
Palmetto Promise Institute

August 2015

South Carolina’s Exceptional Needs Tax Credit Scholarships
Fast Facts

The Educational Credit for Exceptional Needs Children 
(ECENC) and the Refundable Educational Credit for 

Exceptional Needs Children (RECENC) are South Carolina’s 
two private school choice programs. 

Modeled on Florida’s highly successful McKay Scholarship 
program, ECENC enables special charities, called “Scholarship 
Funding Organizations” (SFOs), to award grants of up to $10,000 
to eligible private schools on behalf of individually qualified 
children with exceptional needs. Donors to approved SFOs are 
eligible for South Carolina income tax credits (up to 60% of 
their income tax liability). There is a statewide annual cap of $8 
million in available tax credits. ECENC was passed as a budget 
proviso in 2013 and officially launched in 2014.

In 2015, the SC General Assembly created the Refundable 
Educational Credit for Exceptional Needs Children (RECENC). 
This program provides a tax credit of up to $10,000 directly 
to the parents or guardians of a child with special needs. The 
tax credit is called refundable because if the taxes owed by the 
parents are less than the total credit allowed, they may receive a 
payment equal to the balance of the unused credit for expenses 

they’ve incurred. The total cap for this program is $4 million and 
credits are awarded on a first-come, first-served basis.

Scholarships by the Numbers

With the program launched in early 2014, we are just beginning 
to see the first data coming in on South Carolina’s tax-credit 
scholarship. Here is what we know so far:

Approximately 1,535 scholarships awarded. 
(Average Grant = $8,000)

92 schools in 28 of 46 SC counties, are registered and 
approved to receive scholarships. 

796 donors have contributed (Average Donation of 
Tax Liability = $17,300).

$24.8 million raised since January 2014 to help 
children with special needs. (The full $8 million cap for 
July 1, 2015 to June 30, 2016 has already been met.)

Education

Earlier this year, 5th grader Evan Cobb was handed a check for 
$5,000. The money will allow Evan, an 11 year old struggling 

with learning disabilities and marked AD/HD, to attend a special 
independent school serving students diagnosed with intellectual, 
physical, emotional, developmental, and learning disabilities. 

In Evan’s case, even a partial school scholarship and additional tuition 
supplements still presented a financial challenge to keep him enrolled 
in the school. Thanks to the $5,000 check from Advance Carolina – 
one of South Carolina’s Scholarship Funding Organizations (SFO’s), 
his parents can send him to Hidden Treasure, the school they are 
certain is the best place for him to reach his full potential.

“Thanks to Advance Carolina, this will be Evan’s second year at Hidden 
Treasure,” explained Dorothy Cobb, Evan’s mother. “His skills in math have jumped dramatically so that he is now working 
on grade level; his ability to function as part of the group in his classroom has skyrocketed,” Dorothy continued, “now he is 
working on accumulating enough homework points to earn an invitation to the class end-of-year trip to Charleston!”

Evan is a walking, running, breathing, laughing, learning symbol of what Exceptional Needs Scholarships can do.
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Essential Facts for Policymakers

• Participating students are truly needy. 71% of the 
students who received a grant to attend school could 
not have afforded the tuition without the scholarship. 

• Participating families are pro-public school. 67% of 
scholarship recipients have brothers or sisters in public 
schools.

What can we expect if we fully commit to our Exceptional 
Needs Tax-Credit Scholarship?

As with a number of education reforms, the Florida experience 
is instructive. The John M. McKay Scholarships for Children with 
Disabilities were enacted and piloted in 1999 and expanded in 
2000 providing over 130,000 students with scholarships in just 
the last five years. 

As the figure above shows, the results have been astonishing. For 
2013, the most recent year for which data is available, 47% of 
Florida children with disabilities scored at the Basic or better 
level on the Nation’s Report Card Fourth Grade reading. Over 
time, the comparison with South Carolina is tragic. 

In a more dramatic contrast, using 2003-2011 NAEP data for 
both reading and math in both fourth grade and eighth grade, 
students with learning disabilities in Florida showed the third 
strongest gain in the nation with a 54.3 point improvement.  
South Carolina students lost 43.8 points, the largest decline in 
the nation. The newest (2013) data contrast is even greater.  While 
Florida gained 73 points from 2003-2013, South Carolina lost 60 
points. These two states are moving in opposite directions at an 
accelerated rate. But, our fledgling ECENC scholarship program 
is an important step to begin to stop this decline and open up 
new opportunity for our students with exceptional needs.

Next Steps for Student Success

How do we continue to improve our ECENC program…and 
move toward a system of education where every child has the 
opportunity to reach their full God-given potential?

1. Make It Permanent.   This means codifying the 
ECENC into permanent law to provide certainty for 
parents.  It must include indexing the cap for future 
student population growth.

2. Expand Eligibility.  Many students face exceptional 
needs that reach beyond a medical diagnosis. South 
Carolina should expand scholarships to include 
students from military/national guard families, and 
those in foster or residential group care. Homeless 
students and those classified as at-academic-risk or in 
at-risk schools should also be included.

3. Consider New Innovations.  Fast-growing ideas like 
Course Access and Education Savings Accounts are 
creating new horizons of opportunity for children in 
other states: why not in South Carolina?

Learn More

•  Does your STUDENT qualify?  http://ow.ly/BiWPj
•  Is your SCHOOL eligible?  http://ow.ly/BiWUt
•  How can you DONATE?  http://ow.ly/BiX1j
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