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NORTH CAROLINA’S EARLY 
CARE AND LEARNING 
IMPERATIVE
According to a recent report by the Century 
Foundation, North Carolina stands to see more than 
150,000 young children lose child care as more 
than 1,700 child care programs close as pandemic-
related federal funding streams come to an end. 
The funding cliff is real. Funds received by North 
Carolina through the American Rescue Plan Act 
(ARPA) targeted at addressing pandemic upheavals 
were applied in part to stabilize the child care sector 
from 2021. As the child care cliff nears - when ARPA 
funding runs out in September 2024 - it is time to 
take stock of some critical early learning indicators.

On the demand side, an estimated 64 percent of 
children have at least one parent in the workforce. 
Even with a pandemic boost from federal funds, only 
13 percent of families eligible for child care subsidies 
through the Child Care Development Block Grant 
are covered by the program. This number is likely 
to fall as the Block Grant shrinks after September, 
unless there is an emergency injection of state funds 
to keep it afloat. Since child care already adds up 
to 10 percent of a dual income household and 33 
percent of a single parent household’s income, few 
families can afford to pay more for care past the cliff.

On the supply side, only about 20,000 children are 
enrolled in Early Head Start and Head Start. NC 
Three School (or Preschool for three-year-olds) is a 
pilot program running in three NC counties - those 
being Wake, Lenoir and Green - and during the 
2022-23 school year, 53 percent of North Carolina’s 
eligible 4-year-olds from lower income families 
were enrolled in the NC Pre-K program. Still, data 
show that 44 percent of families live in a child care 
desert with little or no access to infant and toddler 
child care, restricting parental participation in the 
workforce. 

The imbalance between the number of children 
needing care and the supply of child care leads to a 
widening child care gap. If child care is scarce and 
expensive, parents are forced to leave the workforce 

and provide consistent daytime care for young 
children. The result is that North Carolina’s economy 
loses an estimated $3.5 billion annually due to the 
lack of affordable quality infant toddler care.

Policy Considerations 

	­ How can policymakers ensure that the 
child care subsidy rates more closely reflect 
the cost of quality care instead of the 
current market rate, as well as increase the 
percentage of families eligible for the subsidy?

	­ How can the state incentivize Family Child 
Care (FCC) providers and center-based care 
to offer critical services in child care deserts?

	­ To improve quality of existing and new 
supply, what funding and technical assistance 
strategies can policymakers establish to 
support child care centers and FCC providers 
to participate and succeed in the state 
Quality Rating and Improvement System?

EARLY CARE AND LEARNING 
WORKFORCE
Any discussion of the funding cliff and the childcare 
gap is incomplete without highlighting the challenges 
faced by the child care workforce. This underpaid 
and overworked workforce is especially susceptible 
to chronic burnout, exacerbating staffing issues in 
the sector, and disincentivizing child care center 
owners from increasing available slots for children in 
their centers. 

Unmet Need

Note: 1,2,6: These figures include beneficiaries of Head Start, Early Head Start, 
CCDF, MIECHV, state-funded Pre-K, and IDEA Parts B, Sec. 619 and C. In some 
cases, children and families are served by more than one program. 

High-quality early care and education (ECE) is proven to 
dramatically improve a child’s opportunities for a better 
future while offering parents greater job stability and 
overall economic security. 

The Economic Impact
Access to affordable, high-quality child care can increase 
parental labor force participation and family economic 
stability. However, widespread problems finding and paying 
for child care adversely affect both state and national 
economies. As a direct result of child care issues, the 
national economy loses $122 billion annually in the form of 
lost earnings, productivity, and revenue.7 In North Carolina: 
The estimated annual economic impact of the infant-
toddler child care crisis: $3.5B.8

716,033 Children Birth Through Age Five3

64% of Children Birth Through Age Five 
With All Available Parents in the Workforce5

2
0

2
3 Child Care and Early 

Education in North Carolina

Families Lack Access to High-Quality  
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The high cost and limited supply of quality ECE 
have created serious challenges for many families.

In North Carolina, federal and state early learning 
opportunities serve more than 90,398 children and 
families,1 or 13% of children birth through age 5.2
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Living in Poverty4

13% of Children Birth Through Age Five 
Served By Federal- and State-Funded Early 
Learning Opportunities6

There are several early learning programs that provide working families with access to high-quality, affordable 
ECE opportunities, but currently the demand for care far outweighs the supply, and funding constraints leave 
many eligible children unserved. Each of these programs has its own eligibility requirements, purpose, and service 
delivery model. Together they form a mixed-delivery system that supports parental choice and aims to meet 
children’s individual needs.
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in North Carolina here.
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https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-child-care-sector-is-still-struggling-to-hire-workers/
https://www.ffyf.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/FFYF_NorthCarolina_2023.pdf


Child care is known to be a low paying profession 
- the median hourly wage for an early childhood 
educator in North Carolina in May 2022 was just 
$13.00 per hour (despite the median hourly wage 
across all occupations being $20.10). Most child care 
centers are also unable to provide comprehensive 
health benefits to their staff. Low compensation and 
lack of benefits disincentivize passionate workers 
from coming into this sector, and the intensive 
workload and low returns lead to burnout among 
existing workers. It is hardly surprising that N.C., 
like many states, experiences a widening child care 
gap, not in small part due to a declining child care 
workforce. 

The early childhood workforce encompasses a wide 
variety of roles including child care professionals, 
Head Start teachers, home visitors, and pre-K 
teachers. For many of these occupations, wages 
earned do not meet the state’s living wage, and many 
earn at or below the federal poverty level. 

Across the country, states are looking at providing 
tax credits to companies and local businesses which 
invest in expanding and funding child care. States 
are also looking at ways to offer health care benefits 
to early childhood educators through Medicaid and 
child care subsidies regardless of family income. To 
get young people excited about child care careers, 
apprenticeships starting at the high school level 
and into community college are growing in early 
childhood education.

Policy Considerations
	­ How can local communities and businesses be 

incentivized to share in the cost of increasing 
high quality available child care?

	­ How can early childhood educators be 
encouraged and supported in opening FCC 
homes?

	­ How can the state find ways to provide 
benefits to early childhood educators such as 
health care and child care subsidies?

TRENDS IN LEARNING 
AND RESEARCH IN NORTH 
CAROLINA 
Like many states, North Carolina was not immune to 
learning loss as a result of the pandemic. Research 
from the Education Recovery Scorecard found 
between 2019 and 2022, students in North Carolina 
lost approximately 0.68 grade equivalents in math 
and 0.46 grade equivalents in reading. This is 
equivalent to students missing roughly two-thirds 
of a typical year’s learning in math and nearly half a 
year in reading during this period.

The decline in math achievement between 2019 
and 2022 varied significantly across districts, 
even among those with similar poverty levels. As 
an example, students in Winston-Salem/Forsyth 
County schools faced more severe losses, exceeding 

Workforce Wages Comparison | 2021
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https://educationrecoveryscorecard.org/states/north-carolina/
https://educationrecoveryscorecard.org/states/north-carolina/
https://educationrecoveryscorecard.org/states/north-carolina/
https://educationrecoveryscorecard.org/states/north-carolina/
https://data.bls.gov/oes/#/home


a full grade equivalent in math achievement, 
whereas students in Durham Public Schools lost 
approximately 40 percent of a grade equivalent. The 
graphs below show North Carolina’s eighth-grade 
Reading and Math proficiency compared to the 
national average.

As part of the passage of Senate Bill 105 North 
Carolina paved the way for a collaboration between 
the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction 
(NCDPI) and SAS Institute Inc. (SAS EVAAS) to 
explore the effects of the pandemic on the K-12 
public school system. Created in 2021, the Office of 
Learning Recovery and Acceleration (OLR) aims to 
support the recovery of instructional time lost due 

to disrupted educational experiences throughout 
the state. OLR’s 2023 year-over-year state analysis 
report found that two out of 16 standardized 
assessments – specifically, End-of-Grade (EOG) 
Reading Grade 3 and End-of-Course (EOC) English 
II – have already surpassed the recovery thresholds, 
indicating notable progress. On average, the data 
indicated that North Carolina schools are exhibiting 
signs of academic recovery across almost every 
subject, with particularly significant improvements 
noted on the third grade Reading EOG. Additionally, 
noteworthy gains have been observed in reading and 
math for grades 3-5, as well as in science for grade 5.

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 8th Grade Reading and Math Proficiency

Source

Source 

3

2 0 2 4  H O L S H O U S E R  L E G I S L A T O R S  R E T R E A T

https://educationrecoveryscorecard.org/states/north-carolina/
https://www.ncleg.gov/BillLookup/2021/S105
https://simbli.eboardsolutions.com/Meetings/Attachment.aspx?S=10399&AID=380389&MID=14923
https://simbli.eboardsolutions.com/Meetings/Attachment.aspx?S=10399&AID=380389&MID=14923
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/NC?sfj=NP&chort=2&sub=MAT&sj=NC&st=MN&year=2022R3&cti=PgTab_OT
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/NC?sfj=NP&chort=2&sub=MAT&sj=NC&st=MN&year=2022R3&cti=PgTab_OT


Instructional Practices to Combat 
Learning Loss
High Dosage Tutoring
High-dosage tutoring refers to intensive, 
personalized instruction, often involving one-on-
one sessions or small group settings, occurring at 
least three times a week or totaling around 50 hours 
over a semester. An exemplary model is the Guilford 
County Schools (GCS) high-dosage tutoring initiative. 
This program collaborates with local universities and 
high schools, pairing their students with peers who 
have faced significant learning setbacks due to the 
impact of COVID-19.

While comprehensive assessments are ongoing 
to gauge the program’s effectiveness, GCS has 
reported promising initial findings. Preliminary data 
suggest improvements in learning outcomes across 
various student demographics and schools. 

In 2020, North Carolina established the NC 
Education Corps to provide support to districts 
through tutoring services. During the 2021-2022 
academic year, 234 corps members across 23 
districts served as K-3 literacy tutors while receiving 
coaching support. Initially the program, received 
CARES Act funding and philanthropic support, but 
the Ed Corps operates as a 501(c)(3) organization 
with funding through the Elementary and Secondary 
School Emergency Relief as well as funding from the 
legislature.

Expanded Learning
Programs or interventions that increase the amount 
of instruction and learning students participate in, 
such as after-school, summer, or in-school programs, 
can be beneficial for combatting learning loss if 
effectively implemented. While expanded learning 
time interventions can take a variety of forms, the 
following strategies have seen up to eight months of 
learning recovery.

	� Acceleration Camps: Students receive full-day 
interventions for a length of time determined by 
each Local Education Agency. 

	� Double Blocking: Students receive an extra 
period each day for additional subject matter 
remediation. 

	� Mandatory Summer School: Students must attend 
mandatory summer instruction to be promoted to 
the next grade level.

Targeted Subject Matter 
Instruction
Benjamin Franklin Elementary in Meriden, 
Connecticut was able to maintain their pre-pandemic 
math scores by adding class time for targeted 
instruction throughout the day. Students in second 
and third grade received an hour of math instruction 
per day, while students in fourth and fifth grade 
received 90 minutes with the additional support of 
focused tutoring for students who had fallen behind. 
Benjamin Franklin Elementary’s demographics closely 
align with the national average, with three in four 
students qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch 
and a majority identifying as Black, Hispanic, or 
multiracial, supporting this as a promising practice 
for learning recovery. 

Policy Considerations
	­ What measures or incentives could encourage 

a culture of collaboration among schools, 
educators, and community stakeholders to 
share successful innovative instructional 
practices?

	­ How can policymakers establish robust 
evaluation frameworks to assess the 
effectiveness of instructional practices, such 
as high-dosage tutoring and targeted subject 
matter instruction, in addressing learning loss 
and promoting academic recovery?

	­ How can policymakers implement strategies 
to ensure strong student attendance and 
engagement in programs offering additional 
learning time?

4

2 0 2 4  H O L S H O U S E R  L E G I S L A T O R S  R E T R E A T

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/high-dosage-tutoring-is-effective-but-expensive-ideas-for-making-it-work/2020/08
https://www.gcsnc.com/Page/74738
https://www.gcsnc.com/Page/74738
https://www.wfdd.org/story/biden-administration-recognizes-guilford-county-schools-tutoring-program
https://nceducationcorps.org/
https://nceducationcorps.org/
https://www.ednc.org/high-dosage-tutoring-nc-leading-the-way/
https://edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Expanded-Learning-Time-as-a-Strategy-to-Solve-Unfinished-Learning-March-2021.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/15/us/math-student-achievement-pandemic.html


ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE IN 
K-12 EDUCATION
Artificial Intelligence (AI) is a branch of computer 
science that uses data such as numbers, words, 
images, and internet traffic to train smart machines 
to make decisions and perform specific tasks. In K-12 
education, AI may offer transformative solutions to 
equip students with future-ready skills by enabling 
educators to tailor learning experiences to individual 
student needs, providing real-time feedback, and 
automating administrative tasks. However, classroom 
integration of AI must address ethical considerations, 
equity in access, and the development of digital 
literacy skills for both students and teachers.

Current State of Artificial 
Intelligence in K-12 Education
AI’s current application in classrooms ranges from 
AI-powered educational games to adaptive learning 
systems and analytics that can predict student 
learning patterns and outcomes. These tools have 
been shown to enhance student engagement 
and achievement by identifying students’ unique 
educational needs and supporting differentiation, 
especially for students with learning differences. 
AI-powered formative assessment tools can provide 
real-time, constructive feedback to help students 
understand their mistakes leading to increased 
learning and retention. Through student performance 
data analysis, AI can assist teachers in identifying 
students who could benefit from additional support 
and can suggest targeted intervention strategies 
earlier than traditional methods. 

Opportunities and Forward-
Looking Strategies
Embracing AI in K-12 classrooms offers an 
opportunity to transform learning experiences into 
interactive, engaging, and individualized lessons that 
promote student self-efficacy and achievement. 
AI can foster innovation, laying the groundwork 
for students to leverage educational opportunities 

while preparing them to navigate an increasingly 
technologically advanced society. The integration of 
AI in education presents the opportunity to develop 
new student-centered educational models, such 
as problem-based learning, where AI can support 
student learning through guidance and resources 
to enhance learning experiences. While AI does 
offer the potential to transform K-12 education, it 
is important to recognize that not all schools have 
the resources or trained personnel to integrate 
the technology at the classroom level potentially 
resulting in a digital divide and potential educational 
inequities. 

Policy Considerations
	­ How can policymakers ensure that AI 

educational tools are accessible across diverse 
socioeconomic and geographic student 
populations?

	­ What data governance polices need to be 
developed to protect student privacy and 
prevent predictive analytics from negatively 
influencing educational outcomes?

	­ How can the state develop and fund 
professional development programs to train 
educators on effectively implementing AI 
technology in their pedagogy?

	­ How can existing curricula be modified to 
include digital literacy and training in the 
ethical use of AI?

HIGH-QUALITY MATH 
INSTRUCTION
Mathematics proficiency serves as a benchmark to 
measure broadly the effectiveness of the United 
States’ education system. Over a 19-year period 
from 1990 to 2009, the national average for fourth-
grade and eighth-grade mathematics proficiency 
has trended upward. However, in 2022 only 35 
percent of North Carolina’s fourth-graders and 25 
percent of eighth-graders demonstrated proficiency 
in math. Early math proficiency is a predictor for 

5

2 0 2 4  H O L S H O U S E R  L E G I S L A T O R S  R E T R E A T

https://www.ibm.com/topics/artificial-intelligence
https://blog.khanacademy.org/learner-khanmigo/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8455229/
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https://www.winginstitute.org/how-have-american-students937
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/NC?cti=PgTab_Findings&chort=2&sub=MAT&sj=NC&fs=SubjectLabel&st=MN&year=2019R3&sg=Gender:%20Male%20vs.%20Female&sgv=Difference&ts=Single%20Year&tss=2019R3&sfj=NP
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/math/cresource/q1/p01/


future success including meaningful employment 
opportunities and economic independence, and 
high-quality math instruction focusing on the 
development of essential math concepts and skills is 
critical to achieving math proficiency.

Evidence-aligned Math Instruction
There is a growing body of research combining 
objective evidence from cognitive psychology, 
education theory, and neuroscience to inform how 
math concepts and skills are learned. Traditional 
math teaching strategies rely on rote memorization 
and procedural training, however, these strategies 
do not foster deep mathematical understanding 
and problem-solving skills. Research indicates 
that students benefit from evidence-aligned math 
instruction that encourages active problem-solving, 
conceptual discussion, and application of math in 
real-world contexts.

 

Preparing Teachers to be Effective 
Mathematics Instructors 
Teacher education programs are pivotal in preparing 
educators to teach mathematics effectively, 
especially in light of the role mathematics 
proficiency plays in educational success and future 
opportunities. Mathematics knowledge is highly 
cumulative in nature and research suggests many 
elementary teachers lack confidence in their 
fundamental math abilities. As a result, an increasing 
number of undergraduate programs nationwide are 
allocating additional time for mathematics, aiming not 
only to equip future educators with teaching skills 
but also to foster a deeper conceptual understanding 
of math. By integrating evidence-aligned math 
instruction methodologies, including conceptual 
comprehension, procedural fluency, and real-world 
application in their instructional approaches, these 
programs can equip educators with the knowledge 
and skills needed to facilitate meaningful learning 
experiences.

National NAEP Proficiency Rates, By Region | 2022

Source

Grade 4 Math Grade 8 Math
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https://www.thescienceofmath.com/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6160171/
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/9822/chapter/12#372
https://www.nctq.org/review/standard/Elementary-Mathematics
https://www.nctq.org/review/standard/Elementary-Mathematics
https://www.thescienceofmath.com/
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/ndecore/xplore/NDE


Potential Outcomes of Effective 
Math Instructional Strategies 
Evidence-aligned math instruction that encourages 
active problem-solving, conceptual discussion, 
and application math in real-world context 
prepares students to be adept thinkers. A deeper 
understanding of mathematical procedures enables 
students to approach new problems from a critical 
and creative lens and encourages using logic and 
reasoning to find solutions. Additionally, real-world 
applications build transferable math skills, while 
prioritizing active engagement leading to better 
retention of knowledge.

Policy Considerations
	­ How can policymakers prioritize the adoption 

of evidence-aligned instructional strategies in 
mathematics education?

	­ How can the state develop and fund 
professional development programs 
emphasizing the importance of balanced 
instructional strategies to integrate 
conceptual understanding with procedural 
fluency?

	­ How can mathematics curriculum frameworks 
be revised to incorporate evidence-based 
principles that promote critical thinking and 
real-world applications?

COMMUNITY COLLEGES AS 
DRIVERS OF ECONOMIC 
SUCCESS
Community colleges provide affordable and 
accessible education and training programs that 
prepare students for high-demand jobs in various 
industries. North Carolina is home to 58 community 
colleges spanning across 100 counties. In Fall of 
2023, the North Carolina Community College 
System reported over 393,000 students enrolled in 
community colleges across the state. 

All of these colleges support students in engaging 
in educational opportunities that can result in 
expanding their access to continued education 
or enhanced economic success in future career 
opportunities. With a new proposed funding model 
(PropelNC) the North Carolina Community College 
System (NCCCS) will begin to prioritize aligning 
workforce needs and student education efforts 
to ensure North Carolina community colleges stay 
at the forefront of student educational needs and 
relevant to workforce and industry partners. North 
Carolina community colleges play a critical role in 
driving economic success in the state by providing 
affordable access to higher education and workforce 
development programs tailored to local employers’ 
needs. This, in turn, helps to support economic 
growth and job creation in North Carolina.
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Source

2022-2023 North Carolina Community College System Enrollment
Each circle is scaled to represent the total number of students enrolled at each NC community college.

https://www.corelearn.com/active-math-learning/
https://public.tableau.com/views/TotalEnrollment_15864352248900/StateOverview?:embed=y&:sid=&:embed_code_version=3&:loadOrderID=0&:display_count=y&:origin=viz_share_link
https://ncccsstg.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/FC-01-Propel-NC.pdf
https://www.ednc.org/5-things-you-need-to-know-about-propel-nc/
https://public.tableau.com/views/TotalEnrollment_15864352248900/StateOverview?:embed=y&:sid=&:embed_code_version=3&:loadOrderID=0&:display_count=y&:origin=viz_share_link


A recent study found that the 58 colleges combined 
increased North Carolina’s economy by $19.3 
billion in income. This impact is measured in the 
number of jobs supported in the local economy by 
both students and the activities and staffing of the 
institutions. Resultantly, the impact of the economic 
success of North Carolina community colleges is 
not simply allotted to the students who attend but 
also to the workforce that supports the staffing and 
community engagement in these institutions foster.

Workforce Development
Workforce training and economic development 
are deeply woven into the fabric of the work and 
mission of community colleges. Community colleges 
meet the needs of both students and businesses in 
part due to their accessibility and support. North 
Carolina’s community colleges boast a maximum 
30 minutes or less commute for students and offer 
support of adult learners who are returning to 
school to obtain a degree or credential. They also 
offer a variety of workforce development programs 
designed to meet the needs of local employers. 
These programs provide students with the skills 
they need to be successful in the North Carolina job 
market while also helping to fill critical skills gaps in 
the local workforce.

NCCCS offers more than 1,400 affordable, short-
term occupational skill training courses to train and 
enhance current knowledge of workers for North 
Carolina job skill requirements or certifications. 
Workforce development is also expressed in how 
community colleges in North Carolina support their 
local communities in general. 

Affordable Access 
In a recent study, 50 percent of students cited the 
cost of postsecondary education as a concern in 
deciding their post high school plans. Community 
colleges are a great opportunity for students to 
engage in postsecondary education at an affordable 
rate. In fact, community colleges are often regarded 
as a low-cost alternative to four-year institutions. 

Source

N.C. Community Colleges Economic 
Impact in FY 2019-20

Economic impact analysis 3

North Carolina Community Colleges promote economic growth in North Caro-
lina through their direct expenditures and the resulting expenditures of students 
and state businesses. The colleges serve as employers and buyers of goods and 
services for their day-to-day and construction operations. The colleges’ activ-
ities attract students from outside North Carolina, whose expenditures benefit 
state vendors. In addition, the colleges are primary sources of higher education 
to North Carolina residents and suppliers of trained workers to state industries, 
enhancing overall productivity in the state workforce. 

Operations spending impact

North Carolina Community Colleges add economic value to North 
Carolina as employers of state residents and large-scale buyers of 
goods and services. In FY 2019-20, the colleges employed 36,422 full-

time and part-time faculty and staff, 98% of whom lived in North Carolina. Total 
payroll at North Carolina Community Colleges was $1.4 billion, much of which 
was spent in the state for groceries, mortgage and rent payments, dining out, 
and other household expenses. In addition, the colleges spent $802.9 million 
on day-to-day expenses related to facilities, supplies, and professional services.

The colleges’ day-to-day operations spending added $1.4 billion in income to 
the state during the analysis year. This figure represents the colleges’ payroll, 
the multiplier effects generated by the in-state spending of the colleges and 
their employees, and a downward adjustment to account for funding that the 
colleges received from state and local sources. The $1.4 billion in added income 
is equivalent to supporting 37,067 jobs in the state.

Construction spending impact

North Carolina Community Colleges invest in construction each 
year to maintain facilities, create additional capacities, and meet 
growing educational demands. While the amount varies from year to 

year, these quick infusions of income and jobs have a substantial impact on the 
state economy. In FY 2019-20, North Carolina Community Colleges’ construc-
tion spending generated $93.2 million in added income, which is equivalent to 
supporting 1,534 jobs.

ECONOMIC IMPACT ANALYSIS

I M PAC T S C R E AT E D BY N O RT H 
CA R O L I N A C O M M U N I T Y 
C O L L E G E S I N F Y 2019-20

Operations spending impact

$1.4 billion

Jobs supported

319,763

O R

TOTAL ECONOMIC IMPACT

$19.3 billion

Student spending impact

$588 million

Alumni impact

$17.1 billion

Construction spending impact

$93.2 million
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https://bigroifornc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/NCColleges_EIS_ExecSum_1920_FinalV2.pdf
https://bigroifornc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/NCColleges_EIS_ExecSum_1920_FinalV2.pdf
https://www.collegeraptor.com/the-future-of-work-in-the-eyes-of-todays-teens
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/78-billion-community-college-funding-shortfall/
https://bigroifornc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/NCColleges_EIS_ExecSum_1920_FinalV2.pdf


These institutions support college access for 
a diverse student body and provide access to 
postsecondary and career success. North Carolina 
community colleges offer affordable access to higher 
education, which helps to level the playing field for 
students from all backgrounds. This not only helps to 
increase access to higher education, but also helps 
to support economic mobility by providing students 
with the skills and knowledge they need to succeed 
in the workforce. 

Additionally, due to their impact on enhancing the 
local workforce, many states invest in scholarships 
and grant programs that will support students in 
completing their degrees, quickly matriculating into 
the workforce, and experiencing economic success. 
In North Carolina, the State Board of Community 
Colleges offered students close to $3 million in 
student aid through workforce development grants 
during the 2022-23 fiscal year. This grant program 
assists in making noncredit state and industry 
certified credentials more affordable for students, 
as federal financial aid is not typically available for 
these types of credits. Providing grant programs like 
these support in making a postsecondary education 
affordable and subsequently supports in enhancing 
the economic success of North Carolina students. 

Policy Considerations 
	­ How can policymakers work with community 

colleges and businesses to strengthen 
education and workforce partnerships to 
increase the economic success seen through 
community colleges?

	­ What are some ways that the state can 
connect K-12 students to community colleges 
to assist the transition between high school 
and postsecondary education and increase 
the economic success students see post 
community college completion?

	­ How can policymakers find ways to make 
community college more affordable for 
students who are working to enhance their 

education through unique credentialing 
opportunities that aren’t always federally 
funded?

CURRENT TOPICS IN HIGHER 
EDUCATION AFFORDABILITY 
While college is often the goal for students post high 
school, it must first be affordable for students and 
families. With the cost of higher education increasing 
across the U.S., it’s important to shed some light 
on the ways in which higher education affordability 
affects students. Key topics in Higher Education 
Affordability include addressing the unmet need for 
Pell Grant recipients, tuition costs, and student debt. 

Unmet Need for Pell Grant 
Recipients 
Over 80 percent of U.S. students receive financial 
aid. The most common form of financial aid provided 
for low-income students is the Federal Pell Grant. 
Each year, Pell Grants help approximately six 
million students from low-income backgrounds 
pursue a postsecondary education. According to 
the U.S. Department of Education, in the 2021-22 
school year, there were over six million students 
who received over 25 billion dollars in Pell Grants. 
However, Pell Grant award amount has not kept up 
with the increase in college tuition and the amount 
some students receive does not cover the total 
financial demands of higher education. As a result, 
some students who receive Pell Grants are still 
struggling with unmet need. 

Unmet need is the amount of money still needed 
to support the college experience after receiving 
financial aid. A recent study found students who 
received a federal Pell Grant at least once in their 
academic career face almost $10,000 of unmet 
need compared to their peers who haven’t received 
Pell Grants. The amount of unmet need is further 
amplified when disaggregated by race. As a result of 
unmet need, Pell Grant students who aren’t offered 
additional aid often take out loans and further 
exacerbate their financial situation. 
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https://ncccsstg.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/FC-03-Legislative-Report-for-Short-Term-Workforce-Development-Grants-Final-Report.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d21/tables/dt21_331.20.asp
https://studentaid.gov/data-center/student/title-iv
https://studentaid.gov/data-center/student/title-iv
https://www.nasfaa.org/issue_brief_double_pell
https://www.ihep.org/college-affordability-still-out-of-reach-for-students-with-lowest-incomes-students-of-color/
https://www.ihep.org/college-affordability-still-out-of-reach-for-students-with-lowest-incomes-students-of-color/


Delay in The Federal Application 
for Student Aid Data 
Many students rely on Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid (FAFSA) data to help them determine if 
they can afford to go to college. Upon completing 
the FAFSA, students weigh the amount of grant and 
loan eligibility they receive federally in conjunction 
with the amount they will receive from the state 
and their potential higher education institutions. 
Some students, especially those who have financial 
insecurities, rely on FAFSA data to determine if 
they can even afford to enroll in postsecondary 
education. 

While FAFSA serves as a gateway to financial 
aid, it is estimated that the high school class of 
2022 left over $3.5 billion of unclaimed financial 
aid on the table. In states like North Carolina, for 
example, the average non-FAFSA completers in 
2023 were higher than the national average. With 
low FAFSA completion rates, it means much needed 
federal aid is forgone by non-completers. Even 
more devastating, lack of FAFSA completion may 
mean students aren’t even seeking postsecondary 
education at the two-year or four-year level. 

In December 2023, The FAFSA Simplification Act 
(enacted in 2022) resulted in the launch of a new, 
simplified version coined “Better FAFSA.” This new 
FAFSA was designed to meet the new and diverse 

needs of students and families and present a more 
user-friendly version of the commonly used financial 
aid determination form. 

With many technical glitches still awaiting resolution 
and delays in Better FAFSA data due to a last-minute 
update to better capture parental income, the U.S. 
Department of Education has had to delay reporting 
data to institutions to ensure the information 
collected from students and the formulas used 
to determine aid are accurate and supportive of 
students, institutions, and state and federal aid 
resources. The U.S. Department of Education 
announced institutions would receive data by the 
first half of March, but this revised date impacted 
the timelines states and institutions had already set 
regarding notification of aid awards and subsequent 
student decisions on acceptance and enrollment. 

Colleges and universities are used to having federal 
student aid data on hand by January, prior to a new 
school year. This data helps institutions determine 
the amount of financial support they can provide 
students. Unfortunately, due to the delay in FAFSA 
data, the U.S. Department of Education shared the 
FAFSA data colleges need to determine financial 
aid disbursement amounts for students will not be 
available until March, only a few months before 
students typically decide which institution they will 
attend, and close to many scholarship deadlines. 
Completing the “Better FAFSA” has been a challenge 
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Share of Students with Unmet Need by Race/Ethnicity, 2019-20

Source

https://econofact.org/fafsa-simplification-how-new-rules-will-change-the-price-of-college
https://www.ncan.org/news/629039/NCAN-Report-In-2022-High-School-Seniors-Left-3.58-Billion-on-the-Table-in-Pell-Grants.htm
https://www.ncan.org/news/629039/NCAN-Report-In-2022-High-School-Seniors-Left-3.58-Billion-on-the-Table-in-Pell-Grants.htm
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/topics/fafsa-simplification-information/2024-25-fafsa-issue-alerts
https://www.nasfaa.org/news-item/32971/ED_Announces_Update_to_SAI_Formula_Release_of_100_Additional_Test_ISIRs
https://www.bestcolleges.com/blog/college-decision-day/
https://www.ihep.org/college-affordability-still-out-of-reach-for-students-with-lowest-incomes-students-of-color/


for many students across the U.S., meaning some 
students, including low-income or students from 
immigrant families, might opt out of completing 
FAFSA due to the difficulties, stifling the progress 
many states have made in postsecondary attainment 
efforts. In fact, a recent study found a close to 40 
percent decrease in the number of students who 
applied for FAFSA in February 2023 and the amount 
of FAFSA completions in February 2024. With the 
FAFSA completion deadline coming up in June, the 
FAFSA delay has major implications on institutional 
support, student need, and ultimately – student 
postsecondary attainment.

Tuition Costs
Tuition costs across the United States have 
increased. The College Board recently released a 
report on the cost of attendance and they reported 
(before adjusting for inflation) a tuition increase of 
2.5 percent for public four-year in state tuition and 
2.6 percent for public two year institutions. The 
increase for out of state students at public four-
year institutions and private nonprofits were three 
percent and four percent respectively. While the rise 
may not seem great, college prices have increased 
by close to 12 percent between 2010 to 2020 and 
by over 100 percent from 1980 to 2023. North 
Carolina has implemented structures such as tuition 

freezes to support students in experiencing a slow 
increase in tuition costs across the state; however, 
out of state students still experience increases 
in tuition. The rise in tuition remains a constant 
conversation in higher education affordability 
because some states are still increasing tuition for 
students making accessibility difficult. Additionally, 
tuition costs remain a topic of conversation because 
it illuminates the need for more federal aid to 
support students attempting to access education as 
states make efforts on their end to support students 
with affordable college and tuition prices. States are 
now spending more on public higher education than 
the 2008 recession, but federal aid has not risen 
past the 2008 recession levels. State policymakers 
and federal policymakers must assess how higher 
education affordability topics like tuition can be 
supported in a balanced way at both the federal and 
state level. 

Student Debt
Across the United States there is a total of $1.75 
trillion in total student loan debt. Of that debt, 
over 90 percent is from federal student loans. 
The average student debt per borrower is over 
$28,000, and the average is closer to $36,000 for 
North Carolinians. The numbers are startling and 
a cause for concern. Student debt is something 
that can cause hesitation for students to even 
enter higher education. Lack of understanding and 
misinformation around student debt is often a barrier 
for first-generation college students and low-income 
students. 

Student debt becomes an even more nuanced topic 
when disaggregated by race. Black and Brown 
students amass more student debt than their white 
peers, resulting in exacerbating racial financial 
disparities post-higher education. The National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) notes the 
amount of debt still owed on money borrowed 
four years after graduation is still higher for Black, 
American Indian/Alaska Native, Hispanic, and Pacific 
Islander students than for white and Asian students. 

North Carolina FAFSA Completers 
and Non-Completers
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https://www.brookings.edu/articles/improving-college-access-through-financial-aid-transparency-and-fafsa-simplification/
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https://educationdata.org/college-tuition-inflation-rate
https://educationdata.org/college-tuition-inflation-rate
https://www.google.com/url?sa=j&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.northcarolina.edu%2Fnews%2Fseven-year-undergraduate-tuition-freeze-benefits-north-carolinians%2F&uct=1699995794&usg=uN402mn060WqhgjbaLqiyrzU6ec.&opi=89978449&ved=2ahUKEwjk6brZo4GFAxVHcTABHVP8C8cQw7AJegQIABAB
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2019/10/two-decades-of-change-in-federal-and-state-higher-education-funding
https://www.forbes.com/advisor/student-loans/average-student-loan-debt-statistics/
https://www.forbes.com/advisor/student-loans/average-student-loan-debt-statistics/
https://www.forbes.com/advisor/student-loans/average-student-loan-debt-statistics/
https://www.forbes.com/advisor/student-loans/average-student-loan-debt-statistics/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-crisis-of-information-in-higher-education/


The amount of debt still owed by Pell Grant 
recipients is higher than their peers who never 
received Pell Grant. More education around student 
loans and student debt can help students make 
informed decisions about financial aid and the 
process of paying back loads, especially for first 
generation students who incur more debt than their 
second-generation peers.

Policy Considerations 
	­ What can policymakers do to address the 

decrease in federal funding for higher 
education across the U.S.? What are some 
ways policymakers can increase transparency 
in tuition costs as well as overall cost of 
attendance for students?

	­ What policies can be implemented to assist 
in educating students early about loans 
and debts so they can be prepared prior to 
applying for college? Could there be policy 
implementation at the K-12 level?

	­ How can state policymakers address the 
impacts of the delayed FAFSA on students 
who will be seeking financial aid from state 
financial aid programs that use FAFSA data? 
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 Percent of Student Loan Repayment Remaining Four Years Post Graduation by Race 
and Pell Grant

Source

https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2021/05/18/first-generation-college-graduates-lag-behind-their-peers-on-key-economic-outcomes/
https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=900


Established in 2001, The Hunt Institute honors 
the legacy of James B. Hunt, Jr., the former gov-
ernor of North Carolina who distinguished him-
self as an ardent champion of education.

The Hunt Institute brings together people and 
resources to inspire and inform elected officials 
and policymakers about key issues in education, 
resulting in visionary leaders who are prepared 
to take strategic action for greater educational 
outcomes and student success.

In 2016, The Hunt Institute became an indepen-
dent, nonprofit entity and joined forces with 
Duke University’s Sanford School of Public Pol-
icy to pursue research, educational partnerships, 
and events related to improving education policy.

Learn more at  www.hunt-institute.org.
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