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WHAT IS A PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOL?

Charter schools are publicly funded semi-autonomous schools of choice. They do not 
charge tuition. They must hold to the same academic accountability measures as tradi-
tional schools. They receive public funding similarly to traditional schools. However, they 
have more freedom over their budgets, staffing, curricula and other operations. In ex-
change for this freedom, they must deliver academic results and there must be enough 
community demand for them to remain open.1 

—National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL)

In authorizing charter schools, it is the intent of the General Assembly to create a legit-
imate avenue for parents, teachers, and community members to take responsible risks 
and create new, innovative, and more flexible ways of educating all children within the 
public school system. 

The General Assembly seeks to create an atmosphere in South Carolina’s public school 
system where research and development in producing different learning opportunities 
are actively pursued and where classroom teachers are given the flexibility to innovate 
and the responsibility to be accountable. 

It is the intent of the General Assembly that creation of this chapter encourages cultural 
diversity, educational improvement, and academic excellence. 

Further, it is not the intent of the General Assembly to create a segregated school system 
but to continue to promote educational improvement and excellence in South Carolina.

—South Carolina State Code, § 59‑40‑30
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KEY ABBREVIATIONS & TERMS

Authorizer / Sponsor. These terms are used interchangeably in this work, though sponsor 
is the term favored by the state code for the organizations that provide oversight, account-
ability, and operate as the LEA for individual charter schools.  

BSC. Base Student Cost. A key element of the Education Finance Act (1977), this formula 
derives the minimum cost to educate a student based on several factors, including teacher 
and administrative salaries, guidance services, media services, plant operations and main-
tenance, staff development, and other support functions. The formula does not include 
other factors such as facility construction, transportation, food services, instructional mate-
rials, and employee benefits.

EFA. Education Finance Act (1977). EFA established funding for a minimum level of educa-
tion services based on a student’s needs, and it defined a contribution amount required by 
local government based on its ability to pay, with the statewide average being 30% funded 
by local sources and 70% funded by the state. The Education Finance Act formula to calcu-
late Local Share of education funding is WPU x BSC x ITA x 30%. 

EIA. Education Improvement Act (1984). Implemented a new 1% statewide sales tax to 
generate funds to be distributed to school districts based on specific categories or initia-
tives rather than on a per student basis like the EFA. EIA’s focus was to be improving per-
formance (teacher, student, school, and district). Examples include aid to charter schools, 
teacher salary supplements and early childhood education.

Erskine. Charter Institute at Erskine. The statewide charter school authorizer established 
by Erskine College, a private Institution of Higher Education (IHE), in 2018. 

ITA. Index of Taxpaying Ability. ITA equals the value of all taxable property in a TPS district 
divided by the value of all taxable property in the state, which is used to develop the local 
share of education funding required under the Education Finance Act.

LEA. Local Education Agency. A public board of education or other public authority within 
a state that maintains administrative control of public elementary or secondary schools in 
a city, county, school district, or other political subdivision of a state. In South Carolina, TPS 
districts and charter authorizers are LEAs. The statewide charter districts are authorizers as 
well as LEAs, which means they are responsible for special education and insuring that the 
charter schools in their districts meet the requirements of federal, state and local laws.

NAEP. National Assessment of Educational Progress (1969-present). The only assess-
ment that measures what U.S. students know and can do in various subjects across the 
nation, states, and in some urban districts. Also known as The Nation’s Report Card, NAEP 
is a congressionally mandated project administered by the National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES) within the U.S. Department of Education and the Institute of Education 
Sciences (IES).
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NAPCS. National Alliance of Public Charter Schools. A national organization that research-
es charter school best practices. 

SCPCSD. South Carolina Public Charter School District. The first statewide charter school 
authorizer. Established by the General Assembly in 2006.

TPS. Traditional Public School. South Carolina’s public school districts, bound by school 
district lines. The term geographic public school districts may also be used to distinguish 
these 79 TPS districts from statewide charter districts. (For 2021-2022, there are 77 school 
districts due to recent consolidations. However most data in this study is based on the 79 
districts that existed at the time the data was collected.)

WPU.  Weighted Pupil Unit. To account for differences in educational needs based on 
various student populations, this EFA index assigns weights based on grade level, vocation-
al education, physical and emotional handicaps, learning disabilities, autism, and home-
bound learning. 
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CHARTER FACTS*

UNITED STATES
	• As of June, 2021, 45 states and the District of Columbia had approved legislation authorizing the 

creation of public charter schools. 5 states had not.2 

	• There are 7,427 public charter schools in America enrolling 3.3 million students.3

	• 22 of the 44 states authorizing charter schools permit virtual charters, and 19 of them have 
alternative accountability requirements for virtual charters.4

	• Charters can be authorized by local school districts in 37 states, state education agencies in 31, 
higher education institutions in 16, municipal governments in 5 and not-for-profits in 5.5

SOUTH CAROLINA
	• The South Carolina General Assembly (legislature) passed the state’s first charter school statute in 1996.6

	• There are 81 total charter schools in South Carolina. 22 are authorized by local school districts, 33 
by the SC Public Charter School District and 26 by the Charter Institute at Erskine.7

	• There are 5 virtual charters, 4 of which are sponsored by the Charter Institute at Erskine. 
Approximately 42% of all charter students are enrolled in a virtual charter school (2020-21).8 

	• Public Charter schools now enroll approximately 40,000 students.9

	• Overall, charter school students account for 5 percent of total public school enrollment in South Carolina.10

	• Since the Governor declared a State of Emergency due to the spread of COVID-19, charter 
school enrollment has grown dramatically. The S.C. Revenue & Fiscal Affairs Office shows 135-
day Average Daily Membership for 2019-20 across charter school districts to be 30,311. Projected 
enrollment for 2021-22 is 41,531 pupils.11 

	• 10 new charter schools opened for the 2021-2022 school year.12

	• Since 2012, 8 charter schools have had their charters revoked.13

CHARTER FINANCE FACTS
UNITED STATES

Charters are funded by the state alone in 8 states, by districts alone in 10 other states, and by local 
government alone in 2 states. Charters in the other 25 states have mixed funding sources.14 

SOUTH CAROLINA

As with nearly every state, funding for public schools is a state-local partnership. Charter schools 
in South Carolina are no different, except for the fact that only local TPS district-sponsored charter 
schools receive local tax revenue support.

South Carolina public charter schools do not receive dedicated funding for transportation or capital/
facility expenses. 

South Carolina’s public charter schools are forced to spend operating dollars on facilities, sometimes 
as much as 9%. TPSs spend $0 of their per-pupil operating revenues on facilities (capital projects).15 

*Updates to facts and data used in this study will be posted on the Palmetto Promise Institute website as they become available.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
2021 marks the 25th anniversary of South Carolina’s original public charter school law. This quarter cen-
tury mark serves as an important and appropriate milestone for celebrating past progress, assessing 
current challenges and opportunities, and casting a bold vision for the future to support innovation 
and equitably address the needs of charter school students, and indeed of every Palmetto State stu-
dent, whatever their preferred learning environment.

Prior Palmetto Promise Institute reports16 have conclusively demonstrated the challenges South Car-
olina’s spiderweb of education funding—among the most complex in the nation—creates for tradi-
tional public schools and public charter schools alike.  Building on that research, with a keen eye on 
emerging trends in South Carolina’s growing charter school sector, key findings of this study include:

	• A historical review shows that the charter movement started slowly in South Carolina but new 
statewide authorizers have facilitated strong enrollment growth.

	• With the exception of a few problem areas, South Carolina’s charter sector performs well 
compared to competition across the Southeast. South Carolina’s charter statute ranks 19 best of 
the 45 states with statutes. The Palmetto State’s multiple charter authorizers stands out as one of 
the statute’s strongest attributes. 

	• Student outcomes in the virtual charter schools trail those in brick and mortar and will require 
new approaches if virtual education is to be leveraged to its greatest impact.

	• Lack of access to designated facility and transportation funding presents a considerable and 
persistent challenge for state authorized charters, cannibalizing precious classroom dollars. 

	• Each component of South Carolina’s funding formula treats programs and resulting allocations 
very differently, resulting in funding levels that vary dramatically by student and by district, 
not only across local TPS districts and statewide charter districts but also among individual local 
TPS districts of the same type.  For example, a comparison of Weighted Pupil Units, ranges from 
$5,626 in Dillion 3 to $13,895 in Fairfield, although each of these districts exhibit similar levels of 
poverty and student performance. Statewide charter school districts fall below the state median 
of $7,288. 

	• The problems that plague charter schools’ funding also plague the entire K-12 landscape. To 
be effective, any solution must focus on all students—and will benefit all districts, statewide 
charter districts and local districts alike—in ensuring a stable, fair and sustainable system for 
the future that prioritizes students and their individual needs. Ultimately, both statewide charter 
and TPS districts and the charters they sponsor face similar, intertwined issues that require a joint 
solution to provide ongoing sustainability and success for each.

	• The larger issue with continuing the current ad hoc, piecemeal finance system is that students 
and schools are not funded equally by any real measure. Funding is not based on a method that 
incorporates students and their needs or that can be tracked or followed or understood. Further, 
it is not leading to successful outcomes. Collapsing («rolling up») in Statehouse speak the state’s 
multiple funding streams into a single pool of money from which funds are allocated to districts via 
a formula is a must. But only a full Education Finance Act 2.0, outlined in this report, will lay the 
funding foundation necessary to solve South Carolina’s charter funding equity problem. 
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Key elements of the plan include: 

	― A single student-centered formula

	― Dramatically simplified funding

	― Equitable local and state cost-sharing

	― A phase-in period and timebound hold-harmless provisions

	― Data analysis for accountability, evaluation, auditing, and feedback

The challenges presented by COVID—and the unprecedented massive infusions of one-time money 
it has brought—have both laid bare long-standing problems and provided a once-in-a-generation 
opportunity to address them. 

This is South Carolina’s “Education Marshall Plan” moment: a chance to push dollars 
back into classrooms, align financial inputs with student needs and outcomes, and 
spend smart before we spent more. 

Most importantly, it is our opportunity to acknowledge that every student deserves to be funded 
with basic fairness to account for their unique needs. In analyzing this report, some may be natu-
rally tempted to focus exclusively on the horse-race of what districts “gain” and which “lose” under a 
new funding formula. 

That tired analysis misses the point and must be rejected if we are to put the priority on what truly 
matters: ensuring every South Carolina student—in every learning environment— receives the sup-
port they need to succeed in school and life.
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INTRODUCTION
Though some advocates and even scholars perform some interesting contortions in an effort to deny 
it,17 charter schools are public schools. They always have been. They answer to public bodies and they 
receive public funds. And, because an actual “death penalty” is built into the charter statute, among 
public schools, charter schools face a unique level of accountability: they can be closed for persistently 
low performance.

A charter school law has been on the books in South Carolina since 1996. Since that time, the statute has 
been adjusted and tweaked into the form under which public charter schools operate in the Palmetto 
State today. In most states, the vibrancy and effectiveness of charter schools can be tied to its governing 
law. South Carolina is no exception. At times the Palmetto State has lagged the nation in charter policy 
only to lead in other areas. Most recent studies put South Carolina in the top half of most national cate-
gories for its statute and the effects of its laws on the flourishing of charter schools. Regionally, there is 
stiff competition, but the state is currently well-positioned in most comparative measures. 

Charter schools, and South Carolina charter schools in particular, have not suffered from lack of study. 
Charter school advocacy organizations, think tanks, federal agencies, and state agencies have ana-
lyzed charter school growth, funding, facilities and academic performance. Many of those studies are 
cited throughout this work. For the most part, we do not intend to replicate or test the theories and 
findings of those studies. However, this document also makes a significant original contribution to the 
body of knowledge on public charter schools because of its formidable analysis of charter finance in 
South Carolina. In this study, the reader will find data and evaluation unavailable anywhere else. 

Our purpose here, in the many perspectives and recommendations we offer, is to chart a course for 
the future of robust education opportunity in South Carolina by building on the Palmetto State’s 
twenty-five years of experience with public charter schools. 

Our assumption, which we consider a fair one, is that public charter schools are here to stay. Individual 
schools that do not consistently meet the performance requirements of the state law, their individual 
charters, or the standards of their authorizers (sponsors) may need to close. But the charge to inno-
vate and to achieve success in preparing underserved populations is being met by charters all over 
the Palmetto State. Their success must be replicated, particularly in rural areas. 

So, what are the barriers to greater success for public charter schools in South Carolina? This work 
will explore those impediments, but the reader should know in advance that the barriers will sound 
familiar: they are same impediments to achievement for charter schools across the nation, to better 
traditional public school outcomes in the Palmetto State, and to modernization across South Carolina 
state government in general.



12 palmettopromise.org

PART ONE: Overview of Public 
Charter Schools in South Carolina
A SHORT HISTORY
In the early days of charter schools in America, news outlets struggled to describe the new concept. 
Some seemed to be describing charter schools as if they were a phenomenon from outer space. The 
Sumter Daily Item ran an Associated Press story in October 1992 that is a good example of this wide-
eyed wonder at the new entrant onto the public school stage:

After more than a year of debate, Minnesota this fall opened the first of a new kind of 
school. It’s a public school. But it’s run by a panel of parents and teachers, not by a school 
district. It’s eligible for tax dollars. But it’s not subject to most of the rules that cover pub-
lic schools.18 

In those early days, because of the freshness of the concept, support and opposition nationally did not 
follow the traditional pattern. Some Democratic Governors, like Roy Roemer of Colorado stepped out 
in support, as did the Clinton Administration under Secretary of Education and former South Carolina 
Governor Richard W. Riley. 

In South Carolina, then-State Superintendent Barbara Nielsen, the first Republican State Superinten-
dent of Education in the Palmetto State’s history, was supportive with the caveat that she would not 
conscience the establishing of charters in South Carolina if doing so would lead to “resegregation” of 
public education in the state, or in the words of legendary Senator Kay Patterson (D-Richland), the 
spread of “little segregated academies.” Out of the gate, the South Carolina Association of School Ad-
ministrators (SCASA) expressed opposition.  

To the first founders of charter schools, school structure was no mere formality. They believed charter 
schools should not be viewed coldly as just different types of schools, but “schools that result[ed] from 
a chartering process.” The goal in the founding of a school was that it be a creative process, the craft-
ing of a school that would be innovative and responsive to parents as customers would require vision 
and a certain restlessness for innovation.19 

The concept was slow to reach critical mass in South Carolina, but when it did, charter schooling took 
the form of a truly homegrown movement. Historians trace the beginnings to a group of 80 parents 
and their 300 students in Beaufort County (specifically in the Town of Hilton Head Island) who orga-
nized in 1994 and petitioned their state legislators to introduce a bill that would allow them to open 
the state’s first charter.20 In true Hilton Head Island fashion, the founders, many of whom had no 
doubt enjoyed successful business careers nationally, were attracted to the concept because charter 
schools are “run more like a corporation.” 

By 1996, the South Carolina Chamber of Commerce was on board and Governor David Beasley touted 
the Chamber proposal in his State of the State speech.21 With surprising speed, hearings began at the 
Statehouse. Subcommittees of the Senate and House began to wrestle with whether to allow local 
school boards to authorize charters or to turn to a statewide “commission.” 
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The editorial board of The [Columbia] State, famously leery of opening the door to private school 
choice, surprisingly separated the two questions, asking that charter schools be considered “on their 
own merits.” “But,” wrote the editors, “the catch remains finding enough money to rent or buy a safe, 
appropriate facility.”22 In that rare case, The State was prescient.  

As legislation moved toward passage, the sticking point again revolved around authorization. In the 
end, the General Assembly opted for local school boards as the only authorizers to be allowed, though 
there was a provision for a traditional public school (hereafter TPS) to vote to convert itself to a public 
charter school. National experts, like Joe Nathan of the Center for School Change at the University of 
Minnesota thought that requiring local school boards to approve charters was like seeking approval 
from a competitor. But legislative sponsors preached patience, stressing the need for the initial legis-
lation to allow charters to prove themselves and to build trust.23 

With memories of the state’s “massive resistance” to integration still fresh, a provision was wedged 
into the final bill that would require a racial mix for each charter school that would reflect the racial 
composition of the entire school district. Soon after passage, state Attorney General Charlie Condon 
opined that the racial composition section of the statute amounted to an unconstitutional quota sys-
tem based on race. 

The pioneering parents in Beaufort County who had waited years for the opportunity to open their char-
ter, saw their application for the state’s first charter school, Lighthouse Charter School, denied by the 
Beaufort County School Board based on its failure to meet the racial component. Supporters felt that for 
the school to be required to meet the racial composition quota of the entire district—Beaufort County 
is large and has one countywide district— was an undue burden. Instead, why not make the standard 
the racial composition of the Hilton Head Island area where the school was to be located? Lighthouse 
appealed to the State Board of Education, and won a unanimous vote, but the district sued. 

Eventually, a state court found the racial composition section of the Act unconstitutional, but because 
there was no severability clause in the statue, the court declared the entire law unconstitutional.24 By 
1998, advocates of education innovation were frustrated. South Carolina’s arch-nemesis for econom-
ic development and innovation, North Carolina, had enacted a charter law in the same time frame 
as the Palmetto State but by the spring of 1997, it had thirty-four charter schools operating to South 
Carolina’s three.25

The movement recovered momentum in the new decade as the General Assembly acted to repair 
its earlier work adding a severability clause with Act 265 (2002) and modifying the racial composition 
language of the statute with another (Act 341, 2002). See Figure 1 on page 15 for more details.

Up to this point, the creation of charter schools was a painfully slow process in the Palmetto State.  
South Carolina saw private schools convert to charter schools, and technical college partnerships and or-
ganically grown schools were launched. But it was not easy to move a school from creation to maturity.  

In 2006, the legislature opted for the most significant innovation to date, the creation of an indepen-
dent, statewide school district that would serve as an additional home or sponsor26 for charter schools 
in addition to local school districts. Dr. Tim Daniels was the first superintendent of the district, then 
came veteran public educator Dr. Wayne Brazell. By 2008, Brazell led a staff of 13 full-time district of-
fice employees.27 
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The creation of the South Carolina Public Charter School District (SCPCSD) also allowed students from 
any geographical district boundary to attend any charter school in the state whether their home dis-
trict was supportive or not.  Growth after 2006 continued and South Carolina saw more approvals of 
new charter schools under the SCPCSD than by local school districts. The 2006 changes also allowed 
for virtual charter schools to serve students for the first time.

In 2012, further amendments to the law created more opportunities for families in South Carolina. One 
of the struggles parents had faced in choosing a charter school for their child was the limited number 
of extracurricular activities offered by the typical charter school.  An amendment to §59-40-50 allowed 
charter school students to participate in any extracurricular activity at their zoned TPS so long as their 
charter school did not also offer that same extracurricular activity.  

It was also in 2012 that institutions of higher education (IHE) were added as allowable sponsors. Coast-
al Carolina, the College of Charleston, South Carolina State and the University of South Carolina stud-
ied the possibility of becoming sponsors. Coastal Carolina already hosted Scholars Academy on its 
Conway campus, a lab school operated in cooperation with the Horry County School District. In the 
end, Coastal chose to continue to sponsor the Academy rather than become a charter authorizer.28 

Though Coastal Carolina did not move forward with sponsorship, the 2015 feasibility study conducted 
by its Dyer Institute for Public Policy included findings that resonate with any sponsor and speak to 
our Palmetto Promise Institute study as well. Coastal found that:

	• “[F]inding, maintaining, and paying for facilities appears to be one of the greatest challenges for 
charter committees.”29

	• [A] university would be required to invest financial resources up front if it were to become  an 
authorizer.

	• “[I]t would be most efficient for an institution of higher learning to build an economy of scale by 
sponsoring multiple charter schools…” 

But the next player in the charter community in South Carolina would not be a large public university, 
it would be a private college with an enrollment of 572,30 Erskine College in Due West, South Carolina, 
the denominational college of the Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church.

It was the ability of the Charter Institute at Erskine to raise significant private funds up front and to 
sponsor multiple charters nearly immediately that led to its successful launch and its inaugural school 
year as an authorizer in 2018-2019.  The addition of the Institute as a second statewide authorizer 
opened the doors to more high-quality charter schools being given the opportunity for approval. With 
both the SCPCSD and Erskine as options, schools could find the best authorizer match for their spe-
cific mission and vision for increasing student outcomes.

Once at odds over authorizer philosophically and with accusations of “sponsor shopping” flying fast 
and furious, the SCPCSD and Erskine began to work collaboratively on issues, with both entities work-
ing collaboratively on issues of funding, accountability and more, in order to support their schools and 
the families they serve . 

As we said earlier, the statutory history is a window into the progress of public charters in the state. 
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THE EVOLVING SOUTH CAROLINA STATUTE 
FIGURE 1: CHRONOLOGY OF CHANGES, SOUTH CAROLINA CHARTER SCHOOL STATUTE

The idea of offering free public schools of choice is born.

South Carolina Education Finance Act (EFA) passes.

South Carolina Education Improvement Act (EIA) passes.

The fi rst charter school opens in Minnesota, following the passage of the fi rst 
state charter school law in 1991.

South Carolina Charter Schools Act of 1996, which provides for the manner in 
which a charter school shall be formed, funded, regulated, and governed.

First Charter Schools open their doors in South Carolina.

A major rewrite dealing with use of non-certifi ed teachers, racial composition, 
South Carolina Department of Education (SCDE) Charter School Advisory 
Committee, public school conversion, out of district students, district funding 
for charters, severability clause.

Creates the South Carolina Public Charter School District, along with gover-
nance and funding for its schools. Virtual schools granted the ability to apply 
for sponsorship. 

Extends authorization of a charter school from fi ve years to ten years, allows 
appeals of denied applications to Administrative Law Court.

2008-2009 SCHOOL YEAR

Inaugural year of South Carolina Public Charter School District.

Higher education institutions added as sponsors, single gender charter 
school option allowed, and charter schools are required to have a contract 
with their sponsor. Qualifi cations for charter board members added to 
statute as well as meeting notifi cations requirements and a bar to unlawful 
reprisals by school districts. South Carolina charter school students given the 
opportunity to participate in extracurricular activities (including athletics) at 
the student’s home school district, if the charter school they attend does not 
offer the same extracurricular activity.

Established industry standards for quality and research-based best practic-
es, closure of a school for lowest performance level rating for three consecu-
tive years, additional applications requirements related to academic perfor-
mance and leadership, elimination of Charter School Advisory Committee, 
renewal application standards, closure protocols. Any building that is 
owned, leased or rented for the purpose of housing a charter school would 
not be subject  to property taxes.

1974

1977

1984

1992

ACT 447 (1996)

1999

ACT 341 (2002)

ACT 274 (2006)

ACT 239 (2008)

ACT 164 (2012)

ACT 288 (2014)
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ACT 262 (2014)

ACT 83 (2015)

ACT 219 (2016)

ACT 8 (2021)

ACT 32 (2021)

Charter schools become exempt from state and local taxation, except the 
sales tax, on their earnings and property whether owned or leased. Instru-
ments of conveyance to or from a charter school become exempt from all 
types of taxation of local or state taxes and transfer fees.

Speaks to hiring of school leadership with experience in school administration 
and makes leadership subject to state ethics and accountability standards.

Alternative Education Campuses (AEC) section of statute amended to allow 
mission-aligned admissions preferences to certain educationally disadvan-
taged students.

2018-2019 SCHOOL YEAR

Erskine College begins sponsoring schools through the Charter Institute 
at Erskine.

2020-2021 SCHOOL YEAR

Charter Institute at Erskine and The South Carolina Public Charter School 
District, previously at odds, enter into a Memorandum of Agreement 
(MOA) to “stand shoulder-to-shoulder and vow to resolve operational 
disagreements so that the districts and their charter schools may contin-
ue to have a profound, innovative, and positive impact on the children of 
South Carolinians.” The Agreement limited school transfers.

General Assembly appropriates $9 million from state Contingency Reserve 
Fund to support Public Charter School District and Charter Institute at Er-
skine. Instruction that a charter school authorizer has fl exibility on whether to 
approve a charter application that meets all statutory requirements. 

Allows the Governor to remove a member of a charter school board who 
commits “malfeasance, misfeasance, absenteeism, confl icts of interest, 
misconduct, or persistent neglect of duty in offi ce, or are deemed incompe-
tent or incapacitated...” A similar provision adding removal by the Governor 
for members of charter sponsor boards was not included in the legislation. 
(Signed into law by the Governor on May 6, 2021).

Source: Palmetto Promise Institute based on South Carolina Code of Laws
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THE STUDY, THE REPORT & THE AUDIT
In January 2020, after a series of public hearings (conducted in 2018-2019), an Ad Hoc Committee on 
Charter Schools appointed by House Education and Public Works Committee Chair Rita Allison and 
co-chaired by Reps. Raye Felder and Bill Taylor issued its findings. The recommendations of a Review 
Panel created by the Committee, consisting of the State Department of Education, the South Carolina 
Public Charter School Alliance, Erskine, and the SCPCSD informed those findings. 

In June 2021, just a few months in advance of the release of this report by Palmetto Promise Institute, 
the Legislative Audit Council (LAC) issued the results of its audit of the SCPCSD. For comparison pur-
poses, the LAC report also touched on the operations of Erskine.

Including the Larry Miller EOC STUDY (June, 2020) discussed in depth on page 29, these three (3) reviews, 
though very different from one another, are fresh and weighty additions to our understanding of the 
operations of charter schools and the role of their authorizers in the Palmetto State.31 For those unfamiliar 
with such analyses, the Felder-Taylor report and the LAC audit may seem to point to controversy where 
there is none. A regular statehouse blogger reported the findings in that manner. However, the calls for 
greater charter accountability in each of the reports are quite reflective of the views of the charter commu-
nity itself. The reviewed agree with the preponderance of the recommendations of the reviewers.

The House Task Force REPORT was essentially a line by line series of recommendations for overhaul 
of the state charter school statue. The House panel reached consensus around a number of issues, 
but some matters were listed transparently as “unresolved.” The reforms finding support among most 
stakeholders were: requiring Institutions of Higher Education (IHE) to receive approval of SCDE be-
fore becoming sponsors of charter schools, clarifying language on racial composition (that has never 
been concise or understandable), strengthening accountability standards for charter school boards of 
directors, strengthening the expectations for and powers of charter school sponsors, and clarifying the 
role of SCDE with regard to charter sponsors. 

The draft legislation-style report also called for standardizing charter school initial and renewal appli-
cations, and for bringing contracts between authorizers and schools up to standard. The most signifi-
cant provisions address revocation of charters, the process for winding down a school that has lost its 
charter, the right of a charter school to have some right of first refusal when TPS buildings become 
available, and preventing sponsor shopping (the ability of a charter school to shift willy-nilly from one 
authorizer to another). The “miscellaneous items” left unresolved were whether the statute should 
grant SCDE the right to revoke sponsors, intervene in sponsor operations, or intervene directly with 
charter schools that have been rated unsatisfactory. 

The LAC AUDIT of the SCPCSD contained forty-six (46) recommendations which covered:

•	 Accountability (school accountability, school transfers, school contracts, school board 
composition and qualifications)

•	 Support Functions (adequacy of support services, relationship with the South Carolina 
Department of Education [SCDE], relationship with schools, and legal identity and compliance)

•	 Administrative Fees, Administrative Costs and Website Review (administrative fee 
policy, administrative fee comparison, operating costs not publicized, website inadequacies, 
website comparisons)
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Some of the better LAC recommendations were consistent with the SC House Task Force priorities: 
more sponsor board and individual school board training, statutory changes to prevent authoriz-
er shopping, ensuring that sponsor contracts with charters do no limit the sponsor’s ability to hold 
the schools accountable, closer monitoring by sponsors of individual charter board compliance with 
statutory requirements, and clarification of whether certain responsibilities of TPS districts (found in 
§59-19-10) apply to the statewide charter districts. 

The audit also recommended specific avenues for the statewide sponsors to better support their 
schools and collaborate with SCDE. LAC also called for more transparency in regard to the calculation 
of the 2% administrative fee sponsors are allowed by law to charge (see page 70 of this report) and 
dedicated a full 14 recommendations to suggestions for improving the content and user-friendliness 
of the SCPCSD website. 

In a comprehensive response to the forty-six recommendations, new SCPCSD Superintendent Chris 
Neeley (whose tenure began less than a year before the audit was published) pledged action on the 
findings, but also called for a conversation about how the priorities of the Charter Office of the SCDE 
could be aligned with those of the SCPCSD board.  

ASSESSING THE SOUTH CAROLINA STATUTE
According to one national charter organization, the National Alliance of Public Charter Schools, South 
Carolina ranks 19th in the United States out of the 45 states and DC who have charter laws for its con-
formity to NAPCS’s Model Law.32 NAPCS has a template for rating and ranking state statutes that is its 
own, and reflects any biases that entity may have. But its review seems useful for weighing the effec-
tiveness of South Carolina statute. 

In particular, the state receives high marks with NAPCS for not including a hard cap on charter school 
growth as some states do, for providing multiple authorizers, and for the balance of autonomy and 
accountability that the charter sector enjoys in the Palmetto State. *

FIGURE 2: RATINGS OF PUBLIC CHARTER STATUTE VS. NEIGHBORING STATES

South Carolina 19

Florida 7

North Carolina 14

Georgia 16

Tennessee 25

Indiana 1 BEST

Maryland 45  WORST

Note: Other Southern states that are highly ranked include Alabama (#5). Mississippi (#6), and Louisiana (#8). 

Source: National Alliance of Public Charter Schools

* As this report was being finalized, the Education Freedom Institute (EFI) released a paper by Dr. Ben Scafidi and Dr. Eric Wearne of 
the Education Economics Center at Kennesaw State University entitled “Inputs or Outcomes?: Ranking State Charter School Eco-
systems.” In contrast to NAPCS and NACSA rankings, which are concerned with the quality of state statutes (inputs), the EFI system 
includes measures of accessibility and performance (outcomes). On the ECER index developed using those standards, South Caro-
lina was ranked #29 of the 30 states studied by the Kennesaw State University team. Performance was no doubt impacted by virtual 
charter performance in the Palmetto State and accessibility to charters would have been impacted by disparities in funding.
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WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT CHARTERS
GENERAL FINDINGS FROM PEER-REVIEWED RESEARCH

Research into charter schools in the United States and in South Carolina has broadened and increased in 
recent years. Early studies (before 2005) sought to answer a narrow set of questions or used non-experi-
mental design. But since that date, research designs have become more sophisticated and the questions 
to be answered have expanded. Much of this considerable body of research is far beyond the scope of this 
work, but some highlights are worth addressing here. We recommend the several meta-analyses33 that 
present comprehensive summaries of charter research that readers may use to judge for themselves.

Here are a few conclusions that have been reached by at least one peer-reviewed, regularly cited study.

Segregation. On segregation effects, results are mixed, but there is some evidence that African-Ameri-
can families tend to choose charter schools where the student body has higher shares of black students. 

“Creaming.” There are studies that show that charter schools do not skim off the best students (the 
“cream”) from TPS. Other studies show that there may be some evidence of this. But virtually no 
peer-reviewed and regularly cited study using test scores as a measure of ability indicates evidence of 
“push out,” which is a concerted effort by charters to systematically push students with special needs 
out of their schools and into other schools.34 

Special Needs. Incidentally, a 2018 study on students with disabilities35 shows that charter schools 
enrolled fewer students with disabilities than TPS. The study used data for each state in the 2011-2012 
and 2013-2014 academic years. In only that short span, South Carolina moved from a rank of 11th in 
“degree of enrollment discrepancy” to 19th (a positive trend based on the scale). Act 219, strengthen-
ing the Palmetto State’s charter law in regard to students with disabilities did not pass until 2016, so its 
state effects to-date would be less than conclusive.

“Non-Cognitive” Factors. Charter admission seems to lead to a lower incidence of very risky behav-
iors and a greater likelihood of high school graduation.36

Competition Effects. In a number of studies, competition from charter schools has been shown to in-
crease TPS performance. Research conclusions vary, but there seems to be a consensus that charters 
do not harm the performance of TPS.

Academic Outcomes. This is the most hotly contested area of research and the most voluminous. By 
one count there have been 28 studies on charter school academic achievement effects using varied 
research design strategies. Early (pre-2008) studies that were less sophisticated showed poor results 
for charter schools versus their TPS counterparts in both reading and math. But newer studies, partic-
ularly those that study charter lottery winners versus lottery non-winners show that the winners, those 
who become charter students, outperform the students who remained in TPS. The newest in another 
class of studies using regression analysis show charters improving over time. 

PUBLIC OPINION

As this study was being prepared for publication, a public opinion survey of South Carolina voters 
was conducted by the firm Voter Opinion Research. The survey included a question on public charter 
schools which read as follows:37 
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Charter schools are independently operated public schools that have more flexibility to 
design classrooms that meet their students’ needs. Do you support or oppose the idea of 
charter schools in South Carolina?” 

FIGURE 3: IDEA OF CHARTER SCHOOLS IN SOUTH CAROLINA

80% Support

13% Oppose

7% Unsure / Don’t Know / Refused (DNR)

Source: Voter Opinion Research

By comparison, in September 2020, as COVID and the national election were in full swing, the Man-
hattan Institute38 contracted with the polling firm Rasmussen to conduct a survey39 of 1,000 likely 
North Carolina voters. Rasmussen had been polling in the Tarheel State for some time in 2020 as a 
“Battleground State.” 

The question on charter schools read as follows: 

Do you strongly support, somewhat support, somewhat oppose or strongly oppose state 
funding of charter schools as an alternative to TSD-managed public schools?

Demographic cross-tabulations for the poll (which are publicly available) found that parents with 
school-aged children were more likely to support charter schools than respondents with no school-
aged children. Younger respondents, those with no college degree, and those who earned less than 
$100,000 per year were more strongly supportive than their older, more educated and wealthier 
counterparts. The African-American versus white demographic divide on the question was virtually 
non-existent, well with the margin of error. 

FIGURE 4: SUPPORT FOR PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOLS IN NORTH CAROLINA

Percentage indicating strongly support or somewhat support among... 		

School Aged Children 70%

Aged 18-39 69%

No college degree 67%

Less than $100K 63%

Likely Voters 63%

White 63%
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Black 62%

Aged 40-64 62%

More than $100K 62%

No School Age Children 60%

College degree 60%

Aged 65+ 53%

Source: North Carolina Survey of 1,000 Likely Voters Conducted September 7-8, 2020 by Rasmussen Reports.  

Sponsored by Manhattan Institute. Margin of Sampling Error, +/- 3 percentage points with a 95% level of confidence	

 
In a similar 2020 poll in Pennsylvania, another battleground state, the racial gap was wider, with 66% 
of African-Americans supportive of charters as opposed to 55% of white voters.40 

When charter attendance exploded with the advent of COVID, the Charter Institute at Erskine sur-
veyed parents choosing charter schooling for the first time. An overwhelming majority answered ge-
nerically, that the shift to a charter school was a vote for a “better educational option.” The full mean-
ing  is unclear without access to the individual parents for a full focus group, but it is clear that parents 
were looking to match the needs of their children and their family with the options—whether virtual 
or in-person—available to them.

AUTHORIZERS

As we have seen, when charter Schools in South Carolina were first authorized under the South Car-
olina Public Charter School Act of 1996, only TPS school districts could sponsor charters. In 2006, the 
state legislature approved the creation of the first statewide public charter school district, the South 
Carolina Public Charter School District (SCPCSD). Its first schools began operating in the 2008-09 
school year. In 2017, Erskine College established the Charter Institute at Erskine and began teach-
ing students in authorized charter schools in the 2018-19 school year. Currently, the state has over 81 
charter schools operating under local school district sponsorship and two statewide charter districts 
(Figure 5).41 The South Carolina charter statute does not place any entity above the sponsor/authorizer 
in an oversight or regulatory role. 
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FIGURE 5: STATEWIDE PUBLIC CHARTER DISTRICT SCHOOLS AND STUDENTS BY AUTHORIZER, 
2020-21		   

Source: “45 Day District Headcount by Gender, Ethnicity and Pupils in Poverty, 2020-21,” SC Department of Education. 

 
ENROLLMENT

Since their first year of operation, charter school district enrollments have grown rapidly, outpacing 
the growth of local geographic TPS districts. South Carolina tracks two student enrollment statistics:

	• Headcount Enrollment (HC): a “snapshot” of the number of students present on the 45th day  
of school.

	• Average Daily Membership (ADM): the average of daily students present across the first 135 days 
of school (primarily used in state funding formulas).

Headcounts tend to be higher than Average Daily Memberships—an average of 4.1% higher for TPS 
districts and 1.5% higher for statewide charter districts,42 but otherwise the statistics depict the exact 
same growth trends. 

During the COVID pandemic, the trend was even more pronounced (see Figure 6).43 Given the tempo-
rary nature of pandemic effects, official state projections currently anticipate a normalization of enroll-
ment in the 2021-22 school year.44 Whether parents behavior will conform with the projection remains 
to be seen (see also Figure 7).
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FIGURE 6: 135 DAY AVERAGE DAILY MEMBERSHIP, 2012-13 TO 2021-22	

Source: “Revenue Per Pupil Report by School District for 2021-22 Excluding Bond Revenue,” SC Revenue and Fiscal 
Affairs Office. 

 
FIGURE 7: ENROLLMENT AVERAGE ANNUAL GROWTH (135 DAY ADM), 2012-13 TO 2021-22	  
		

Local Geographic TPS Districts Statewide Charter Districts

School Year Students % Change Students % Change

2012-13 to 2019-20
3,727 0.50% 2,690 23.40%

(Average Annual)

2019-20 to 2020-21 -19,862 -2.75% 8,191 27.01%

2020-21 to 2021-22*
18,054 2.57% 6,832 17.74%

(Projected)

Source: “Revenue Per Pupil Report by School District for 2021-22 Excluding Bond Revenue,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Af-
fairs Office. 

While overall statewide enrollment has steadily grown, it has varied dramatically across individual TPS 
districts. Of 81 public school districts (79** TPS and 2 statewide charter), 51 experienced enrollment 
declines since 2012-13 (Figure 8). 45

* With recent consolidations, there are now 77 TPS districts. Data presented here is based on the 79 districts that existed when 
the data was collected.

135 Day Average Daily Membership, 2012-13 to 2021-22

Sources: SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office, SC Department of Education.
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FIGURE 8: TOTAL ENROLLMENT GROWTH (135 DAY ADM) BY LOCAL GEOGRAPHIC TPS  
DISTRICT, 2012-13 TO 2020-21	 	

Note: * Represents official state projection by the SC Revenues and Fiscal Affairs Office. School Year 2020-21 is 45-day 
ADM, as 135-day figures are not yet available.		

Sources: (1) “Revenue Per Pupil Report by School District for 2020-21 Excluding Bond Revenue,” SC Revenue and Fiscal 
Affairs Office. (2) “School Age Population and Enrollment FY 21-22 (based on 45-day count),” January 2021. SC Revenue and 
Fiscal Affairs Office. (3) “45 Day and 135 Day Membership Counts Reports, 2018-19 to 2020-21.” SC Department of Education.

Part of charter school growth in South Carolina has been influenced by the ability to provide educa-
tion options in a virtual setting. While virtual schools make up only 5 of the 55 charter schools in the 
statewide charter districts, they made up 42% of student enrollment in school year 2020-21.46 

FIGURE 9: VIRTUAL VS. PHYSICAL (BRICK & MORTAR) STATEWIDE CHARTER SCHOOLS,  
2018-19 TO 2020-21	

Source: “45 Day and 135 Day Membership Counts Reports, 2018-19 to 2020-21.” SC Department of Education. 
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The Charter Institute at Erskine calculated their initial year-over-year increases in enrollment (2019-
2020 vs. 2020-2021) at 73% for brick and mortar and 204% for virtual.47

FACILITIES

In 2013, an alliance of organizations (the U.S. Department of Education’s Charter Schools Program 
(CSP), the National Charter School Resource Center at American Institutes for Research (AIR), the 
Colorado League of Charter Schools, the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, and the Public 
Charter School Alliance of South Carolina) published a study of charter school facilities in South Caro-
lina.48 According to the report:

South Carolina charter school leaders and boards regularly report in annual needs sur-
veys that facilities funding is the single largest challenge in starting and/or sustaining 
a public charter school. South Carolina’s charter law, similar to the law in most states 
across the country, places the burden of obtaining and paying for facilities on indi-
vidual charter schools. As a result, charter schools have struggled to find suitable and 
affordable facilities. This challenge puts charter schools at a disadvantage when com-
pared to TPS.

As a part of this study, Palmetto Promise Institute, in cooperation with the SCPCSD and Erskine rep-
licated the 2013 study. This study can be expanded further by including locally-sponsored (TPS dis-
trict-sponsored) charter schools.

FIGURE 10: SOUTH CAROLINA CHARTER SCHOOL FACILITY CHALLENGES, 2021

Charter School Facilities Ownership Varies

Charter School Owned 43%

District, State, or Government Owned 2%

Renting from Private Organization 40%

Mixed Ownership 12%

Charter School Waitlists/Growth Plans

Avg. waitlist size per facility 67*

Total students on waitlists (statewide) 2,474*

Charters planning to grow in next 5 years 90%

Planning to grow, but limited by facility 62%

Source: Palmetto Promise Institute/Erskine, SCPCSD

Notes: Survey Sample Size: 42. Not everyone surveyed gave information for every category. These numbers are estimates 
* 2013 Survey		

There is a healthy mixture of ownership, but charter schools who wish to grow are limited by their facilities. 
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FIGURE 11: SOUTH CAROLINA CHARTER SCHOOL FACILITY CHALLENGES, 2021		

Charter School Facilities in Old or Non-Traditional Spaces

Built Prior to 1970 14%

Constructed as Schools 45%

With Some Modular Buildings 29%

Many Charter Schools Share Space with Businesses or Other 
Public Schools	

Sharing/Co-Locating 19%

Few Districts with Vacant and Underutilized Facilities are Willing 
to Share with Charter Schools	

Reporting Vacant District Facility Nearby 19%

Reporting Underutilized District Facility Nearby 24%

Granted Use of Vacant/Underutilized Facility, After Asking 20%

Source: Palmetto Promise Institute/CIE, SCPCSD		

Notes: Survey Sample Size: 42. Not everyone surveyed gave information for every category. These numbers are estimates

It is encouraging to see that 45% of facilities were constructed as schools and that in some cases dis-
tricts are assisting charter schools with use of facilities they no longer need. This has not always been 
the case and ongoing attention by lawmakers to this issue may be warranted.

FIGURE 12: SOUTH CAROLINA CHARTER SCHOOL FACILITY CHALLENGES, 2021

Many Charter Schools Undergo Major Capital Projects (in excess of $20,000)

Reporting Major Project in Last 5 Years 24%

Charter Schools Must Pay for Facilities Out of Per Pupil Operating Funds

Median Percentage Spent on Facility 5.4*

Average Percentage Spent on Facility 7.1*

Public Charter Schools Have Limited Access to Local Tax Revenue	

Given Some Tax Proceeds 5%

Source: Palmetto Promise Institute/CIE, SCPCSD

Notes: Survey Sample Size: 42. Not every school surveyed gave information for every category. These numbers are estimates. 

* 2013 Survey
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Without local tax revenue, public charter schools are often forced to pay for their facilities out of oper-
ating revenue, which is extremely rare for a TPS due to the ability of TPS districts to go to the voters for 
the right to borrow for facilities through bonding.

FIGURE 13: SOUTH CAROLINA CHARTER SCHOOL FACILITY CHALLENGES, 2021	 	

Charter School Facilities Tend to be Small

Percentage Meeting Facility Standards (gross sq.ft. /pupil) 26%*

Percentage Meeting Site Standards (acres/pupil) 34%*

Percentage of Classrooms Meeting Standards (sq.ft. /pupil) 65%*

Physical Education Spaces Can Be Limited for Charter Students

With Access to a Playground (elementary only) 29%

With Access to a Athletic/Play Field 50%

With Access to a Gym (secondary only) 46%

Many Charter Do Without Specific Amenities

Without a Full-Preparatory Kitchen 76%

Without either a Dedicated Computer Lab or a Mobile Lab 43%

Without a Science Labs (secondary only) 31%

Without a Dedicated Gym (all schools) 64%

Without Dedicated Lunchroom Space 64%

Charter School Access to the Arts is Limited		

With Neither an Art nor a Music Room 45%

Source: Palmetto Promise Institute/CIE, SCPCSD		

Notes: Survey Sample Size: 42. Not every school surveyed gave information for every category. These numbers are estimates. 

* 2013 Survey

The specific features of a building needed to adequately serve students are missing in a majority of 
specific categories surveyed. 

As for overall findings, at least four of the five findings from the 2013 ring true nearly nine years later:

1.	 South Carolina’s public charter schools spend operating dollars on facilities, sometimes as 
much as 9%. TPSs spend $0 of their per-pupil operating revenues on facilities.

2.	 Charter school facilities in South Carolina are smaller than prescribed standards.

3.	 Few South Carolina public charter schools have access to underutilized TPS buildings.
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4.	 Physical education and recreational options are limited for South Carolina charter school students.

5.	 Charter schools in shared facilities face a number of challenges, such as conflicts with other 
tenants over traffic, parking, and the space itself. 

6.	 Many South Carolina charter schools lack full-preparatory kitchen facilities that qualify for 
participation in the National School Lunch Program.

Ownership can meet many of these challenges. If a charter school owns a facility, there is more stabil-
ity for the school and taxpayer dollars are not flowing to private landlords. Charters can build equity. 
Conversely, charters can be at risk when landlords or school district superintendents or new owners of 
facilities decide not to renew leases with charters. Facility status is not available for all states, but at last 
count, among our neighbors South Carolina charters are more likely to own than those in Tennessee 
but less likely than Georgia charters.

The Charter School Facility Revolving Loan Program was a positive change for charter schools to 
come out of 2012 statutory revisions in South Carolina. The fund is composed of revenues from the 
federal, state and private sectors and is administered by the State Treasurer’s Office. Charter schools in 
the state continue to apply for these low interest loans that can be used for facilities. Educational Fa-
cilities Revenue Bonds issued through the South Carolina Jobs & Economic Development Author-
ity (JEDA) have assisted charter schools as well, most recently Horse Creek Academy in Aiken County. 
But lower rates and a larger pool of funds could be achieved with a predictable stream of state funds 
for charter facilities or outright state backing of charter school bonds.

To further help put educational funds back into educating children, §59-40-140 was updated to de-
clare that any building that is owned, leased or rented for the purpose of being used as a charter school 
would not be assessed property tax. These reforms are not to be dismissed, but so much more must be 
done to avoid siphoning dollars from charter classroom budgets to fund capital expenditures.

LEADERSHIP

The U.S. Department of Education conducted at least one audit of charter school leadership.49 It found 
that charter leaders enjoyed more autonomy, but were under a greater pressure to succeed than 
TPS leaders.50 Among studies of leaders, it is no surprise that facilities are almost always a concern for 
charter leaders. Some studies also show that charter leaders are more likely to communicate with the 
public than TPS leaders.  

OUTCOMES

Research into the academic side of charter schools, or “outcomes” has been the subject of a host of 
studies, but most of the studies analyze urban-based charters. Many of those studies in turn drill down 
even further to seek to determine if children of color who attend charter schools in cities learn more 
than similar students in similar TPS. 

In the case of Denver, Colorado and New York, New York, studies by the Center for Research on Educa-
tion Outcomes (CREDO) at Stanford University showed a clear “win” for the urban charters. In New York 
City, according to the school days assessment yardstick favored by CREDO, children of color in charters 
in NYC tested out at the equivalent of 23 days more of reading and 57 days more of math instruction 
than the TPS around the corner.51 In Denver, black students from charter schools posted greater learn-
ing gains in reading and similar gains in math to TPS students and among all students, Denver char-
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ter students showed stronger gains than the state average for public schools.52 “Making It Count: The 
Productivity of Public Charter Schools in Seven U.S. Cities,” is a 2021 report that confirms the power of 
charters to close achievement gaps in the seven cities it studied. Making It Count analyzes National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) scores to determine “cost-effectiveness,” by making adjust-
ments to NAEP results based on per pupil funding for charters versus traditional publics in Indianapolis, 
Denver, New Orleans, Camden (NJ), San Antonio, Washington (DC) and Memphis. Camden was the 
most “cost-effective.”53 A creative research strategy to be sure. 

Two recent studies by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute led to similar findings. “Rising Tide: Charter 
School Market Share and Student Achievement” found that “for large urban districts, the more black 
and Hispanic students enrolled in charter schools, the greater achievement for black and Hispanic 
students.” Put another way, “black charter market share” is associated with significant achievement 
gains for black students in all schools.54 A more recent Fordham study55 that looks at student out-
comes in Ohio for the period 2016-2019 produced seven overall findings, but two are most relevant for 
our purposes here: 1). Students attending Ohio charter schools demonstrate larger achievement gains 
than students attending TPS, and 2) black and low-achieving students in urban environments benefit 
most from Ohio charter schools. Neither is particularly surprising. 

Outside of urban settings, the evidence for the competitiveness of charter outcomes is more mixed. 
For that reason, South Carolina’s preponderantly non-urban charter schools face challenges for the 
advocate and the analyst. The academic picture of charter schools in the Palmetto State has been the 
subject of two very recent major studies.56 “Charter School Performance in South Carolina” is an-
other in the CREDO series57 assessing the performance of charters in various states and some cities.* 

“The Past and Future Funding of Charter Schools in South Carolina,” authored by Dr. Larry Mill-
er and commissioned by the South Carolina Education Oversight Committee (EOC), plows similar 
ground in response to a legislative directive in the 2019-2020 General Appropriations Act.58 The Miller 
study covers not only finance but enrollment, achievement, and performance funding. The Miller 
study used the SC READY assessment (Grades 3-8) for ELA and Mathematics along with the End of 
Course (EOCEP) assessments for English, Algebra, Biology and U.S. History and the Constitution over 
four years (2016-2019). The CREDO study used standardized test scores from 2014-2018.

The findings of the two studies, appearing within six months of one another are similar. As a broad gen-
eralization from the data analyzed, it appears that charter schools in South Carolina are faring about as 
well in teaching English Language Arts (ELA) as TPS but are not seeing growth in student outcomes in 
Mathematics to match the TPS. The exception to the math finding is for middle school, where charters 
are seeing positive growth in outcomes exceeding TPS. In reading, only charter students in their fourth 
year in a school did better than their TPS peers. Of 28 statistically significant findings in reading, charters 
were similar to TPS in 22. For math, charters were similar in 13 and weaker than TPS in 14.

Hovering over both studies is the effect of online charters, which educate nearly one in three charter 
students tested. The CREDO study characterized the effect of virtual charters in one of its findings: 
“The poor performance of online charter schools wipes out the positive impact of brick-and-mortar 
charter schools in reading.”59 

* The results of Stanford’s CREDO studies of public charter schools by state and certain cities break down as follows. Charters 
did better than TPS in Maryland (2019), New York (2017), Texas (2017), Michigan (2013), New Jersey (2012), the City of New Orleans 
(2013), and the City of Boston (2013). Charters were similar in outcomes to TPS in Washington (2020) and New Mexico (2019). 
Results were mixed in Pennsylvania (2019), Ohio (2019), Louisiana (2013), and Indiana (2012).
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But that could be changing. Based on the data reported as a part of the 2019-2020 Annual School Report 
Card, we find a TPS graduation rate of 82% and a graduation rate across all charters of 81%. In a recent pre-
sentation to the South Carolina Education Oversight Committee, Erskine reported a districtwide gradua-
tion rate of 75% for 2019-2020 (an aggregate of the brick and mortar 91% rate and the virtual 60% rate). The 
graduation rate among its virtual students was low, but a full 9% above the previous year’s percentage.60 

Using the measuring stick of Mean Composite ACT scores, the 2020 data61 shows:

FIGURE 14: MEAN COMPOSITE ACT SCORES, 2020

SC Public Charter School District 20.1

Charter Institute at Erskine 18.5

TPS Students 18.1

Source: South Carolina Public School District Distribution Mean ACT Scores for 2020 Graduating Seniors with Mean 

Composite Score Comparison to 2019,” October 2020

There is little value in disputing the data. Virtuals struggle. But if this snapshot in time is telling, virtu-
als seem to be improving. In any case, the improvement in outcomes among the virtual component 
of charter education in South Carolina must be a part of the conversation about the future of charter 
schooling in the Palmetto State. 

There is additional state report card data available for our analysis—SC Ready’s ELA and Math for stu-
dents in Grades 3-8 and End of Course [EOCEP’s] for English, Algebra, Biology and U.S. History-Consti-
tution for high school students.62 We use pre-COVID (2019) data and cite SCPCSD primarily given that 
Erskine’s first school year of operation was 2018-19.

Middle School Assessments

On the 2019 Grades 3-8 ELA assessment, the statewide percentage “Meeting or Exceeding Expecta-
tions” was 45.4 for all districts, and 49.1 for the SCPCSD. 28 SCPCSD and Erskine charters beat the state 
average. This increases to 41 charters in total if you include those authorized by their TPS district.

SCPCSD rank among all 81 school districts: 16

In Grades 3-8 Mathematics, the state was at 45.1 and the SCPCSD at 42.4. But, 21 individual statewide 
authorized charter schools beat the state average in Math (33 including TPS-authorized charters). 

SCPCSD rank among all 81 school districts: 33

High School Assessments

In English, the SCPCSD (59.3) exceeded the state average for A-B-or-C grades (56.3) and eleven char-
ter high schools beat the state average. SCPCSD schools finished 4th and 8th.

SCPCSD rank among all 81 school districts: 26

In Biology, the statewide average (54.4) exceeded the SCPCSD (52) but ten charter high schools beat 
the state average. SCPCSD and Erskine schools finished 3rd, 8th, and 12th.
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SCPCSD rank among all 81 school districts: 42

In Algebra, the statewide average (54.9) was slightly higher than the SCPCSD (50.4) and eight charters 
beat the state average. SCPCSD and Erskine schools finished 8th and 10th. 

SCPCSD rank among all 81 school districts: 55

In U.S. History, the SCPCSD average (43.9) narrowly trailed the state average (47.7), but nine charters 
exceeded the state average. SCPCSD and Erskine schools finished 3rd and 4th.

SCPCSD rank among all 81 school districts: 37

LOCATIONS

With the advent of statewide sponsors, fewer cities are unserved by charters. But there is work to do 
to bring more charter schools to rural areas and other “corridors of opportunity.” The map above is a 
snapshot from the Palmetto Promise Institute website mapping public charter schools across South 
Carolina. The digital version provides a better 25,000-foot view, but even this flat image clearly shows 
three bands with charter schools and two bands without. The most glaring band without is the I-95 
Corridor. Educators have explained to the legislature on a regular basis that teaching what the Edu-
cation Finance Act calls “pupils in poverty” is a special challenge and a special skill. The flexibility that 
charter schools enjoy could attract those skills and methods and be transformative in Abbeville plain-
tiff areas, if recommendations like those presented in this report are implemented.

SOUTH CAROLINA VS. THE COMPETITION

An important consideration in the assessment of the value of charter schools in the state is how the 
charter sectors fare in comparison to that of other states. The Southeast and particularly the Deep 
South is highly competitive for economic development. Education quality plays a vital role in that 
equation—to grow and sustain that competitiveness over the long-term.
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In enrollment growth, driven by the new statewide authorizers, South Carolina is second only to 
Tennessee among the states on its border. Even with prudent growth, South Carolina could eclipse 
Georgia and Tennessee in number of students enrolled within one to two years. (We use 2005 and 
2019 numbers from NAPCS for consistency across states.)

FIGURE 15: CHARTER SCHOOL ENROLLMENT GROWTH: SOUTH CAROLINA & NEIGHBORING 
STATES, 2005-2019	

State 2005-06 2018-19 Growth # Growth %

SC  4,104  37,546  33,442 815%

GA  31,538  69,855  38,317 121%

NC 27,441 110,605  83,164 303%

TN  1,685  40,524  38,839 2305%

FL  92,363  312,368  220,005 238%

Source: National Alliance for Public Charter Schools		

In number of schools, South Carolina is in a strong position, but Florida’s aggressive approach in open-
ing (and closing) charter schools is a model, as are most student-centered education initiatives in the 
Sunshine State since the Governorship of Jeb Bush. 

FIGURE 16: CHARTER SCHOOL GROWTH: SOUTH CAROLINA & NEIGHBORING STATES, 2005-2019

State 2005-06 2018-19 Growth # Growth %

SC 26 78 52 200%

GA 61 94 33 54%

NC 99 188 89 90%

TN 12 114 102 850%

FL 339 654 315 93%

Source: National Alliance for Public Charter Schools

Another factor tracked by the NAPCS are the types of Charter Network Operators (CNOs) that are 
allowed by state statute to manage charter schools. Most charter schools in South Carolina are Inde-
pendent and have no CNO. (NAPSC terms independent schools “free.”)  

The Charter Management Organization (CMO), is usually a non-profit that manages certain aspects 
of a charter school. An Education Management Organization (EMO) which can be a for profit enti-
ty, manages all aspects of a charter school. An example of a CMO would be KIPP.63 An active EMO is 
Charter Schools USA. The CMO model is not permitted in South Carolina while the EMO model is not 
allowed by Tennessee law. A provision of legislation filed by Senator Greg Hembree in 2017 would have 
made it clear that South Carolina welcomes all management organizations (both CMOs and EMOs) 
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as charter “education service providers.”64 Opening up this section of the statute could also lead to 
strengthening of EMO-sponsor relationships.

FIGURE 17: CHARTER SCHOOL MANAGMENT: SOUTH CAROLINA & NEIGHBORING STATES, 2019		
				  

State CMO EMO Free Enrollment Management Organization Types

SC 0% 30% 70%  37,546 Freestanding & EMO Only

GA 6% 10% 84%  69,855 Freestanding, CMO and EMO Only

NC 10% 19% 71%  110,605 Freestanding, CMO and EMO Only

TN 45% 0% 55%  40,524 Freestanding & CMO Only

FL 8% 47% 45%  312,368 Freestanding, CMO and EMO Only

Source: National Alliance for Public Charter Schools			 

On racial balance, the issue that almost upended charter schools in South Carolina at the starting 
gate, the Palmetto State is faring quite well. Charters here as a whole are within 10% of the racial 
balance of TPS.65 (Virtual charter schools in South Carolina tend to be less racially balanced than brick 
and mortar charters.) This is encouraging since most charters’ inability to provide transportation can 
be a barrier to access for minority students.

FIGURE 18: CHARTER SCHOOL AND TRADITIONAL SCHOOL RACIAL VARIANCE: SOUTH CAROLINA 
& NEIGHBORING STATES, 2019
			 

Charter TPS Racial

State Students White Black Hispanic
Public 

Students
White Black Hispanic Variance

SC  37,546 61% 26% 8%  743,266 50% 34% 10% -8%

GA  69,855 37% 46% 10%  1,697,361 39% 36% 16% 9%

NC  110,605 54% 26% 11%  1,443,025 47% 25% 19% 1%

TN  40,524 8% 72% 18%  965,785 64% 20% 11% 52%

FL  312,368 31% 20% 43%  2,534,403 38% 22% 33% -2%

Source: National Alliance for Public Charter Schools
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In terms of poverty, 42% of South Carolina charter schools were rated as serving students in high pov-
erty. That’s on point with traditional districts that come in at 38%. 

FIGURE 19: CHARTER SCHOOL AND TPS POVERTY VARIANCE: SOUTH CAROLINA & NEIGHBOR-
ING STATES, 2019

Charter Poverty Traditional School Poverty Poverty

State High** Low Total % High High Low Total % High Variance

SC 18 25 43 42% 324 519 843 38% 3%

GA 47 45 92 51% 764 1446 2210 35% 17%

NC 59 124 183 32% 798 1663 2461 32% 0%

TN 81 33 114 71% 626 1055 1681 37% 34%

FL 196 448 644 30% 1084 2155 3239 33% -3%

Source: National Alliance for Public Charter Schools

Another important statistic kept by the NAPCS is digital access. This is obviously crucial in the era of 
COVID. About one quarter of South Carolina charter students face limited access to broadband, which 
is about average for the region.

FIGURE 20: CHARTER SCHOOL DIGITAL DIVIDE: SOUTH CAROLINA AND NEIGHBORING STATES, 2019	

State Students with  
Low Digital Access

Total Students  
Enrolled in In-Person

Percentage  
Low Access

SC 2,955 12,394 24%

GA 11,862 53,480 22%

NC 20,886 103,169 20%

TN 14,826 40,524 37%

FL 50,704 276,284 18%

Source: National Alliance for Public Charter Schools

*NAPCS defines high poverty the same across all states: United States census tracts where 20% or more of the population lives 
below the federal poverty line.
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FUNDING

Our comprehensive look at charter school funding in South Carolina is found in the subsequent chap-
ter, but references to South Carolina in fiscal studies of all states with charter schools is worth men-
tioning here. 

Comprehensive scholarly studies have shown gaps between public allocations for TPSs and pub-
lic charters. The calculations used to determine the gaps vary by study, but the gaps identified are 
summarized in Figure 21. The purpose of showing these calculations is to present the legacy of charter 
school funding in South Carolina. The next chapter will provide a snapshot of current disparities.66

FIGURE 21: CHARTER-TPS NATIONAL AND SOUTH CAROLINA FUNDING GAPS IDENTIFIED

Funding Gap Aggregate National 
Funding Gap

South Carolina  
Funding Gap

The Fordham Institute (2005)67 21.7% 39.5%

Ball State University (2010)68 	 19.2% 16.9%

University of Arkansas (2014)69 28.4% 17.6%

Sources: Thomas B. Fordham Institute, Ball State University, University of Arkansas

In a Thomas B. Fordham Institute study (using 2002-2003 data) the researchers had difficulty finding 
reliable charter financial data from five states, including South Carolina, but with proxy data found the 
Palmetto State gap between traditional district and charter school per pupil revenue (PPR) to be the 
widest in the nation. The variance was rated “severe,” the lowest possible rating. 

Ball State University researchers followed up five years later (using 2006-2007 data). Reliable data70 
was again a problem, but the ongoing existence of a disparity was clear. Among the conclusions was 
the familiar refrain “the chief culprit was charter schools lack of access to local and capital funding.”71 

A University of Arkansas Department of Education Reform study (using 2010-2011 data) was a useful 
update and plowed new ground as well. Arkansas found that South Carolina charters were less likely 
to receive their share of federal assistance, and that local funding and state foundational aid based 
on pupil counts is lacking. Researchers found that the Palmetto State’s basic foundation compo-
nent of charter funding was by their calculations the lowest in the country at 15%. As for competitors 
in the region, as compared to the South Carolina variance of 17.6%, the North Carolina gap was 17.1%, 
while Florida came in at 20.9% and Georgia at a dismal 35.1%. At the time of that writing, Tennessee 
was the only state to have no disparity between district and charter funding and was ranked #1 for 
that accomplishment. 

The Arkansas study was complimentary of South Carolina for increased state funding for charters 
for the period FY 2007-2011, but cited the Palmetto State for not treating charters as LEAs for federal 
funding purposes and failing the “95% Test”. State charter schools did not receive 95% of what TPS 
districts received in federal funding for the final year of the study (2011).
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The University of Arkansas study includes the following observation on charter funding nationally that 
provides a strong introduction to our next chapter on South Carolina funding:

South Carolina funding mechanisms are excessively complex. When a state’s original 
funding mechanism does not achieve equity, years of legislative and administrative 
tweaking often ensue, adding complexity with little commensurate improvement in 
equity. In general, the more complex the mechanism, the more funding levels differ from 
original legislative intent.

In addition to being one of the most complex in the entire nation, charter funding in South Carolina 
is (technically) temporary. Charter funding allocations are found in legislative provisos instructing 
how Education Improvement Act (EIA) dollars are to be distributed.72 Funds flowing from the EIA ebb 
and flow with the state economy and provide no stability for the 40,000 students and their families 
who depend on that funding each year. At the very least, charter schools should be funded from the 
part of the state education budget that is foundational, not ad hoc. We turn to options for solving this 
shortchanging of our students in the next two chapters.
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PART  TWO: The Funding of Public 
Charter Schools in South Carolina
South Carolina’s system of financing K-12 education has evolved over the past four decades in a piece-
meal fashion to become a complex spider web of funding. Because of this, monetary inputs vary at 
significant rates across school districts.73 

Charter schools entered this educational landscape some 30 years later, and with no simple, prescribed 
state funding system, were incorporated in an ad hoc manner. As a result, vast inequities in funding now 
exist not just across TPS districts, but across all districts.

In this chapter and the next, we dissect 
the state’s K-12 operational funding sys-
tem (particularly as it relates to charter 
schools), outline existing issues, and com-
pare four options for providing a more 
effective funding system. As it turns out, 
the problems that plague charter schools 
in receiving equitable funding also plague 
the entire K-12 landscape in South Caroli-
na. Thus, an effective solution — one that 
focuses on students — will benefit all dis-
tricts, statewide charter districts and local 
TPS districts alike, in ensuring a stable, fair 
and sustainable system for the future that 
puts students first.

While a new operational funding formula 
will provide stability and equity, it will not 
address all issues of funding. For example, 

capital expenditures (i.e.-for facility construction, school bus purchases, etc.) are largely outside the 
scope of this work, as are any revenues from federal sources. 

Further, differentiation exists between charters authorized by statewide charter districts (48 schools) 
and those authorized by local districts (33 charter schools).74 Local charter financing is undertaken at 
the local TPS district level, with financing information in each individual district’s annual financial re-
ports. Thus, it is difficult to evaluate their financing comprehensively without performing 33 individual 
analyses.75 While this paper does not focus on the finances of these schools, the solutions proposed, 
when applied to locally (TPS district)-authorized charters, will have the same effect of equitably dis-
tributing funds to them as well.

AS IT TURNS OUT, THE PROBLEMS 
THAT PLAGUE CHARTER SCHOOLS IN 
RECEIVING EQUITABLE FUNDING ALSO 
PLAGUE THE ENTIRE K-12 LANDSCAPE 
IN SOUTH CAROLINA. THUS, AN 
EFFECTIVE SOLUTION — THAT FOCUSES 
ON STUDENTS — WILL BENEFIT ALL 
DISTRICTS, STATEWIDE CHARTER 
DISTRICTS AND LOCAL DISTRICTS 
ALIKE, IN ENSURING A STABLE, FAIR 
AND SUSTAINABLE SYSTEM FOR THE 
FUTURE THAT PUTS STUDENTS FIRST.
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STATEWIDE AND LOCAL FINANCE TRENDS

South Carolina’s 81 public school districts (79 local and 2 statewide charter) receive funding from a 
combination of Federal, State, and Local sources. The makeup of these funds varies dramatically, not 
only across local geographic TPS districts and statewide charter district types but also between indi-
vidual local geographic TPS districts of the same type. In particular, local funds play a large funding 
role for local districts, making up 45% of their total funding while only accounting for 4% of state-
wide-sponsored charter district total funding. As a result, state funds supplement the statewide-spon-
sored charter districts, accounting for 90% of their funding76 (Figure 23).

FIGURE 23: SOUTH CAROLINA PER PUPIL REVENUE FUNDING BY FUNDING SOURCE, 2018-19

Note: Figures do not include GL Codes 5400 - 5500 and 5999 (Sale of Fixed Assets, Proceeds from Long-Term Notes, 
Capital Lease, Other Financing Sources).

Sources: (1) “Statement of Revenues, FY2018-19,” Office of Finance, SC Department of Education. (2) “Revenue Per 
Pupil Report by School District for 2020-21 Excluding Bond Revenue,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. (3) “Fiscal 
Year 2018 - 2019 Other Entities 135-day Financial Requirements - Final,” SC Department of Education.  

Over time, total revenues per pupil for statewide-sponsored charter schools have lagged their local 
geographic TPS district counterparts (Figure 24). However, there is more to the choice of sponsor than 
the financial bottom line. In South Carolina we have seen some charters shift from a local TPS district 
to a statewide authorizer due to the better fit a statewide authorizer provides in the view of the indi-
vidual charter school. 
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FIGURE 24: REVENUES PER PUPIL, 2008-09 TO 2018-19 (2020 INFLATION-ADJUSTED US$)

Source: “Revenue Per Pupil Report by School District for 2020-21 Excluding Bond Revenue,” SC Revenue and Fiscal 
Affairs Office. 

SOURCES OF FUNDS
Public school districts in South Carolina receive revenues from numerous state and local funding 
streams, many containing separate funding allocations within each stream. Each component of the 
formula treats programs and resulting allocations very differently, resulting in funding levels that vary 
dramatically by student and by district. 

STATE FUNDING SOURCES
EDUCATION FINANCE ACT (EFA)

The Education Finance Act (1977) established funding for a minimum level of education services 
based on students and those students’ individual needs. It requires a contribution amount by local 
government based on its ability to pay, with the statewide average being 30% funded by local sources 
and 70% from the state. The EFA base formula includes three components:

Base Student Cost (BSC): Originally developed in 1977, this amount originally represented the “mini-
mum cost to educate” a student, although its input factors and total amount are no longer necessarily 
aligned with this concept.77 

Weighted Pupil Unit (WPU): To account for differences in educational needs based on various stu-
dent populations, this index assigns weights based on physical and emotional handicaps, learning 
disabilities, autism, vocational education, high achieving, students in poverty or with limited English 
proficiency, etc. (See Appendix for complete list of EFA weighting factors.)

Index of Taxpaying Ability (ITA): The ITA ensures each district contributes according to its ability to 
pay. Dividing the value of all taxable property in a district by all taxable property in the state yields the 
district’s ITA, which is used to develop the minimum local share of education funding. Voters in dis-
tricts with larger tax bases often elect to spend above this baseline requirement.
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Here is how the EFA might work in practice for public charter schools with different authorizers (sponsors):

Example 1 details the funding flowing through the EFA to two sample districts—a traditional public 
school (TPS) district and a statewide-sponsored charter. Each district is based on the 2018-19 school 
year and contains:

•	 9,128 students (the average ADM across the state’s 81 districts)

•	 12,538 weighted pupil units (the average number of WPUs across the state’s 81 districts)

•	 $2,485 base student cost (BSC)

•	 0.01266 Index of Taxpaying Ability (the average ITA across the state’s 81 districts)

•	 $2,557,135,549 total EFA funds allocated by formula, with

	‒ $1,818,038,634 provided by the state

	‒ $739,096,915 matched by local funds

Both districts are allocated $3,413 per student (ADM) in funds based on weighting factors. The local 
district is required to provide $1,025 (30%) per student in funds, based on the district’s ITA. The state 
provides the remaining $2,388 per student in funding. Because the statewide charter districts do not 
encompass a specific area with taxable property, they have ITA’s equal to zero and, thus, receive all of 
their funding from the state. 

EXAMPLE 1: EFA REVENUE ALLOCATION ACROSS SAMPLE DISTRICTS IN 2018-19

Total EFA Funding
Sample Local 
TPS District

Sample Statewide 
Charter District 

WPUs
multiplied by BSC

Total EFA Allocation
per student (ADM)

12,538
        x $2,485
$31,156,388

$3,413

12,538
       x $2,485
$31,156,388

$3,413

Local EFA Portion  

Index of Taxpaying Ability
multiplied by total state EFA Local Share

District’s Local Required Share
per student (ADM)

0.01266
x $739,096,901

$9,355,657
$1,025

0
x $739,096,901

$0
$0

State EFA Portion  

State’s Required Share
per student (ADM)

$21,800,731
$2,388

$31,156,388
$3,413

Source: Author’s calculations based on (1) “Statement of Revenues, FY2018-19,” Office of Finance, SC Department of 
Education. (2) “Revenue Per Pupil Report by School District for 2020-21 Excluding Bond Revenue,” SC Revenue and 
Fiscal Affairs Office. (3) “Fiscal Year 2018 - 2019 Other Entities 135-day Financial Requirements - Final,” SC Department 
of Education. (4) “45 Day and 135 Day Membership Counts Reports, 2018-19.” SC Department of Education. 
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EDUCATION IMPROVEMENT ACT (EIA)

The Education Improvement Act (1984) implemented a new 1% statewide sales tax (raising it from 4% 
to 5%) to be held in trust fund for EIA expenditures, and distributed these funds to districts based on 
specific initiatives and categorical programs (rather than per student, like the EFA). As a result, the per 
student allocation of EIA dollars is vastly different across districts. (Figure 25)

FIGURE 25: PER STUDENT EIA ALLOCATION BY DISTRICT, 2018-19

Source: “Statement of Revenues, FY2018-19,” Office of Finance, SC Department of Education.

EIA programs include Technology, Arts, Professional Development, Assessments, Science Kits, Teacher 
Salary Supplements & Fringe Benefits, Reading Coaches, Students at Risk of Failure, Teacher Supplies, 
Nurses, Capital Improvement Plan, and many others. Programs and amounts vary significantly by dis-
trict (both local TPS and statewide charter), and statewide charter districts do not receive any funding 
for several EIA programs (Reading Coaches, Capital Improvement Plan, etc.).

To address the lack of local funding, the EIA provides a supplement to statewide charter districts 
based on their weighted pupil units (WPUs). Proviso 1A.50 (SDE-EIA: South Carolina Public Charter 
School Funding)78 stipulates that funds from EIA revenue be allocated as follows: 

Pupils enrolled in virtual charter schools sponsored by the South Carolina Public 
Charter School District or a registered Institution of Higher Education shall receive 
$1,900 per weighted pupil and pupils enrolled in brick and mortar charter schools 
sponsored by the South Carolina Public Charter School District or a registered Insti-
tution of Higher Education shall receive $3,600 per weighted pupil.

Because the EIA is limited to the funds provided from the 1% sales tax, as the charter supplements 
grow, they displace other EIA funds. 
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Continuing with the same sample districts, Example 2 details the EIA funding allocated during the 
2018-19 school year, in which: 

1.	 $603,296,334 in EIA funds were allocated across all districts, of which $493,053,634 were for 
EIA programs, where: 

	‒ $666 was the average per student (ADM) EIA allocation to local TPS

	‒ $451 was the average per student (ADM) EIA allocation to statewide charters 

2.	 $110,242,700 were supplements to statewide charter districts, with 

	‒ $28,144,700 for virtual schools (based on 14,813 WPUs)

	‒ $82,098,000 for physical (brick-and-mortar) schools (based on 22,805 WPUs)

Of 37,618 statewide charter district WPUs, 14,813 (39%) were virtual.79

 
EXAMPLE 2: EIA REVENUE ALLOCATION ACROSS SAMPLE DISTRICTS IN 2018-19

Programmatic EIA Funding
Sample Local 
TPS District

Sample Statewide Charter 
District

Students (ADM)

Average EIA funds per ADM

Total Programmatic EIA Funds

9,128

             x $666

$6,081,090

9,128

             x $451

$4,113,427

EIA Charter Supplement

WPUs

Virtual WPUs (39%)

multiplied by $1900

Total EIA Virtual Supplement

per student (ADM)

Physical WPUs (61%)

multiplied by $3600

Total EIA Virtual Supplement

per student (ADM)

12,538

-

-

12,538

4,937

              x $1900

$9,380,406

$2,676

7,601

              x $3600

$27,362,614

$4,867

Total EIA Funding

Total EIA Funding

per student (ADM)

$6,081,090

$666

$40,856,447

$4,476

Source: Author’s calculations based on (1) “Statement of Revenues, FY2018-19,” Office of Finance, SC Department of 
Education. (2) “Revenue Per Pupil Report by School District for 2020-21 Excluding Bond Revenue,” SC Revenue and 
Fiscal Affairs Office. (3) “Fiscal Year 2018 - 2019 Other Entities 135-day Financial Requirements - Final,” SC Department 
of Education. (4) “45 Day and 135 Day Membership Counts Reports, 2018-19.” SC Department of Education. 
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EDUCATION LOTTERY

Proceeds from the Education Lottery are appropriated annually by the General Assembly to supple-
ment existing resources for educational programs. Like the EIA, Lottery funds are allocated in varied 
amounts across districts. They provide funding in an ad hoc manner to programs such as K-12 Tech-
nology Initiative, Classroom Libraries, School Safety-Facility and Infrastructure Safety Upgrades, and 
others. In 2018-19, TPS received $10 per student (ADM) on average, while statewide-sponsored charter 
schools received $21.

PROPERTY TAX RELIEF ACT (1994) AND ACT 388 (2006) 

These acts, together, exempted all owner-occupied homes from school district operations taxes. They 
guaranteed reimbursement to local districts for lost property tax revenues from the state. These re-
imbursements are known as Tier 1 (for the 1994 Act) and Tier 3 (for the 2006 Act) Tax Relief. However, it 
also includes other tax reimbursements from prior legislation, such as Tier 2 (the $50,000 Homestead 
Exemption for individuals over 65). Act 388 also added a 1% state sales tax (increasing it from 5% to 6%) 
to help fund the reimbursements.

The amount reimbursed to local districts changed dramatically (Figure 26). While 
original reimbursement amounts were once based on property values by districts, 
the amounts have long since become either capped or revised in ways that no longer 
make them representative of the taxes they were originally intended to reimburse.

FIGURE 26: PER STUDENT PROPERTY TAX REIMBURSEMENT BY DISTRICT, 2018-19

Source: “Statement of Revenues, FY2018-19,” Office of Finance, SC Department of Education.

Example 3 details property tax reimbursements in the same sample average ditrict in 2018-19. 
Statewide charter districts do not receive these funds.
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EXAMPLE 3: PROPERTY TAX REIMBURSEMENT ACROSS SAMPLE DISTRICTS IN 2018-19

Property Tax Reimbursement Sample Local TPS District
Sample Statewide Charter 
District

ADM

Property Tax Reimbursement

Tier 1

Tier 2

Tier 3

Other

Total Reimbursement

per student (ADM)

9,128

3,234,256

1,386,263

9,152,411

        725,669

$14,498,599

$1,588

9,128

-

-

-

-

                     

$0

$0

Source: Author’s calculations based on (1) “Statement of Revenues, FY2018-19,” Office of Finance, SC Department of Ed-
ucation. (2) “Revenue Per Pupil Report by School District for 2020-21 Excluding Bond Revenue,” SC Revenue and Fiscal 
Affairs Office. (3) “South Carolina Property Tax Rates by County, 2016 to 2020.” South Carolina Association of Counties.

DIRECT GENERAL FUND APPROPRIATIONS

Finally, in addition to these individual, disconnected funding streams, funds may also be allocated to 
school districts directly by the state legislature from the state’s General Fund and cover items such as 
Employee Retirement, Fringe Benefits, Agriculture Program, Career Specialists, PE Teachers, Bus Driver 
Salaries, Nurses, Digital Instruction Materials, and so on. These funds are also not necessarily distributed 
based on students, but rather programs, and amounts vary across districts. The average local TPS dis-
trict received $1,663 per student in 2018-19, while the average statewide charter district received $1,236.

LOCAL FUNDING SOURCES
TAXES AND FEES

Property taxes and, to a small extent, other local fees and taxes, form the major portion of the local 
funds to the TPS districts. These revenues can be divided into three major components by use:

EFA Required Local Match: The amount the district is required to fund by the EFA formula based on 
Index of Taxpayer Ability (ITA) calculations.

Debt Service: Local property taxes raised through a dedicated “Debt Service” millage rate80 that can 
only be applied to the repayment of bonds, typically for the purpose of capital expenditures (i.e.-facility 
construction). Currently, statewide charter districts have no mechanism to raise funds for such use.
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FIGURE 27: PER STUDENT LOCAL TAX REVENUES FOR DEBT SERVICE BY DISTRICT, 2018-19

Source: Author’s calculations based on (1) “Statement of Revenues, FY2018-19,” Office of Finance, SC Department of 
Education. (2) “South Carolina Property Tax Rates by County, 2016 to 2020.” South Carolina Association of Counties. (3) 
Source: School District Detailed Index of Taxpaying Ability dataset, Tax Years 2016 - 2020. South Carolina Department 
of Revenue.

Optional/Discretionary: The amount the district raises for school operations above what is required 
by the EFA. This amount varies by district, from a low of $884 per pupil in Union County to a high of 
$10,762 in Fairfield County. (Figure 28) The median district raises $2,377 per pupil in optional local tax 
revenues. Again, statewide charter districts have no capacity to raise such funds.

FIGURE 28: PER STUDENT OPTIONAL/DISCRETIONARY LOCAL TAX REVENUES BY DISTRICT, 
2018-19

Source: “Statement of Revenues, FY2018-19,” Office of Finance, SC Department of Education.
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OTHER LOCAL FUNDS

Finally, districts can raise funds through provided auxiliary services (food, transportation, tuition, 
event admissions, student fees, etc.)81, investments, rentals, donations, and other sources. On average, 
statewide charter districts raised $389 per student from these sources in 2018-19 versus $719 for TPS 
districts. Example 4 details local revenues for the average sample local and statewide charter districts 
in South Carolina.

EXAMPLE 4: LOCAL REVENUES ACROSS SAMPLE DISTRICTS IN 2018-19

Sample Local TPS District Sample Statewide Charter District 

Total Per Student Total Per Student

Local Taxes & Fees      

ADM 9,128 9,128

EFA Required $9,355,657 $1,025 - -

Debt Service $14,289,668 $1,565 - -

Optional/Discretionary $27,998,220 $3,067 - -

Total Local Taxes & Fees $51,643,545 $5,658 - $0

Other Local 

District Services $3,688,669 $404 $2,032,505 $223

Investments $1,065,595 $117 $263,968 $29

Rentals, Donations & 
Other $1,810,871 $198 $1,252,984 $137

Total Other $6,565,136 $719 $3,549,457 $389

Sources: Author’s calculations based on (1) “Statement of Revenues, FY2018-19,” Office of Finance, SC Department of 
Education. (2) “South Carolina Property Tax Rates by County, 2016 to 2020.” South Carolina Association of Counties. (3) 
(3) “Fiscal Year 2018 - 2019 135-day Financial Requirements - Final,” SC Department of Education.

DEFICIENCIES IDENTIFIED: EQUITY AND SUSTAINABILITY
Raising revenues in a stable, sustainable and transparent manner is an obstacle faced not just by 
statewide charter districts, but also by local TPS school districts. In November 2014, the South Caroli-
na Supreme Court’s decision in Abbeville County School District, et al. v. The State of South Carolina 
found the state’s “educational funding scheme is a fractured formula denying students... the consti-
tutionally required opportunity.” In 2019, national education research institute, ExcelinEd, published 
“Fairness & Opportunity: Bringing Student-Centered Education Funding to South Carolina Students.” 
That report put it this way: “school funding is South Carolina is extraordinarily complex, with a multi-
tude of funding streams each of which has its own allocation methodology.”82 The fractured nature of 
the formula fails students for several reasons.83 
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1.  EXPENDITURES ARE NOT DIRECTLY TIED TO ACTUAL STUDENT COSTS.

The EFA was originally designed to be the primary funding source for students. However, the fund-
ing it provides is low, and its share of total education funding has shrunk over time to only 27% of 
state and local funds. Further the gradual addition of funds from the EIA, Education Lottery, tax re-
lief reimbursements, and other state and local appropriations, many of which have categorical use 
requirements, have effectively removed the link between funding and student costs. Rather than 
allocating funds by actual need, they are based on specific revenue streams, compete with other 
state budget priorities, and are subject to fluctuating economic conditions.

2.  REVENUE STREAMS ARE UNSTABLE AND UNPREDICTABLE, CAUSING SIG-
NIFICANT YEAR-OVER-YEAR VARIATION IN FUNDING.

State level K-12 education dollars flow from variable sources and lack a mechanism to ensure con-
sistent funding levels, instead suffering the ups and downs of economic or political cycles. As a re-
sult, school districts are unable to set reliable budgets based on predictable income. Lottery ticket 
sales and recessions are unpredictable.

3.  OVERLY-COMPLEX FUNDING FORMULAS PRECLUDE TRANSPARENCY AND 
DISGUISE INEFFICIENCY.

The numerous revenue streams, coupled with multiple reimbursement requirements, spending 
mandates and calculation factors, makes the current system incredibly complex.

	• Burdensome administrative costs are required to calculate multiple funding mandates.84 (The 
current SC Department of Education Funding Manual is 182 pages.)

	• Complication leads to a lack of transparency. Taxpayers, educators and lawmakers are unable 
to follow money, verify calculations, and ensure it is being spent appropriately. 

4. STATE/LOCAL COST-SHARING FORMULA DOES NOT EFFECTIVELY  
PROMOTE EQUITY ACROSS DISTRICTS. 

In 1977 the EFA established an equitable cost sharing formula in which the state provided on 
average 70% of the funding, with local districts receiving more or less than that according to their 
ability to raise funds through property tax. The ITA no longer accurately reflects each district’s rela-
tive property wealth due to exemptions and tax law changes which have unequally eroded the tax 
base. Further, over time piecemeal changes and additions to the funding formula have eroded cost 
sharing equity, with the state currently paying 51% overall,85 and the funds no longer corresponding 
to the district’s ability to raise local funds. 

ULTIMATELY, BOTH STATEWIDE CHARTER AND LOCAL TPS DISTRICTS 
FACE SIMILAR, INTERTWINED ISSUES THAT REQUIRE A JOINT SOLUTION 
TO PROVIDE ONGOING SUSTAINABILITY AND SUCCESS FOR EACH. 
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PART  THREE: Elements of a  
Sustainable K-12 Funding System
FOUR OPTIONS FOR ACHIEVING SUSTAINABLE, EQUITABLE 
FUNDING FOR SOUTH CAROLINA PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOLS
In the current system, educational inputs are not aligned to create excellent student outcomes. 
Instead, the state is funding a hodgepodge of programs that, taken in sum, are too often not creating 
what matters most: student success. Building on the best of South Carolina’s experience, refined by 
national best practices, a new funding model can be structured with key elements for success:

SINGLE STUDENT-CENTERED FORMULA

The patchwork of education funding streams and formulas in South Carolina is not student-centered. 
A single, accurate formula that funds students rather than programs or systems will improve autono-
my and accountability of districts and schools. Such a system will also equitably target funds based on 
individual student characteristics which will lead to better academic outcomes.*

SIMPLIFIED FUNDING

Removing ties with multiple funding streams will eliminate volatility and complexity. A simple fund-
ing structure that merges all current education revenue sources (EFA, EIA, Education Lottery and 
property tax reimbursements) and assigns state funds based on formula from a single source—the 
General Fund— will guarantee appropriate revenue in a predictable manner every year. Further, it will 
increase efficiency and transparency and lower the administrative burden.

EQUITABLE LOCAL AND STATE COST-SHARING

The displacement of the EFA as the primary revenue source, combined with increasing property tax 
exemptions and reimbursement schemes, has transformed the cost sharing ratio, so that less wealthy 
districts are not assisted by the state as originally intended by the EFA. Restoring this balance will en-
sure equitable funding to students regardless of district.

PHASE-IN PERIOD AND HOLD HARMLESS PROVISIONS

A clear, reliable, predictable estimate of budget changes over a phase-in period (5 to 7 years) can facil-
itate a smooth transition by enabling districts to properly plan and innovate. Further, districts which 
stand to lose state funding would be held harmless (provided funds so no district experiences a loss in 
state appropriations) during the phase-in period.

DATA ANALYSIS FOR ACCOUNTABILITY, EVALUATION, AUDITING AND FEEDBACK

Ensuring a sustainable funding formula requires ongoing monitoring and updating from feedback 
data (inflation, weights, achievement, expenditures, revenues, etc.). Annual evaluation and optimi-

* Changes to the Education Improvement Act (EIA) require a 2/3 vote of each house of the General Assembly according to the 
statute. The Attorney General has opined that this statutory provision, which is not in the Constitution, may not be enforceable. 
In Pinckney et al v Peeler et al (September 2021), the SC Supreme Court ruled that supermajority requirements in statutes are 
unconstitutional as they attempt to bind future legislatures.
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zation will not only keep the system from becoming obsolete, but it will result in improvements and 
ensure targeted funds reach their intended destination.

FUNDING ANALYSIS
In 2019, the Governor, the President of the Senate, and the Speaker of the House of Representatives 
requested the Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office (RFA) to develop a funding model representative of 
“21st century education” in South Carolina.86 The RFA embarked on an in-depth analysis of revenues 
and expenditures that provided the state with the most accurate and detailed work in state education 
funding history (RFA Model). 

This chapter builds on that ground-breaking work by using its (1) detailed categorization of revenue 
streams, sources and purposes, as well as its (2) insight into property tax valuation and cost-sharing 
structures across districts. This analysis uses updated school revenue data from the 2018-19 school 
year (the latest available from the SC Department of Education) as well as data from the most current 
tax years. 

We analyze four options to provide sustainable, equitable funding to students across all public school 
districts—local TPS districts and statewide charter districts alike. These options include:

1.	 Continuation of the current framework (i.e. – doing nothing)

2.	 Current framework with a new EFA weight for charter students

3.	 Combining state funding (per the RFA Model) with a new EFA weight for charter students

4.	 Simplified, streamlined formula (EFA 2.0)87 

Each section presents a detailed breakdown of that option using 2018-19 school year revenue data. 
The final section presents the funding projections of each option through 2023-24.
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Option A: Current Framework
Table 1 provides a detailed breakdown of funds by source for local TPS and statewide charter districts. 
These figures include ALL funding (federal, state and local).

 
TABLE 1: CURRENT TOTAL FUNDING DETAILED BY SOURCE, 2018-2019

Note: Figures do not include GL Codes 5400 - 5500 and 5999 (Sale of Fixed Assets, Proceeds from Long-Term Notes,  
 
Capital Lease, Other Financing Sources). Also excluded are Adult Education and pre-Kindergarten programs (GL 
Codes 1330, 1340, 3134, 3156, 3540, 3541, 3556, 4400, 4410, 4430, 4490, 4520). Sources: (1) “Statement of Revenues, 
FY2018-19,” Office of Finance, SC Department of Education. (2) “Revenue Per Pupil Report by School District for 
2020-21 Excluding Bond Revenue,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. (3) “Fiscal Year 2018 - 2019 135-day Financial 
Requirements - Final,” SC Department of Education. (3) “South Carolina Property Tax Rates by County, 2016 to 2020.” 
South Carolina Association of Counties. Online: https://www.sccounties.org/research-information/property-tax-rates 
(4) Source: School District Detailed Index of Taxpaying Ability dataset, Tax Years 2016 - 2020. South Carolina Depart-
ment of Revenue. Online: https://dor.sc.gov/lgs/reports-school-index
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STATE AND LOCAL PROGRAM
Federal revenues as well as district-generated “Other Funds” (revenues from services, investments, 
rentals, donations, etc.) are not under the purview of the state program and are omitted. Because part 
of local revenues support the state-mandated EFA program and other parts support optional opera-
tions and debt service (for capital expenditures), a simplified Table 2 compares just the state revenues 
and the “Taxes and Fees” portion of the local revenues.

TABLE 2 : CURRENT FRAMEWORK: STATE AND LOCAL OPERATIONS FUNDING PER PUPIL 
(ADM) BY SOURCE, 2018-19

Note: *Shows the difference between physical (brick-and-mortar) statewide charters and locally-sponsored schools. 
**Represents the median amount of optional/discretionary local revenues across 79 locally-sponsored schools in 
2018-19. Actual amounts range from $884 per pupil in Union to a high of $10,762 in Fairfield.

Of note, TPS districts receive a median amount of $2,377 in local optional/discretionary tax and fee rev-
enues for school operations, which statewide charter districts cannot receive. This is offset by the fact 
that physical (brick-and-mortar) statewide charter district schools receive, on average, $2,436 more 
from the state program. (While these additional state funds cover the operational program, they do 
not make up for the median $1,110 in local district revenues raised for debt service.)

The larger issue is that state and local program funds vary immensely across districts. The combined 
operational program ranges from $7,714 per pupil in Dillon 3 to $20,058 in Fairfield. A comparison of 
WPUs, which more accurately reflects equity in funding, also exhibits large variance, ranging from 
$5,626 per WPU in Dillon 3 to $13,895 in Fairfield (Figure 29). Here, charter school districts fall below 

THE LARGER ISSUE WITH CONTINUING 
THE CURRENT AD HOC, PIECEMEAL 
SYSTEM IS THAT STUDENTS AND 
SCHOOLS ARE NOT FUNDED EQUALLY 
BY ANY REAL MEASURE. FUNDING IS 
NOT BASED ON A METHOD (1) THAT 
INCORPORATES STUDENTS AND THEIR 
NEEDS OR (2) THAT CAN BE TRACKED 
OR FOLLOWED OR UNDERSTOOD. 
FURTHER, IT IS NOT LEADING TO 
SUCCESSFUL OUTCOMES. 
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the state median of $7,288. Under an equitable, student-centered system, the funding level per 
WPU should be equal across all districts.

FIGURE 29: CURRENT FRAMEWORK: STATE AND LOCAL OPERATIONS FUNDING PER WPU, 
2018-19

When adding in the local tax and fee revenues for debt service, the disparity in funding is even larger, 
ranging from $5,702 per WPU in Dillon 3 to $14,855 in Fairfield. (Figure 30) A full list of all district funds 
by source is found in the Appendix.

FIGURE 30: CURRENT FRAMEWORK: STATE AND LOCAL OPERATIONS WITH DEBT SERVICE 
FUNDING PER WPU, 2018-19
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BENEFITS AND ISSUES WITH OPTION A
The perceived benefit to continuing the current system is that it is already in place, thus, alleviating 
pressure from the need to “do something.” In reality, however, the administrative cost and burden 
built into this current system is enormous, complex, and inefficient. Any step toward streamlining 
the funding method and combining revenue streams will necessarily make the functioning easier 
and more transparent. In other words, there is a significant cost to doing nothing.

The larger issue with continuing the current ad hoc, piecemeal system is that students and 
schools are not funded equally by any real measure. Funding is not based on a method (1) that 
incorporates students and their needs or (2) that can be tracked or followed or understood. Fur-
ther, it is not leading to successful outcomes. 

The current funding system also has no mechanism to report on dollars that go to the class-
room as opposed to administration and overhead. PPI’s school district consolidation study, 
Stronger Together, showed enormous administrative expenses as a percentage of revenues 
among school districts, particularly in tiny, shrinking rural ones.

Option B: Current Framework with EFA 
WEIGHT FOR CHARTER STUDENTS
One particular issue with the current K-12 finance system lies in the EIA program being the source 
that provides supplements to statewide charter districts. Because the EIA is funded by a 1% statewide 
sales tax that must be held in trust fund for EIA expenditures, any use of EIA funds for statewide char-
ter supplements necessarily utilizes EIA funds that could be used for other purposes. As a result, it has 
been suggested that a weight for charter students be added to the EFA program.

STATE AND LOCAL PROGRAM
A revenue-neutral charter supplement “swap” from the EIA to the EFA (or in Statehouse terms, in-
cluding it in State Aid to Classrooms line) leaves all other aspects of the current funding program 
the same. The EIA money previously used for charter supplements must still be used by the EIA for 
other EIA programs. To be revenue neutral, it is assumed that some of the programs funded directly 
through the General Fund can be shifted to being funded by the new EIA money. 

The EFA add-on weight for charter students requires translation from the current WPU-based alloca-
tion used under EIA to an ADM-based weight used under the EFA. Table 3 lists the revenue-neutral 
EFA add-on weight for 2018-19 (with a Base Student Cost of $2,485).

TABLE 3: REVENUE-NEUTRAL EFA ADD-ON WEIGHT FOR CHARTER STUDENT, 2018-19 (BASE 
STUDENT COST = $2,485)
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The overall funding picture does not change, it simply swaps from the EIA line item to the EFA, as 
shown in Table 4.

TABLE 4: CURRENT FRAMEWORK WITH EFA WEIGHT FOR CHARTER STUDENT: STATE AND 
LOCAL OPERATIONS FUNDING PER PUPIL (ADM) BY SOURCE, 2018-19

A full list of all funds by district is found in the Appendix.

 
BENEFITS AND ISSUES WITH OPTION B
As with Option A, the exact same allocations accrue across districts (Table 2). The primary benefit 
to this option over Option A is the greater flexibility allowed from the charter add-on weight in: (1) 
not limiting expenditures from the EIA, (2) enacting the charter supplement in law rather than via 
annual provisos, and (3) providing the ability to modify the charter add-on weight as the overall cost 
formula changes over time. 
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Option C: Combining State Funding with 
EFA Weight for Charter Students
The RFA Model proposes collapsing (“rolling up” in Statehouse speak), the state’s multiple funding 
streams into a single pool of money from which funds are allocated to districts via a formula. Follow-
ing that proposal, we have developed Option C: 

	• Combines the EFA, EIA, Education Lottery, Property Tax Reimbursements, Direct General Fund 
programs into a single, combined state funding source.

	• Distributes all funds to districts based on the student-centered EFA formula.

	• Allots supplemental funds to statewide charter districts via an EFA add-on weight. 

	• Uses the existing ITA to determine the local district match.

STATE AND LOCAL PROGRAM
The revenue-neutral solution to Option C combines (“rolls up”) funds from all state programs with the 
required local EFA match. It assumes the local match will remain the same (revenue neutral), with the 
state program thus making up 87%. The effective new Base Student Cost is $5,405. Charter add-on 
weights are calculated to ensure they make up for the optional/discretionary local tax revenue (Table 5).

TABLE 5: OPTION C  REVENUE-NEUTRAL INPUT VALUES, 2018-19

Total State Program $4,822,365,431

EFA Required Local Match $739,096,915

% State Support 86.7%

Total WPUs 1,029,028

Total 135 Day ADMs 749,173

New BSC (Revenue Neu-
tral) $5,357

Charter Add-on Weight 
(Virtual) 0.089

Charter Add-on Weight 
(Physical) 0.478

Because funding is allocated equitably, districts which had not been receiving their appropriate share 
of state funds will receive more and vice versa. Under the revenue-neutral solution, 49 districts would 
see a reduction in state funds, an issue that can be mitigated by either (1) increasing the BSC, or (2) 
holding districts harmless (providing them additional funds to make up for the reduction). 

Table 6 shows the Revenue Neutral solution and the Hold Harmless solution, in which an additional 
$139M in state funds is provided to districts to allow them time to adjust their budgets to the new, low-
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er funding levels. The Hold Harmless solution would be implemented as a “minimum distribution”88 
per pupil, which is gradually phased out over a period of time not to exceed seven years.

TABLE 6: COMBINED STATE FUNDING—REVENUE NEUTRAL VS. HOLD HARMLESS SOLUTIONS: 
STATE AND LOCAL OPERATIONS FUNDING PER PUPIL (ADM) BY SOURCE, 2018-19

Because the combination of funds allows the base state program to better allocate funds, charter 
schools receive larger base funding and do not need as large a supplement to obtain parity with TPS 
for operational funds. (Funds for debt service still remain disparate across all districts.) 

Most importantly, because this option distributes funds under an equitable, student-centered system, 
the funding level per WPU is equal at $5,357 (averaging $7,364 per ADM) across all schools for the 
state-required operational program (Table 5). Unfortunately, the issue of funding variance still remains 
when accounting for local optional/discretionary funds. 

Although this solution is much improved over current funding from the state’s per-
spective, the combined program ranges from a low of $5,979 per WPU in Union to 
$12,812 per WPU in Fairfield. Statewide charter school districts, on the whole, appear 
to receive less than the median amount, but this is simply due to the large number 
of virtual students (Figure 31).
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FIGURE 31: COMBINED FUNDING: STATE AND LOCAL OPERATIONS FUNDING PER WPU, 2018-19

The impact of the addition of the $139M in hold harmless funds is shown in Figure 32. It has the effect 
of further increasing the inequity in funding, with levels ranging from $6,045 per WPU in Dillon 3 to 
$13,895 per WPU in Fairfield.  

FIGURE 32: COMBINED FUNDING WITH HOLD HARMLESS FUNDS: STATE AND LOCAL OPERA-
TIONS FUNDING PER WPU, 2018-19
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BENEFITS AND ISSUES WITH OPTION C
Option C provides an infinitely simplified funding system, which distributes funds transparently 
and fairly from a single source. It dramatically simplifies administrative burden associated with 
programmatic mandates and record keeping. It allows schools to spend funds where needed 
most, ensuring both flexibility and accountability. Finally, funding is distributed in an under-
standable, consistent manner enabling districts to plan for the current and future accordingly.

Perhaps most importantly, it provides fairness in state funding across all districts—local TPS 
districts, as well as statewide charter districts—with funds based on the actual students. 

However, the amount of the required local match, which uses the ITA, does not fully reflect a 
district’s relative ability to raise property tax revenues due to exemptions and tax law changes 
which have unequally altered the tax base.

Although the local optional/discretionary funding for operations still makes up enough of the 
program to drive inequity in funding across districts, this issue can be mitigated by either (1) 
raising the BSC,  (2) modifying the state contribution percentage, or (3) some combination of 
both. Further, local debt service funding is not currently incorporated in Option C.

Finally, Option C requires re-writing portions of the SC State Code of Laws to conform to the stream-
lined combination of funding sources and student-centered distribution thereof. This model is attrac-
tive because reduction of mandates would come along with simplification of funding streams.

 
Option D: EFA 2.0
Similar to South Carolina’s original Education Finance Act (EFA) of 1977, Option D, EFA Version 2.0 is a 
simplified, streamlined student-centered formula. 

	• Combines the EFA, EIA, Education Lottery, Property Tax Reimbursements, Direct General Fund 
programs into a single, combined state funding source (like Option C).

	• Distributes all funds to districts based on a student-centered formula with simplified Student 
Weighting Factors (see Appendix), which include weights for charter students.

	• Determines how much TPS districts must contribute based on a minimum millage, in which 
districts levy a state-determined minimum millage rate, and the state provides the remainder.
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STATE AND LOCAL PROGRAM
The revenue-neutral solution to Option D 
uses the same combined funds of Option C 
(all state programs plus the required local 
EFA match). It also assumes the local match 
will remain the same (revenue neutral), with 
the state program thus making up 87%. The 
simplified weights result in fewer WPUs and 
a larger effective Base Student Cost of $5,594. 
Charter weights are calculated to ensure they 
make up for the optional/discretionary local 
tax revenue. The minimum school operations 
millage rate each district must set to raise re-
quired tax revenues is 27.9 mills. (Table 7) 

TABLE 7: OPTION D REVENUE-NEUTRAL INPUT VALUES, 2018-19

Total State Program $4,822,365,431

Required Local Match $739,096,915

% State Support 86.7%

State Minimum Millage 27.9

Total WPUs 994,101

Total 135 Day ADMs 749,173

New BSC (Revenue Neutral) $5,594

Charter Weight (Virtual) 0.2

Charter Weight (Physical) 0.388

Like Option C, under the revenue-neutral solution, 47 districts would see a reduction in state funds 
totaling $139.9M. Again, this issue that can be mitigated by either (1) increasing the BSC, or (2) holding 
districts harmless. 

Table 8 shows the Revenue Neutral solution and 
the Hold Harmless solution, in which the state 
provides each district additional funds (totaling 
$139.9M) to ensure they receive no reduction in 
state funds. These Hold Harmless funds would be 
gradually phased out over time as the BSC increas-
es due to inflation.

LIKE OPTION C, UNDER THE 
REVENUE-NEUTRAL SOLUTION, 
47 DISTRICTS WOULD SEE A 
REDUCTION IN STATE FUNDS 
TOTALING $139.9M. AGAIN, THIS 
ISSUE THAT CAN BE MITIGATED 
BY EITHER (1) INCREASING THE 
BSC, OR (2) HOLDING DISTRICTS 
HARMLESS. 
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TABLE 8: EFA 2.0—REVENUE NEUTRAL VS. HOLD HARMLESS SOLUTIONS:  STATE AND LOCAL 
OPERATIONS FUNDING PER PUPIL (ADM) BY SOURCE, 2018-19

As with Option C, the combination of funds allows the base state program to better allocate funds. 
Thus, charter schools receive larger base funding and do not need as large a supplement to obtain 
parity with TPS. 

Also, like Option C, operational funds are distributed on an equitable, student-centered basis, with 
the funding level per WPU equal at $5,594 (averaging $7,364 per ADM) across all TPS districts for the 
state-required program (Figure 33). Again, funding variance still remains when accounting for local 
optional/discretionary funds for operations, although much improved over current funding, the com-
bined program ranges from a low of $6,372 per WPU in Union to $13,439 per WPU in Fairfield.
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FIGURE 33: EFA 2.0: STATE AND LOCAL OPERATIONS FUNDING PER WPU, 2018-19

The impact of the addition of the $139.9M in hold harmless funds further increases the inequity in fund-
ing, with levels ranging from $6,374 per WPU in Dillon 3 to $14,685 per WPU in Fairfield. (Figure 34)

FIGURE 34: EFA 2.0 WITH HOLD HARMLESS FUNDS: STATE AND LOCAL OPERATIONS FUNDING 
PER WPU, 2018-19
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BENEFITS AND ISSUES WITH OPTION D
Like Option C, the EFA 2.0 provides an even more simplified funding system, providing all the 
benefits described regarding transparency, efficiency, and equity in state funding across all 
districts, with funds based on students. 

Requiring districts to levy a state-specified minimum millage rate (with the option for districts 
to levy higher rates if desired) is an effective means to achieve “ability to pay” for lower wealth 
districts and is a slightly improved method over the current ITA. However, to achieve a truly ef-
fective cost-sharing program based on property tax would require several tax law changes.

	• Reinstating property exempted in the Property Tax Relief Act of 1994 and Act 388 of 2006 
would enable lower tax rates on a larger property tax base, preventing the shifting of tax 
burden from homeowners to renters and commercial/small businesses. 

	• Requiring future FILOTs to be subject to increases in school millages would further prevent 
the shifting of tax burden to other property owners.

Although the local optional/discretionary funding for operations still makes up enough of the 
program to drive inequity in funding across districts, this issue can be mitigated by either (1) 
raising the BSC, or (2) modifying the state contribution percentage, or (3) some combination of 
both. Local debt service funding is also not incorporated into this option.

Finally, Option D (like Option C) requires re-writing portions of the SC State Code of Laws to 
conform to the streamlined combination of funding sources, student-centered distribution, and 
state/local cost sharing.

Other Options
Other K-12 funding options that have been suggested but are not presented in this study for reasons 
discussed below, are listed here.

LOCAL REVENUE FUNDS FOLLOW THE STUDENT TO  
CHARTER SCHOOLS
Having local funds (primarily from property tax revenues) follow students out of TPS districts to state-
wide-sponsored charter schools has been discussed as one possible solution to remedy the imbal-
ance between state and local funds available to statewide charter districts. 

Several difficulties exist in implementing such a solution and are reviewed according to the category 
of use of these local tax revenues.

EFA REQUIRED LOCAL MATCH: This amount is already made up to statewide charter districts 
because they have ITA’s equal to zero and, thus, receive all of their EFA funding from the state. Local 
funds could potentially offset the state’s contribution but would not provide additional funds to the char-
ter districts. However, such an arrangement would prevent the state from paying the entirety and invest 
locals in charters in their own district. This effort would need to be tied to comprehensive tax reform.
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DEBT SERVICE: While funding for facility construction (and servicing the debt incurred) is outside 
the scope of this paper, diversion of these funds may be difficult and vary by school district, depen-
dent upon how bond referendums and local ordinances have been written regarding the use of 
revenues from these property tax levies. This amount varies significantly across local geographic TPS 
districts as well, from $0 (in Marlboro, Clarendon 2 and Clarendon 3) to $3,002 per pupil (in York 4).

OPTIONAL/DISCRETIONARY: The amount the district raises for school operations above that 
required by the EFA appears the most likely set of local funds to follow the student. Again, it faces 
several challenges.

1.	 That amount varies greatly—from $884 per pupil in Union to a high of $10,762 in Fairfield, 
with a median of $2,377. Thus, it provides no predictability in per pupil funding. 

2.	 It ensures no equity between students. The current per pupil state funding to statewide 
charter districts is currently higher than the state and local operations program in 13 TPS 
districts, with the per WPU funding higher in 26 TPS districts (see Table 9 and Appendix). 
Having funds follow the student out of these TPS districts will further drive inequity in fund-
ing. While it may be possible to simply divert these funds to offset the state’s contribution, it 
will not necessarily provide additional funds to the charter districts.  

3.	 To calculate the exact amount of local tax funds available for optional/discretionary use will 
pose an administrative challenge, likely to be undertaken by the state’s Revenue and Fis-
cal Affairs Office. It will require waiting to find out the EFA required portion and estimating 
the portion attributable to the debt millage, among other calculations. Results will likely be 
published an annual list where next year’s allocation is based on last year’s figures. Further, it 
will require a request and verification of eligibility for each student, along with a verification 
of transfer of funds from each local geographic TPS district. Such an option would represent 
another ad hoc, piecemeal change that further increases complexity and reduces transparen-
cy and disguises inefficiency.

Ultimately, with this solution, vast inequity will still remain in the system, as it is still not funding students 
or schools, but instead funding programs and historical ad hoc mandates. Options C or D (with an EFA 
weight) can provide a far superior supplement as well as equitable allocation across all districts. 

STATE FUNDS ENTIRE K-12 PROGRAM
Given the hodge-podge of South Carolina’s education statutes, a state-centric option would be a 
heavy lift for the Palmetto State. But this option has been proposed by a number of researchers and 
national education organizations, as it promotes equity and consistency in funding, making all funds 
completely portable by student across schools and districts. While some argue state-centric is the 
fairest system, it would require complicated legislation, a large increase in state funding, and it would 
need to be determined whether school districts would be allowed to raise additional funds locally as 
they do now. An entire separate option may not be required for this proposal, however, as it can be 
enacted through modifications to either Option C or Option D. 
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Projections through 2023-24
A summary of the four options is shown in Table 9, including per student (ADM) amounts and total state 
and required local amounts for revenue neutral solutions using school year 2018-19 financial data.

TABLE 9: OPTION SUMMARY FOR REVENUE NEUTRAL SOLUTIONS, 2018-19  

The longer term projections for each of these options is shown in Table 10. Options B and C grow at 
slower rates than the current program. These amounts are dictated by the growth rate of the Base 
Student Cost as well as the percentage of the state and local sharing contributions.
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TABLE 10: LONG-TERM PROJECTIONS, 2018-19 TO 2023-24  

Blue = RFA Projections. Orange = Author’s calculations based on RFA projections.		
1. RFA Projections for ADM and WPU levels in 2021-22. See “ADM and WPU Historical Analysis - Regular and Charter 
Districts for web FY 22.” SC Revenue & Fiscal Affairs Office. 1/11/2021 Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/student-count-projections
2. RFA WPU projections for 2022-23 through 2023-24. See “Three-Year General Fund Financial Outlook FY 2021-22 to 
FY 2023-24,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/data-research/state-finances		
3. RFA Base Student Cost projections through 2023-24. See “ADM and WPU Historical Analysis - Regular and Charter 
Districts for web FY 22.” SC Revenue & Fiscal Affairs Office. 1/11/2021 Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/student-count-projections
4. EIA growth rate based on RFA EIA revenue estimates 2021-22 to 2023-24. See “South Carolina Long Range General 
Fund Revenue Forecast FY 2018-19 to FY 2023-24,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/da-
ta-research/state-finances/general-fund-forecast							     
5. RFA Property Tax Reimbursement estimates. See “Trust Fund for Property Tax Relief - Table,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs 
Office. Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/data-research/local-government/property-tax/reimb   and  “Homestead Exemption Fund (Tier 
III) - Table,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/data-research/local-government/property-tax/reimb
6. RFA Education Lottery projections through 2023-24. See “South Carolina Long Range General Fund Revenue Forecast FY 2018-19 
to FY 2023-24,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/data-research/state-finances/general-fund-forecast
7. Based on State Aid to Classroom projections. See “2019-2020 Bill H.5201” South Carolina General Assembly. Online: https://
www.scstatehouse.gov/sess123_2019-2020/appropriations2020/hpp1b.htm  and  “Three-Year General Fund Financial Outlook 
FY 2021-22 to FY 2023-24,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/data-research/state-finances
8. BSC increases use CPI figures for 2018-19 to 2020-12 and use RFA assumed inflation rate for 2021-22 to 2023-24. See 
“Three-Year General Fund Financial Outlook FY 2021-22 to FY 2023-24,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. Online: 
https://rfa.sc.gov/data-research/state-finances
9. Calculated using 10-year annual average growth (2.59%) in state assessed property value.
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PART FOUR: RECOMMENDATIONS
STATUTE
1.1 SET FUNDING SOURCES IN STATUTE. In its recommendations for improvement to the 
state statute, the National Association for Public Charter Schools suggests “ensuring equitable fund-
ing by increasing per-pupil funding, providing equitable access to capital funding, and ensuring 
access to vacant and underutilized facilities.” South Carolina Public Charter Schools are 25 years old. 
Their funding should be made permanent, not housed only within EIA and provisos.

1.2 ALLOW NON-PROFIT MANAGERS. Another statutory change would be to amend the state 
charter law to allow KIPP-type non-profit managers to operate in South Carolina. A provision in legisla-
tion filed by Senator Greg Hembree (R-Horry) in 2017 would have made it clear that South Carolina wel-
comes all management organizations (both CMOs and EMOs) as charter “education service providers.”89

1.3 ADOPT RECOMMENDATIONS FROM RECENT STUDIES. A number of the changes to 
the charter law found in the House Ad Hoc Committee rewrite of the statute (2020), as well as recom-
mendations from the Legislative Audit Council (2021) would improve the statute. 

FACILITIES
Several of the recommendations of the South Carolina charter facilities study (2013) have been adopt-
ed, but those not enacted are worth repeating:

2.1 PROVIDE A FACILITIES ALLOWANCE. A pro-rata per-pupil facilities allowance based on annual 
TPS tax revenues for capital debt service per student could be provided to charter schools by the state. 

Given that most of the recommendations from the 2013 facilities study have not been enacted, it is 
now even more urgent for the Palmetto State to settle the charter facilities finance issue. Inadequate 
facilities prevent charter schools from growing.  

Capital markets would provide better financing terms and more favorable interest rates to charter 
schools if the state were to provide dedicated, predictable charter facility funding. This, in turn, would 
utilize state taxpayer dollars more efficiently as lending to charter schools would rise and interest rates 
would fall.  

The prevailing scenario today in which rents or the bond/loan payments come out of the operating 
budget, takes dollars from the classroom. This is also viewed negatively by capital markets.  

While this innovation would not represent premium funding by any means, a consistent and reliable 
source of funds to pay rent on buildings, to repay local bank loans, or to pay investors in the bond mar-
ket would be a step in the direction of providing the type of capital funding enjoyed by TPS districts.

2.2 GUARANTEE EQUAL ACCESS TO ALL TPS CAPITAL FUNDING PROGRAMS. If a facil-
ities funding program is available to a TPS district, then it should be available to a charter school district.
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2.3 ENACT PRIORITY ACCESS TO SURPLUS TPS PROPERTY. Charters should enjoy a pri-
ority right of refusal to purchase or lease at or below fair market value a closed, unused, or underused 
public school facility or property.

2.4 PREVENT UNEQUAL FACILITY REQUIREMENTS. Facility-related requirements should 
never be stricter for charters schools than TPS. 

2.5 ASSISTING CHARTERS WITH ACCESS TO BOND MARKETS. Access to bond mar-
kets, in addition to JEDA, would be a robust solution to the need for capital. The Foundation for Ex-
cellence in Education (ExcelinEd) has found90 that even though few charter schools close, most who 
borrow funds for capital purposes are paying the same rates as businesses that are considered high 
risk. Often that means that owning is not cheaper than renting. But bonding carries fees and other ex-
penses, like conduits and underwriters, not to mention high rates. That’s why only about 10% of char-
ter schools have accessed bond markets.91

ExcelinEd has called for states to step up and back bonds for strong charter schools as is the practice in 
Arizona and Texas. The Arizona program92 requires a school to show a history of strong academic perfor-
mance and financial management ability to participate in its program. Earnings from bonds are exempt 
from federal and state taxes and charters could use the instrument to borrow up to 100% of the cost of a 
facility. In Colorado and Utah, the state provides a “moral obligation,” which is less than a guarantee. 

2.6  ENACT LEGISLATION TO ASSIST CHARTERS IN ENHANCING THEIR CREDIT. 
South Carolina has a Charter School Facility Revolving Loan Program but it is not robust. A bill filed 
in the South Carolina General Assembly in 201793 would have allowed the State Treasurer use funds in 
the Program to assist charter schools with credit enhancement. According to the legislation:

…the State Treasurer may use money in the Charter School Facility Revolving Loan Pro-
gram, as specified by the General Assembly, to create a debt reserve fund to enhance the 
ability of a charter school to obtain favorable financing terms on bonds issued on behalf 
of the charter school for the purpose of financing charter school capital construction, 
purchase, renovation or maintenance. In using monies from the Charter School Facility 
Revolving Loan Program for credit enhancement, the State Treasurer shall maintain a 
reasonable ratio of leverage not to exceed 15:1 of dollars of outstanding bonded debt by 
the charter schools to dollars provided from the Charter School Facility Revolving Loan 
Program as credit enhancement. The State Treasurer shall establish guidelines and 
procedures for application, approval, allocation, and the duration of the credit enhance-
ments with input from stakeholders. The State Treasurer may approve a credit enhance-
ment instrument from monies in the Charter School Revolving Loan Program to a char-
ter school, upon application by the charter school.

The bill could be refiled at any time.

INCUBATION

3.1 DEVELOP A STATEWIDE CHARTER SCHOOL INCUBATION PLAN WITH EM-
PHASIS ON THE I-95 CORRIDOR. This begs the question: where do solid charter applications 
come from? For rural communities to recruit founders and to develop a solid application for a new 
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charter school, technical assistance will be required. Existing incubation efforts are better than efforts 
just a short time ago, but few new charters are opening, particularly in underserved areas of the state. 
A strategy must be developed that involves all stakeholders at both the state and local levels to give 
birth to sustainable, high-quality charters with an emphasis on the areas of the state classified as Tier 
IV (12 counties) and Tier III (12 counties).

3.2 TAKE FULL ADVANTAGE OF THE RIPENESS OF WORKPLACES FOR HOSTING 
CHARTER SCHOOLS. Legislation introduced in the House (2017) and the Senate (2019) authorized 
“corporate partners” or a consortium of corporate partners to establish “charter schools in the work-
place” if the entities were willing to donate facilities or land or capital improvements.94 The early years of 
the charter movement in South Carolina saw great interest on the part of businesses. That interest can 
be recaptured through tax credits that lead to the creation of Charter School Opportunity Zones, incent-
ing in-kind donations of housing for teachers, facilities, transportation, technology, even meals.

3.3 REPLICATION. ENCOURAGE MULTIPLE SCHOOLS UNDER ONE BOARD. 

OUTCOMES
The Miller report to the Education Oversight Committee (June, 2020), “The Past and Future Funding 
of Charter Schools in South Carolina,” indicated that using the metrics that are currently being used 
in the state accountability scorecard to measure the academic performance of virtual charters will 
always have the effect of bringing down the ratings of the entire charter sector. There is the nature 
of online instruction itself, but also the fact that virtual charters in the Palmetto State have become 
home to students who struggled academically or behaviorally in TPS.

4.1 CONSIDER A SUPPLEMENTAL REPORT CARD FOR VIRTUAL CHARTER 
SCHOOLS BASED ON ACHIEVEMENT. For the virtual charter school, as with all virtual edu-
cation, including VirtualSC (the South Carolina TPS virtual school district), what is needed is an ad-
ditional performance measure that is based on achievement not seat time as is currently the case. 
This would be in addition to federal reporting requirements. (Federal report cards must measure all 
schools by the same yardstick.)

PUBLIC AWARENESS
5.1 RAISE PUBLIC AWARENESS OF CHARTER PARENT SATISFACTION. Surveys of citi-
zens show a high level of approval of public charter schools, but more surveys of charter school fam-
ilies would provide the evidence for a public awareness campaign that would deepen public knowl-
edge and lead to even more parents embracing charter education for their children. 

DIGITAL ACCESS
6.1 TAKE ADVANTAGE OF BROADBAND FUNDING TO BRING VIRTUAL CHARTERS 
TO RURAL AREAS. Broadband funding is available, and if the digital divide can be crossed, virtual 
charter schools could expand to unreached territory in South Carolina. 
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FUNDING
The South Carolina Public Charter School District may retain no more than two percent 
of the total state appropriations for each charter school it authorizes to cover the costs 
for overseeing its charter schools. The sponsor’s administrative fee does not include costs 
incurred in delivering services that a charter school may purchase at its discretion from 
the sponsor. The sponsor’s fee is not applicable to federal money or grants received by the 
charter school. The sponsor shall use its funding provided pursuant to this section exclu-
sively for the purpose of fulfilling sponsor obligations in accordance with this chapter.95

7.1 REVISE THE 2% ADMINISTRATIVE FORMULA. To be in compliance with state law, 
statewide authorizers (SCPCSD and Erskine) may not retain more than 2% of the funding their 
schools receive for their duties as both an authorizer/sponsor and an LEA (“Local Education Agen-
cy” or those who maintain administrative control over schools). How does this administrative per-
centage compare to other LEAs? Palmetto Promise Institute’s Stronger Together study on school 
district consolidation (2018) found that some school districts in South Carolina were creeping up on 
double digits in spending for overhead. The comparison isn’t entirely apples to apples, but most TPS 
districts could not meet the 2% ceiling. A more comprehensive education finance reform package 
should address this issue as well. Charters could also use flexibility in the ability to carry forward 
funds and in amending their enrollment numbers to reflect actual membership.

7.2 RECOGNIZE THE SPECIFIC FAILURES OF THE CURRENT SOUTH CAROLINA 
EDUCATION FUNDING SYSTEM. This analysis has addressed the key question of how to fund 
charter schools in South Carolina. In its evaluation, it shows that statewide charter districts and TPS 
(local geographic) districts are plagued by the same disease: a fragmented, inefficient, complex and 
non-transparent system that provides vastly inequitable funding across districts. Thus, any effective 
solution to K-12 finance in the Palmetto State will necessarily encompass not just charters but all K-12 
schools across South Carolina. 

 In November 2014, the South Carolina Supreme Court’s decision in Abbeville County School District, 
et al. v. The State of South Carolina found the state’s “educational funding scheme is a fractured 
formula denying students... the constitutionally required opportunity.” In 2019, national education 
research institute, ExcelinEd, published “Fairness & Opportunity: Bringing Student-Centered Ed-
ucation Funding to South Carolina Students.” That report put it this way: “school funding is South 
Carolina is extraordinarily complex, with a multitude of funding streams each of which has its own 
allocation methodology.”96 

The fractured nature of the formula fails students for several reasons.97 

1.	 EXPENDITURES ARE NOT DIRECTLY TIED TO ACTUAL STUDENT COSTS 
The EFA was originally designed to be the primary funding source for students. However, the 
funding it provides is low, and its share of total education funding has shrunk over time to 
only 27% of state and local funds. Further the gradual addition of funds from the EIA, Edu-
cation Lottery, tax relief reimbursements, and other state and local appropriations, many of 
which have categorical use requirements, have effectively removed the link between funding 
and student costs. Rather than allocating funds by actual need, they are based on specific 
revenue streams, compete with other state budget priorities, and are subject to fluctuating 
economic conditions.
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2.	 REVENUE STREAMS ARE UNSTABLE AND UNPREDICTABLE, CAUSING 
SIGNIFICANT YEAR-OVER-YEAR VARIATION IN FUNDING.  
State level K-12 education dollars flow from variable sources and lack a mechanism to ensure 
consistent funding levels, instead suffering the ups and downs of economic or political cycles. 
As a result, school districts are unable to set reliable budgets based on predictable income. 

3.	 OVERLY-COMPLEX FUNDING FORMULAS PRECLUDE TRANSPARENCY 
AND DISGUISE INEFFICIENCY.  
The numerous revenue streams, coupled with multiple reimbursement requirements, 
spending mandates and calculation factors, makes the current system incredibly complex.

	‒ Burdensome administrative costs are required to calculate multiple funding 
mandates.98 (The current SC Department of Education Funding Manual is 182 pages.)

	‒ Complication leads to a lack of transparency. Taxpayers, educators and lawmakers are 
unable to follow money, verify calculations, and ensure it is being spent appropriately. 

4.	 STATE/LOCAL COST-SHARING FORMULA DOES NOT EFFECTIVELY PRO-
MOTE EQUITY ACROSS DISTRICTS.  
In 1977 the EFA established an equitable cost sharing formula in which the state provided 
on average 70% of the funding, with local districts receiving more or less that that accord-
ing to their ability to raise funds through property tax. The ITA no longer accurately reflects 
each district’s relative property wealth due to exemptions and tax law changes which have 
unequally eroded the tax base. Further, over time piecemeal changes and additions to the 
funding formula have eroded cost sharing equity, with the state currently paying 51% over-
all,99 and the funds no longer corresponding to the district’s ability to raise local funds. 

Ultimately, both statewide charter and local school districts and the charters they sponsor face similar, 
intertwined issues that require a joint solution to provide ongoing sustainability and success for each. 

*7.3 SPECIFICALLY, ADOPT AN “EFA 2.0” FUNDING SYSTEM FOR PUBLIC EDU-
CATION IN SOUTH CAROLINA. Of the four options evaluated in this paper to provide a more 
effective funding system, the first two A. Current Framework and B. Current Framework with EFA 
Charter Weight perpetuate the current ineffective system. 

The last two C. Combined Funding with EFA Charter Weight and D. EFA 2.0 each establish a clear, 
simple funding formula to ensure that dollars are equitably distributed, based on students, in a con-
sistent manner that creates sustainability for schools and accountability to taxpayers. Option C main-
tains more elements from the current EFA (like weights and ITA). 

While the Revenue Neutral solution would cause reductions in state funding to 49 districts, the Hold 
Harmless solution would cost $139M and could be phased in over multiple years using projected 
growth from the state’s General Fund revenues. 

Though none of these solutions perfectly addresses issues of funding differences from optional addi-
tional local property tax revenues, Options C and D establish a state foundation with enormous flexi-
bility for further future refinements in both state and local funding structures.
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Further, recommendations for Options C and D are not new. Rather, they represent the collective 
body of both state and national best practices designed to embody the essential elements of a stable, 
equitable system, which:

1.	 Funds students rather than countless programs or systems, improving autonomy and ac-
countability of districts, as well as equitability and outcomes of students;

2.	 Consolidates the myriad of funding streams and assigns state funds based on a formula 
from a single source—the General Fund—to simplify the funding structure and increase effi-
ciency and transparency; and 

3.	 Distributes funding based on an “ability to pay,” ensuring funding equity for lower wealth 
districts.

Re-inventing the K-12 education funding formula will require a shift in the finance and accounting 
methods for the state, districts, and schools. A smooth transition can be planned through a phase-
in period of 5 to 7 years. Finally, annual auditing, evaluation, and updating is necessary to ensure the 
formula does not become obsolete, that targeted funds reach their destination, and that they are 
used effectively. 
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Appendix
TABLE A1: ENROLLMENT BY DISTRICT, 2012-13 TO 2020-21
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Sources: “45 Day District Headcount by Gender, Ethnicity and Pupils in Poverty, 2012-13 to 2020-21,” SC Department 
of Education. Online: https://ed.sc.gov/data/other/student-counts/active-student-headcounts/; “Revenue Per Pupil 
Report by School District for 2020-21 Excluding Bond Revenue,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. Online: https://
rfa.sc.gov/data-research/education/education-finance-projections; “FY20-21 45-Day Financial Requirements Report,” 
Office of Finance, SC Department of Education. Online: https://ed.sc.gov/finance/financial-services/budget-plan-

ning-for-upcoming-fiscal-year/fiscal-year-2020-2021/
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TABLE A2: VIRTUAL AND PHYSICAL ENROLLMENT BY STATEWIDE CHARTER DISTRICT, 2018-19 
TO 2020-21

135 Day ADM WPUs

  2018-19 2019-20 2020-21* 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21*

Virtual    

SC Public School Charter

Charter Institute at Erskine

5,643

5,131

5,629

5,520

430

15,690

7,604

7,209

7,728

7,795

546

20,408

Total 10,774 11,149 16,120 14,813 15,523 20,954

Physical

SC Public School Charter

Charter Institute at Erskine

13,993

3,284

14,878

4,304

15,188

7,213

18,273

4,532

19,438

5,883

19,674

10,516

Total 17,277 19,182 22,401 22,805 25,322 30,190

Note: School Year 2020-21 is 45-day ADM, as 135-day figures are not yet available. 

Source: “45 Day and 135 Day Membership Counts Reports, 2018-19 to 2020-21.” SC Department of Education. Online: 

https://ed.sc.gov/finance/financial-services/student-data/membership-counts/
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TABLE A3: EFA WEIGHTS 

Factor Weight

Full Weights  

Kindergarten 1

Primary 1

Elementary 1

High School 1

Educable Mentally Handicapped 1.74

Learning Disabilities 1.74

Trainable Mentally Handicapped 2.04

Emotionally Handicapped 2.04

Orthopedically Handicapped 2.04

Visually Handicapped 2.57

Autism 2.57

Hearing Handicapped 2.57

Speech Handicapped 1.90

Homebound 1

Career & Technical Education 1.29

Add-on Weights  

High Achieving 0.15

Academic Assistance 0.15

Dual Enrollment 0.15

Limited English Proficiency 0.20

Pupils in Poverty 0.20

Source: 2019-20 Funding Manual. South Carolina Department of Education. Online: https://ed.sc.gov/finance/finan-
cial-services/manual-handbooks-and-guidelines/funding-manuals/
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TABLE A4: EFA 2.0 WEIGHTS 

Category Weight

Poverty 0.20

Limited English Proficiency 0.20

Gifted 0.15

Career & Tech Education 0.29

Special Needs  

   Tier 1 (Low) 0.74

   Tier 2 (Medium) 1.04

   Tier 3 (High) 1.57

Charters  

Virtual 0.20

Physical 0.39

Source: “Funding Out Children for Success: A Strategy for Sustainable and Equitable K-12 Finance Reform in South 
Carolina,” Acuitas Economics for Palmetto Promise Institute, November 2017.
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TABLE A5: CURRENT REVENUE PER PUPIL BY SOURCE AND DISTRICT, 2018-19
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Note: Figures do not include GL Codes 5400 - 5500 and 5999 (Sale of Fixed Assets, Proceeds from Long-Term Notes, 
Capital Lease, Other Financing Sources).

Sources: (1) “Statement of Revenues, FY2018-19,” Office of Finance, SC Department of Education. (2) “Revenue Per 
Pupil Report by School District for 2020-21 Excluding Bond Revenue,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. (3) “Fiscal 
Year 2018 - 2019 135-day Financial Requirements - Final,” SC Department of Education. (3) “South Carolina Proper-
ty Tax Rates by County, 2016 to 2020.” South Carolina Association of Counties. Online: https://www.sccounties.org/
research-information/property-tax-rates (4) Source: School District Detailed Index of Taxpaying Ability dataset, Tax 

Years 2016 - 2020. South Carolina Department of Revenue. Online: https://dor.sc.gov/lgs/reports-school-index

 
 
TABLE A6: OPTION B: CURRENT FRAMEWORK WITH EFA WEIGHT FOR CHARTER STUDENT: 
REVENUE PER PUPIL BY SOURCE AND DISTRICT, 2018-19
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TABLE A6 CONTINUED:1.	  
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TABLE A7: OPTION C: COMBINED STATE FUNDING WITH EFA WEIGHT FOR CHARTER STUDENT: 
REVENUE PER PUPIL BY SOURCE AND DISTRICT, 2018-19
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TABLE A8: OPTION D: EFA 2.0: REVENUE PER PUPIL BY SOURCE AND DISTRICT, 2018-19
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TABLE A9: OPTION B: CURRENT FRAMEWORK WITH EFA CHARTER WEIGHT: REVENUE SUM-
MARY DETAILED BY SOURCE, 2018-19

TABLE A10: OPTION C: COMBINED STATE FUNDING WITH EFA CHARTER WEIGHT: REVENUE 
SUMMARY DETAILED BY SOURCE, 2018-19
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1. RFA Projections for ADM and WPU levels in 2021-22. See “ADM and WPU Historical Analysis - Regular and Charter 
Districts for web FY 22.” SC Revenue & Fiscal Affairs Office. 1/11/2021 Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/student-count-projec-
tions

2. RFA WPU projections for 2022-23 through 2023-24. See “Three-Year General Fund Financial Outlook FY 2021-22 to 
FY 2023-24,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/data-research/state-finances

3. RFA Base Student Cost projections through 2023-24. See “ADM and WPU Historical Analysis - Regular and Charter 
Districts for web FY 22.” SC Revenue & Fiscal Affairs Office. 1/11/2021 Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/student-count-projections

4. EIA growth rate based on RFA EIA revenue estimates 2021-22 to 2023-24. See “South Carolina Long Range General 
Fund Revenue Forecast FY 2018-19 to FY 2023-24,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/da-
ta-research/state-finances/general-fund-forecast

5. RFA Property Tax Reimbursement estimates. See “Trust Fund for Property Tax Relief - Table,” SC Revenue and 
Fiscal Affairs Office. Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/data-research/local-government/property-tax/reimb   and  “Homestead 
Exemption Fund (Tier III) - Table,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/data-research/lo-
cal-government/property-tax/reimb

6. RFA Education Lottery projections through 2023-24. See “South Carolina Long Range General Fund Revenue Fore-
cast FY 2018-19 to FY 2023-24,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/data-research/state-fi-
nances/general-fund-forecast

7. Based on State Aid to Classroom projections. See “2019-2020 Bill H.5201” South Carolina General Assembly. Online: 
https://www.scstatehouse.gov/sess123_2019-2020/appropriations2020/hpp1b.htm  and  “Three-Year General Fund 
Financial Outlook FY 2021-22 to FY 2023-24,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. Online: https://rfa.sc.gov/data-re-
search/state-finances

8. BSC increases use CPI figures for 2018-19 to 2020-12 and use RFA assumed inflation rate for 2021-22 to 2023-24. See 
“Three-Year General Fund Financial Outlook FY 2021-22 to FY 2023-24,” SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. Online: 
https://rfa.sc.gov/data-research/state-finances

9. Calculated using 10-year annual average growth (2.59%) in state assessed property value.

TABLE A11: OPTION D: EFA 2.0: REVENUE SUMMARY DETAILED BY SOURCE, 2018-19
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TABLE A12: INDEX OF TAXPAYING ABILITY, MILLAGE RATES, ASSESSED PROPERTY VALUE,  
2016 – 2020
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Sources: (1) “South Carolina Property Tax Rates by County, 2016 to 2020.” South Carolina Association of Counties. Online: https://www.

sccounties.org/research-information/property-tax-rates (2) School District Detailed Index of Taxpaying Ability dataset, Tax Years 2016 - 

2020. South Carolina Department of Revenue. Online: https://dor.sc.gov/lgs/reports-school-index

TABLE A13: REVISIONS TO STATEMENT OF REVENUES, SC PUBLIC CHARTER DISTRICT, 2018-19
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Column 1: “Statement of Revenues, FY2018-19,” Office of Finance, SC Department of Education.

Column 2: “”Revenue Per Pupil Report by School District for 2020-21 Excluding Bond Revenue,” SC Revenue and Fiscal 
Affairs Office. Appendix A-7.  The FY 2018-19 Public Charter School District Statement of Revenues provided to the 
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Department of Education is restated to align with past reporting procedures.

Column 3: Updated to align with calculated values of EFA and EIA allocations for FY2018-19, in conjunction with “Au-
dited Financial Statements And Supplementary Information For The Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 2019.” South Carolina 
Public Charter School District. Online: http://www.sccharter.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Audit-2019.pdf

* Updated to match “Fiscal Year 2018 - 2019 Other Entities 135-day Financial Requirements - Final,” SC Department of 
Education. Online: https://ed.sc.gov/finance/financial-services/budget-planning-for-upcoming-fiscal-year/fy-18-19/fis-
cal-year-2018-2019-other-entities-135-day-financial-requirements-final/ 

** Updated to the FY18-19 calculated amount for virtual and physical students based on EIA supplements ($1900 and 

$3600) and 135 Day WPUs.
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TABLE A14: REVISIONS TO STATEMENT OF REVENUES, CHARTER INSTITUTE AT ERSKINE  
DISTRICT, 2018-19

Column 1: “Statement of Revenues, FY2018-19,” Office of Finance, SC Department of Education.

Column 2: “Revenue Per Pupil Report by School District for 2020-21 Excluding Bond Revenue,” SC Revenue and Fiscal 
Affairs Office. Appendix A-6.  The Charter Institute at Erskine’s FY 2018-19 Statement of Revenues provided to the De-
partment of Education has been revised.
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Column 3: Updated to align with calculated values of EFA and EIA allocations for FY2018-19, in conjunction with “Au-
dited Financial Statements And Supplementary Information For The Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 2019.” Charter Insti-
tute at Erskine. Online: https://erskinecharters.org/finance/

* Updated to match “Fiscal Year 2018 - 2019 Other Entities 135-day Financial Requirements - Final,” SC Department of 
Education. Online: https://ed.sc.gov/finance/financial-services/budget-planning-for-upcoming-fiscal-year/fy-18-19/fis-
cal-year-2018-2019-other-entities-135-day-financial-requirements-final/ 

**Per RFA: Based upon information from the Charter Institute at Erskine, the EFA total is listed in revenue code 3399, 
while the EFA breakdown is listed in revenue codes 3311 to 3353.

*** Updated to the FY18-19 calculated amount for virtual and physical students based on EIA supplements ($1900 and 
$3600) and 135 Day WPUs.
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A DIRECTORY OF SOUTH CAROLINA 
PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOLS 2021-22

Name Grades Sponsor City Website

Academy for Teaching and 
Learning   K-8 TPS District Chester http://www.atlchester.com/

Academy of Hope PK-8 TPS District Conway http://www.theacademyofhope.org

Allegro Charter School of Music   6-12 TPS District North 
Charleston https://www.ccsdschools.com/allegro

Anderson Five Charter School   9-12 TPS District Anderson https://www.anderson5.net/Domain/4026

Belton Preparatory   K-4 Erskine Belton http://beltonprep.us/

Bettis Preparatory Leadership 
Academy   K-7 SCPCSD Trenton https://www.bettisprep.org/

Brashier Middle College   9-12 Erskine Simpsonville http://www.brashiermiddlecollege.org

Bridges Preparatory Academy   K-12 SCPCSD Beaufort http://bridgesprep.org

Bridgewater Academy Charter   K-8 TPS District Myrtle Beach http://www.bridgewateracademy.org

Butler Academy   K-5 SCPCSD Hartsville https://www.butleracademy.us/

Calhoun Falls Charter School   6-12 Erskine Calhoun Falls http://www.cfpcs.org

Cape Romain Environmental 
Education Charter School PK-8 SCPCSD McClellanville http://www.creecs.org

Carolina School for Inquiry PK-6 TPS District Columbia, 
South Carolina http://carolinaschoolforinquiry.org

Carolina Voyager Charter School K-8 TPS District Charleston http://www.carolinavoyager.org

Charleston Advancement Academy   9-12 SCPCSD Charleston https://www.caahighschool.org/

Charleston Charter School for Math 
and Science 6-12 TPS District Charleston http://charlestonmathscience.org

Charleston Development Academy PK-8 TPS District Charleston http://developmentacademy.ccsdschools.
com

Cherokee Charter Academy K-8 Erskine Gaffney https://cherokee.education/

Clear Dot Charter K-8 Erskine Columbia https://www.cleardotcharterschool.org/

Coastal Leadership Academy 9-12 Erskine Myrtle Beach http://www.coastalleadershipacademy.org/

Coastal Montessori 1-8 TPS District Pawleys Island http://coastalmontessoricharter.org

Compass Collegiate Academy K-8 SCPCSD Charleston https://cca-chs.org

Cyber Academy of South Carolina 6-12 Erskine Greenville http://casc.k12.com

Discovery School of Lancaster 
County K-5 TPS District Lancaster http://dis.lancastercsd.com/

East Cooper Montessori Charter 
School PK-8 TPS District Mt Pleasant http://eastcooper.ccsdschools.com

Erskine=Charter Institute at Erskine 
SCPCSD=SC Public Charter School District 
TPS District=Traditional Public School District
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East Link Academy K-8 SCPCSD Greenville https://www.eastlinkacademy.org/

East Point Academy PK-8 SCPCSD West Columbia http://www.eastpointsc.org

Felton Laboratory K-8 SCPCSD Orangeburg http://myfl cs.org

Fox Creek High School 9-12 SCPCSD North Augusta http://www.foxcreekhighschool.org

Gray Collegiate Academy 9-12 Erskine West Columbia http://www.graycollegiateacademy.org

GREEN Charter School of 
Spartanburg PK-8 SCPCSD Spartanburg https://www.scgreencharter.org/our-

schools/spartanburg-campus

GREEN Charter School of the 
Lowcountry K-8 SCPCSD N. Charleston https://scgreenlowcountry.org/

GREEN Charter School of the 
Midlands K-8 SCPCSD Irmo https://www.scgreencharter.org/our-

schools/midlands

Greenville Renewable Energy 
Education Charter School (GREEN) PK-12 SCPCSD Greenville https://www.scgreencharter.org/our-

schools/greenville-campus

Greenville Technical Charter High 
School   9-12 SCPCSD Greenville http://www.gtchs.org

Greer Middle College   9-12 SCPCSD Taylors http://www.greermiddlecollege.org

Greg Mathis Charter High School   9-12 TPS District N Charleston https://www.ccsdschools.com/Domain/37

High Point Academy   K-12 SCPCSD Spartanburg https://www.hpaspartanburg.com/

Horse Creek Academy (Midland 
Valley Preparatory School)   PK-9 Erskine Aiken http://hcacs.net

James Island Charter High School   9-12 TPS District Charleston http://jichs.ccsdschools.com

Lakes and Bridges Charter School   1-8 SCPCSD Easley https://www.lakesandbridges.org/

Langston Charter Middle School   6-8 TPS District Greenville http://www.langstoncharter.org

LEAD Academy   K-8 SCPCSD Greenville http://www.myleadacademy.com

Legacy Early College   PK-12 SCPCSD Greenville http://www.legacyearlycollege.org

Legion Collegiate Academy   9-12 Erskine Rock Hill https://www.legioncollegiateacademy.org/

Liberty STEAM Charter School   K-1 SCPCSD Sumter https://www.libertysteamcharter.org

Lloyd Kennedy Charter School   3-8 TPS District Aiken https://lkcsapaa3k4k.yolasite.com/

Lowcountry Acceleration Academy   9-12 SCPCSD North 
Charleston https://www.charlestondiploma.org

Lowcountry Leadership Charter 
School   K-12 Erskine Hollywood http://www.lowcountryleadership.org

Lowcountry Montessori School   PK-12 SCPCSD Beaufort http://www.lowcomo.com

Mevers School of Excellence   K-8 Erskine Goose Creek https://www.meversschoolofexcellence.
org/

Meyer Center for Special Children   PK-2 SCPCSD Greenville http://www.meyercenter.org

Midlands Arts Conservatory   6-10 SCPCSD Columbia https://www.midlandsartsconservatory.
org/

Midlands Middle College 11-12 SCPCSD West Columbia http://www.midlandsmiddlecollege.com

Midlands STEM Institute   K-11 Erskine Winnsboro http://www.midlandsstem.org

NEXT School - Eagle Ridge   6-12 SCPCSD Salem https://nexteagleridge.org/

Oceanside Collegiate Academy   9-12 Erskine Mount Pleasant http://www.oceansidecollegiateacademy.
org
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OCSD Charter High School for 
Health Professions   9-12 TPS District Orangeburg https://hshpsc.org/

Odyssey Online Learning   9-12 Erskine Chapin https://www.odysseyonline.com/

Orange Grove Elementary Charter 
School   PK-8 TPS District Charleston http://ogecs.ccsdschools.com

PACE Academy (Palmetto 
Achievment Center for Excellence) 2-7 SCPCSD Columbia https://choosepace.org

Palmetto Academy of Learning 
and Success (PALS)   K-8 TPS District Myrtle Beach http://www.palmettoacademy.com/

Palmetto Academy of Motorsports 
Charter High School (PALM)   9-12 TPS District Conway http://www.palmsc.org

Palmetto Scholars Academy   6-12 SCPCSD North 
Charleston http://www.palmettoscholarsacademy.org

Palmetto Youth Academy   K-6 TPS District Florence http://palmettoyouthacademy.com

Pattison's Academy for 
Comprehensive Education   K-12 TPS District Charleston http://pattisonsacademy.org/pace-charter-

school

Pee Dee Math, Science, and 
Technology Academy   K-12 SCPCSD Bishopville http://www.pdmsta.org

Polaris Tech Charter School   5-12 SCPCSD Ridgeland https://www.polaristech.org/

Richland One Middle College 11-12 TPS District Columbia https://www.richlandone.org/Domain/1746

Richland Two Charter High School   9-12 TPS District Columbia https://www.richland2.org/CharterHigh/

Riverview Charter School   K-8 TPS District Beaufort http://www.RiverviewCharterSchool.org

Riverwalk Academy   K-11 SCPCSD Rock Hill https://www.riverwalkacademy.com

Royal Live Oaks Academy   K-12 Erskine Hardeeville http://www.rloacs.org

SC Whitmore School   9-12 SCPCSD Columbia http://www.scwhitmoreschool.org/

South Carolina Connections 
Academy   K-12 Erskine Columbia https://www.connectionsacademy.com/

south-carolina-virtual-school

South Carolina Virtual Charter 
School   K-12 Erskine West Columbia https://scvcs.k12.com/

Spartanburg Preparatory School   K-8 SCPCSD Spartanburg https://www.spartanburgprep.org/

Summit Classical School   K-5 Erskine Clinton https://summitclassicalschool.com/

Tall Pines STEM Academy Charter 
School   5-8 SCPCSD Aiken http://www.tallpinesacademy.com/

The Montessori School of Camden   K-8 Erskine Camden https://www.montessori-camden.com/

The NEXT High School   9-12 SCPCSD Greenville http://www.nexthighschool.org

The Palmetto School at the 
Children's Attention Home   K-8 TPS District Rock Hill https://www.thepalmettoschool.org/

Thornwell Charter School   K-8 Erskine Clinton SC http://thornwellcharterschool.org/

Virtus Academy of South Carolina   K-8 Erskine Florence https://www.virtusacademysc.org/

York Preparatory Academy   K-12 SCPCSD Rock Hill http://www.yorkprepsc.org/

Youth Leadership Academy   6-8 SCPCSD Pickens http://www.ylaofsc.com
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