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North Carolina and Ohio are going down a similar treacherous path by shifting public school
funds to private religious schools.

The Ohio voucher story and the North Carolina voucher story are quite similar:

¢ In the number of vouchers

e In the amount per voucher

¢ In exponential expansion

¢ In every family being eligible for vouchers

¢ Inthat voucher students are mostly while

¢ In that private schools choose their students

¢ In that private schools can unenroll students they don’t want

When will taxpayers rebel against legislators who favor mostly-unregulated private schools over the
constitutionally-required public common schools?

The North Carolina voucher saga.

NC approaches 100,000 private school voucher students. What it means for the state.
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Nearly 100,000 North Carolinians are now getting Opportunity Scholarships — meaning taxpayers are
subsidizing tuition costs for most of the state’s private school students.

As of Oct. 6, 98,917 students were receiving Opportunity Scholarships — a 204% increase from two
years ago and a 23% increase since last school year. The number of voucher students has exploded
since state lawmakers opened the program last school year to all families, including wealthy families and
those already attending private schools.

The number of voucher students will continue to rise because the N.C. State Education Assistance
Authority is still accepting applications for the spring semester.

“North Carolina is on track to see over 100,000 students use an Opportunity Scholarship this year,” said
Mike Long, president of Parents for Educational Freedom in North Carolina. “PEFNC is fully engaged to
ensure every scholarship is used and that schools have the capacity to serve families: expanding private
school seats through our EduBuilder initiative and maintaining vital outreach so parents know their
options.

“Together, these strategies sustain both access and opportunity, making school choice real for every
North Carolina family.”

It's a milestone in the state’s education history that's being criticized by supporters of public schools.

“It's unfortunate because the dollar signs are so huge and our public schools are really struggling, and it's
a direct result of lack of support and financial investment in our public schools,” said Heather Koons, a
spokesperson for Public Schools First NC.

Voucher students mostly white now

The Opportunity Scholarship program has changed since it began providing vouchers to 1,216 students
in the 2014-15 school year. The program was initially promoted by Republican lawmakers as a way to
help low-income families pay for private schools to escape low-performing public schools.
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Over time, the program’s demographics have shifted from majority Black to majority white as lawmakers
raised the income eligibility limits.

Now 75% of voucher students are white. That's compared to 63% in the 2023-24 school year, when there
were still income limits for receiving a voucher.

Family income is still used to determine the size of the award. Voucher amounts range from $3,458 to
$7,686 per student for this school year.

Most of the Opportunity Scholarship students are using the money to attend religious schools.

“The true beneficiaries of this program are the students and families who now have the opportunity to
access a Christian education that aligns with their values,” said Kevin Mathes, superintendent of North
Raleigh Christian Academy.

Existing private students getting new vouchers

Opening the program to all families also coincided with state lawmakers sharply increasing voucher
funding.

The state has awarded $279.9 million this semester, putting it on pace to give $559.8 million to private
schools by the end of the school year. In comparison, the state awarded $185.6 million two years ago and
$432.2 million last school year.

The increase in awards coincides with private schools encouraging both their existing and new students
to apply for Opportunity Scholarships. Public Schools First NC found several private schools also raised
their tuition as they got more voucher money. A report from the state Department of Public Instruction
indicated most new voucher students last school year were existing private school students.

Voucher students used to account for a minority of North Carolina’s private school students. In the 2023-
24 school year, there were 32,549 Opportunity Scholarship students out of 131,230 private school
students statewide.

Last school year, there were 80,472 voucher students out of 135,738 private school students. This school
year’s statewide private school enrollment figures won’t be released until next summer.

“I really think we’re just creeping up and up and up so that all the students and all the private schools that
accept vouchers are going to be subsidized,” said Koons of Public Schools First NC.

Are private schools discriminating against voucher students?

Public Schools First has accused state lawmakers of using taxpayer dollars to discriminate against
students and families because private schools can limit who they enroll. In contrast, public schools are
supposed to accept all students.

Public Schools First singled out North Raleigh Christian Academy, which has received the most money
from the Opportunity Scholarship program so far this school year at $3.1 million.

North Raleigh Christian’s admissions requirements include at least one parent must be a Christian and
students must score at grade level. In addition, the student handbook says “students with 1Qs of 90 or
less are not enrolled because of the difficulty they will have in achieving academic success.”

Koons contrasted the amount North Raleigh Christian is now getting for voucher students compared to
the $541,217 it received two years ago when the state still had income eligibility limits. The school is on
pace to far exceed the $4.3 million in voucher money it received last school year.

“Wealthy families are now getting a state-subsidized tuition payment to go to a school that excludes
students who may be challenging to teach,” Koons said.
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Mathes, North Raleigh Christian’s superintendent, defended the school.

“Our admissions process considers each applicant holistically, with thoughtful attention to how NRCA can
responsibly serve students within the scope of our mission and available resources as we partner with
families in their children’s education,” Mathes said.

“While private schools like NRCA do not have access to the same range of specialized resources as
public systems, we work diligently to serve students well within our capacity and to recommend
alternative settings when another environment might better meet a child’s needs.”
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