve approximately 76 percent of North Carolina’s students, parents 
have other options available to them when deciding how to educate their children. This section covers 
basic information about public charter schools and magnet schools, as well as long standing choice 
options outside the public school system: private schools and homeschooling.   
 
In 2020-21, out of 1,754,164 students, 107,341 students (6.2%) were in private school,225 121,960 
students (6.95%) were in public charter schools,226 and 179,900 students (10.25%) were 
homeschooled.227 Approximately 1,344,963 students (76.7%) were enrolled in traditional public schools, 
which includes magnet schools.228 
 
 

Charter Schools 
Charter schools are publicly funded, privately governed schools operating in 44 states, including North 
Carolina, as well as the District of Columbia, Guam, and Puerto Rico.229 Charter schools are exempt from 
many state and local laws governing public schools, but are required to meet performance and 
operational standards. Charter schools are nonsectarian and tuition-free. Charter schools are not 
obligated to provide transportation or access to free and reduced lunch services.  
 
A charter is essentially a contract to run a school, negotiated between a charter school operator, and a 
charter school “authorizer,” which is an entity vested by state law with the authority to grant charters 
and oversee charter schools. Many states have multiple authorizers, which may include local school 
districts, state education agencies, independent charter boards, and/or higher education institutions. 
North Carolina has a single charter school authorizer: the State Board of Education. 
 
The charter agreement describes how the school will be governed, what will be taught, how student 
achievement will be measured, and what students are expected to achieve. Schools meeting the terms 
of their charters are free from many of the rules and regulations that apply to other public schools in 
areas such as staffing, calendars, school finances, and curriculum. Charter schools are required to 
comply with health and safety regulations, anti-discrimination laws, and laws mandating a minimum 
number of school days. They are also bound by open meetings laws and, like other public schools, are 
required to disclose names, salaries, and positions of employees, though some charter schools and 
supporters dispute this.230 Charter schools are required to administer and report results on state-
mandated end-of-grade and end-of-course tests, and thus cover the same core subjects as traditional 
public schools.  
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However, charter schools do not need to comply with many other rules and regulations that apply to 
traditional public schools. While a traditional public school must staff fully licensed teachers, only 50% of 
charter school teachers must be fully licensed and have a college degree.231 Charter schools are also 
exempt from following state curriculum requirements, school calendar laws, and providing 
transportation and free and reduced lunch.232 	
 
The number of charter schools in the United States is growing. As of the 2019-20 school year, there are 
7,700 charter schools across the country serving over 3.4 million students.233 Some charter schools are 
independent, “stand-alone” schools that operate at a single site. Others are part of networks run by 
management organizations, either nonprofit charter management organizations (CMOs) or for-profit 
education management organizations (EMOs). 

1. Independent:  a charter school that is run independently of any management organizations, and 
the nonprofit board overseeing the charter school typically consists of local community 
residents (but not always). An example of an independent charter school in NC is Raleigh 
Charter High School. 

2. Charter Management Organization (CMO): a non-profit entity that manages two or more 
charter schools. Those charter schools do not have to be a part of the same network, but often 
are. An example of a CMO-run charter school is KIPP Charlotte, which is one of several North 
Carolina charter schools operated by the national KIPP CMO. 

3. Education Management Organization (EMO): a private, for-profit entity that manages two or 
more schools. Like CMOs, the schools do not have to be a part of the same network, but often 
are. An example of an EMO-run charter school is North Carolina Virtual Academy, which is 
operated by the national EMO K12, Inc. 

 
 
Charter Schools in North Carolina  
On June 21, 1996, the North Carolina General Assembly passed House Bill 955, the “Charter Schools Act 
of 1996,” which enabled charter schools to operate across the state with the purposes of: 

● Improve student learning; 
● Increase learning opportunities for all students, with special emphasis on expanded learning 

opportunities for students who are identified as at risk of academic failure or academically 
gifted; 

● Encourage the use of different and innovative teaching methods; 
● Create new professional opportunities for teachers, including the opportunities to be 

responsible for the learning program at the school site; 
● Provide parents and students with expanded choices in the types of educational opportunities 

that are available within the public school system; and,  
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● Hold the schools . . . accountable for meeting measurable student achievement results, and 
provide the schools with a method to change from rule-based to performance-based 
accountability systems.234 

 
In July 2011, the North Carolina General Assembly passed Senate Bill 8, which reformed the state’s 
charter school law. The legislation redefined previous law by: 

1) Removing the 100-school cap on charter schools statewide; 
2) Allowing the State Board discretion in granting final approval of charter schools;  
3) Raising the enrollment growth cap in charter schools to 20 percent of all students; 
4) Permitting charter schools to charge fees charged by the local school administrative unit; 
5) Strengthening the standards for retaining a charter; and 
6) Requiring the State Board of Education to report to the General Assembly on the 

implementation of the act, including the creation, composition, and function of an advisory 
committee; charter school application process; a profile of applicants and the basis for 
acceptance or rejection; and resources required at the State level for implementation of the 
current charter school laws.235 

 
In 2021, North Carolina had 203 operating charter schools, including two virtual charter schools.236 
Charter school enrollment is not uniform across counties in North Carolina. The map below illustrates 
the percentage of the public school student population who attended charter schools by county in 2020.  
	

	
Data source: Percentage of Public School Students in Membership at Charter Schools.  
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North Carolina Charter School Funding and Governance 
Charter schools in North Carolina receive funding based on the average per pupil allocation in the local 
education agency (LEA) from which the student came. For example, if a student attends a charter school 
in Person County, but their residency is in Durham County, the charter school will receive the per pupil 
expenditure from Durham County. 
 
In 2020-21, charter schools received $817,976,766 in state funds for 111,604 expected students.237 This 
breaks down to an average of $7,329 per charter student from the state. State funds may be used for 
any purpose other than purchasing a building. Charter schools also receive local funding on a per pupil 
basis equal to local funds for program costs for all other public school students. Unlike traditional public 
schools in their districts, charter schools do not receive capital funds and must locate and lease or 
purchase facilities on their own.  
 
Charter schools also receive federal funding. As with traditional public schools, federal funding is 
targeted towards specific populations, including low-income children and children with special needs. 
Charter schools who meet eligibility of federal requirements may apply for federal funding. 
 
In North Carolina, anyone may seek to establish a charter school. In order to apply for a charter school, 
applicants must form a 501-c3 non-profit organization and submit an application to the state along with 
a $1,000 fee.238 This means that EMOs are ineligible to directly apply to open a charter school in North 
Carolina; however, once a non-profit entity has applied and been approved to open a charter school, 
then they may contract with a for-profit EMO to help run the charter school.  
 
There are three primary overseers of charter schools: 

1. State Board of Education (SBE) - oversees and approves all charter schools in North Carolina, 
based on the recommendations of the Charter School Advisory Board. The State Board may 
grant the initial charter for up to 5 years and may renew the charter upon the request of the 
chartering entity for subsequent periods of up to 10 years each.  

2. Charter School Advisory Board (CSAB) – a subcommittee of the SBE, the CSAB develops the 
rules, regulations, and policies related to charter schools in North Carolina; vets all applications; 
and serves as an oversight body when charter schools face performance, governance or financial 
problems and seek renewals. The CSAB’s final recommendations are sent to the SBE for final 
approval. 

3. Office of Charter Schools (OCS) - a division of North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 
OCS implements and oversees the rules, regulations, and policies that are set forth by the CSAB. 

 
A charter school’s non-profit board of directors governs the school. The board is ultimately responsible 
for decision-making in all matters relating to the day-to-day operations of the school, including 
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budgeting, hiring/firing, curriculum, instructional materials, operating procedures, transportation, 
insurance, and food services. 
 
In 2015, House Bill 334 was passed, making it more difficult for the state to refuse to renew schools’ 
charters by making renewal the default, in contrast to the law it replaced, which required charter 
schools to earn renewal through solid academic performance. Other states that have gone down this 
path, including Ohio, Texas, and Utah, have suffered declines in charter school accountability and 
performance. The same bill shifted some control and oversight responsibilities for charter schools away 
from NC DPI.239 

 
In 2018, the General Assembly enacted legislation allowing municipalities to operate charter schools, 
authorizing four towns in Mecklenburg County to exercise this option.240 Municipal charter schools can 
give preferential treatment for their own residents for admission purposes.  Thus far, no town has 
applied to create a municipal charter school. 
 
 
Virtual Charter Schools 
Section 8.35 of the Appropriations Act of 2014 authorized the creation of two pilot K-12 virtual charter 
schools. The length of the pilot was initially set for 4 years. The maximum enrollment in each pilot was 
capped at 1,500 students in the first year, rising to 2,592 in year four. North Carolina Virtual Academy, 
managed by for-profit K12, Inc., and North Carolina Connections Academy, once affiliated with Pearson, 
opened in fall 2015. In the 2018 short session, the General Assembly passed legislation extending the 
pilot program from its initial 4 years to 8 years, now scheduled to end in spring of 2023.  
 
Nationally, virtual schools operated by these two for-profit companies have generated significant 
controversy. Stanford University released a study in 2015 finding that virtual charter school students lost 
an average of 72 days’ worth of learning in reading and a year’s worth of learning in math compared to 
their peers in traditional brick-and-mortar schools.241 The North Carolina virtual charter schools have 
seen their own share of controversy. Over the course of this pilot program, both of North Carolina’s 
virtual charter schools have received “D” markings on their overall performance. In addition, both 
schools have been flagged for overall academic growth scores landing in the category of “Not Met.”242 
Despite these low scores, lawmakers have decided to extend the pilot program through 2023. 
 
In May 2019, the State Board of Education granted permission to N.C. Connections Academy to break 
ties with Pearson and become a locally-managed virtual charter school. In this process, the virtual 
charter school also renamed itself, becoming N.C. Cyber Academy. 
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North Carolina Lab Schools 
In the 2016 budget, the General Assembly included a provision to establish eight lab schools (later 
increased to nine) in North Carolina. Lab schools are operated similarly to charter schools in that they 
are given much flexibility in exchange for accountability. Unlike charter schools, lab schools must be 
operated by constituent institutions of the University of North Carolina System, and overseen by the 
University of North Carolina Board of Governors. The purpose of lab schools is to provide an enhanced 
education program for students residing in local school districts where at least 25% of schools are 
designated low-performing and to provide exposure and training for teachers and principals to 
successfully address challenges existing in high-needs school settings.243 The following institutions of the 
UNC System have been selected to run lab schools: 

● Appalachian State University 
● East Carolina University 
● North Carolina Central University 
● UNC-Charlotte 
● UNC-Greensboro 
● UNC-Pembroke 
● UNC-Wilmington  
● Western Carolina University 

 
The following lab schools are currently open or scheduled to open in the fall of 2020: 

● Catamount School, located on campus of Smoky Mountain High School (WCU) 
● ECU Community School (located within South Greenville Elementary) (ECU) 
● Moss Street Elementary (UNCG) 
● Middle Fork Elementary School (ASU) 
● Niner University Elementary School (UNC Charlotte) 
● D.C. Virgo Preparatory Academy School (UNCW)244 

 
Currently, there are two models of lab schools:  

● School within a school: a certain percentage of the currently existing student population 
attends the lab school while the remainder of the students attend the traditional school. 
Currently, South Greenville Elementary and Catamount School utilize this model. 

● Whole school: an entire school is transformed into a lab school, and all students and faculty 
are overseen and managed by the university system.  

 
 
Magnet Schools 
In contrast to charter schools, magnet schools are considered part of the traditional public school 
system, operating under the same local administration and local school board. The unique feature of 
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magnet schools is that they have a focused theme and a curriculum aligned to that theme. Some of 
these themes include STEM, fine and performing arts, Montessori, language immersion and 
international studies. Students are still taught the complete range of subjects required by the state’s 
curriculum, but teaching is tailored to the magnet school’s theme.  
Magnet schools first came into being in the late 1960s and early 1970s as a tool to facilitate 
desegregation in large urban school districts. Magnets were intended to attract students from across 
different school zones by providing an environment or experience that would attract students and 
families from other school zones. By encouraging enrollment rather than forcing enrollment, the hope 
was that families would voluntarily desegregate their schools.245 
 
The number of magnet schools has increased rapidly since federal court rulings accepted magnet 
programs as a method of desegregation in the mid-1970s. By the 1991-92 school year, more than 1.2 
million students were enrolled in magnet schools in 230 school districts. The National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES) reports that as of 2015-16, 3,421 magnet schools were in operation in the 
United States.246  
 
Students do not attend magnet schools based on the location of their home and zoned school 
boundaries as they do for traditional public schools. Interested students instead have to apply and are 
selected based on a lottery (within the school district) or prioritized criteria. Prioritized criteria often 
include an expressed interest in the theme of the magnet school or indicators of potential. 
Approximately one-third of magnet schools use academic performance as a selection criterion.247 
 
Magnet schools tend to be mainly an urban phenomenon. According to the U.S. Department of 
Education, more than half of large urban school districts have magnet school programs as compared to 
only 10% of suburban districts. Magnet schools often have a much more racially diverse student body 
than other schools in their districts because the students do not come solely from specific 
neighborhoods or geographic zones; however, students of low socioeconomic status tend to be 
underrepresented in magnet schools. Students who attend magnet schools are also more likely to live in 
two-parent households and to have parents who graduated from college than students who attend 
traditionally zoned public schools.248  
 
Local districts finance magnet schools the same way they finance other public schools. Magnet schools 
also have access to additional federal funds through the Magnet Schools Assistance program. The 
Magnet Schools Assistance Program provides grants to eligible local educational agencies to establish 
and operate magnet schools that are operated under a court-ordered or federally approved voluntary 
desegregation plan.249 In 2022, there are 188 magnet schools in North Carolina serving 138,661 
students.250 Seventy-three percent of the students who attend magnet schools are students of color 
compared to the state average of 52 percent.251 
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Private Schools and School Vouchers in North Carolina 
Private schools are largely unaccountable to government institutions and are traditionally privately 
funded, through a variety of sources including tuition, private grants, and fundraising from parents or 
private organizations. Today, many private schools in North Carolina also receive substantial public 
dollars through state voucher programs. Students typically have to apply to be admitted to a private 
school. Private schools do not have to meet state-approved academic standards, make budgets public, 
adhere to open meetings and records laws, or, for the most part, publicly report student achievement. 
Private schools can also utilize admissions policies that exclude children based on certain characteristics, 
such as religion, sexual orientation, and academic performance. Private schools, however, must comply 
with health and safety regulations, civil rights laws, and laws stating the minimum number of school 
days.252 In the United States, a wide variety of schools are classified as “private schools,” including 
boarding schools and religiously-affiliated schools.  
 
In 2020-21, North Carolina private schools served 107,341 students at 783 schools.253 Over 68 percent of 
these students attended religious schools. In 2019-20, the average NC private school tuition rates were 
estimated at $8,210 for elementary schools and $10,220 for high schools.254  

 
Private School Enrollment by County 

 
North Carolina provides financial assistance through school vouchers to some families seeking school 
choice opportunities. The state currently has two voucher programs: Opportunity Scholarships and 
Personal Education Student Accounts for Children with Disabilities. 
 
Opportunity Scholarships 

Section 8.29 of Senate Bill 402 created a voucher program for students who met certain criteria and 
income thresholds to attend private schools beginning in the 2014-15 school year.255 In 2015, following a 
legal challenge, the NC Supreme Court ruled that the program was constitutional, setting the stage for 
expansion of the program in 2015-16.256  

 
In 2017-18, the legislature established a $10 million recurring increase per year for ten years, which was 
extended and increased to $15 million per year in 2021. More than $3.1 billion will be spent on the 
voucher program over the next 15 years.257 By the 2031-32 school year, the Opportunity Scholarship 
program is expected to have $240.5 million held in reserve.258 The 2021 state budget also increased the 
income cap from 150% of the income required for free or reduced lunch to 175% and increased the 
amount of money recipients can receive from $4,200 to $5,900. 
 
In the 2020-21 school year, North Carolina provided over $61 million in vouchers to 16,042 recipients 
enrolled at 480 nonpublic schools.259  
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The voucher program is overseen by the North Carolina State Education Assistance Authority (SEAA), 
whose primary mission is to oversee financial aid programs for post secondary legislation. For a child to 
be eligible for a voucher, he or she must be a resident of North Carolina, have not graduated from high 
school, be at least five years old on or before August 31, have a household income that does not exceed 
175% of the amount required to receive free or reduced lunch, and meet one of the following criteria:  

● was a full-time student attending a North Carolina public school the previous semester; 
● received a scholarship grant in the previous year; 
● is entering kindergarten or first grade; 
● is in foster care; or,  
● adoption was finalized in the past year. 

 
Private schools that accept school voucher funds must meet some state-mandated requirements, 
including the following: provide tuition information to the state; conduct a criminal background check 
on the highest-ranking staff person at the school (not required for teachers); provide information to the 
voucher recipient’s parents on his or her academic progress; administer national grade level tests for 
third grade and above; disclose some standardized test results and graduation rates for scholarship 
recipients; and conduct a financial review if the amount of voucher funds received exceeds $300,000 in 
a given year.  
 
Personal Education Student Accounts for Children with Disabilities (PESA) 

The 2021 state budget consolidated two previous programs into one voucher program, titled Personal 
Education Student Accounts for Children with Disabilities (PESA) Program. Its funding allocation was 
increased to $31.6 million in FY 2022-23.260 The PESA voucher program combines the Special Education 
Scholarship Grants program with North Carolina’s Personal Education Savings Accounts.  
 
Special Education Scholarship Grants 

In 2013, the General Assembly repealed the tax credit for children with disabilities and related funds for 
Special Education and Related Services, and created a program called the Special Education Scholarship 
Grants for Children with Disabilities that provided up to $3,000 per semester for qualifying students to 
use for reimbursement of tuition and eligible services. This program is administered and overseen by the 
State Educational Assistance Authority (SEAA). The Appropriations Act of 2016 increased funding by $5.8 
million for these grants which revised the net appropriation to $10 million.261 As of 2020, the Disabilities 
Grant Program awards up to $4,000 per student per semester for tuition and fees at a participating 
nonpublic school, and certain other expenses related to educating a child with a disability.  
 
Personal Education Savings Accounts 

The General Assembly created Personal Education Savings Accounts (PESAs) with the 2017 
Appropriations Act; the program began in the fall of 2018. Much like the above-referenced school 
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vouchers and special education grants, PESAs are also overseen and administered by the SEAA. PESAs 
are individual savings accounts that can distribute up to $9,000/year funded by state taxpayer dollars 
where the funds are received in the form of a debit card to parents of eligible special education 
students. Eligible children are those who have a disability and who are otherwise eligible to attend a 
public school. The General Assembly appropriated $3 million in recurring state funds for PESAs for 2018-
19. Eligible students and their families can use these funds for educational expenses in private schools 
and home schools.  In 2018, the legislature expanded the scope of eligible children and further 
recognized part-time students in certain nonpublic schools as eligible for up to $4,500/year per student. 
 
 
Homeschooling in North Carolina 
In the school year 2020-21, there were 112,614 home schools operating in North Carolina serving an 
estimated 179,900 students.262 Of these schools, 55.3 percent identify as religious schools and 44.7 
percent identify as independent schools. 
 

2020-21	Estimated	NC	Home	School	Enrollment	by	Age/Grade263	

Age (Grade) Enrollment Age (Grade) Enrollment 
6 (1st) 16,693 13 (8th)  14,423 
7 (2nd) 18,137 14 (9th) 14,845  
8 (3rd) 14,825 15 (10th)  16,607  
9 (4th) 15,235 16 (11th) 13,156 

10 (5th) 14,774 17 (12th) 10,699 
11 (6th)  15,059    
12 (7th)  15,447 Total 179,900  

	

Parents or guardians residing in North Carolina with at least a high school diploma are permitted to 
home school their children if they submit a Notice of Intent to the North Carolina Division of Non-Public 
Education and agree to minimum requirements, including maintaining immunization records, 
administering a nationally standardized test each year in spelling, reading, English grammar, and 
mathematics, and operate "on a regular schedule, excluding reasonable holidays and vacations, during 
at least nine calendar months of the year.” Home schools in North Carolina are elected to operate as 
either non-religious or religious schools.264  
 
The NC General Assembly passed legislation in 2013 amending the definition of a home school to allow 
parents, legal guardians, or members of the household to determine the scope and sequence of 
academic instruction, provide academic instruction, and determine additional sources of academic 
instruction for the children in the home school.265 
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Because the Division of Non-Public Education does not record the number of students enrolled at each 
home school, the total home school enrollment is estimated by the number of home schools and the 
average number of children per household rate of 1.6. The number of home schools has grown 
dramatically over the last 20 years. In January 1988, there were an estimated 1,046 homeschools in 
North Carolina. Since then, the number of home schools in North Carolina has grown at an estimated 
annual growth rate of 14%. From the 2019-20 school year to the 2020-21 school year, the number of 
homeschooled students grew by 18.7%, likely due in large part to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and shifts to remote learning. As of July 2021, North Carolinians for Home Education estimated there 
were more than 112,000 homeschools in North Carolina.266 
 

 

	
Source:  North Carolinians for Home Educations, Statistics.  
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Technology and Digital Learning 
Introduction 
Keeping pace with technological developments can be a challenge for public schools. Used well, 
technology can be a tremendous support to teaching and learning, particularly when it expands learning 
opportunities or allows teachers to meet the needs of students more effectively. North Carolina schools 
have struggled with the challenges associated with accessing modern technologies, from ensuring 
broadband infrastructure is available at school and at home to vetting the numerous content options 
available and incorporating digital learning into classroom practice.  
 
Technology and digital learning represent a broad range of devices, software or applications, and tools. 
Technology can be used in face-to-face instruction, virtually, or with a combination of both, which is 
often referred to as “blended learning.” Distance learning and virtual learning enable students from all 
over the state, nation, and world, particularly those living in remote areas, to access educational 
opportunities that may not be available otherwise. Such options may be particularly useful in smaller 
schools because they give students access to sophisticated course offerings and content expertise that 
might otherwise be found only in larger, more comprehensive schools. 
 
In 2020, COVID-19 brought about an entirely new context with regard to technology and digital learning. 
With public school buildings closed for a significant portion of the 2019-20 school year, remote learning 
and the reliance on technology became a new way of life for much of the world. While many schools 
and districts had devices and even broadband support for students, the need to shift from using digital 
learning and technology some of the time to a fully remote setting was a major undertaking for schools, 
educators, and students. Many districts across the state continued with some form of remote learning 
for at least the start of the 2020-21 and 2021-22 school years.267 Despite the availability of COVID-19 
vaccines for all people older than 5, COVID outbreaks amongst students, faculty, and staff caused many 
individual schools and districts to return to a partially-online format. Many districts also relied on 
remote-learning formats to account for school missed due to inclimate weather.268 The urgency to find 
equitably accessible remote-based learning solutions for all households cannot be understated. 
 
 
Introduction 
North Carolina is transitioning from providing an industrial age, one-size-fits-all education to providing 
the personalized digital-age education K-12 students need to be successful in college, in careers, and as 
globally engaged, productive citizens. Important steps forward have been made by recent legislative 
actions that address preparing educators for digital learning, providing digital resources, and ensuring 
technology access across all schools. North Carolina has already made significant progress with 
statewide initiatives, such as those providing professional learning for educators and administrators, and 
many districts in the state have digital learning initiatives well underway. However, much remains to be 
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done to ensure that all students throughout the state have equitable access to high-quality digital-age 
teaching and learning. 
 
The Friday Institute for Educational Innovation at NC State University, in collaboration with the 
Department of Public Instruction (NCDPI) and policymakers, education leaders, practitioners, business 
leaders and other partners from throughout the state, prepared the North Carolina Digital Learning Plan 
for the North Carolina State Board of Education. This Plan provides recommendations for state actions 
to support K-12 schools as they become digital-age learning organizations. The North Carolina General 
Assembly, via the 2016 Appropriations Act (SL 2016-94), provided funding and stipulated that the State 
Board of Education/NCDPI, in collaboration with the Friday Institute, carry out specific tasks for 
professional learning, cooperative purchasing of digital content, infrastructure maintenance and 
support, updating state policies, continuous improvement processes, and assessments for technological 
and pedagogical skills.269 
 

 

The Digital Divide 
Broadband internet access is a top education policy issue, particularly in light of COVID-19 and the 
transition to remote learning. For many students, particularly in rural areas, their school building may be 
the only place where they have access to high-speed internet. Students may lack home access for a 
number of reasons, including not having connection options or parents not subscribing due to either 
cost or not finding it to be important.270 Even if students have internet at home, they must also have 
adequate devices (and enough of them for all youth in the home) in order to effectively use the internet 
for their school work. 
 
The lack of broadband access in rural communities creates a critical issue known as the homework 
gap.271 North Carolina has the second largest population of rural students in the nation.272 Without 
home internet access or devices, students may have a more difficult time accessing online learning 
resources and research tools and completing or turning in their homework on time than their peers with 
connection. Importantly, given that many assignments are now completed or turned in online, having a 
home internet connection may essentially be a required class material.  
 
When the COVID-19 pandemic forced NC schools to close their doors to in-person instruction in March 
2020, the “Homework Gap” became “the School Gap,” and ensuring that all students have access to 
broadband internet and devices quickly moved to the top of the list of urgent education policy issues 
facing the state. Most recent estimates show that 30% of North Carolina students do not have adequate 
enough internet access to stream videos (often the main mode of remote instruction), and 23% do not 
have adequate devices for remote learning.273 
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In 2021, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, Governor Cooper established the nation’s first Office of 
Digital Equity and Literacy.274 Through this office, North Carolina will invest $1.2 billion in American 
Recovery Plan (ARP) funds to close the digital gap by 2025. The plan will enable 100% of households 
with children to subscribe to affordable broadband services. 
 
 

Federal Legislation on Technology in Public Schools 
As a part of the Telecommunications Act of 1996, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) set up 
the Schools and Libraries Program (commonly known as “E-rate”) funded by the Universal Service Fund. 
The purpose of E-rate is to make telecommunications and information services more affordable for 
schools and libraries by providing discounts for eligible telecommunications, telecommunication 
services, internet access, and internal connections. The discount ranges from twenty to ninety percent, 
with schools or libraries in high poverty or rural areas receiving higher discounts. This program works 
through a competitive bid process for the desired service and the reimbursement of funds to eligible 
applicants through the Universal Service Administrative Company. Since the beginning of the program, 
demand for services has exceeded the cap all but one year.275 
 
In 2014, the FCC adopted the E-rate Modernization Order and the Second E-rate Modernization Order as 
part of a comprehensive review to modernize the program. In the Second E-rate Modernization Order, 
the FCC increased the cap for the E-rate program to $3.9 billion in funding year 2015, indexed to 
inflation going forward. In the E-rate Modernization Order, the FCC refocused the program from legacy 
services to broadband by setting a target of $1 billion in support for category two services (internal 
connections, managed Wi-Fi, and basic maintenance) to expand Wi-Fi to more than 10 million students 
in funding year 2015. The Order also phased down support for voice services by 20 percentage points 
each funding year and eliminated support for non-broadband, legacy services. Category one services 
(telecommunications, telecommunications services and Internet access services) will still be ensured 
funding. Funding is allocated first to the highest poverty schools and libraries, then the next highest 
poverty applicants, and continues down the list of applicants.276 
 
Enacted by Congress in 2000, the Children’s Internet Protection Act requires schools to have an internet 
safety policy if they receive E-rate funds. The internet safety policy must include the blocking of any 
content considered to be obscene, pornographic, or harmful to minors. Schools must also monitor the 
online activities of minors and, as included in the Protecting Children in the 21st Century Act, educate 
minors about appropriate online behavior.277 
 
The most comprehensive federal program supporting education technology in elementary and 
secondary schools is the Enhancing Education Through Technology Act of 2001. The program’s purpose 
is to increase technology access, technology-related teacher professional development, technology 
integration, and student technology literacy. It is specifically targeted to “high-need school districts” as 
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defined by the number or percent of low-income students in the district or districts in substantial need 
for assistance in obtaining technology.278 However, in 2020, the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic 
Security Act (CARES Act) provided $30.75 billion for the Education Stabilization Fund, which provides 
funding for states with the highest COVID-19 burden on their educational communities, with an 
emphasis on providing access to remote learning. The CARES Act was renewed in December 2020, and 
an additional $81.9 billion was provided for the Education Stabilization Fund.279  
 
The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) is a federal law passed in 1974 that protects the 
privacy of personal identifiable information in students’ education records. The law applies to any school 
that receives funding from a program of the U.S. Department of Education.280 In February 2014, the 
Privacy Technical Assistance Center (PTAC) of the U.S. DOE issued guidance on protecting student 
privacy while using online educational services.  PTAC offers guidance to schools to help them evaluate 
Terms of Service agreements with online educational service providers to ensure that they are FERPA 
compliant.281  
 
 
North Carolina Digital Learning Plan 
In 2013, The Friday Institute was commissioned to begin working on a long-term Digital Learning Plan 
(DLP) for the state of North Carolina. This plan was created to:  

1. Research current digital activities and practices statewide in K-12 schools, and districts.  
2. Make recommendations to the State Board of Education and Legislature based on research 

findings.  
 
In September 2015, the Friday Institute for Educational Innovation 
submitted the North Carolina Digital Learning Plan to the North 
Carolina State Board of Education—Department of Public 
Instruction. The Plan spotlighted activity, recommendations, and 
goals in six areas:  
 

1. Human Capacity: provide adequate support structures for 
teachers and school leaders to develop and implement 
digital learning competencies and ensure graduates are 
ready to engage in digital-age schooling. 

2. Regional and State Support Systems: establishment of the 
North Carolina Digital Learning Collaborative, and regional 
digital learning networks. 

3. Content, Instruction, and Assessment: provide digital tools for educators to use student data as 
a tool for curricula improvements, as well as creating an open-share network for teacher-
created resources. 
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4. Technology, Infrastructure, and Devices: expand the School Connectivity Initiative to all schools 
statewide, and expand community/home access to broadband ensuring connectivity for all 
students. 

5. Local Digital Learning Initiatives: provide systems of support, including grant funding, to local 
LEAs to implement digital learning initiatives.  

6. Policy and Funding: support State and local funding models that offer flexibility for local digital 
learning initiatives and innovations, and ensure equity of digital learning opportunities for all 
students.282 
	

Proposed legislation and budgetary provisions since the release of the Digital Learning Plan have 
continued to reflect state leaders’ desire to prioritize investments in infrastructure, professional learning 
programs that enable the transition to digital-age teaching and learning, cooperative purchasing, and 
flexible policies. In 2020, the Friday Institute conducted focus groups with over 50 school and district 
leaders to provide updated recommendations and policy steps for the plan. Many of these 
recommendations focused on the effect of COVID-19 on public schools, with districts asking for more 
information on the best devices to purchase for students, advice on virtual academies, increased 
funding to provide more technology staff, and more.283 
 
The detailed plan and additional background can be found at: http://ncdlplan.fi.ncsu.edu.  
 
 

Digital Teaching and Learning Standards 
Effective starting in the 2020-21 school year, North Carolina adopted the International Society for 
Technology in Education Standards for Students to serve as the state’s standards for K-12 digital 
learning. The digital learning standards must be implemented by teachers in all subject areas and are 
intended to ensure that all students have equitable opportunities to learn in digitally-enabled 
classrooms. The standards include:  

● Digital citizenship, data privacy, and cyber safety 
● Digital-aged skills that enable students to be college and career ready 
● Creation, collaboration, communication and critical thinking skills 
● Inquiry and design thinking and learning opportunities284 

 

 

North Carolina Virtual Public Schools (NCVPS) 
The North Carolina Virtual Public School (NCVPS) is the nation’s second largest state-led virtual school 
with over 55,000 enrollments from 31,000 students in the 2020-21 school year in all 115 North Carolina 
school districts. NCVPS offers over 150 secondary school courses and 15 middle school courses online to 
students across the state, including course offerings in Advanced Placement, electives, traditional, 
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honors, core, STEM, occupational course of study, and credit recovery courses. NCVPS began in 2007-08 
and has served 648,466 students since that first year.285 

 
The NCVPS mission is to provide skills, student support, and opportunities for 21st century learners to 
succeed in a globally competitive world. The courses utilize Blackboard course management software to 
maximize student interaction in each class. NCVPS courses are taught asynchronously by highly qualified 
teachers who employ video, interactive whiteboards, wikis, active worlds, and online discussion tools to 
engage 21st century learners. 
 
The purpose of NCVPS is to provide courses that students are unable to take at their local schools and 
therefore enhance their learning experience. All courses are taught by certified teachers with 
experience in the subject matter. Once the online course is completed, the student receives credit on his 
or her school transcript from the student's participating school. 
 
Initially, NCVPS courses were only offered to high school students. However, in recent years, course 
offerings have been made available for middle school students as well. In 2008, NCVPS added Learn and 
Earn Online, which is an extension of the face-to-face Learn and Earn program that allows students in 
public high schools to earn college credit. The program allows students in rural or low-wealth areas to 
be linked directly with universities to receive advanced instruction and earn up to two years of college 
credit while still in high school.286 

  
 
2020-21 North Carolina Virtual Public School Student Performance  
According to the NCVPS 2020-21 Annual Report:287 
 

● Total Enrollment for 2020-21 was over 55,000 course enrollments. 
● Total Student Participation for 2020-21 was approximately 31,000 students. 
● 115 LEAs participated in NCVPS online courses.  
● 112 charter schools participated in NCVPS online courses. 
● Per student teacher pay was $390 per year. NCVPS contracted with 741 teachers and 

conversation coaches in 2020-21.  
● The pass rate for students taking NCVPS courses in 2021-22 was 77.4%.  
● 30,820 students enrolled in NCVPS courses registered for General courses, 17,594 

students for Occupational Course of Study (OCS) blended courses, 10,423 for Honors courses, 
285 for Credit Recovery courses, and 3,148 for Advanced Placement courses.  

● The most popular NCVPS courses were OCS blended courses, Spanish II, and blended 
science courses.  



Education Policy Primer 2022 
A Guide to Public Education in North Carolina 
 

 
 

ncforum.org                           91 

● The districts with the most NCVPS enrollments were Wake County Schools (9,463), 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg (7,593), Charter Schools (6,333), Cabarrus County (2,181), and 
Cumberland County (1,841). 

 
 
North Carolina School of Science and Math Online 
North Carolina School of Science and Mathematics (NCSSM) Online offers a supplemental, two-year, 
sequenced honors program that provides the NCSSM experience to students enrolled at their local 
schools. NCSSM Online, began in 2008, provides valuable preparation for college along with a learning 
community of accomplished, motivated peers.288 
 

● Institution. North Carolina School of Science and Mathematics is a constituent campus of the 
University of North Carolina system. 

● Degree Type. The online program provides an honors recognition certificate and option for an 
academic concentration.  The residential program provides a high school diploma.  Both 
programs provide a transcript.   

● Coursework. Students take NCSSM Online courses outside of school or dual enroll the courses 
with their local school. Students take 1-2 courses per semester and earn a certificate for 
meeting program requirements. Shorter Accelerator and seminar courses explore special topics 
such as mechatronics, neuroscience research, and the research process. 

● Cost. The program is tuition free.  Special course fees, transportation costs, and technology 
access outside of home are the responsibility of the student/family.  Some costs are waived for 
students meeting financial need eligibility. 

● Students. The NCSSM Online Program serves 11th and 12th grade students. The Class of 2021 
represented 59 counties throughout North Carolina. 

● Faculty. 100% of faculty hold a Master’s degree, and 45% hold a Doctoral degree.  
● Size. 179 students made up the NCSSM Online Class of 2021.289 
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School Safety 
Introduction 
School safety is a top priority at the local, state and national levels as the number of school shootings on 
campuses across the United States has increased. Schools are grappling with the topic of school safety 
from a number of different angles, including increasing school mental health personnel and services, 
employing school resource officers on campuses, or addressing the issue of guns on school property. 
 
The 2018 Federal Commission on School Safety chaired by the U.S. Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos 
was created to recommend policy and funding proposals for school violence prevention. NC’s Center for 
Safer Schools was codified in state statute in 2018 and is housed in the Department of Public Instruction. 
The General Assembly’s House Select Committee on School Safety conducted a series of in-depth 
committee meetings studying the wide-ranging needs for school safety measures during the 2018 
legislative short session. NC’s Center for Emergency Management and its School Risk & Response 
Management System continue to improve statewide technical efforts to maintain the physical safety of 
school buildings and coordinate safety efforts across state agencies. 
 
Ensuring schools are safe places to learn is the responsibility of parents, administrators, teachers, and 
policymakers. Creating safe environments in schools involves supporting the mental health of students 
and staff, putting safeguards in place to prevent crime.  
 
According to the Center for Safer Schools, there were 431 reports of a planned school attack in North 
Carolina during the 2021-22 school year, 254 of which were considered credible threats.290 Additionally, 
guns are the second-leading cause of death among children and  teens  in North Carolina.291 
 

 

Reported Crimes in North Carolina’s Public Schools 
In North Carolina, there were 1,535 total reported crimes in public schools in 2020-21. The rate of 
crimes reported decreased to 1.04 acts per 1000 students in 2021-21 compared to 6.29 acts per 1000 
students in 2018-19. The table below shows the total acts of crime reported and rates for grades K-13 
for the last nine years.292 It is important to note that in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, schools 
transitioned to remote learning starting in March 2020. As a result, caution should be taken when 
comparing data to previous years. 
 
Reported crimes include: assault on school personnel, bomb threat, burning of a school building, 
possession of alcoholic beverage, possession of a firearm or powerful explosive, possession of a weapon, 
homicide, assault resulting in serious bodily injury, assault involving the use of a weapon, rape, sexual 
offense, sexual assault, kidnapping, robbery with a dangerous weapon, and taking indecent liberties 
with a minor. 



Education Policy Primer 2022 
A Guide to Public Education in North Carolina 
 

 
 

ncforum.org                           93 

 
Reporting Year Total Acts Acts Per 1000 Students 

2020-21 1,535 1.04 
2019-20 7,158 4.69 
2018-19 9,554 6.29 
2017-18 9,747 6.48 
2016-17 9,834 6.5 

 
Source: NC DPI, Consolidated Data Report 2020-21. 

 
 
School Shootings 
Adjusted for population, the United States has the 2nd highest rate of mass shootings in countries with a 
population over ten million.293 Research has shown that high numbers of guns and gun ownership are to 
blame. Between 1960 and 2012, the United States experienced 90 mass shootings and had over 270 
million guns.294 In the same period, no other country experienced more than 18 mass shootings or had 
more than 46 million guns.  
 
Since 1970, the United States has had 2,032 school shootings, including 948 since December 2012.295 
Given the alarming increase in school shootings in recent years, policymakers and the public have 
debated on how to keep students safe in schools.  
 
Many have called for stricter gun laws as a preventative measure, including banning the sale of assault 
weapons, increasing the minimum purchase age, and enforcing universal background checks.296 In June 
2022, following one of the deadliest school shootings at Uvalde Elementary School, Congress passed the 
first major gun safety legislation in over thirty years.297 The bill expands background checks on 
purchasers between ages 18 and 21, incentivizes states to pass red-flag laws, and prevents people 
convicted of domestic abuse, including dating partners, from owning a gun. Importantly, a majority of 
Americans support passing stricter gun laws, including 80%-90% supporting universal background checks 
and over 60% supporting an assault weapons ban.298 
 
Yet, the Republican party has largely been opposed to changing gun laws and instead has focused on 
increasing safety measures in schools, including arming teachers and replacing doors.299 Twenty states, 
not including North Carolina, currently allow teachers and staff to carry guns on K-12 campuses to some 
degree.300 To implement an armed teachers program, a school would need to spend between $1000 and 
$5000 per teacher on training programs  to arm teachers for active shooter situations.301 
 
 
 
 



Education Policy Primer 2022 
A Guide to Public Education in North Carolina 
 

 
 

ncforum.org                           94 

School Resource Officers 
School resource officers are law enforcement officers who are assigned to work in a school or multiple 
schools. They are trained to perform three roles: law enforcement officer, law-related counselor, and 
law-related education teacher. The intended purpose of the School Resource Officer program is to 
create and maintain safe, secure, and orderly educational environments.302  
 
In 2020, school districts across the country began to reconsider the role of school resource officers and 
police on school grounds. While some consider these officers vital to protecting students from violence, 
especially mass school shootings, others question whether the presence of police in schools actually 
makes them safer, and whether their presence has a disproportionate impact on students of color 
regarding discipline and arrests.303  
 
In 2017, there were an estimated 1200 school resource officers across the state who are 
disproportionately male and white (77% and 79% respectively). Data have shown that SROs increase 
suspensions, expulsions, police referrals, and arrests at a rate that is twice as high for Black students 
compared to White students.304 Nationally, Black students make up 31% of the students referred to law 
enforcement or arrested, despite making up only 15% of the student population.305 Students of color are 
also more likely to attend a school with an SRO on campus. Over 51% of high schools with large Black 
and Brown populations have an SRO, compared to 42% of all high schools.306 
 
Research also indicates that the presence of SROs on campus does not stop school shootings from 
occurring. The Washington Post found that SROs stopped only two out of 200 school shootings, and an 
officer was present during four of the five worst school shootings.307  
 
More than a quarter of NC school resource officers suggest that more or improved training would 
improve the job of a school resource officer statewide.308 The 2022 state budget nearly doubled the 
funding for school resource officers, increasing the amount from $18 million to $33 million.309 The goal, 
according to Representative John Torbett, is to put a SRO in every school in the state. 
 
 

North Carolina’s Efforts to Make Schools Safer 
In North Carolina, two historical school safety policies have been implemented in the state during the 
past few decades. These policies are the Safe Schools Act of 1993 and the School Violence Prevention 
Act of 2009. 
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Safe Schools Act of 1993 
In 1993, The North Carolina General Assembly passed the Safe Schools Act. The Act requires LEAs to 
report certain acts of crime and violence to the State Board of Education. General Statute 115C-228(g) 
explains that it is the school principal’s responsibility to report certain violent acts to law enforcement. 
 
To evaluate school safety in North Carolina, the State Board of Education publishes an annual report on 
violence in public schools. The State Board defined 16 criminal acts to be included in this report. Schools 
may be labeled “Persistently Dangerous Schools” if a school reports at least two violent criminal 
offenses and at least five or more of such offenses were committed per thousand students in two 
consecutive years.310 
 
School Violence Prevention Act of 2009 
Through a bipartisan effort to eliminate bullying and harassment in North Carolina’s schools, the North 
Carolina General Assembly passed the School Violence Prevention Act in 2009. The Act defines bullying 
and harassing behavior as any pattern of gestures or written, electronic, or verbal communications, or 
any physical act or any threatening communication, that takes place on school property at place on 
school property, at any school-sponsored function, or on a school bus, and that: 

● Places a student or school employee in actual and reasonable fear of harm to his or her person 
or damage to his or her property; or 

● Creates or is certain to create a hostile environment by substantially interfering with or 
impairing a student's educational performance, opportunities, or benefits.” For purposes of this 
section, "hostile environment" means that the victim subjectively views the conduct as bullying 
or harassing behavior and the conduct is objectively severe or pervasive enough that a 
reasonable person would agree that it is bullying or harassing behavior” (General Statute 115C-
407.15a) 

 
Also, the School Violence Prevention Act: 

● Requires all schools to adopt policies that clearly define and prohibit bullying and harassment, 
and to create a clear system of reporting and responding to incidents 

● Enumerates specific categories to identify and protect those children statistically shown to be 
most vulnerable to bullying and harassment 

● Protects all students, teachers and staff from violence in schools, and does not assign special 
rights, special protection or preferred status to any groups or types of students311 

 
NC Center for Safer Schools 
The North Carolina Center for Safer Schools was established in 2013 by Governor Pat McCrory. The 
Center is housed within the NC Department of Public Instruction, and serves as a hub of information and 
technical assistance on school safety. The work of the Center includes the administration of the NC 
School Safety Grants Program and as well as the following:312  



Education Policy Primer 2022 
A Guide to Public Education in North Carolina 
 

 
 

ncforum.org                           96 

● Education and training of schools and other stakeholders.  
● Receiving consultation and assistance from advisory Task Force 
● Anonymous Reporting 
● Focusing on 6 sub-areas:  

○ Mental Health 
○ Physical Security & Emergency 

Preparedness 
○ School Climate & Discipline 

○ Substance Use 
○ Gang Intervention 
○ School Resource Officers (SROs) 

 
 
School Risk Management Plan 
In 2014-15, the state passed a requirement for local school boards to submit a School Risk Management 
Plan (SRMP).313 The plans are intended to document how schools prevent and respond to school safety 
threats in coordination with law enforcement and first-responders. The SRMP also includes digital 
layouts of each school to assist first-responders in case of an emergency. 
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Early Childhood Education 
Introduction 
The most rapid period of development in human life occurs from birth to age eight. In fact, 90% of 
critical brain development happens in the first five years of life.314 What happens in these first five years 
sets the foundation for all of the years that follow.  
 
A wealth of research has documented the importance of the early years of a child’s life and 
development, and the potential for quality early education programs to promote strong trajectories for 
a child’s life and success in further education, health, and later employment.  
 
 
The Case for Early Childhood Education 
The early years matter because, in the first few years of life, 700 new neural connections are formed 
every second, a higher rate than at any other time of life.315 Neural connections are formed through the 
interaction of genes and a baby’s environment and experiences. These are the connections that build 
brain architecture – the foundation upon which all later learning, behavior, and health depend. Early 
experiences and the environments in which children develop in their earliest years can have a lasting 
impact on later success in school and life. In fact, by about age five, the brain has reached 90 percent of 
its adult volume, creating 85 percent of the intellect, personality, and skills that a child will carry through 
life.316  
 
Barriers to children’s educational achievement linked to their environment and experiences start early, 
and continue to grow without intervention. Differences in the size of children’s vocabulary first appear 
at 18 months of age, and vary based on family education and income. By age 3, children with college-
educated parents or primary caregivers have vocabularies 2 to 3 times larger than those whose parents 
did not complete high school. Children who lack a language-rich environment early in life reach 
kindergarten already behind their peers, and some will never catch up.317  
 
 
Return on Investment in Early Education 
Fifty years of research has proven that students who attended high-quality preschool programs score 
significantly higher in reading and math when they enter elementary school, are less likely to drop out, 
repeat grades or need special education, and are more likely to attend college. A study of 111 North 
Carolina children in a high-quality full-day, year-round, birth-to-kindergarten program found that 67 
percent of participating children graduated from high school by age 19, compared with 51 percent for 
the control group. What’s more, 36 percent of children enrolled in the program attended a four-year 
college, versus 14 percent among those who did not enroll in the program.318  
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Providing young children with a healthy environment to learn and grow is not only good for their 
development—economists have also shown that high-quality early childhood programs bring impressive 
returns on investment to the public. Three of the most rigorous long-term studies found a range of 
returns between $4 and $9 for every dollar invested in early learning programs for low-income children. 
Program participants followed into adulthood benefited from increased earnings while the public saw 
returns in the form of reduced special education, welfare, and crime costs, and increased tax revenues 
from program participants later in life.319  
 

 

Child Care in North Carolina 
Nearly 70 percent of children under age 6 in North Carolina have all available parents in the workforce, 
making access to affordable and high-quality child care one of the state's top priorities. Almost 220,000 
children spend part or all of their day in regulated child care arrangements.320 Availability and access of 
child care is essential for North Carolina's economic development and stability.  
 

North Carolina Census Data Estimates 2021 
Total Population 10,551,162 
Children under 5 years old 611,967 
Total children under 18 2,310,704 
Children under 5 as percent of population  5.8% 
Children under 18 as percent of population 21.9% 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts, 2019 Estimates.  

	
	

Child Care Highlights 2022 
Number of Regulated Child Care Centers 4,343 
Number of Children Enrolled in Child Care Centers 210,259 
Number of Regulated Family Child Care Homes 1,261 
Number of Children Enrolled in Family Child Care Homes 7,890 
Total Number of Regulated Facilities 5,604 
Total Number of Children Enrolled in Regulated Facilities 218,149 

 
Source: NC Division of Child Development and Early Education, Monthly Statistical Detail Report - May 2022 

 

 

North Carolina’s Early Childhood Education System 
A variety of programs and funding streams come together to make up North Carolina’s early childhood 
education system. Federal funding supports North Carolina’s Head Start program and a variety of other 
programs. State funding supports NC Pre-K and other specific programs targeted for children with 
disabilities. North Carolina’s early childhood system includes the following programs and departments: 
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North Carolina Infant Toddler Program 
Children aged zero to three with certain developmental delays or established special needs conditions, 
and their families, are eligible for the Infant Toddler Program (ITP). No family is denied services because 
of the inability to pay. Services are provided in children’s homes or community settings such as parks, 
playgrounds, or child care facilities. The North Carolina Infant Toddler Program addresses requirements 
under the federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) that states must provide early 
learning support for individuals with documented disabilities.321 
 
NC Office of Early Learning 
The Department of Public Instruction’s Office of Early Learning is a state office that supports children’s 
success from Pre-K through third grade by administering state and federally funded programs, including 
the Preschool Exceptional Children’s Program, Title I Preschool, and Head Start.322    

● Preschool Exceptional Children Program: Since 1991, all three-, four-, and five-year-old children 
with disabilities in North Carolina have been entitled to a free and appropriate public education 
mandated through the federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).323 
	

● Title I Preschool: A Title I Preschool is a program of high-quality educational experiences designed 
to enable young children to meet challenging state standards. Although Title I legislation allows 
its preschool programs to serve children from birth up to age five, most North Carolina Title I 
Preschools serve four-year-olds only. These programs usually follow the school calendar and 
school day, and are staffed with both a licensed teacher and highly qualified teacher assistant. 
Curricula used in Title I preschools must be comprehensive, research-based, and aligned with 
North Carolina's early learning standards.  
	

● Head Start: Head Start is a federally funded preschool program designed to meet the emotional, 
social, health, nutritional, and psychological needs of children aged 3 to 5 and their families. Head 
Start helps develop social competencies in children and promotes self-sufficiency through a 
comprehensive family-focused approach. 

		
Developmental Day Center Program 
Developmental day funds are made available through the State Board of Education to assist in providing 
special education and related services to eligible children with disabilities who are placed in accredited 
development day centers by local education agencies. The program serves children with disabilities ages 
3 through 21 in a developmental day center approved by the NC Department of Health and Human 
Services’ Division of Child Development and Early Education.324 
 
North Carolina Pre-Kindergarten Program (NC Pre-K, formerly More at Four)	
North Carolina’s Pre-K Program is administered by the Department of Health and Human Services. Prior 
to the 2011-12 school year, NC Pre-K was known as “More at Four,” and was located within the 
Department of Public Instruction. The More at Four program was initiated in 2001-02 as a state-funded 
initiative for eligible four-year-olds that aimed to prepare them for success entering elementary school. 
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NC Pre-K has served approximately 410,000 children since its inception. In order to participate in the NC 
Pre-K program, a child or their family must meet one of the following criteria:  

● Child’s family income falls at or below 75 percent of the State Median Income (SMI) or  
● Child has  limited english proficiency or  
● Child has an identified disability or  
● Child has a chronic health condition or  
● Child has a developmental or educational need or 
● Child has a parent who is active duty military 

 
In 2020-21, the program served approximately 23,236 students in 2,067 classrooms located at 1,184 
sites.325 The NC Pre-K Program delivers a high-quality educational experience to enhance school 
readiness for eligible four-year-old children. A child that meets the age requirement and is from a family 
whose gross income is at or below 75 percent of the State Median Income is eligible for NC Pre-K. Some 
children of military families are eligible. Additionally, up to 20% of children whose families have incomes 
above 75 percent of the State Median Income are allowed to enroll if they have documented risk factors 
such as developmental disability, Limited English Proficiency, educational need, or a chronic health 
condition.  
 
The NC Pre-K Program requirements are based on the National Education Goals Panel’s premise that 
children must be prepared in five key developmental domains in order to be successful in school: 
approaches to play and learning; emotional and social development; health and physical development; 
language development and communication; and cognitive development. Recent research has confirmed 
that NC Pre-K produces benefits for children, including the following326: 
 

● Children score higher on third-grade EOGs in both math and reading 
● Children have better language, literacy, and math skills 
● Dual-language learners perform better on literacy and math skills 

 
NC Pre-K classrooms are available statewide in private licensed Head Start programs, child care centers, 
and public schools. All programs must earn high-quality ratings under the state child care licensing 
system to qualify for participation in NC Pre-K and the state’s child care subsidy system. Program 
standards set for NC Pre-K must be met in both public and nonpublic settings.327 
 
The state currently only allocates enough money to fund 30,152 slots for eligible children to enroll in NC 
Pre-K.328 In 2019, myFutureNC set a goal for North Carolina to enroll 75% of eligible children in NC Pre-K 
in each county by 2030. In 2020-21, only 51% of eligible four-year-olds were enrolled in NC Pre-K, and 
only 37 out of 100 counties have met the goal. 
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Smart Start 
Smart Start is a nationally-recognized public/private partnership that works toward helping every child 
reach his or her potential and be prepared to succeed in a global community. Smart Start aspires to help 
working parents pay for child care, improve the quality of child care, and provide health and family 
support services in every North Carolina county. Smart Start was created in 1993 as an innovative 
solution to the problem of children entering school unprepared to learn. The initiative is funded by the 
NC General Assembly and several prominent foundations and operates through independent, private 
organizations working in all 100 North Carolina counties through The North Carolina Partnership for 
Children (NCPC) and 75 local partnerships.329 
	

Smart Start’s purpose is to increase the well-being of children birth to five by: 
● Increasing the quality of early care and education across the state, promoting high quality early 

care that is child-focused, family-friendly and fair to providers; 
● Offering family-focused programs that improve parenting and promote involvement; 
● Improving outcomes for children by increasing young children’s access to healthcare; and 
● Providing programs that develop early literacy skills needed for success in school, work and life. 

 
North Carolina Early Learning Network 
The North Carolina Early Learning Network, funded by the North Carolina Department of Public 
Instruction, provides early learning communities with professional development and technical 
assistance to support preschool children with disabilities and their families. 
Goals of the Early Learning Network: 
 

● Provide support and training to the NC Preschool Exceptional Children Coordinators. 
● Increase the knowledge, skills, and capacity of early learning communities across the state 

through evidence-based training and technical assistance. 
● Develop and disseminate evidence and research-based materials. 
● Contribute to the development of state level guidance documents, processes, and training 

materials. 
● Scale-up multi-tiered systems of support to ensure early childhood learning through program 

wide implementation. 
● Collaborate among and within agencies to maximize resources.330 

 
 

Recent Initiatives to Improve Early Childhood Education 
In 2019, the North Carolina legislature asked the Department of Health and Human Services, Division of 
Child Development and Early Education to complete a study of all four-and-five star rated centers who 
are not participating in NC Pre-K to identify the challenges associated with becoming a NC Pre-K site. The 
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legislature also asked the division to complete a county-by-county analysis of additional local challenges. 
The purpose of these studies will be to help inform recommendations on funding and to move towards 
the goal of enrolling at least 75% of eligible children in each county.331 
 
ThinkBabies NC, created in 2018, led by the NC Early Education Coalition, released their first Policy 
Priorities for Infants, Toddlers, and Families. ThinkBabies NC aims to advance policies to better help 
North Carolina’s infants and toddlers, and it is aligned with the NC Pathways to Grade-Level Reading 
initiative and the NC Early Childhood Action Plan.332 
 
In 2019, North Carolina’s Division of Child Development and Early Education was awarded a renewal 
Preschool Development Grant Birth through Five for $40.2 million over three years through December 
2022. With this money, North Carolina intends to provide family engagement activities, improve 
individualized transitions from preschool to kindergarten, expand access to early learning programs, and 
improve the overall quality of early learning in the state.333 
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Student Mental Health and Social-Emotional Learning 
Introduction 
Mental health has increasingly been at the forefront of education policy discussions, as students’ mental 
and emotional wellbeing is foundational to their ability to succeed in school. Mental health is tied 
directly to academic outcomes, substance abuse and risky behavior, graduation rates, and school 
climate. In 2019, 15.1% of North Carolina adolescents aged 12-17 had a past-year major depressive 
episode.334 Nearly 1 in 5 students ages 8-15 years old have a mental health or substance abuse 
disorder.335   
 
Since the COVID-19 pandemic, concerns over student mental health have grown. Over 3,600 children in 
North Carolina lost a parent or a caregiver to COVID, and there has been a 46% increase in youth with 
one or more major depressive episodes between 2020 and 2021. Additionally, the rate of children 
discharged from emergency facilities with a behavioral health condition increased by 70% during the 
pandemic.336 
 

When discussing school reform, policymakers and educators have often focused on accountability 
standards, curriculums, and teaching styles. However, in recent years, the health and wellness of 
students has appeared more in the discussion. Extensive research and practical knowledge prove that 
social and emotional health are essential ingredients that can greatly contribute to, or greatly hinder, a 
child’s ability to learn. 
 
Long term trends have revealed a serious decline in youth social and emotional health. The youth 
suicide rate in North Carolina has nearly doubled in the past decade. Factors impacting youth suicide 
rates include bullying and social discrimination, social isolation, trauma, persistent stress, acute loss, 
child abuse, and family violence or disruption. Many of these risk factors increased for North Carolina’s 
children during the pandemic, with children of color and LGBTQ youth suffering disproportionately.  A 
recent report found that 43 percent of LGBTQ high schoolers reported thoughts of suicide, compared to 
12 percent of heterosexual youth. African American high school students attempted suicide at double 
the rate of white students, and were much less likely to have undergone treatment for depression. 337 
 
At the same time that the social and emotional health needs of students’ have increased, the role that 
schools play in supporting their students’ social and emotional health has been shown to be vitally 
important. High school students who report a sense of being cared for, supported and of belonging at 
school are nearly a third less likely to report persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness, and nearly 
one half as likely to report attempting or seriously considering attempting suicide.338  
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Mental Health in North Carolina Public Schools 
Schools are important settings for addressing mental health needs in young people. Schools can reduce 
students’ risk of mental health concerns through policies and practices which foster a sense of safety, 
connection and belonging, and which build social and emotional learning (SEL) competencies. Practices 
which promote wellbeing and support among educators also benefit the mental health of students.339 
 
For students needing mental health intervention, school-affiliated mental health services are an 
important tool to increase access and reduce barriers to mental health treatment and early intervention 
for youth, especially youth of color and youth from other marginalized communities. School counselors, 
school nurses, and school psychologists work with students in a variety of capacities to strengthen 
mental health services in public schools.  
 
School psychologists screen for academic, behavioral, and emotional barriers to learning, participate on 
crisis prevention and intervention teams, and direct therapeutic services to students in need. School 
counselors address academic, career, and social-emotional development and are comprehensive in 
scope. School social workers provide support and intervention with individual students and families and 
offer early intervention services. School nurses screen and assess for actual and potential health issues 
and risks, both physical and mental, including suicide risks and crisis assessment.  
 
Unfortunately, North Carolina’s ratios of mental health professionals to students are far higher than 
recommended ratios.  As a result, North Carolina ranks 42nd in the nation for youth mental health 
according to a 2022 report.340 The 2021-23 state budget did include funding for 115 additional school 
psychologist positions, but the ratio remains far behind recommendations. No additional positions for 
social workers, nurses, or counselors were allotted in the 2021-23 state budget. 
	

Role NC Ratio 2022 Recommended Ratio 
Psychologists 1:2,527 1:500 

Counselors 1:354 1:250 
Social Workers 1:1,584 1:250 

 
Source: Hopeful Futures: Americas School Mental Health Report Card 2022. a 
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School mental health policy  
In order to promote student mental health and well-being, each K-12 school unit is required to adopt a 
school-based mental health plan that includes a mental health training program and suicidal referral 
program.341 The mental health training program is for any school personnel working with students in 
grades K-12 and must cover the following342: 
 

● Youth mental health. 
● Suicide prevention. 
● Substance abuse. 
● Sexual abuse prevention. 
● Sex trafficking prevention. 
● Teenage dating violence. 

 
The State Board of Education specifies this mental health training program as in addition to the universal 
promotion of mental and social-emotional wellness for staff and students through the integration of 
core SEL and mental wellness supports into curriculum, instruction and school climate. Unfortunately, 
state funding has significantly lagged behind what is needed to fully support schools in effectively 
implementing these evidence-based  practices.343  
 
 
The Impact Of Trauma On Learning 
A CDC-Kaiser Permanente Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) study in the 1990s documented the high 
prevalence of adverse experiences in childhood, with 64% of respondents reporting adverse experiences 
in at least one area and 22% reporting adversity in three or more areas.344 When adverse experiences 
are unpredictable, severe, or prolonged, resulting traumatic stress can impact both the chemistry and 
structure of a child’s developing brain.345  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Building Community Resilience, 
Redstone Global Center for Prevention 
and Wellness, Milken Institute School of 
Public Health, George Washington 
University.  
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Too often, students arrive at school besieged by the neurological responses of a stress response system 
that is operating on high alert, with attention focused on scanning the environment for danger rather 
than concentrating on school work. Educators may see this manifest in negative or disruptive behavior, 
but students may be simply responding to their bodies’ heightened vulnerability to experience the stress 
reaction of “fight” (e.g., violence; aggression), “flight” (e.g., absenteeism; dropouts), or “freeze” (e.g., 
withdrawal; apathy).  
 
Early adversity can also take a significant toll on academic performance. Students who experience three 
or more ACEs score lower than their peers on standardized tests; are 2.5 times more likely to fail a 
grade; are up to 32 times more likely to be labeled as learning disabled; and are more likely to be 
suspended and expelled.346    
 
As of 2020 in North Carolina, 13.4 percent of children ages 17 and below have experienced at least two 
ACEs, with the most common being parental or guardian divorce or separation (23.2 percent), 
household mental illness (8.4 percent), household substance misuse (8.4 percent) and discrimination 
(7.1 percent).347  
 
 

North Carolina Center for Resilience and Learning 
The North Carolina Center for Resilience and Learning (formerly the North Carolina Resilience and 
Learning Project) is a whole school, whole child framework working with districts and schools across the 
state to create trauma-informed learning environments that are safer and more supportive for all 
children. The Center works with schools to create school-wide culture shifts through professional 
development and ongoing coaching that build understanding and awareness about trauma, stress, and 
their potential impacts on learning, and help schools to create and implement an action plan of 
resilience-building strategies tailored to the needs of their students, staff, and community. 
 
The Center is an initiative of the Public School Forum of North Carolina, created to take action on the 
recommendations of a 2015-2016 Study Group of over 100 stakeholders and subject matter experts 
investigating the top issues in public education in NC. It began in the 2017-2018 school year as a pilot in 
two schools in Edgecombe County Public Schools and one school in Rowan-Salisbury Schools. Since its 
inception, the Center for Resilience and Learning has worked with 32 school districts across the state. In 
similar models being implemented in other states, early evidence has shown reductions in office referral 
and suspension rates, improved attendance, and improvements in various academic achievement 
measures.348  
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Out-of-School Time 
Introduction 
How students spend time outside of school can be a determining factor in school success and long-term 
life outcomes. Quality afterschool, expanded learning and out of school opportunities help to improve 
learning and provide engaging experiences beyond the school day. Research shows that high quality 
afterschool and expanded learning  programs improve academic performance and school attendance, 
nurture youth development, decrease high-risk behaviors, and help to meet the needs of working 
families. 
 
Before the pandemic, results from a survey of parents in North Carolina indicated that for every child 
who is enrolled in an afterschool program, three more would participate in an afterschool program if 
one were available. In a 2020 survey, 75 percent of parents noted that the pandemic led them to 
appreciate afterschool providers even more than before. 349 
 
Out-of-school time Programs are opportunities for children before school, after school, on weekends and 
during summers, including community programs such as those provided by the YMCA or Boys & Girls 
Clubs, community-based programs, faith-based programs, and school-led programs. Out-of-school time 
programs have a proven ability to contribute greatly to a child’s education and overall wellbeing.  
 
Research has shown a $3 return on every $1 invested into afterschool programs through increasing a 
child’s adult earning potential, reducing crime and juvenile delinquency, and improving academic 
performance.350 Parents of children participating in out-of-school time programs see key benefits, 
including351: 
 

● Interaction with peers and the opportunity to build social skills 
● Healthy snacks or meals 
● Homework help 
● STEM learning opportunities 
● Physical activities 
● Life skills 

 
 
Out-of-School Time in North Carolina 
North Carolina’s out-of-school time programs are nationally ranked, coming in at 6th in the nation for 
quality and 1st overall for parent satisfaction.352 Over 96% of North Carolina parents are satisfied with 
their child’s afterschool program experience and 81% agree that the programs help kids learn life 
skills.353 As a result, there is significant bipartisan public support in North Carolina for funding 
afterschool programs with nearly 90% of parents in favor of public funding.354  
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In 2020, nearly 200,000 (12%) of North Carolina’s K-12 children participated in afterschool programs, but 
there is still significant unmet demand.355 In 2020, more than 666,000 children in North Carolina would 
have been enrolled in a summer program if one were available to them.356 That means that there are 
three children waiting to participate in an afterschool program for every one child currently enrolled. 
Over 40% of North Carolina parents say that programs are not available in their community.357 
 
 
Summer Learning Loss 
Summer learning loss is an important issue facing our public schools. According to a survey administered 
by the National Summer Learning Association, two-thirds of the teachers polled spend at least a month 
reviewing old material at the start of the school year.358 This leads to the loss of valuable learning time in 
the classroom and the loss of critical skills over the summer. Summer programs, as a component of 
expanded learning programs, are one of the best strategies to combat this phenomenon. Students from 
low-income families are more likely than their peers from higher-income families to experience learning 
loss over the summer. Part of the achievement gap between students of different income levels is due 
to the differences in learning rates over the summer. 359  
 
 

21st Century Community Learning Centers 
The 21st Century Community Learning Centers (21st CCLC) federal program serves students in high-
poverty communities across the country by giving them the opportunity to participate in academic 
enrichment and youth development programs. Centers may provide a wide range of activities including 
but not limited to tutoring, homework help, recreational activities, career training, community service, 
and youth leadership activities. The 21st CCLC is the only federal funding source in North Carolina 
specifically devoted to before school, afterschool, and summer learning programs. In FY 2021, 
$35,459,693 was appropriated to 21st CCLC in North Carolina, allowing over 35,000 children to 
participate.360  
 
 
Child Care & Development Fund 
In addition to 21st CCLC, the federal government provides funding for the Child Care & Development 
Fund (CCDF) which provides vouchers or subsidies for low-income parents to pay for childcare including 
preschool, before school, after school and summer care for children aged 6 to 12.  
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North Carolina Center For Afterschool Programs 
Established in 2002, the North Carolina Center for Afterschool Programs (NC CAP) is a statewide 
afterschool and expanded learning network, with key partners including afterschool providers, state 
agencies, state and local policymakers, law enforcement, universities and community colleges, business, 
and the philanthropic community, working together to increase access to high quality afterschool and 
expanded learning programs for all children and youth in North Carolina, especially for those at-risk of 
education failure.361 
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