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Executive Summary

Private, charter, and home schools continue to be popular in many states, including North Carolina. This 
popularity, however, has not produced a significant enrollment shift from district schools to schools of choice 
– private, charter, or home schools. North Carolina and nine other states had a net increase in the percentage 
of students attending a school of choice between 2001 and 2010, but statewide market share increases were 
trivial. School choice reformers must continue their praiseworthy efforts to expand educational options for 
families. They must also recognize that the traditional public school system will remain the primary provider 
of schooling for most families.
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IntroduCtIon

Does school choice decrease district school market 
share?

Listening to opponents of school choice, one would 
conclude that school choice poses a dire threat to tradi-
tional public school districts. Bill Harrison, chair of the 
NC State Board of Education, recently commented that 
a proposed education tax credit bill was “the latest ef-
fort to dismantle public education.”1

Of course, opponents of school choice seldom put 
such hyperbolic claims into context. Initially, the tax 
credit scholarship bill referenced by Chairman Harri-
son, House Bill 1104: Scholarship Funding Corporate 
Tax Credit, would grant $4,000 tax credits for up to 
500 children.2 In a state with nearly 1.5 million public 
school students, the bill would affect, at most, approx-
imately 0.03 percent of the public school population. 
The fully implemented scholarship program outlined 
in the bill, which would provide $4,000 scholarships to 
10,000 children, would move only 0.7 percent of the 
current public school population to a non-public school.

Unfortunately, public officials in other states have 
also employed similar rhetoric. Governor Jan Brewer 
of Arizona recently vetoed school choice legislation on 
the grounds that the bill would harm traditional public 
schools. Adam Emerson of the Fordham Institute ques-
tioned Brewer’s claim, commenting,

…a Republican governor struck down a legislative 
initiative she feared would unfairly disadvantage a 
public school system that now has a 90 percent mar-
ket share of all school-aged children in Arizona, a se-
curity due in no small part to decades of state provi-
sion for public education. No single voucher proposal 
in the nation has shown the ability to so dramatically 
affect that balance. At best, Governor Brewer is na-
ïve. At worst, duplicitous.3

But what would happen if the legislatures of Arizo-
na and North Carolina allowed public education fund-
ing to follow students to the schools of their choice? 
Would such a measure dismantle or destroy the North 
Carolina public school system as we know it?

Of course, there is no way to know for sure how 
parents in either state would respond to such a proposal. 

Yet, I doubt that the residents of Arizona or North Caro-
lina would respond differently than those who live in 
Alberta, a province in western Canada that maintains 
one of the most liberal school choice programs in the 
world.

Since 1994, the Government of Alberta has sup-
ported a school choice program that allows public funds 
to follow students to over 2,100 public, private, fran-
cophone [French-speaking], charter, alternative, and 
separate [parochial] schools operating in the province. 
Despite near universal school choice, approximately 70 
percent of Alberta’s nearly 600,000 students still opt-
ed to attend a traditional public school this year.4 For 
nearly two decades, families in Alberta have voted with 
their feet, and the vast majority of them choose tradi-
tional public schools. Public funding of private schools 
has done little to diminish that preference.

Unfortunately, no U.S. states are close to adopting 
an Alberta-style school choice program. With the ex-
ception of home schooling, school choice in the United 
States has been a slow, albeit accelerating, process of 
working within the confines of the traditional public 
school system to provide a few, often distressed, fami-
lies with the kinds of educational choices that all chil-
dren deserve. Lawmakers and reformers must continue 
their praiseworthy efforts to give families viable edu-
cational options. But they must also recognize that the 
school choice movement has not weakened, much less 
dismantled, traditional public school systems.

Market shares In u.s. states

A handful of studies have examined market share 
changes produced by school choice provisions. Re-
searchers have used market share as a variable in stud-
ies of teacher attitudes, Catholic schools, and school 
curriculum, but most of them have focused on charter 
schools.5 Charter schools are tuition-free public schools 
that have more freedom than traditional public schools 
but are required to meet certain state regulations.

In an article published in Education Policy Analysis 
Archives, for example, Simona Kúscová and Jack Buck-
ley found a relationship between the size of the charter 
school market share and two aspects of charter school 
legislation – the quality of the charter sponsors/autho-
rizers and funding mechanisms for charter schools.6
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The Reason Foundation publishes an annual school 
privatization study that reports charter school market 
share in the ten districts nationwide that serve the high-
est percentage of public charter school students.8 Simi-
larly, the National Alliance of Public Charter Schools 
publishes a yearly market share report that highlights 
charter school market share in the nation’s largest 
school districts.9 According to the report, New Orleans 
led the way with a charter market share of 70 percent, 
but it was the only school district in the nation that 
had a majority charter enrollment. Charter schools had 
a market share of ten percent or above in nearly 100 
school districts. No North Carolina districts made the 
list. While the growth of charter school market share in 
the nation’s largest school districts has been impressive, 
these districts represent a fraction of the over 13,800 
school districts in the United States. 

Charter school market share studies are an impor-
tant source of information for evaluating the success 
and scope of the school choice movement. Neverthe-
less, state-level market share studies that account for 
private, home, and charter school enrollment also pro-
vide school choice proponents with valuable insight 
into the educational choices that parents make for their 
children.

As Stephen Gorard, John Fitz, and Chris Taylor 
point out in their book, Schools, Markets and Choice 
Policies, unexpected fluctuations in enrollment may 
skew single-year market share calculations.10 As a re-
sult, these authors argue that market shares are best rep-
resented over time. In most cases, this study uses state 
and federal data from 2001 to 2010 to calculate market 
share changes.

In 40 of the 50 states, the public school market share 
increased between 2001 and 2010. Only ten states (Con-
necticut, Florida, Hawaii, Kansas, Maryland, Montana, 
Nevada, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Wyoming) had 
a net increase in the percentage of students attending 
a school of choice – private, charter, or home school. 
The magnitude of those increases was trivial – between 
0.2% in Kansas and Maryland and 3.3% in Nevada (See 
Table 1).11 The political, demographic, historical, and 
economic reasons behind this phenomenon are unique 
to each state and region. 

Indeed, researchers have not identified the combina-

tion of factors that lead to quantifiable changes in mar-
ket shares. In a study of school choice in Chile, Donald 
Winkler and Taryn Rounds found that ease of market 
entry, family socioeconomic status, and the relative 
performance of public and private schools account for 
some of the variation in market share but concluded that 
their model “does not offer a satisfactory explanation of 
the growth in private school enrollments in Chile over 
time.”12 This should be no surprise to those who recog-
nize that it is impossible to account for the decisions of 
a multitude of individuals making choices in the mar-
ketplace.

To better understand the dynamics of state market 
shares, it is important to assess enrollment trends among 
three alternatives to traditional public schools – private, 
charter, and home schools.

PrIvate, Charter, and hoMe sChools

Over the last ten years, a handful of states have in-
troduced or expanded private school choice measures 
– including vouchers, education savings accounts, and 
tax credits – that allow school-age children to use pub-
lic funds to pay for a portion of their private education. 
Despite those measures, private school enrollment has 
declined significantly over the last ten years.

According to federal education data, there are near-
ly 8,000 fewer private school students today than there 
were in 2001 (See Table 2). North Carolina’s private 
schools lost 4,600 students during this period.13 Even 
in states that passed sizable school choice legislation, 
the change was minimal. Arizona added around 200 
students to their private school rolls between 2001 and 
2010, while Florida lost 15,400 students. One study 
suggests that only a fraction of Arizona’s private school 
enrollment can be attributed to their school choice op-
tions.14 Surely, the Great Recession and growth of char-
ter school options played major roles in this decline.

On the other hand, charter school enrollment has 
skyrocketed over the last ten years (See Table 3). De-
spite their public school classification, charter schools 
fundamentally are schools of choice.

In 2000, the nation’s charter schools enrolled around 
333,000 students. By 2010, that figure had jumped five 
times to nearly 1.6 million students.15 The introduction 
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of charter school laws, as well as the loosening of re-
strictions on enrollment and schools, account for the 
dramatic increase. In addition, citizens have a greater 
understanding of charter schools than they did a decade 
ago. As understanding and acceptance have grown, so 
has enrollment.17 

While impressive, charter schools do not enroll a 
significant portion of students in any state. Indeed, the 
nationwide charter school enrollment total of 1.6 mil-
lion represents only around 3 percent of the public 
school population. Similarly, charter students represent 
only 3 percent of the total public school population in 
North Carolina.18

Like charter school enrollment, home schooling 
continues to grow in most states (See Table 4). Accord-
ing to the federal Digest of Education Statistics, the 
United States had approximately 850,000 home school 
students in 1999. This accounted for only 1.7 percent of 
the total student population. By 2007, over 1.5 million 
students were home schooled. This increased the over-
all share of home school students to 2.9 percent.19

Unfortunately, precise home school enrollment fig-
ures are not available for all states. According to the 
Home School Legal Defense Association (HSLDA) 
home schooling is legal in all 50 states, but states orga-
nize home school laws and regulations differently. The 
HSLDA points out that even states that do not have a 
specific home school statute still permit home school-
ing. States like North Carolina have a legal statute that 
distinguishes between a home school and a private 
school (See Table 4). In other states, private school 
laws include home school provisions. Differences in 
the ways states define and regulate home schooling pro-
duces inconsistent data across states.20

Fortunately, the North Carolina Division of Non-
Public Education maintains aggregate home school 
statistics for the state. Between 2001 and 2010, there 
was an 81 percent increase in home schools and a 74 
percent increase in the number of home school students 
in North Carolina. During the 2009-2010 school year, 
81,500 students were taught in 43,300 home schools.21

Market share In north CarolIna CountIes

There are considerable variations in market share 
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among North Carolina counties (See Table 5). Martin 
County had the lowest percentage market share (3 per-
cent) among North Carolina counties, while Northamp-
ton County had the highest (31 percent). Nevertheless, 
the average county market share of North Carolina’s 
public and private schools of choice – charter, home, 
and private – continues to grow. In 2010-2011, their 
market share was 12 percent, a slight increase from two 
years ago.

In Northampton County, a charter school – KIPP 
Gaston College Preparatory Academy – continues to 
attract a significant portion of the county’s school age 
population. Similarly, Person County, which has two 
charter schools, also enrolls a large percentage of the 
county’s children. Both are low wealth counties.

Of course, many charter and residential private 
schools often enroll children from multiple counties. 
Thus, the county-by-county market share data are only 
estimates and may be higher or lower based on the home 
counties of those enrolled.

ConClusIon

Private, charter, and home schools continue to be 
popular in many states, including North Carolina. This 
popularity, however, has not produced a significant en-
rollment shift from district schools to schools of choice. 
This is consistent with expectations. Evidence from un-
restricted school choice programs, in Alberta, Canada, 
for example, suggest that a vast majority of parents 
will choose to send their children to traditional public 
schools. 

The purpose of school choice is not to ensure that 
all children attend a private, charter, or home school. 
Most proponents of school choice have little interest in 
dismantling public schools or privatizing primary and 
secondary education. Rather, they envision a system of 
school choice that ensures that all families have the ca-
pacity and means to choose the schools that best meet 
the needs of their children regardless of provider.
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Table 5. Estimates of Market Share by NC County, 2010-201124 
 

County Home School 
Enrollment 

Private School 
Enrollment 

Charter School 
Enrollment (ADM25) 

District School 
Enrollment (ADM) 

Choice School 
Market Share 

Alamance 1,251 1,337 1,186 22,133 15% 
Alexander 543 1 0 5,450 9% 
Alleghany 72 0 0 1,447 5% 

Anson 186 5 0 3,755 5% 
Ashe 334 0 0 3,145 10% 
Avery 221 12 105 2,120 14% 

Beaufort 388 353 281 6,904 13% 
Bertie 105 437 0 2,730 17% 
Bladen 250 49 0 5,066 6% 

Brunswick 868 367 866 11,969 15% 
Buncombe 3,217 3,164 926 29,113 20% 

Burke 929 148 100 13,290 8% 
Cabarrus 1,974 1,734 509 33,584 11% 
Caldwell 729 186 0 12,555 7% 
Camden 89 0 0 1,906 4% 
Carteret 493 344 250 8,342 12% 
Caswell 267 0 0 2,880 8% 
Catawba 1,332 1,335 0 24,216 10% 
Chatham 611 129 810 7,750 17% 
Cherokee 322 27 176 3,347 14% 
Chowan 98 0 0 2,288 4% 

Clay 71 14 0 1,328 6% 
Cleveland 1,041 98 0 15,721 7% 
Columbus 345 310 481 8,639 12% 

Craven 913 712 0 14,751 10% 
Cumberland 2,291 4,096 215 51,631 11% 

Currituck 224 11 0 3,862 6% 
Dare 261 65 0 4,823 6% 

Davidson 1,604 1,238 0 25,499 10% 
Davie 453 104 0 6,492 8% 
Duplin 340 117 0 8,945 5% 

Durham 1,303 4,300 2,987 31,946 21% 
Edgecombe 312 0 0 7,088 4% 

Forsyth 2,515 5,056 1,803 51,824 15% 
Franklin 1,022 30 141 8,478 12% 
Gaston 1,762 2,109 1,772 30,900 15% 
Gates 175 0 0 1,804 9% 

Graham 150 56 0 1,191 15% 
Granville 738 70 0 8,545 9% 
Greene 112 85 0 3,191 6% 

Guilford 3,308 6,844 1,713 71,227 14% 
Halifax 322 713 0 7,742 12% 
Harnett 1,281 488 0 19,211 8% 

Haywood 653 181 0 7,582 10% 
Henderson 1,467 898 173 13,177 16% 
Hertford 79 428 0 3,095 14% 

Hoke 470 72 0 7,945 6% 
Hyde 52 39 0 575 14% 
Iredell 1,743 1,007 2,089 26,550 15% 

Jackson 312 155 189 3,553 16% 
Johnston 2,039 168 386 31,982 7% 
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County Home School 

Enrollment 
Private School 

Enrollment 
Charter School 

Enrollment (ADM) 
District School 

Enrollment (ADM) 
Choice School 
Market Share 

Jones 129 0 0 1,138 10% 
Lee 331 601 0 9,565 9% 

Lenoir 353 1,002 485 9,128 17% 
Lincoln 822 43 1,273 11,674 15% 
Macon 587 63 0 4,272 13% 

Madison 386 70 0 2,550 15% 
Martin 133 0 0 3,745 3% 

McDowell 563 193 0 6,300 11% 
Mecklenburg 6,098 19,007 6,175 134,598 19% 

Mitchell 169 82 0 2,055 11% 
Montgomery 311 118 0 4,104 9% 

Moore 788 972 464 12,378 15% 
Nash 842 1,105 965 16,802 15% 

New Hanover 1,485 3,035 443 24,060 17% 
Northampton 141 235 688 2,328 31% 

Onslow 1,503 855 0 23,365 9% 
Orange 706 1,159 361 18,761 11% 
Pamlico 96 17 338 1,391 24% 

Pasquotank 434 407 0 5,884 13% 
Pender 475 0 0 8,156 6% 

Perquimans 121 0 0 1,720 7% 
Person 397 178 951 4,926 24% 

Pitt 1,026 1,846 0 22,971 11% 
Polk 267 38 0 2,331 12% 

Randolph 1,728 679 0 22,937 19% 
Richmond 278 385 0 7,546 8% 
Robeson 793 620 111 23,296 6% 

Rockingham 881 365 183 13,527 10% 
Rowan 1,461 949 0 20,002 11% 

Rutherford 727 269 1,285 8,765 21% 
Sampson 373 554 0 11,327 8% 
Scotland 165 270 0 6,153 7% 
Stanly 630 427 312 8,966 13% 
Stokes 549 185 0 6,847 10% 
Surry 407 81 458 11,227 8% 
Swain 145 40 169 1,888 16% 

Transylvania 443 108 146 3,511 17% 
Tyrrell 33 0 0 565 6% 
Union 3,192 1,595 1,094 39,040 13% 
Vance 421 812 619 6,868 21% 
Wake 8,033 16,084 6,119 142,351 18% 

Warren 117 54 142 2,458 11% 
Washington 103 0 0 1,749 6% 

Watauga 493 90 145 4,297 14% 
Wayne 797 1,231 155 19,033 10% 
Wilkes 803 202 147 9,874 10% 
Wilson 556 1,027 852 12,033 17% 
Yadkin 376 42 0 5,805 7% 
Yancey 305 45 0 2,341 13% 
Totals 83,609 96,232 41,238 1,409,895 12% 
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“To prejudge other men’s notions 

before we have looked into them 

is not to show their darkness 

but to put out our own eyes.”

JOHN LOCKE (1632–1704)
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and Fundamental Constitutions of  
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