
NC Charter School Overview

By the North Carolina Association for Public Charter Schools

http://www.ncpubliccharters.org
http://www.ncpubliccharters.org


NCAPCS Mission

Advancing quality educational opportunities 

for all North Carolina children by supporting 

and expanding successful public charter 

schools!
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What is a charter school?

Authorized by the State Board of Education, charter schools are tuition-

free public schools of choice that are operated by independent non-

profit boards of directors.  Because of this level of autonomy, charter 

schools have more flexibility in their curricula and operations.  

However, they are still required to meet state testing standards 

because they are publicly funded.
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NC Charter School Quick Figures

• Number of charter schools = 196 (2019-2020 school year)

• Number of students served = 111,604 (2018-2019 school year)

• Total number of NC public school students = 1,556, 141 (2018-2019 
school year)

• Percent of students served = 7.2%

• Number of teachers = over 6,500
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Timeline

1996 – House Bill 955 passes authorizing the creation and funding of 

up to 100 charter schools statewide.

2011 – Senate Bill 8 passes removing the 100-charter-school cap.

2012 – The NC Assoc. for Public Charter Schools is founded.

2018 – NC reaches educating 100,000 students in charter schools.

2020 (est.) – NC reaches more than 200 charter schools in operation.
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Charter School Myths

Myth 1: “Charter schools are unaccountable, private schools that take 
money away from district schools.”

Truth: Charter schools are 100% accountable to the State Board of 
Education.  Charter schools that don’t perform academically face the 
most serious consequence, closure.

Charter school students are typically funded at $0.73/dollar compared 
to district school students.  Charter schools receive no capital funding 
for buildings or transportation.
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Charter School Myths

Myth 2: “Charter schools don’t serve a diverse population of 
students.  They get to hand pick their students to populate their 
schools.”

Truth: Charter schools operate on a lottery system that does not 
discriminate based on race or wealth.  While Hispanic students attend 
charter school less frequently in NC, charter schools educate a greater 
percentage of Black, Asian, and Pacific Islander students by percentage.
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Charter School Myths

Myth 3: “Charter schools exclude economically disadvantaged 
students by not providing transportation or food.”

Truth: Most charter schools provide transportation and food without 
receiving any funding to do so.  While they are not required to 
participate in the Federal Free Lunch Program or provide buses, they 
must provide an explanation to the SBE if they choose not to offer 
meals or transportation before they are allowed to open. Most charter 
schools do not enroll students from a single city or county. In fact, most 
of them enroll students from multiple LEAs, for some as many as ten!
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Charter School Myths

Myth 4: “Charter schools have lower academic performance than 
district schools.”

Truth: Charter schools academically outperform district schools.  
Traditional NC public schools have an average academic proficiency 
score of 56.1% while NC charter schools have a proficiency score of 
66.7%.
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Who oversees the NC charter school sector?

The NC Department of Public Instruction (NCDPI) 

oversees the state charter school sector, specifically 

the Office of Charter Schools (OCS), Charter School 

Advisory Board (CSAB), and State Board of 

Education (SBE).  Charters are solely granted by the 

SBE and must be renewed periodically.  
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How are students enrolled into a charter school?

Parents may apply to any charter school in NC, online or in-person, if 

their child is eligible to attend an NC public school.  If a school receives 

more applications than its capacity, a lottery is conducted with 

exemptions for staff children and siblings of current students. 

Discrimination based on race, national origin, or religion is prohibited.  

Students cannot be picked.
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How are charter schools funded? 
Like district schools, charter schools charge no tuition.  They receive 
most of their funding from federal, state, and local governments while 
the rest is through fundraising.  

State
Each charter school receives a 

per-pupil allotment based on 

the county in which it is 

located.

Local Government
Each charter school receives a per-pupil share 

of local funds based on enrollment and the 

districts from which parents send students to 

the school.  Certain local funds are exempt from 

being shared with charters including most local 

education taxes. 

Fundraising
Charter schools, like any non-profit, can raise funds.  

Capital fundraising (i.e. real estate & facilities) is 

most common because charters receive no state 

capital funds and local governments are prohibited 

from providing capital funds. 

Federal
Most federal funds are targeted to specific student population, i.e. children with disabilities, children in poverty; vocational education (grades 

7-12). An application is required for each federal grant. Federal funds for children with special needs will be allotted based on a formula, 

which includes the number of children in a December 1st headcount. Federal funds are allotted after grant awards are received from the 

Department of Education and approval from the program staff
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How are new charter schools created?

A group of state citizens form a non-profit board and submit an 

application to the Office of Charter Schools where it is reviewed for 

completion.  Complete applications are presented to the CSAB who 

vote to recommend them to the SBE for final approval.  Approved 

schools enter the planning year during which benchmarks must be met 

or the charter could be delayed or rescinded.   Upon completion, 

schools may open the upcoming academic year.
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What flexibility do charters have that traditional 
schools do not?

Start & End Dates
While each charter school must 

adhere to the state requirements 

for the number of school days, it 

may choose its start or end date.

Certification
Charter schools must have at 

least 50% of their teachers 

certified enabling them to bring 

other professionals to teach in 

their field of expertise. 

Transportation & Meals
Charters are not required to 

provide transportation or meals.  

However, they must ensure no 

student is prevented from 

attending because of lack of those 

services.

Curriculum
Charter schools are not required 

to follow the state curriculum 

but must meet state testing 

standards.

Staff Pay
Charter schools are not 

required to pay staff by the 

state pay scale enabling 

them to pay better teachers 

& administrators more
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Do charter schools receive funding for EC 
students?

Yes.  Like district schools, charter schools receive a per-pupil allotment 

for each EC student plus reserve funds for severe cases.  EC funding is 

limited to 12.5% of enrolled students.  Because EC student enrollment 

exceeds this percentage at many charter schools, this limit can be 

cumbersome. 
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Do charter schools “take” funding from traditional 
schools?

No.  Charter schools share the costs that would be paid solely by the 

district if only district schools existed.  For example, districts with high 

growth rates must supply and maintain additional schools to 

accommodate the population.  Since charter schools must pay for their 

own facilities, costs are shared between the district and charter schools 

in or near that district. 
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How are charter schools accountable for taxpayer 
dollars? 

First, charters must adhere to the contents of their charter granted by 

the SBE.  There are also unscheduled school visits by OCS consultants, 

an annual CPA audit, and the Charter School Financial Performance 

Guide.  Charter schools must provide documentation for the state to 

pay their bills.  Board members receive no compensation and are 

subject to state open-meeting and nepotism statutes. 
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For More Information

Rhonda Dillingham
Executive Director
NC Association for Public Charter Schools
(336) 669-9996
rhonda@ncpubliccharters.org
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