
Building a Case for School Choice:  
Initial Results from a Survey of  
North Carolina’s Private Schools

Terry SToopS
June 2009

P O L I C Y  R E P O R T



Building a Case for School Choice: 
Initial Results from a Survey of  
North Carolina’s Private Schools

T e R R y  S T o o P S
J u n e ,  2 0 0 9

2  executive Summary

3  Introduction

4  Private Schools in North Carolina

4   Private School Questionnaire Procedure

5  Survey Results

6  Private School Class Size, Personnel, and Financial Averages

7  Student and Financial Information

9   Teacher Qualifications

10 Support for School Choice

13 Conclusion

14 Survey

19 Notes

20 About the Author

The views expressed in this report are solely those of the author and do not necessarily  
reflect those of the staff or board of the John Locke Foundation. For more information,  
call 919-828-3876 or visit www.JohnLocke.org. ©2009 by John Locke Foundation.



� Bu ild ing  a  Case  for  sChool  ChoiCe :  in i t ial  results  from a  survey  of  north  Carol ina’s  Pr ivate  sChools 
ExEcutivE Summary

executive summary

Better information about North Carolina’s private 
schools is the first step toward persuading legislators 
and policymakers to increase educational options 
for North Carolina families.  To this end, the John 
Locke Foundation conducted a survey of North 
Carolina’s private schools to gather and analyze 
data on private schools generally not available to 
the public. This policy report provides a descrip-
tive overview of questionnaire results of North 
Carolina’s private schools, focusing on private 
school academics, students, personnel, finance, and 
attitudes toward school choice.
       Academic environment and students.  Among 
questionnaire respondents, the average class size 
was 14 students, and none of the private schools 
reported a class size of more than 30 students.  
The average private school enrollment was 198 
students, ranging from four to 942 students per 
school.  Furthermore, approximately two-thirds of 
private schools reported that they served students 
with learning differences and disabilities, and nearly 
50 percent of respondents said that they had the 
ability to enroll more students with learning differ-
ences and/or disabilities.
       Personnel.  The average private school surveyed 
had an on-site, full-time staff of 28.  On average, 
eight staff members per school had primarily non-
teaching assignments, while twenty staff members 
were teachers.  The average annual salary of a full-
time private school teacher was $26,137.
       Finance.  According to tuition data provided by 
respondents, a $5,000 scholarship would cover the 
cost of the average private elementary day school 
tuition ($4,889 average).  A $5,500 scholarship 
would cover the cost of the average private middle 
day school tuition ($5,410 average), and a $6,000 
scholarship would cover the cost of the average 
private high school tuition in North Carolina ($5,916 
average).  The average cost incurred by families for 
fees and other expenses at North Carolina private 
day schools was $403.  Recognizing that some 

families have difficulty paying for fees and tuition, 
over two-thirds of all private schools surveyed of-
fered financial aid.
       Attitudes toward school choice.  In general, private 
schools support increasing school choice options 
for families.  Over 86 percent of respondents would 
support a voucher program that would pay the 
full tuition amount.  None of the private schools 
surveyed would oppose a tax credit program that 
would cover part or the entire tuition amount.  
Nearly 85 percent of private schools would support 
a program that would provide a voucher to the 
families of targeted categories of students. 
       However, the prospect of government interfer-
ence worried many of the private schools surveyed.  
Approximately 70 percent of private schools said 
that they would not enroll children whose families 
received public funds if it meant that the state 
would increase oversight of their school.  More 
than half of the respondents would not enroll 
children whose families received public funds if 
the state compelled the school to administer state 
achievement tests.  Schools strongly opposed 
the idea of abandoning admissions standards in 
exchange for enrolling children of families who 
receive a voucher or tax credit.  Over 70 percent 
opposed any voucher or tax credit plan that would 
force schools to abandon religious activities in 
exchange for public funds.
       Private religious schools were much less will-
ing to accept government regulation or oversight 
than private schools with no religious affiliation.  
Over 75 percent of religious schools would oppose 
increased government regulation in exchange for 
public funds.  Over 56 percent of independent 
schools would oppose additional government 
regulation in exchange for a voucher or tax credit.  
While 38 percent of independent schools would 
support further regulatory control by the state, 
only ten percent of religious schools would agree 
to further government oversight.
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introduction 

North Carolina families are beginning to rec-

ognize that finding alternatives to public schools 

may be the only way to guarantee that children 

receive a quality education.  The growing dis-

enchantment with the state’s public schools has 

forced financially able parents to pay twice for 

their child’s education – taxes to pay for public 

schools and tuition to pay for the private schools 

that their children attend.  On the other hand, 

families that cannot afford to send their children 

to private schools are demanding that the state of 

North Carolina provide them a scholarship or tax 

credit that covers part or all of the cost of a private 

school education.  Regrettably, low and middle-

income families are still fighting for school choice 

with little success.  If North Carolina’s families are 

going to build a strong argument for school choice, 

they will need to build both a qualitative and a 

quantitative case for giving parents the choice to 

send their children to a private school.

Unfortunately, there is little data available to 

show that the state of North Carolina can reason-

ably cover the cost of a private school education 

by awarding scholarships and/or tax credits.  Af-

ter all, we do not have data that tracks the tuition 

and fees at the state’s private schools.  Further-

more, while we may intuitively know that the 

state’s private schools have a better educational 

environment, we need to be able to quantify that 

superiority by obtaining test scores on standard-

ized tests and other outcome-based measures of 

the educational environment.  Information relat-

ed to the qualifications of the faculty, the student-

teacher ratio, and the rigor of the curriculum are 

also necessary data points that are not available.  

The North Carolina Division of Non-Public Edu-

cation, an office within the state’s Department of 

Administration, maintains data for all private and 

home schools in the state.  Yet, the data does not 

provide the detail necessary to assess the viability 

of including the state’s private schools in a schol-

arship, voucher, or tax credit program.  This study 

is an effort to fill in some of the blanks.  It answers 

basic questions about North Carolina private 

school academics, students, personnel, finances, 

and attitudes toward school choice.
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Private schools in north Carolina

Between the 1950s and 1970s, many affluent 
whites enrolled their children in private schools to 
avoid racial integration of public schools, and much 
of the academic literature on North Carolina’s pri-
vate schools centers on these events.1  While “white 
flight” to private schools was an unfortunate legacy 
of North Carolina’s segregated public school system, 
it is not the basis for the growth in private schools 
that emerged in subsequent decades and those that 
operate today.

During the 2007–2008 school year, North 
Carolina had 683 private schools that enrolled 
97,656 students.2  Even during the recent reces-
sion, the state’s private schools added nearly 1,000 
students during the 2008–2009 school year.3  Indeed, 
despite fluctuations in the economy, the growth of 
private schools has been steady.  Over the last ten 
years, enrollment in private schools has increased 
16 percent, while the number of private schools has 
increased nine percent.  Today, private school stu-
dents make up approximately six percent of all stu-
dents in North Carolina enrolled in K-12 education.4  
As the number of private school families increases, 
so does the demand for educational options.

Most of the state’s private schools are concen-
trated in urban areas.  During the 2007–2008 school 
year, Mecklenburg County had 81 private schools 
enrolling approximately 19,500 students.  The next 
largest concentration of private schools was in Wake 
County, which had 61 schools and nearly 14,700 
students enrolled.  Guilford (7,122 students in 30 
schools), Forsyth (5,441 students in 28 schools), and 
Durham (4,151 students in 28 schools) round out 
the top five counties with the largest private school 
enrollment.5  

While urban areas dominate, most counties in 
North Carolina have at least one private school.  
In fact, during the 2007–2008 school year, only 13 
of North Carolina’s 100 counties did not have a 
private school.6  Most of these counties have small 
student populations and are located in eastern North 
Carolina (Camden, Gates, Jones, Martin, Pamlico, 
Pender, Perquimans, Tyrrell, and Washington coun-
ties) or northwestern North Carolina (Alexander, 
Allegheny, and Ashe counties).  Clay County in 
southwestern North Carolina also does not have 
a private school, but the adjoining counties of 
Cherokee and Macon do.

Private school Questionnaire Procedure

The John Locke Foundation adapted portions of 
a Fall 2006 Cato Institute private school question-
naire.7  The original Cato Institute questionnaire was 
nine pages long and divided into ten sections.  We 
edited the questionnaire into a five-page survey with 
five sections – 1) general information; 2) students; 3) 
personnel; 4) tuition, general finance, and financial 
aid; and 5) school choice programs (See Appendix 
A).  Like the Cato Institute survey, the John Locke 
Foundation questionnaire utilized a variety of ques-
tion types, including multiple choice, matrix of 
choices, rating scale, and open-ended questions.

The John Locke Foundation conducted an ini-
tial mailing of the questionnaire in February 2009 
to the 683 private schools listed in the 2007–2008 
Conventional Private School Directory published 
by the North Carolina Division of Non-Public 
Education.8  Regrettably, 44 schools from the 2007–
2008 school year had closed, so the total number of 

possible respondents dropped to 639.  In April 2009, 
we sent a follow-up questionnaire to all private schools 
that did not respond to the initial mailing.  The timing 
of the second questionnaire mailing was intentional.  
Private schools received their questionnaires shortly 
before they dismissed students for spring or holiday 
vacations, allowing school administrators ample time 
to complete the questionnaire.  

The cover letter requested that school officials 
complete the mailed questionnaire and mail it to the 
John Locke Foundation in an enclosed envelope or 
complete an online questionnaire hosted by www.
SurveyMonkey.com.  Links to the online question-
naire were posted on the front page of the John 
Locke Foundation Web site.  The cover letter and 
questionnaire informed recipients that we would 
not release information about individual schools to 
the public and would keep all information strictly 
confidential.
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We received 117 valid responses (123 total 
responses) to the questionnaire out of 639 schools 
for a response rate of 18.3 percent.  We received 
four questionnaires weeks after the cutoff date 
and thus, responses from these surveys could not 
be included in this report.9  Although it is futile to 
speculate about nonparticipation in the question-
naire, the length and detail required to complete 
the questionnaire likely discouraged some school 
administrators from participating.  These factors, 
as well as privacy concerns, may have also con-

tributed to the questions skipped by participating 
schools.

This policy report provides a descriptive over-
view of questionnaire results of North Carolina’s 
private schools, focusing on key questions about 
private school finance, personnel, and attitudes 
toward school choice.  It does not utilize all data 
obtained in the questionnaire, nor does it subject 
the data to any extensive statistical analysis.  The 
John Locke Foundation will analyze the question-
naire data in subsequent policy publications.

Enrollment Staff Religious Schools Independent Schools

national average 150 1411 68% 32%

State average 148 20 71% 29%

Survey average 198 28 72% 28%

State Low 1 1 n/a n/a

Survey Low 4 1 n/a n/a

State High 1,637 224 n/a n/a

Survey High 942 102 n/a n/a

Table 1. Comparison of Private Schools: National, State, and Questionnaire School Enrollment, Staff, and Type10

survey results

For schools responding to the questionnaire, 
dates of school establishment ranged from 1878 
to 2008.  Only fifteen (13 percent) of the schools 
answering the questionnaire were established before 
1960.  Twenty-four (21 percent) of the schools had 
been established between 2000 and 2008.  Nearly 
89 percent of the schools served elementary school 
students, and 86 percent of the schools served 
middle school students.  Approximately 64 percent 
of respondents served pre-kindergarten students, 
while the same percentage served high school stu-
dents.  Only 15 percent of the schools were part 
of a larger administrative unit, such as a diocese or 

religious conference, although 66 percent of schools 
were members of a religious or educational associa-
tion.  More than half (57 percent) of the participating 
schools were accredited through an accreditation 
agency or agencies.

The schools that participated in the questionnaire 
compared well to state and national averages (See 
Table 1).  The percentage distribution of religious 
to independent schools was nearly identical to the 
state average.  Approximately 72 percent of the 
schools identified themselves as religious, while 28 
percent of the schools described themselves as secu-
lar.12  Of the 63 schools that had a religious focus, 
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22 (35 percent) identified themselves as Christian 
or non-denominational; 15 (24 percent) identified 
themselves as Baptist; and eight were Catholic 
schools (13 percent).  The questionnaire respondents 
represented a wide array of faiths, denominations, 
and sects, including Assemblies of God, Episcopal, 
Islam, Lutheran (Missouri Synod), Pentecostal, 
Presbyterian Church in America, Seventh-Day 
Adventist, and Wesleyan.

Among respondents, enrollment and staff count 
per school were slightly above state and national 
averages.  For the state, enrollment ranged from one 
student to 1,637 students per school.  Enrollment 
ranged from four students to 942 students per school 

(See Table 1).13  According to state data, only 13 
private schools had student enrollments above 942 
students.  Moreover, 47 percent of questionnaire 
respondents had an enrollment of 100 students 
or fewer, while 62 percent of private schools in 
North Carolina had an enrollment of 100 students 
or fewer.

For the state, the staff count ranged from one 
staff member to 224 staff members.  Among ques-
tionnaire respondents, the staff count ranged from 
one staff member to 102 staff members (See Table 
1).  Similar to the enrollment count, state data indi-
cated that only 12 private schools had over 102 staff 
members.14

Private school Class size, Personnel, and financial averages

The average class size for surveyed private 
schools was 14 students (See Table 2).  The average 
class size for public elementary and middle schools 
ranged from 17 to 21 students, depending on the 
grade level.15  None of the private schools reported 
a class size of more than 30 students.  Moreover, for 
surveyed private high schools that had a graduating 
class, the average percentage of students accepted 
to college was 90 percent.  Only one school had a 
college-acceptance rate that was below 50 percent.

As mentioned above, the average private 
school surveyed had an on-site, full-time staff of 
28.  On average, eight of the staff members per 
school were non-teaching staff (administrators, 
bookkeepers, etc.), while 20 of the staff members 
were teachers (See Table 2).  Among schools that 
had part-time employees, the average was 5.5 posi-
tions.  Interestingly, the average private school had 
more volunteers than school staff.  Many private 
schools reported that one or more family members 
of all enrolled students volunteered at least once 
during the school year.  Other private schools made 
parental volunteering a requirement.  A number of 
private schools could not estimate the number of 
volunteers that assisted the school during the year, 
but most private schools reported an extraordinary 

amount of volunteer support.  Apparently, limited 
staff and small budgets spur individual initiative and 
parental involvement.

In “What Does a Voucher Buy? A Closer Look 
at the Cost of Private Schools” (2003), David F. 
Salisbury of the Cato Institute assessed the cost of 
private schools and found that a $5,000 voucher 
would cover most of the cost of most urban private 
schools.16  Given that the average per-pupil cost 
of a public school education was nearly $9,000 in 
2003, Salisbury concluded that a voucher would 
realize substantial savings and improve educational 
outcomes.

During the 2007–2008 school year, the average 
per pupil expenditure in the North Carolina public 
schools was $9,370.17  The John Locke Foundation 
questionnaire found that a $5,000 scholarship would 
cover the cost of the average private elementary day 
school tuition, a $5,500 scholarship would cover 
the cost of the average private middle day school 
tuition, and a $6,000 scholarship would cover the 
cost of the average private high school tuition in 
North Carolina (See Table 2).  Thus, the marginal 
cost savings realized by a modest private school 
scholarship program would likely total thousands 
of dollars per student.
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Contrary to the perception that private schools 
are not appropriate for special needs students, 
approximately two-thirds of private schools in North 
Carolina served students with learning differences 
and disabilities.  Nearly 50 percent of respondents 
said that they had the ability to enroll more students 
with learning differences and/or disabilities (See 
Table 3).  According to disaggregated results, 97 per-
cent of independent private schools served special 
needs students, and 73 percent of those schools have 
the capacity to enroll more special needs students.  
On the other hand, 56 percent of religious private 
schools served special needs students, and only 38 
percent of those schools have the capacity to enroll 
additional special needs students.  Religious schools 
typically have smaller enrollments and modest 
budgets, which would make serving special needs 
students difficult.

Most private schools had admissions guidelines.  

Religious private schools were much more likely 
to have admissions guidelines than independent 
private schools.  Just over 93 percent of religious 
private schools had admissions guidelines, while 
nearly 68 percent of independent private schools 
had admissions standards (See Table 3).  Private 
schools reported a variety of criteria used to admit 
students, but there were three main criteria reported.  
A number of schools required that incoming students 
exceed cut scores on standardized tests.  Other 
schools required an interview, recommendations, 
and/or parental input.  Finally, a handful of the 
religious schools required that students and parents 
were members of a church or denominational body 
or were families that adhered to a statement of faith 
or religious creed.

Over half of the schools granted high school 
diplomas, and, as mentioned above, an average of 
90 percent of students were accepted into an institu-

Table 2. Private School Questionnaire Averages: Student, Finance, and Personnel Factors

Average Range (Low) Range (High)

average class size 14 3 30

average college acceptance rate 90% 26% 100%

average number of on-site staff 28 1 102

average number of non-teaching staff 8 0 42

average number of teaching staff (full-time) 20 1 80

average number of teaching staff (part-time) 5.5 0 33

average number of volunteers 29 0 390

average annual teacher salary $26,137 $2,500 $51,000

average elementary school annual tuition (day school) $4,889 $0 $18,000

average middle school annual tuition (day school) $5,410 $0 $18,000

average high school annual tuition (day school) $5,916 $0 $22,420

average elementary school annual tuition (boarding school) $12,076 $2,410 $38,000

average middle school annual tuition (boarding school) $28,901 $2,410 $60,000

average high school annual tuition (boarding school) $29,066 $2,410 $60,000

average annual revenue $1,378,686 $7,900 $10,376,901

student and financial information
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tion of higher education.  Although few schools had 
precise data on college acceptance rates, private 
schools reported that between 50 and 100 percent 
of graduates were accepted into an institution of 
higher education (See Table 3).

Nearly all private schools administered 
standardized achievement tests, and 78 percent 
of schools made their results available to the 
public (See Table 3).18  Among the schools that 
reported the kinds of tests used, 33 of the schools 
surveyed (35 percent) administered the Stanford 
Achievement Test and 20 schools (21 percent) 
administered the Iowa Test of Basic Skills.  A 
handful of private schools used the Woodcock 
Johnson (11 percent), California Achievement 
Test (11 percent), and Terra Nova (7 percent) tests.  
Five schools (5 percent) used one or more North 
Carolina End-of-Grade or End-of-Course tests.19

Only two private schools reported that they did 
not charge tuition (See Table 3).  These respon-
dents described their schools as extensions or 
ministries of their church.  Typically, schools that 
have low tuition rates raise money for the school 
from a church congregation or a non-profit orga-

nization to offset the cost of operating the school.  
Moreover, these schools, particularly religious 
private schools, employ a number of cost-saving 
strategies to keep tuition rates low.  These strate-
gies include tapping church staff for administra-
tive and instructional positions, adapting church 
facilities for use as instructional space, recruiting 
volunteers, and requesting special donations from 
congregants.

There is a wide range of fees and charges for 
books, registration/application, supplies, facili-
ties, uniforms, and technology.  The average cost 
incurred by families for fees and other expenses 
at North Carolina private day schools was $403.  
Fees per school ranged from $22 for supplies to 
$1,115 for registration, course fees, and extracur-
ricular activity fees.  Recognizing that some families 
have difficulty paying for fees and tuition, over 
two-thirds of all private schools surveyed offered 
financial aid.  About half of the private schools that 
offered financial aid used household income or fed-
eral poverty guidelines to determine financial aid 
eligibility, while the other half used an independent 
or third-party assessment to determine eligibility.

Table 3. Basic Questions Related to Students and Finance

Category Question No Yes Total

Students does your school serve students with learning differences and/or disabilities? 32.4% 67.6% 100.0%

Students
does your school have the ability to enroll more students with learning dif-
ferences and/or disabilities?

51.9% 48.1% 100.0%

Students does your school have admission guidelines? 14.0% 86.0% 100.0%

Students does your school grant high school diplomas? 43.9% 56.1% 100.0%

Students do your students take any standardized achievement test(s)? 4.7% 95.3% 100.0%

Students are aggregate test scores made available to the parents and/or the public? 21.9% 78.1% 100.0%

finance does your school charge tuition? 2.0% 98.0% 100.0%

finance
does your school charge fees or require students to pay for other expenses 
(e.g., books)?

22.9% 77.1% 100.0%

finance is your school a boarding school? 92.6% 7.4% 100.0%

finance does your school offer any financial aid? 35.4% 64.6% 100.0%
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Private school administrators looked for a 
number of factors when they examined the quali-
fications of prospective teachers, but nearly all 
questionnaire respondents found the following five 
factors to be important: 1) college degree in any 
field; 2) college degree in/related to subject area(s) 
taught; 3) professional experience related to subject 
area(s); 4) previous teaching experience in subject 
area(s) taught; and 5) recommendations from pre-
vious employers.  Thus, private school administra-
tors look for prospective teachers to have a college 
degree, professional or teaching experience, and 
strong recommendations from previous employers 
(See Table 4).

Administrators found traditional public school 
credentials to be less important, although about 
two-thirds of the respondents said that they sought 
prospective teachers with state certification and/or 
teachers who graduated from a state-approved 

teacher education program.  Most administrators 
also took college reputation, graduate degrees, 
observations, and certification by a private organi-
zation into account.  However, few private school 
administrators valued applicants that performed 
well on the SAT, ACT, or Praxis exams or those 
who acquired National Board Certification (See 
Table 4).

In sum, private school administrators evaluated 
many of the traditional credentials of prospective 
teachers.  Yet, one important difference between 
public and private schools in this regard is that, 
unlike public schools, state certification does not 
act as a barrier to individuals who want to teach in 
a private school.  Indeed, private school administra-
tors may choose the best applicant for the job, while, 
in general, state certification and licensure require-
ments force public schools to find the best applicant 
among those who have earned certification.
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Table 4. Importance of Qualifications for Prospective Teachers

Very  
Important

Somewhat 
Important

Not  
Important N/A

reputation of college attended 25.2% 54.4% 20.4% 0.0%

college degree in any field 61.8% 35.3% 2.0% 1.0%

college degree in/related to subject area(s) taught 77.2% 21.8% 1.0% 0.0%

Graduate degree in/related to subject area(s) taught 35.4% 49.5% 15.2% 0.0%

Professional experience related to subject area(s) 71.0% 27.0% 2.0% 0.0%

Previous teaching experience in subject area(s) taught 76.2% 21.8% 1.0% 1.0%

recommendations from previous employers 81.2% 17.8% 1.0% 0.0%

observation of the applicant during a trial class/period 51.0% 34.7% 12.2% 2.0%

Graduation from a state-approved teacher education program 24.0% 42.0% 33.0% 1.0%

certification by a private association or organization 24.0% 44.0% 32.0% 0.0%

certification by the state 32.4% 34.3% 33.3% 0.0%

Sat or act score 6.1% 28.3% 60.6% 5.1%

Passing score on a Praxis i: Pre-Professional Skills 17.0% 35.0% 42.0% 6.0%

Passing score on a Praxis ii: Subject assessments 16.3% 35.7% 41.8% 6.1%

Passing score on a Praxis iii: classroom Performance 17.8% 33.7% 43.6% 5.0%

national Board (nBPtS) certification 4.2% 34.7% 55.8% 5.3%

teacher Qualifications
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In general, private schools supported school 
choice options for families (See Table 5).  Support 
for tax credits was higher than support for vouchers.  
Only 10.7 percent of respondents opposed a voucher 
program that would pay the full tuition amount.  
On the other hand, 86.4 percent of respondents 
supported a voucher program that would pay the 
full tuition amount.  None of the private schools 
surveyed opposed a tax credit program that would 
cover part or the entire tuition amount.  Finally, 84.6 
percent of private schools supported a program that 
would provide a voucher to the families of targeted 
categories of students.  All told, the private school 
community supported providing families both 
vouchers and tax credits to attend the schools of 
their choice.

The prospect of government interference 
worried many of the private schools surveyed.  
Approximately 70 percent of private schools said 
that they would not enroll children whose families 
received public funds if it meant that there would 
be increased government oversight of their school.20  
More than half of the respondents would not enroll 
children whose families received public funds if the 
state forced them to administer state standardized 
tests.  Schools strongly opposed abandoning admis-
sions standards in exchange for enrolling children 
of families who received a voucher or tax credit, 
while over 70 percent opposed abandoning religious 
activities in exchange for public funds.  A plurality 
of private schools were indifferent to the expansion 
of charter schools in North Carolina, suggesting 
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Table 5. Support for School Choice

support for school Choice

Question
Strongly 
Support

Support
No 

Opinion
Oppose

Strongly 
Oppose

would you support a voucher program that paid part of 
the tuition amount?

69.2% 18.3% 2.9% 5.8% 3.8%

would you support a voucher program that paid the full 
tuition amount?

64.1% 22.3% 2.9% 5.8% 4.9%

would you support a tax credit program that covered 
part of the tuition amount?

82.1% 13.2% 4.7% 0.0% 0.0%

would you support a tax credit program that covered the 
full tuition amount?

79.8% 14.4% 5.8% 0.0% 0.0%

if north carolina had a voucher program for particular 
categories of students (e.g., low-income), would you ac-
cept students using these funds?

55.8% 28.8% 5.8% 6.7% 2.9%

would you accept public funds even if it meant govern-
ment regulation/oversight of your school?

5.7% 12.4% 12.4% 16.2% 53.3%

would you accept public funds even if it meant that you 
had to administer state tests?

9.5% 25.7% 9.5% 21.9% 33.3%

would you accept voucher or other scholarship students 
if they were assigned to attend your school through a 
random lottery, which means that you would not be able 
to use any admission criteria for these students?

4.7% 2.8% 8.5% 34.0% 50.0%

would you accept voucher or other scholarship students 
if you were forbidden from requiring them to participate 
in religious or other activities at your school?

8.5% 11.3% 8.5% 11.3% 60.4%

would you support an increase in the number of charter 
schools in north carolina?

13.2% 19.8% 41.5% 10.4% 15.1%
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that they did not believe that an increase in charter 
schools was a threat (See Table 5).

There were interesting differences in opinion 
that emerged between secular and religious private 
schools.  For example, compared to secular private 
schools, religious schools were not as supportive of 
enrolling particular categories of children whose 
family received public funds.  This signaled that 
some private religious schools were reluctant to 
relinquish control of their admissions standards, fear-
ing that doing so would compromise their religious 
mission.  Even so, a majority of private religious 
schools supported vouchers or tax credits for par-
ticular categories of students (See Table 6).

Private religious schools were much less willing 

to accept government regulation or oversight than 
private schools with no religious affiliation.  Over 
75 percent of religious schools opposed increased 
government regulation.  Over 56 percent of secular 
schools opposed additional government regulation, 
but nearly 38 percent of the schools supported 
further regulatory control by the State of North 
Carolina.  A paltry 9.6 percent of religious schools 
supported increased government oversight (See 
Table 7).

Many private schools would be willing to admin-
ister state tests, but most opposed the idea.  Private 
schools with a religious affiliation were slightly more 
likely to oppose this measure than private schools 
without a religious affiliation, as some private schools 
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Table 6. Support for Vouchers and Particular Categories of Students (by school type)

If North Carolina had a voucher program for particular categories of students (e.g. low-income), would you  
accept students using these funds?

Answer Options Secular (no religious affiliation) Religious

Strongly Support 71.0% 49.3%

Support 19.4% 32.9%

no opinion 6.5% 5.5%

oppose 3.2% 8.2%

Strongly oppose 0.0% 4.1%

Table 7. Support for Vouchers and Government Regulation (by school type)

Would you accept public funds even if it meant government regulation/oversight of your school?

Answer Options Secular (no religious affiliation) Religious

Strongly Support 9.4% 4.1%

Support 28.1% 5.5%

no opinion 6.3% 15.1%

oppose 21.9% 13.7%

Strongly oppose 34.4% 61.6%

Table 8. Support for Vouchers and Administering State Tests (by school type)

Would you accept public funds even if it meant that you had to administer state tests?

Answer Options Secular (no religious affiliation) Religious

Strongly Support 12.5% 8.2%

Support 31.3% 23.3%

no opinion 6.3% 11.0%

oppose 25.0% 20.5%

Strongly oppose 25.0% 37.0%
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administer religious-based tests (See Table 8).  For 
example, a handful of Catholic schools reported 
that they administer the NC Catholic Writing Test.  
There may have also been fear among religious 
schools that state tests would force the schools to strip 
their curriculum of religious content.  Yet, private 
schools may have supported the idea of administer-
ing state tests because they believed that the school 
would not have to shoulder the financial burden of 
paying for a test directly from school funds.21

Clearly, private schools value their admissions 
standards.  Many religious schools base admissions 
decisions on membership in a church or denomina-
tional body and/or adherence to a statement of faith 
or religious creed.  Students assigned to a private 
school through random lottery would not guaran-
tee that students’ religious beliefs corresponded to 
the mission or goals of the school.  Non-religious 
schools also have admissions standards that could 
be compromised by student assignment via random 
lottery.  For example, private schools that used the 

Montessori Method prefer applicants that have had 
prior exposure to Montessori instruction.  Other pri-
vate schools cater to a specific population or gender, 
which would make a random lottery an inappropri-
ate admissions vehicle.  For these reasons, fewer than 
10 percent of secular and religious private schools 
would support accepting voucher students from a 
random lottery system (See Table 9).

Of course, private schools with a religious focus 
would be strongly opposed to measures that forbid 
students to participate in religious activities.  Private 
schools with no religious affiliation were much more 
willing to provide latitude in the kind of activities 
required of students.  In the questionnaire, 50 per-
cent of secular private schools supported or strongly 
supported accepting students from families who 
receive a voucher in exchange for restrictions on 
student activities.  Only seven percent of religious 
schools would be willing to accept those restrictions.  
Nearly 91 percent of religious schools opposed the 
restrictions (See Table 10).
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Table 9. Support for Vouchers and Admissions (by school type)

Would you accept voucher or other scholarship students if they were assigned to attend your school through a 
random lottery, which means that you would not be able to use any admission criteria for these students?

Answer Options Secular (no religious affiliation) Religious

Strongly Support 6.3% 4.1%

Support 3.1% 2.7%

no opinion 12.5% 6.8%

oppose 34.4% 33.8%

Strongly oppose 43.8% 52.7%

Table 10. Support for Vouchers and Religious or Activity Restrictions (by school type)

Would you accept voucher or other scholarship students if you were forbidden from requiring them to  
participate in religious or other activities at your school?

Answer Options Secular (no religious affiliation) Religious

Strongly Support 21.9% 2.7%

Support 28.1% 4.1%

no opinion 21.9% 2.7%

oppose 3.1% 14.9%

Strongly oppose 25.0% 75.7%
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Benjamin Franklin said, “For having lived long, 
I have experienced many instances of being obliged 
by better information, or fuller consideration, to 
change opinions even on important subjects, which 
I once thought right, but found to be otherwise.”22  
Without a doubt, “better information” about our 
state’s private schools can change the minds of state 
legislators and policymakers on the important sub-
ject of school choice.  This study is a first step in a 
larger effort to correct decades-old misconceptions 
and prejudices about private schools.

The impressive growth of North Carolina’s pri-
vate schools is no accident.  They remain affordable, 
diverse educational institutions that strive to cultivate 
academic, spiritual, and personal excellence in all 
students.  Regrettably, our elected leaders have 
chosen to deny poor and middle-class children the 
means to attend these institutions based upon an 
allegiance to an outdated, 19th century educational 
model specifically designed to limit choices and 
compel deference to state authority.  As a state and 
as a nation, we can do better.
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Appendix A. Survey Instrument

Privacy Disclaimer
the information collected in this survey will be used only to draw general conclusions about private schools in 
north carolina.  no information about individual schools will be released to the public.

Purpose of this Survey

the purpose of this survey is to promote north carolina’s private schools by gathering and analyzing data on 
private schools generally not available to the public.

we appreciate your participation!  if we can be of assistance, do not hesitate to contact us at 919-828-3876.

1. General Information

a) The following information will be used to validate the survey.  It will not be made public.
 
official school name:

main phone number:

Physical address – Street: city: State: Zip:

School website:

b) Year your school was established: ________

c) Please check grade levels served:
o Pre-kindergarten
o Elementary (Grades K-5)
o middle (Grades 6-8)
o High (Grades 9-12)
o other grade configuration – Please specify ________

d) Which best describes your school?
o Secular (no religious affiliation)
o religious—Please specify your school’s religious affiliation or orientation

e) Is your school part of an administrative unit (e.g. “Diocese of Raleigh”)?
o no
o yes—Please list. _____________________________________________________

f) Is your school currently accredited through any accreditation agency/agencies?
o no
o yes—Please list. _____________________________________________________

g) Is your school currently a member of any religious or educational associations or organizations?
o no
o yes—Please list. _____________________________________________________
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�. Students

a) Does your school have admission guidelines?

o no

o yes—Please describe (or attach a copy of admission policies to this survey). ___________________________

b) Approximately how many of your current students came to your school from a public school? ________

c) What is your school’s total enrollment for the current (�00�-�00�) school year? ________

d) What was your school’s enrollment for the �00�-�00� school year by race/ethnicity—Please provide the 
number of students for each category (or best estimate).
o american indian or alaska native ________ o Black, not of Hispanic origin ________

o asian or Pacific islander ________ o white, not of Hispanic origin ________

o Hispanic, regardless of race ________ o other ________

e) Approximately what percentage of your students come from low-income families?

o 0 – 25%

o 26 – 50%

o 51 – 75%

o 76 – 100%

f) Which best describes your school’s curriculum or program?  Check all that apply.

o carden o vocational/technical

o college preparatory o Language immersion

o Early childhood o waldorf

o montessori o reggio Emilio

o Special education o Paideia

o Elementary or secondary—General o other—Please list. __________________________

g) Does your school grant high school diplomas?  

o no

o yes – How many students graduated in the 2007-2008 school year? ________

h) Of the �00�-�00� graduates for whom college status is known, how many were accepted to college? ______

i) Does your school serve students with learning differences and/or disabilities?

o no

o yes – Please indicate number of students served. ________ Estimated cost. __________________________

j) Does your school have the ability to enroll more students with learning differences and/or disabilities?

o no  

o yes

k) Do your students take any standardized achievement test(s)?  

o no

o yes – Please specify test (include series/version where applicable). _____________________________________

l) Are aggregate test scores made available to the parents and/or the public?

o no 

o yes – Please describe (or attach documentation to this survey). ________________________________________
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�. Personnel

a) What is the total on-site staff count at your school? ________

b) What is the total number of non-teaching staff  (e.g. principals, maintenance, and support staff)? ________

c) What is the total number of teaching staff at your school (including administrators who teach)? ________

d) What is the total number of part-time staff? ________

e) What is the total number of volunteers? ________

f) Please indicate the level of importance you place on each of the following qualifications when reviewing job 
applications from prospective teachers for your school.  

reputation of college attended o very important o Somewhat important o not important

college degree in any field o very important o Somewhat important o not important

college degree in/related to subject area(s) taught o very important o Somewhat important o not important

Graduate degree in/related to subject area(s) taught o very important o Somewhat important o not important

Professional experience related to subject area(s) o very important o Somewhat important o not important

Previous teaching experience in subject area(s) taught o very important o Somewhat important o not important

recommendations from previous employers o very important o Somewhat important o not important

observation of the applicant during a trial class/period o very important o Somewhat important o not important

Graduation from a state-approved teacher education program o very important o Somewhat important o not important

certification by a private association or organization o very important o Somewhat important o not important

certification by the state o very important o Somewhat important o not important

Sat or act score o very important o Somewhat important o not important

Passing score on a Praxis i: Pre-Professional Skills o very important o Somewhat important o not important

Passing score on a Praxis ii: Subject assessments o very important o Somewhat important o not important

Passing score on a Praxis iii: classroom Performance o very important o Somewhat important o not important

national Board (nBPtS) certification o very important o Somewhat important o not important

other qualification criterion/criteria—Please list. _____________________________________________________

g) What is the average teacher salary at your school? ________

h) Do you offer signing bonuses, performance, incentive, or merit pay?

o no

o yes – Please describe. _____________________________________________________

i) What is the average length of service for teachers (including administrators who also teach) at your school?  
Choose one.  
o 0-5 years

o 6-10 years

o 11-14 years

o 15 or more years

j) What is the average class size at your school? ________
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�. Tuition, General Finance, and Financial Aid

Please note: all financial data will be kept strictly confidential. 

a) Does your school charge tuition?

o no ⇒ Go to itEm 4e 

o yes

b) What was the average annual tuition (for regular day, full-time students) at your school for the �00�-�00� 
school year?  Please note: You may include a tuition and fee schedule to answer questions �b through �d.
Pre-kindergarten rates: _____________________________________________________

Elementary school rates: _____________________________________________________

middle school rates: _____________________________________________________

High school rates: _____________________________________________________

other (including before/after school programs): _____________________________________________________

c) Does your school charge fees or require students to pay for other expenses (e.g. books)?

o no

o yes – Please list purpose(s) and estimated amount(s). ________________________________________________

d) Is your school a boarding school?

o no

o yes – Please indicate the average annual boarding student tuition for the 2008-2009 school year? ________

e) Please indicate your school’s total revenue for the �00�-�00� school year. ________

f) Please indicate your school’s revenue from tuition and fees in �00�-�00�. ________

g) Please indicate the current operating expenses for your school. ______

h) Please indicate the total expenditures for your school for the �00�-�00� school year. ________

i) Does your school offer any financial aid?

o no ⇒ Go to nExt PaGE

o yes – what was the average scholarship amount? ________

j) What type of financial aid does your school offer?  Check all that apply.

o aid based on financial need

o aid based on merit 

k) What percentage of all enrolled students received school-funded, need-based scholarships in the �00�-�00� 
school year?
o 0 – 25%

o 26 – 50%

o 51 – 75%

o 76 – 100%

l) If your school offers aid based on financial need, how do you determine “need”?

o Percentage above annual federal poverty guidelines—Please indicate percentage. ________

o Household income—Please describe income guidelines (and adjustments for family size, if applicable). _______

o other—Please describe. ________
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�. School Choice Programs

If North Carolina gave parents a voucher redeemable at your school…

would you support a voucher program 
that paid part of the tuition amount? o Strongly support o Support o no opinion o oppose o Strongly oppose

would you support a voucher program 
that paid the full tuition amount? o Strongly support o Support o no opinion o oppose o Strongly oppose

If North Carolina gave parents a tax credit on their income tax for the tuition spent at your school…

would you support a tax credit program 
that covered part of the tuition amount? o Strongly support o Support o no opinion o oppose o Strongly oppose

would you support a tax credit program 
that covered the full tuition amount? o Strongly support o Support o no opinion o oppose o Strongly oppose

If North Carolina had a voucher pro-
gram for particular categories of stu-
dents (e.g. low-income), would you 
accept students using these funds?

o Strongly support o Support o no opinion o oppose o Strongly oppose

Would you accept public funds even 
if it meant government regulation/
oversight of your school?

o Strongly support o Support o no opinion o oppose o Strongly oppose

Would you accept public funds even 
if it meant that you had to adminis-
ter state tests?

o Strongly support o Support o no opinion o oppose o Strongly oppose

Would you accept voucher or other 
scholarship students if they were 
assigned to attend your school 
through a random lottery, which 
means that you would not be able 
to use any admission criteria for 
these students?

o Strongly support o Support o no opinion o oppose o Strongly oppose

Would you accept voucher or other 
scholarship students if you were 
forbidden from requiring them to 
participate in religious or other 
activities at your school?

o Strongly support o Support o no opinion o oppose o Strongly oppose

Would you support an increase in 
the number of charter schools in 
North Carolina?

o Strongly support o Support o no opinion o oppose o Strongly oppose

Thank You

Thank you for your participation in this survey!

o i would like a copy of the forthcoming policy report that analyzes the results of this survey.
o i would like to be placed on the John Locke foundation mailing list.
o i have a few questions or need assistance and would like to be contacted by John Locke foundation staff.
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