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National Freedom Truck tour
launches at NC charter school

BY BEN SELLERS

he Freedom 250 “Freedom
I Truck” made its first stop
in North Carolina, kicking
off a nationwide tour of what or-
ganizers call the largest traveling
exhibit ever focused on Amer-
ica’s founding, inspired by the
1976 Freedom Train. The project
is part of a broader slate of patri-
otic initiatives tied to President
Donald Trump’s Executive Order
14189, marking the nation’s up-
coming 250th anniversary.

US Transportation Secre-
tary Sean Dufty led the recent
Greensboro launch event.

“We have bumps in our road
— maybe potholes, if you want to
use a DOT analogy — in the his-
tory of America,” Duffy said in the
speech at Revolution Academy, a
charter school in Summerfield.

“We should acknowledge
those potholes of history, and we
should recognize that our coun-
try strove to get through those
difficult times and make it bet-
ter and brighter for everybody,”
Duffy added. “But we have peo-
ple who want to just focus on the
negative. This is a time to focus
on the true and accurate history
of America.”

Duffy said one of the exhibit’s
displays that caught his eye was

a “wall of heroes” that allowed
visitors to discover biographical
details about individuals whose
contributions in various fields
helped put America on the map.

“It’s a montage of just great
Americans, and you look at what
America and its innovators and
its artists and its poets, its cre-
ators, what it’s offered to the
world, it is like nothing else in
the world,” Dufy said.

“And those Wall of Heroes
exist because of the freedom
that this country has,” he add-
ed. “It’s the free enterprise that
this country offers its people that
has created the most remarkable
men and women that are in the
Wall of Heroes in this museum.”

In addition to Duffy, a for-
mer congressman and Fox News
host, the event included repre-
sentatives from the White House
and Labor Department. There
were also several private organi-
zations that had partnered with
the America 250 initiative to
create the six “Freedom Trucks,”
soon to be touring communities
across the United States.

“T really hope you remember
this day for the rest of your life,”
Deputy Labor Secretary Keith
Sonderling told the audience.
“It is very special because it rep-
resents a culmination of hard

work, organization, and imagina-
tion to make this truck a reality.”

Prager University and Hills-
dale College, two groups that
partnered with the Education
Department to supply the con-
tent for the interactive exhibits,
also had representatives on hand.

NASCAR magnate Richard
Childress was there to help high-
light the initiative’s local ties to
North Carolina.

SPEVCO, a specialty vehi-
cle company headquartered just
west of Winston-Salem, was re-
sponsible for providing the vehi-
cles themselves.

“They are  double-wide
18-wheelers designed to bring the
remarkable story of American in-
dependence to students, families,
and citizens in every corner of
our country, said Brittany Bald-
win, White House senior policy
adviser for Freedom 250.

Baldwin and others noted that
the idea of the “Freedom Trucks”
was based in part on the “Free-
dom Train” featured during the
1976 bicentennial celebration.

“Each of us in our own com-
munities — and our own cir-
cle of friends, family members,
churchgoers, and fellow work-
ers — can think about how we
can rekindle the fire of liber-
ty to spark a flame in the hearts

of students, like those beautiful
students here today, to inspire
them to think, 15 years from
now, to look back at this anni-
versary and think, ‘That was the
moment I was proud to be an
American,” Baldwin said.

Revolution Academy stu-
dents and parents, along with
SPEVCO employees and me-
dia outlets, constituted much of
the audience at the late January
event.

The school incentivized stu-
dent participation by offer-
ing special passes to those who
toured the exhibit that would al-
low them perks such as a day to
dress out of uniform. Yet the vis-
it also helped to reinforce mate-
rial they had covered in class.

“We are taking civics right
now, so we've been learning all
about how America came to be
and the Constitution and stuff
like that,” Revolution student
Olive Crandall said.

Shyam Patel, a freshman
and student ambassador at the
school, said the Freedom Truck’s
launch “gave me a different
thought on how I see America”
and had inspired him to deepen
his understanding of US history.

His mom, Swati, noted that
while the school had taken a
field trip to Washington, DC, last

year, the mobile museums would
afford the same opportunity to
students in communities farther
afield, where access to cultur-
al enrichment may be more dif-
ficult.

“We were really excited about
it, that they brought this here,
because not all the schools have
a trip to DC, and they have in-
credible historical stuff there
that everyone can see,” she said.

Dave Machado, executive di-
rector of the North Carolina Co-
alition for Charter Schools, said
hosting Dufty, Childress, and oth-
er luminaries undoubtedly was
the biggest event, to date, for Rev-
olution Academy, which opened
its doors in 2020 with around
300 students and has since ex-
panded to more than 1,000.

“I'm sure a lot of our charter
schools in the state are very jeal-
ous right now,” Machado said.

He added that America 250’s
decision to launch the mobile
museum initiative at a charter
school seemed a logical fit.

“People that are part of the
school choice movement tend to
be very patriotic, tend to be very
involved in their family’s edu-
cation,” Machado said. “So, to
me, this is great collaboration
between the school and in this
freedom truck.”
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Federal shift could give NC more

controlper K-12 education

DONNA KING
EDITOR -IN-CHIEF

major federal policy shift
Ais underway, as the US

Department of Educa-
tion transfers administration of
dozens of K-12 grant programs
to the Department of Labor.
According to a joint fact sheet
from both agencies, the move
is intended to “return authori-
ty over education to the States
and local communities” while
improving alignment between
K-12 schools and the workforce
pipeline.

For North Carolina, where
lawmakers have steadily ex-
panded parental choice over the
last decade and more parents
are taking advantage of educa-
tional innovation, the change
presents an opportunity — if it
is done with an eye toward re-
ducing federal government
strings and influence.

What the federal plan
actually does

Under a new interagen-
cy agreement using the Econ-
omy Act (31 U.S.C. §1535), the
Department of Labor will take
over the administrative side of
many grants previously man-
aged by the Department of Ed-
ucation. These include Title I
grants for disadvantaged stu-
dents, migrant education fund-
ing, literacy support, teacher
quality grants, after-school pro-
grams, rural and low-income
schools funding, and some fed-
eral dollars that flow to North
Carolina’s charter schools.

The Department of Educa-
tion will still hold statutory au-
thority, but Labor will run the
competitions, handle paper-
work, and coordinate funding
streams.

Federal officials say the ad-
ministrative shift will “empow-
er parents and States, promote
innovation, and deliver pro-
cess improvements.” The op-
portunities here are clear: This
could fund students, not sys-

Q)

tems, something that the John
Locke Foundation has advocat-
ed for years.

Therein lies the problem, say
critics, who are framing it as a
restructuring that weakens the
Education Department’s influ-
ence, a theme echoed in main-
stream news.

To which supporters would
say, “Yes, youre welcome.”

Why it matters for
North Carolina

This is language we under-
stand here in North Caroli-
na, where we already have ed-
ucation and workforce develop-
ment programs that are more
cohesively intertwined than
most states. Our state’s com-
munity college system and Col-
lege and Career Promise, CTE
expansion, ApprenticeshipNC,
and regional workforce boards
are relatively tight with the
K-12 system.

With DOL now administer-
ing federal grants, that coor-
dination could strengthen our
system further. Local adminis-
trators and families could gain
the flexibility to craft innova-
tive, customized solutions for
students and communities.

If the Department of La-
bor streamlines compliance re-
quirements or reduces duplica-
tive federal reporting along the
way, districts and state agen-
cies could see faster grant pro-
cessing and fewer bureaucratic
hoops. That would free local ed-
ucators to spend more time on
teaching and school improve-
ment rather than federal paper-
work.

Most importantly, the shift
could give North Carolina more
room to tailor federal dollars
to state-defined goals rather
than chasing every federal cul-
ture “fad of the day.” Think of it:
School districts could offer op-
tional specialized programs in
high school for coding and bio-
tech in RTP, agriculture and
energy in the east, tourism in
the west, manufacturing labor

continued PAGE 12

One tax reform NC should
finish in 2026

DONALD BRYSON °
PUBLISHER

ith 2026 in full swing,
North Carolina stands
in an enviable posi-

tion. After more than a decade
of disciplined tax reform, the
Tar Heel State has emerged as
one of America’s most economi-
cally competitive states. CNBC’s
America’s Top States for Busi-
ness rankings once again place
North Carolina among the na-
tion’s leaders, confirming what
employers and investors already
know: North Carolina is a pre-
mier place to invest, expand, and
create jobs.

That reputation is reinforced

. by the Tax Foundation’s 2026

State Tax Competitiveness In-
dex, which ranks North Caroli-
na 13th overall — up from 44th
as recently as 2013 — ahead of
most states that levy all the ma-
jor taxes and near the top na-
tionally on corporate taxation.
This strong showing is no acci-
dent. It reflects a flat 4.25% in-
dividual income tax, the low-
est corporate income tax rate
among states that still levy one,
at 2.25%, and a sustained com-
mitment to broad tax bases and
low rates rather than politically
favored credits.

Yet even the Tax Foundation
is clear: North Carolina’s biggest
remaining obstacle to greater
competitiveness is its franchise
tax.

What makes the
franchise tax different
— and harmful

Unlike income-based tax-
es, the franchise tax is levied on
a business’s net worth — its ac-
cumulated capital — regardless
of whether the business is prof-
itable. Companies pay it year af-
ter year simply for owning as-
sets, even in downturns or start-
up phases. In effect, the tax pe-
nalizes investment itself, taxing
firms not on what they earn but
on what they have built.

The Tax Foundation’s North
Carolina profile does not mince
words. It calls the franchise tax
“unusually aggressive,” noting
that it taxes businesses “on their
worth rather than their profits,”
harming investment and violat-
ing basic principles of tax fair-
ness and ability to pay. In a state
otherwise defined by pro-growth
tax policy, the franchise tax
stands out as an anachronism.

Real costs for real
businesses

This problem is not theoreti-
cal. A 2024 John Locke Founda-
tion report shows that the fran-
chise tax creates especially high
compliance costs due to its com-
plexity and traps small business-
es and independent contrac-
tors in mandatory minimum
payments. The burden falls es-
pecially hard on mom-and-
pop businesses, such as a local
plumbing company with few-
er than 20 employees that owns
a small fleet of work vans. Even
in a slow year, that firm owes
the franchise tax simply for hav-
ing invested in the vehicles and
equipment it needs to operate —
penalizing small businesses not
for profits, but for preparedness.

The same analysis shows that
the tax exposes companies to pu-
nitive audits over technical er-
rors rather than real tax avoid-
ance, and that businesses can
owe the tax even if they lose
money — or even if they have no
physical presence in North Car-
olina, so long as they sell goods
here.

And for all that damage, the
franchise tax contributes little to
state finances. In recent years it
has accounted for just over 2%
of General Fund revenue, a share
that is shrinking further due to
recently enacted caps. That is a
steep economic price to pay for
such a modest and declining re-
turn.

That reality leads to the most
common objection to repeal —
and the least persuasive.
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Audit reveals thousands of vacant
state jobs costing NC over $1B

BY THERESA OPEKA
& KATHERINE ZEHNDER

orth Carolina had almost
| \l 9,000 long-term job va-
cancies across 46 state
agencies that totaled $1.04 bil-
lion in lapsed salary, according
to a 661-page performance audit
released on Jan. 15 by State Au-
ditor Dave Boliek’s office.

As of Aug. 6, there were
8,846 long-term vacancies.

Lapsed salary is defined by
the Office of State Budget and
Management as the amount
not expended for salary during
the entire period in which the
position was vacant. The long-
term vacant positions are fund-
ed by state appropriations, spe-
cific agency-generated receipts,
and federal funding and grants.

The UNC Health System
is not included in the report;
UNC System universities and
NC community colleges al-
so submitted information to
the Office of the State Auditor,
which will be included in a fu-
ture report.

State agencies reported the
information to the auditor’s Di-
vision of Accountability, Value,
and Efficiency (DAVE), which
was created in August. The
enabling legislation requires
each state agency to report to
the DAVE on how the agency
spends taxpayer funds and in-
structs the auditor’s office to
put together a report by the
end of the year on which state
agencies and jobs can be cut.

NC de
ille

BY CJ STAFF

larmed that North Car-
Aolina appears to have re-

peatedly failed to follow
federal law in issuing commer-
cial drivers licenses to foreign
nationals, all Republican mem-
bers of the state’s US House del-
egation are pressing Gov. Josh
Stein to act immediately, warn-
ing that the state’s negligence
could cost nearly $50 million in
federal highway funds.

The members of Congress
have signed onto a letter led by
US Rep. Pat Harrigan that fol-
lows earlier reporting that the
Federal Motor Carrier Safe-
ty Administration found wide-
spread failures in North Caro-
lina’s issuance of nondomiciled
CDLs. Federal auditors deter-
mined that approximately 54%
of the licenses sampled in their
audit were improperly issued,
including licenses granted with-
out proper verification of lawful
presence or issued beyond the
expiration of legal status. FMC-
SA warned that the deficiencies
could jeopardize $48.7 million
in federal highway funds begin-

Boliek previewed the report
on Jan. 6 to the Joint Legisla-
tive Oversight Committee on
Justice and Public Safety, along
with Jared Cronk, director of
DAVE.

“I want to be clear about one
thing,” Boliek told legislators.
“This is a snapshot; all these
numbers tend to be somewhat
fluid. This is a snapshot in time
that will give us today the op-
portunity to take a look at ex-
actly what the issues are.”

He continued, “The state
auditor is not in a position to
cut positions or add positions.
Our job is to take a data-driven
approach, look, and get the ac-
tual facts. To be sure, not every-
body’s going to like the facts.
But the facts are what they are.”

The state agency with the
highest number of long-term
vacancies (six months or more)
was the Department of Health
and Human Services, with
3,074 vacancies, or $375 mil-
lion in lapsed salary.

The figure is down from
$386 million from a report Bo-
liek released in November.

In that report, OSBM re-
ported that NCDHHS discov-
ered the $386 million in lapsed
salaries, with $151 million
coming from state appropri-
ations and $235 million from
receipts and federal funding,
which represented 30.6% of all
lapsed salary funds in North
Carolina for fiscal year 2024-
25, and was the most of any
state agency.

In an emailed statement to
Carolina Journal, a spokesper-
son for NCDHHS hit back, say-
ing the report contains “mis-
leading associations and omis-
sions of context.”

Next on the list was the De-
partment of Adult Corrections,
with 2,817 vacancies generat-
ing $228.6 million in lapsed
salary; followed by the Depart-
ment of Transportation, with
838 vacancies generating $78.6
million in lapsed salary; and
the Department of Commerce,
with 684 vacancies generating
$226.1 million in lapsed salary.

Boliek said that explana-
tions for vacancies from state
agencies were most commonly
attributed to low compensation
or unqualified applicants, po-
sitions recently filled or about
to be filled, no response or un-
sure, and administrative lag.

The report acknowledged
that between the passage of the
DAVE Act and the data collec-
tion deadline for state agencies,
13% of long-term vacancies
had been filled. Additionally,
5% were reclassified, and 22%
were never posted, while only
9% have been or are planned to
be abolished.

Additionally, the report
notes uncompetitive pay for
correctional officers, nursing
assistants, registered nurses,
licensed practical nurses, and
youth counselors. It was also
found that the State Highway
Patrol keeps positions vacant
so they can make fuel purchas-

es and respond to other vehicle

needs.

At the same time, he said
long-term vacancies in those
positions should be preserved.

Recommendations:

e State agency budgets should
accurately reflect the actual ex-
penditures necessary to deliver
services and fulfill statutory re-
sponsibilities to North Carolina.

e Tracking and reporting lapsed
salary usage should be im-
proved.

e Any position that meets certain
criteria should be eliminated.

¢ North Carolina salaries should
be competitive with those of-
fered to similar positions in sur-
rounding states.

e Administrative delays in the
hiring process can be reduced
by increasing accountability
and streamlining workflows.

e Many state agencies should im-
prove their tracking of hiring
and vacancies.

Boliek stated that sever-
al cost-saving measures can be
taken, including eliminating po-
sitions vacant for five years or
more that are not federally fund-
ed or unfunded placeholder po-
sitions. That would cut 140 job
vacancies, and result in an es-
timated $1.9 million in direct
state appropriations savings and
allow for the potential realloca-
tion of $4.5 million in receipts.

Additionally:
¢ Eliminating positions vacant

for three or more years would
reduce 1,159 job vacancies,
yielding an estimated $11.2

million in state appropriation
savings.

¢ Eliminating positions vacant
for one year or more would cut
4,514 job vacancies, create an
estimated $138 million in state
appropriations savings, and al-
low for the potential realloca-
tion of $79 million in receipts.

The auditor also began pub-
lishing a dashboard on Dec. 31
that displays long-term state
vacancies across different state
agencies and the amount of
funding generated from lapsed
salaries.

Ardis Watkins, executive di-
rector of the State Employees
Association of North Caroli-
na, sent a letter to Democratic
Gov. Josh Stein; House Speak-
er Destin Hall, R-Caldwell;
and Senate Leader Phil Berger,
R-Rockingham; about her con-
cerns with Boliek’s report. Wat-
kins blamed the lack of a state
budget as the main reason for
the vacancies.

Watkins added that if these
frozen positions were perma-
nently cut, North Carolina
would have more than 1,000
fewer state jobs than in 2009,
despite adding 2 million resi-
dents since then.

“These are not unneces-
sary jobs,” she said. “They are
positions tied to real services.
When agencies cannot hire, cit-
izens wait longer, workloads
grow, and outcomes suffer. Va-
cancy numbers will rise when
hiring is prohibited, regardless
of need.”

egation demands action on
al truck driver’s licenses

ning in fiscal year 2027.

“When over half of the licens-
es reviewed don’t meet basic fed-
eral requirements, that’s a clear
breakdown in oversight,” Har-
rigan said. “Commercial trucks
are on our roads every day,
alongside parents driving kids
to school and people heading to
work. North Carolinians should
be able to trust that the system
responsible for licensing those
drivers is doing its job. Right
now, that trust has been dam-
aged, and state leadership needs
to move quickly to restore it

In the letter, Harrigan and
his colleagues urged the gover-
nor to revoke improperly issued
licenses, conduct a comprehen-
sive audit of the CDL program,
strengthen verification proce-
dures, and return the state to full
compliance with federal safe-
ty standards. The federal au-
dit was part of a nationwide au-
dit of states’ processes for ensur-
ing safe issuance of commercial
truck driver licenses. The warn-
ing letter focused on North Car-
olina’s handling of nondomiciled
CDLs, which are issued to driv-

ers who are not US residents,
but the law requires that they be
authorized to work in the Unit-
ed States.

Truck drivers sounded
the alarm

The findings echo concerns
raised back in August by the
Owner-Operator Independent
Drivers Association, the na-
tion’s largest organization repre-
senting independent truck driv-
ers. OOIDA previously called
on governors to suspend issu-
ance of nondomiciled CDLs. At
the time, OOIDA sent a letter to
Stein warning that lax enforce-
ment posed public safety risks.

“OO0IDA and truckers across
America applaud Secretary [ Se-
an] Duffy for responding to our
concerns by taking substantial
actions to crack down on the ir-
responsible issuance of nondo-
miciled CDLs in North Caroli-
na,” said OOIDA president Todd
Spencer in a statement. “For too
long, loopholes in this program
have allowed unqualified drivers
onto America’s highways, creat-

ing unnecessary safety risks for
professional drivers and the mo-
toring public alike. These en-
forcement actions will also re-
move bad actors from the road
and restore accountability to the
system. The Department’s ac-
tion is an important step toward
safer highways and a stronger,
more professional trucking in-
dustry.”

Last year, Harrigan also
pointed to federal enforce-
ment gaps highlighted by
the audit. He introduced
the SAFE Drivers Act,
legislation that would 8
create a single,
standardized En- g
glish proficiency 3
test during CDL
issuance and re-

* | ok
*

newal. Federal law has long re-
quired English proficiency for
commercial drivers, but the bill
aims to standardize enforce-
ment across states.

State officials have not yet an-
nounced what steps will be tak-
en to address the federal find-

ings, but they have 30 days
to respond to the letter
from the DOT. FMCSA
N warned that failure
: to correct the de-
ficiencies could
lead to escalat-
ing enforcement ac-
tions, including the
loss of federal trans-
portation funds
critical to North
Carolina’s
highway
system.
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Report warns tariffs could cost
NC farms $700M, 8,000 jobs

BY KATHERINE ZEHNDER

new report from the John
ALocke Foundation exam-

ines the potential eco-
nomic effects of tariffs imple-
mented during the Trump ad-
ministration, estimating they
could lead to nearly $700 mil-
lion in losses and approximate-
ly 8,000 jobs affected in North
Carolina’s  agricultural sec-
tor, the state’s largest industry,
which contributes $111.1 billion
annually to the economy.

The report, “How Tariffs
Threaten North Carolina Agri-
culture,” found potential loss-
es of up to $695 million to the
state’s farming industry, repre-
senting approximately one-third
of the average net farm income
in the state. Economic losses in
the state resulting from trade
policy retaliation have the po-
tential to exceed $1.9 billion, or
2% of the state’s GDP.

“When agriculture is targeted
in international trade disputes,
North Carolina is especially vul-
nerable,” Donald Bryson, Locke
president and CEO, said. “This
report shows that the costs are
not abstract — they mean lost
farm income, lost jobs, and real

harm to rural communities.”

The report analyzes North
Carolina’s major commodities
and their likelihood of being ex-
ported. While the state’s ma-
jor commodities do not perfect-
ly align with top US exports, a
decline in major US exports will
still impact the state’s agricul-
tural industry.

“[T1f exports were to fall,
that would leave more supply
in the American domestic mar-
ket, which would mean lower
prices for all producers of affect-
ed commodities, whether their
commodities are exported or
not,” wrote Jeffrey Dorfman, re-
port author and Hugh C. Kiger
distinguished professor of agri-
cultural and resource econom-
ics at North Carolina State Uni-
versity.

Additionally, the report an-
alyzes major North Carolina
commodities (soybeans, corn,
and wheat) that would be at
risk if retaliatory trade policies
were implemented. In terms
of annual production value, all
are essential commodities to
the states, with significant ex-
port values and major exports
to countries that could retali-
ate against the United States

in response to recent changes in
trade policy. They are also com-
modities for which a high dollar
value of North Carolina produc-
tion is exported. These are the
commodities most at risk from
the rapidly evolving and uncer-
tain future world trade policies.

The report examines both
historical examples and academ-
ic literature to predict the price
sensitivities of specific commod-
ities and assess the economic
impact of retaliatory tariffs. The
report references a 2018 trade
dispute in which China boycot-
ted US soybeans, which was re-
run in 2025.

“It suggests that even though
North Carolina farmers are par-
tially shielded from damage due
to their soybeans having a strong
local market of demand from in-
state livestock producers,” wrote
Dorfman, “with annual produc-
tion in North Carolina of about

'
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60 million bushels, such a de-
cline would yield an estimate of
$90 million at risk.”

NC'S biggest crops

Tobacco and sweet potatoes
are two of the largest crops in
North Carolina. Prices dropped
5-10 cents per pound for Ameri-
can tobacco when China stopped
buying American tobacco be-
tween 2019 and 2020. This re-
sulted in a loss of approximate-
ly $30 million to NC tobacco
growers, or a 5% reduction in
normal gross sales.

The most recent upheaval for
sweet potato farmers occurred
in 2019, following a poor crop
in 2018, which left few US sweet
potatoes available for export.

“The European Union
grabbed market share, leading
to very depressed export sales in
2019,” according to the report.

This resulted in a price drop of
approximately 10%. With annual
production exceeding $300 mil-
lion in an average year, North Car-
olina sweet potato farmers could
easily lose upwards of $30 million
if export markets were lost.

For cotton growers, if China
and Mexico retaliate and pur-

chase 10% less from the Unit-
ed States, prices are expected to
drop by 60%, according to the
report. As recently as 2009 and
2001, prices have dropped below
40 cents per pound.

Based on academic analyses,
pork is one of North Carolina’s
largest commodities, result-
ing in a conservative estimate
of $430 million in losses for
pork producers. Additionally,
cotton growers could lose $125
million, tobacco growers could
lose $90 million, and sweet po-
tato growers could lose nearly
$50 million.

If export markets are closed
to NC farmers, Dorfman found
that production would be re-
duced to minimize losses,
meaning fewer workers would
be needed. In his estimation,
losses assessed would amount
to 3.5% of the state’s farm out-
put but would be concentrated
in labor-intensive commodities,
such as tobacco and sweet pota-
toes. This would account for ap-
proximately 8,000 jobs being
lost: 3,000 in agricultural pro-
duction and 5,000 in food pro-
cessing, as well as cigarette, fi-
ber, and forestry and wood
product manufacturing,.

www.carolinajournal.com

NC joins growing list of states
limiting screen time in classrooms

BY DAVID BASS

orth Carolina students
| \l returning for the spring
semester are facing a dis-
connected classroom environ-
ment, following a Jan. 1 state
deadline that required all pub-
lic school boards to enact strict
bans on the use of smartphones
and laptops during instruction-
al time.

The ban under House Bill
959, Protecting Students in a
Digital Age, prohibits students
from using, displaying, or hav-
ing a wireless communication
device turned on during instruc-
tional time, unless otherwise in-
structed by a teacher. The bill al-
so requires districts to prohibit
students’ access to social media
platforms in the classroom “ex-
cept when expressly directed by
a teacher solely for educational
purposes.”

Certain exceptions are in-
cluded in the bill, including use
of electronic devices for teach-
er-authorized educational ac-

tivities, in emergency situa-
tions, or for cases where stu-
dents have Individualized
Education Programs or
health plans.

Additionally, the
law extends beyond
a ban and requires
schools to teach stu-
dents about social
media  addiction,
misinformation,
and sex trafficking.

The legislation
provides school ad-
ministrators with
teeth to enforce the
new rules, explicitly au-
thorizing disciplinary
measures that include the
confiscation of devices found
in use during instructional time.
Accountability extends beyond
the classroom as well — under
the new statute, the NC Depart-
ment of Public Instruction is re-
quired to report any noncompli-
ant school districts to the Joint
Legislative Education Oversight
Committee annually.

X

Time Limit

Ask For More Time

“We applaud state leaders
for taking this important step
to reduce classroom distractions
and safeguard precious learning
time,” said Bryce Fiedler, direc-
tor of the Carolinas Academic

Leadership Network. “A grow-
ing body of research points
to the academic and so-
cial benefits of restrict-
ing phones in school.
CALN supports con-
tinued efforts to
strike a balanced ap-
proach to classroom
technology — one
that limits excessive
screen time and en-
courages pen-and-
paper instruction.”
The new law puts
North Carolina on a
growing list of states
that have banned or
limited the use of inter-
net-connected devices in
classrooms. As of January, 26
states have enacted such pro-
hibitions on classroom screen
time. A total of 38 states either
have an outright ban or have a
statute in place that encourag-
es school districts to adopt such
policies, but stops short of an
outright mandate.
Smartphones

have gotten

most of the attention, but as Vir-
ginia Gentles, parents rights di-
rector at the Defense of Freedom
Institute, told the Epoch Times,
addressing smartphones is only
the first step.

“Were not done. Were just
beginning to acknowledge the
commodification of kids’ atten-
tion,” she said.

Gentles noted that test scores
have declined since the wide-
spread digital adoption during
at-home learning due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. She ar-
gued that constant screen time
has eroded basic skills like hand-
writing and reading comprehen-
sion.

Part of the problem arises
because local governments and
school districts entered into con-
tracts with technology vendors
for tablets and computers to
help facilitate at-home learning.
But as the time approaches for
those contracts to expire, 2026
could be a pivotal year for soft-
ening or even reversing tech-re-
lated policies.
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Visit the John ’k

Locke Foundation *
Vote Tracker at
carolinaelections.com
for the most up-to-date
results on the March 3

primary election.

BY DONNA KING

orth Carolina voters will
Nhead to the polls March

3 for the state’s 2026 pri-
mary election, choosing candi-
dates for midterm contests that
will shape congressional repre-
sentation, control of the Gener-
al Assembly, and the ideologi-
cal balance of the state’s appel-
late courts. With candidate filing

closed, the primary field is set,
revealing crowded ballots, in-
cumbent challenges, and strate-
gic maneuvering by both major
political parties.

The 2026 primary will be
held on Super Tuesday, placing
North Carolina among a group
of states voting on the same
day and increasing attention on
turnout and organization. As of
publication, 808 votes have al-
ready been cast in the March
primary through mail-in early
voting.

Many races are in districts
where the primary effective-
ly determines the eventual of-
ficeholder. While general elec-
tions often draw broader par-
ticipation, midterm primaries
tend to attract more motivated
and ideologically engaged vot-
ers, making them especially con-
sequential for party direction.

PRIMARIES 5

NC's March 3 primary sets the stage
for a high-stakes 2026 madterm

The Civitas Partisan Index
indicates that out of 50 seats in
the North Carolina Senate, 16
are safe Democratic seats, one
likely Democratic seat, two lean
Democratic seats, three toss-
up seats, three lean Republi-
can seats, nine likely Republi-
can seats, and 16 safe Republi-
can seats.

“For Democrats to gain a ma-
jority, they would need to sweep
all the toss-up seats and lean Re-
publican districts, plus win in
one likely Republican district.
Since 2026 is a midterm election
with a Republican in the White
House, that goal is unlikely, but
not impossible,” said Andy Jack-
son, director of the John Locke
Foundation’s Civitas Center for
Public Integrity.

There are 120 seats in the
North Carolina House. The
CPI indicates that there are 37

Are progressioes s
running i NC GOP primaries?

BY BEN SELLERS

Durham-area Repub-
Alican candidate for the

state legislature has gar-
nered national attention for her
lengthy Democratic voting re-
cord and positions that some say
do not align with GOP values.

But experts say there is lit-
tle to be done about it, given the
state’s commitment to holding
open primaries.

Lakeshia Alston, the sole Re-
publican running for the state
Senate’s District 22, went viral
in December after social-media
posts highlighted what critics
said were her dubious conserva-
tive credentials.

Alston, who has been regis-
tered in Durham since 2004,
voted Democrat in three pre-
vious primary elections before
switching to Republican to vote
in Durham’s municipal primary
races last October.

According to
Andy Jackson,
director of the
John Locke
Founda-
tions Ci-
vitas
Cen-
ter
f or
Public
Integrity, it
isn’t uncom-
mon to have
candidates
whose values
misalign with
those of the
party  during
open primaries,
and it is gener-
ally up to voters
to sort out the
wheat from the
chaff.

“Having ‘un-

welcome guests’ as candidates is
a natural consequence of having
a primary system (as opposed to
nominating conventions),” Jack-
son told Carolina Journal. “It is
exacerbated by North Carolina’s
open primaries, which are now
mandated by law.”

Still, some say the opposition
has grown increasingly brazen in
its effort to meddle in the pro-
cess itself rather than focus on
robust debate over the issues.

“[W]e are very aware of the
far left playing games during
candidate filing,” said Matt Mer-
cer, director of communications
for the North Carolina Republi-
can Party.

In a Daily Caller interview,
Alston doubled down on her
party identification, insisting
that Republicans best aligned
with her own values.

“I know that I have been see-
ing a lot of people with hesi-
tation about the party that I
choose to represent just because,
you know, growing up, you pret-
ty much do what your fami-
ly does, what their beliefs are as
far as your party,” she said. “But,
like I said, I am matured in my
own revelation of what the Re-
publican Party represents, and it
looks like me.”

When pressed, Alston sug-
gested that any incredulity
might be racist.

“Are we going back to segrega-
tion time?” she said. “Because, I'm
a Republican, and I don’t really
understand the aims and the val-
ues of what that party represents?
So I'm just going to be taken back
at what somebody looks like, be-
cause we're used to the Democrats
pussy-footin’ around.”

Alston, who said her fa-
ther was an Army veteran who
fought in the Vietnam War, did
elaborate on some of her stances
in support of the Trump admin-

istration — including its tariff
policies, which have bucked tra-
ditional Republican support for
free trade.

Alston caused some contro-
versy by wearing a full niqab
face covering in her photo for
the Durham County Board of
Elections. She explained her
Muslim-friendly attire as part of
an effort to focus on substance
over style.

“I didn’t want it to go in for
the looks,” she told the DCNF. “I
wanted it to be about who is the
most qualified.”

Durham Republicans re-
main skeptical. Alston report-
edly failed to identify any planks
of the GOP platform with which
she was aligned during a No-
vember party meeting.

“We did our best to vet her
as the candidate that came for-
ward,” Durham GOP chair Chris-
tina Crosby told Carolina Jour-
nal. “She was unable to articulate
her positions as they relate to the
Republican platform and didn’t
have much to say about anything
that she believed in.”

Crosby said Alston initially
planned to challenge state Rep.
Vernetta Alston, no relation,
who is an incumbent Democrat,
but instead she filed for the state
Senate race.

Because the Dec. 19 filing
deadline for the primary has
lapsed, she will be the only GOP
candidate on the ballot for the
District 22 race.

However, Durham Republi-
cans hoped to file a petition to
field an alternative for the No-
vember election.

“[What we plan to do is col-
lect 250 signatures to request a
write-in option on the Novem-
ber ballot and will find some-
body to put down,” Crosby said.

Regardless, it may be a moot
point in deep-blue Durham,

safe Democratic seats, six like-
ly Democratic seats, four lean
Democratic seats, seven toss-up
seats, 15 lean Republican seats,
10 likely Republican seats, and
41 safe Republican seats.

Incumbents face
intraparty challenges

This year, for the first time
since at least the Reconstruc-
tion era, Republicans surpassed
Democrats as North Carolina’s
largest political party. Still, un-
affiliated voters outnumber both
Republicans and Democrats,
pointing to the state’s continuing
competitiveness.

Eight sitting members of
Congress and 38 state legislators
will appear on primary ballots
with at least one opponent. Such
intraparty challenges reflect on-
going ideological tensions where

incumbents are sometimes tar-
geted by candidates claiming the
party has drifted from its core
principles. In some cases, chal-
lengers argue that long-serving
officeholders have become dis-
connected from grassroots vot-
ers.

However, primary challenges
do not guarantee turnover, but
they force incumbents to cam-
paign aggressively and spend
money. Senate Leader Phil Berg-
er faces a GOP primary chal-
lenge from Rockingham Coun-
ty Sheriff Sam Page in Sen-
ate District 26. President Don-
ald Trump has given Berger his
“complete and total endorse-
ment,” suggesting Page consider
working in the presidential ad-
ministration instead of running.
Page has declined, insisting he

continued PAGE 12

rategically

where Democrats enjoy a signifi-
cant electoral advantage.

“They will likely both lose to
the Democrat challenger, which
is whoever passes that prima-
ry on the Democrat side,” Cros-
by said.

NC Educators on the
Ballot

While Alston’s run may prove
to be little more than a political
spectacle, several competitive
races feature GOP candidates
whose voting records may war-
rant extra scrutiny.

Mercer said the NCGOP was
not at liberty to discuss specific
candidates during the primaries
but flagged concerns over NC
Educators on the Ballot, a group
“led by a registered Democrat.”

The self-declared “grass-
roots campaign,” founded by re-
tired educator Patricia Saylor,
is encouraging teachers to run
as a way to force reforms to the
state’s education funding.

Its website lists six active
candidates seeking House seats
in the General Assembly. Alston
is not one of them.

“Because for so many seats,
the only path to Raleigh is
through the Republican prima-
ries, that’'s where we needed to
go,” Saylor said at a rally in Sep-
tember.

Jackson said other high-pro-
file examples of alleged prima-
ry meddling included the “Fire
Madison” campaign to oust for-
mer US Rep. Madison Caw-
thorn, a staunch ally of Presi-
dent Donald Trump, in 2022.

Repeated scandals and at-
tacks on Cawthorn ultimate-
ly may have succeeded in weak-
ening his appeal, although Re-
publican voters broke for a more
established Republican, cur-
rent US Rep. Chuck Edwards,

over the progressive alternative,
Wendy Nevarez.

According to Jackson, the
solution is simple. “The Republi-
can Party should do a better job of
candidate recruitment,” he said.

He conceded that the situa-
tion was different in deep-blue
districts like Alston’s, where
election may be statistically im-
probable, if not impossible.
Nonetheless, he said it was un-
likely to help the GOP.

“I do not see much of an up-
side for Republicans, although a
warm body is better than noth-
ing,” Jackson said.

Meanwhile, for opponents
who use the primaries to push so-
called fake Republicans in com-
petitive races, the upside is clear.

“While they will not win, it
could make those incumbents
use resources that they would
otherwise use to prepare for the
general election,” Jackson said.

While Jackson said this strat-
egy is rarely successful, he did
point to one example where it
was used effectively, but on-
ly due a special circumstance
where multiple candidates of the
same party could run in the gen-
eral election.

“Perhaps the most promi-
nent and successful example of a
‘fake Republican’ candidate was
Chris Anglin, who switched par-
ties to run as a Republican for
North Carolina Supreme Court
in 2018, said Jackson. “His ef-
fort led to the defeat of incum-
bent Republican Justice Barba-
ra Jackson. A quirk in the 2018
election allowed multiple can-
didates of the same party to run
in judicial general election con-
tests. Anglin took advantage of
that loophole to split the Repub-
lican vote, allowing Democrat
Anita Earls to win despite re-
ceiving less than half of the to-
tal vote.”
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Applications for Opportunity Scholarship
open as enrollment surpasses 100K students

BY DAVID BASS

s the total number of stu-
Adents enrolled in the Op-

portunity Scholarship
Program has risen to 104,599,
applications are now open for
families to apply for the 2026-27
school year.

The priority application peri-
od runs from Feb. 2 until March
2, according to the NC State Ed-
ucation Assistance Authority,
the state agency responsible for
overseeing the program.

Opportunity  Scholarships,
available to all K-12 students,
are the state’s voucher program
designed to enable families to
choose a private education for
their children. The program is
available to all families regard-
less of income, but lower-income
households are prioritized.

The NCSEAA has announced
updated income guidelines and
scholarship award amounts as
well. Each scholarship is now
valued at between $3,578 and
$7,942 each year, spread across
four income tier levels rang-

Number in Award Tier 1 Award Tierz  AwardTier3  Award Tier4
Household  "ovircomeiosceiveup  Max income o eiveup Mo inom oevep . Income B e bove 3
2 $40,034 $80,068 $180,153 No income limit
3 $50,542 $101,084 $227,439
A $61,050 $122,100 $274,725
5 $71,558 $143,116 $322,011
6 $82,066 $164,132 $369,297
7 $92,574 $185,148 $416,583
8 $103,082 $206,164 $463,869
9 $113,590 $227,180 $511,155
10 $124,098 $248,196 $558,441
11 $134,606 $269,212 $605,727
12 $145,114 $290,228 $653,013
ing from $61,050 for a family of is as strong as ever,” said Rob- a good thing for granted.”

four in the first tier to $274,725
a year in the fourth tier. Those
figures are about a 2.6% increase
from the prior year’s numbers.
Income guidelines for 2026-
“The new numbers for the Op-
portunity  Scholarship  sug-
gest demand for the program

State officia
delays in

BY ANNIE DANCE

tate officials overseeing
S western North Carolina’s

disaster recovery efforts
acknowledged ongoing fund-
ing gaps, federal reimbursement
delays, and housing challenges
during Jan. 9 and Feb. 9 meet-
ings of the Governor’s Recovery
Office for Western North Caroli-
na (GROW NC).

Each month, the adviso-
ry committee meets at a differ-
ent community college or virtu-
ally. The January meeting was
at Isothermal Community Col-
lege in Spindale, and the Feb-
ruary meeting was virtual. The
Jan. 9 meeting offered a detailed
status update on recovery from
Hurricane Helene, more than
15 months after the storm, and
highlighted persistent issues for
local governments and residents.

“This is a multi-year effort,”
Gov. Josh Stein said.

Officials reported that roughly
15.5 million cubic yards of storm
debris have been removed across
affected counties, describing
cleanup as one of the “most ad-
vanced components” of recovery.

“We're getting close to finish-
ing the debris mission, though
final numbers are still being up-
dated,” said Matt Calabria, direc-
tor of GROW NC.

Damage to private roads
and bridges remains one of the
most significant challenges. The
General Assembly appropriat-
ed $25 million for a reimburse-
ment program that allows prop-
erty owners to recover up to 50%
of repair costs for eligible sites.
Applications are open for six
months and must be submitted

by the end of February.

The state has received nearly
7,000 applications. “If we were
to fund all eligible claims, the to-
tal would far exceed the avail-
able appropriations,” Calabria
said. Projects serving multiple
households or providing emer-
gency access are prioritized un-
der state law; not all applicants
will receive assistance.

Several speakers highlighted
persistent delays in FEMA reim-
bursements as a major source of
financial strain for counties and
municipalities. To address cash-
flow issues, the state created a
loan program allowing local gov-
ernments to borrow against an-
ticipated FEMA payments. Of-
ficials confirmed that all $150
million allocated for the pro-
gram has already been awarded.

The governor compared
North Carolina’s federal disas-
ter recovery funding with past
large-scale storms. States affect-
ed by Hurricanes Katrina, San-
dy, and Maria typically received
40% to 50% of total federal di-
saster funding within the first
year. “In contrast, North Caroli-
na has received less than 12% of
expected federal recovery funds
about 16 months after Hurricane
Helene,” Stein said.

Officials said they are actively
advocating for additional feder-
al appropriations and described
congressional action as essential
to the state’s long-term recovery.

FEMA temporary hous-
ing assistance is limited to 18
months after a disaster. As of
Jan. 9, less than 60 households
were participating in FEMA’
Direct Housing Program, while
slightly more than 100 house-

ert Luebke, director of the Cen-
ter for Effective Education at the
John Locke Foundation. “Fam-
ilies want educational options.
And North Carolinians should
be thankful for the program and
lawmakers who have supported
it and helped it grow. Never take

The application period for
the ESA+ program — designed
for students with special needs
— will also open during the
same timeframe. Awards for
ESA+ may be used at an eligible
private school or for approved
educational expenses, including

SOURCE: NCSEAA.

for families who home school.

North Carolina lawmakers
have also been working to make a
new federal tax-credit scholar-
ship a reality. The tax-credit pro-
gram is part of the One Big Beau-
tiful Bill Act enacted by Congress
in July. It would allow NC taxpay-
ers to make deductible contribu-
tions to designated Scholarship
Granting Organizations, which in
turn would issue stipends to stu-
dents for private school expens-
es, including tuition and other al-
lowable costs. The measure was
vetoed by Gov. Josh Stein and is
pending an override vote in the
state House.

A recent Carolina Journal
Poll of likely voters put support
for the Opportunity Scholarship
Program at 64%, compared to
29% who are opposed.

In 2024, insufficient funds in
the program led to 55,000 stu-
dents being placed on a waitlist.
In September of that year, both
the Republican-led House and
Senate, who at the time had ve-
to-proof supermajorities, passed
legislation to clear the waitlist.

s detarl shortfalls,

holds received rental assistance.
State leaders acknowledged a
shortage of transitional housing
for residents whose homes are
undergoing repairs.

Officials also updated the
committee on Renew NC, a
housing repair and reconstruc-
tion program funded with feder-
al disaster recovery dollars. The
application deadline was extend-
ed through January following
door-to-door outreach, resulting
in 7,373 completed applications.
The program follows the federal
Department of Housing and Ur-
ban Development guidelines.

Heavy rainfall from Helene
caused more landslides in western
North Carolina than in the previ-
ous two decades combined. Da-
vid Korte, manager of the state’s
landslide hazard mapping pro-
gram, said that the storm had also
changed the program’s approach.

“We moved from hard land-
slide science to a focus on resil-
iency,” Korte said. “Hard land-
slide is what we used to do —
physics, material properties, en-
gineering. Now weTre trying to
help communities and emergen-
cy managers be more resilient.”

Helene triggered over 2,000
mapped landslides, compared
with 358 across the state from
1990 through 2023. Landslides
killed 31 people out of the 108
who died due to the storm, ac-
cording to available state data.
About 75% of the slides affected
a road, structure, or river. Most
occurred in areas with at least
10 inches of rainfall; none were
found where precipitation re-
mained below five inches, Korte
told the committee.

Scientists currently can use
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Multiple landslides and mudflows in Bat Cave, NC.

rainfall and soil moisture da-
ta to predict potential landslides
within 24 hours, but precise,
short-term forecasting remains
limited. “We're not talking half
an hour ahead of time. These
are fast-moving, unpredictable
slides,” Korte said.

Current landslide maps high-
light broad areas of potential
risk, useful for long-term plan-
ning but less practical for emer-
gency management. Korte said
new maps will flag areas expect-
ed to receive at least five inch-
es of rain over 24 hours. “We’'ll
identify ‘areas of concern’ using
Weather Prediction Center fore-
casts and share that information
with state and local emergency
management,” he said.

The program also plans a
network of monitoring stations
to track precipitation and soil
moisture. “Places with higher
soil moisture are more likely to
experience slides during heavy
rain,” Korte said.

Budget writers cut funds for

Helene recovery

75l
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landslide mapping in 2011, with
partial restoration in 2017. Last
year, the General Assembly allo-
cated $3 million for Helene-af-
fected areas. The recovery com-
mittee recommended $6.1 mil-
lion to expand mapping to 15
counties and update nine exist-
ing county maps, plus $600,000
for an early warning system.

The landslide hazard program
currently has three staff members.
Korte hopes to double the team to
install and maintain monitoring
stations and improve map accu-
racy. “Maintenance has been ne-
glected because we've focused on
mapping,” he said. “We don’t have
enough people to do both well”

Officials stressed the need for
additional federal funding, con-
tinued housing support, and im-
proved landslide hazard map-
ping to protect residents and
critical infrastructure.

‘GROW NC is always try-
ing to be entrepreneurial, figur-
ing out where they can fill gaps,”
Stein said.
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BY DAVID BASS

he North Carolina Depart-
Tment of Public Instruc-

tion chose to celebrate Na-
tional School Choice Week by fo-
cusing on traditional public and
charter schools during a press
event Jan. 28.

Superintendent of Public In-
struction Maurice “Mo” Green
used the event to announce the
launch of “Find Your Fit, Build
Your Future,” a six-week initia-
tive built around sharing in-
formation on the “remarkable
range of choices available to
families within North Carolina’s
public school system.”

That focus comes during a
time when enrollment in tra-
ditional public schools has
been on the decline since the
COVID-19 pandemic, as more
families choose alternatives.
Public school enrollment has
dropped to around 80%, while
enrollment in public charters, in
the private-school Opportunity
Scholarship Program, and in ho-
meschools has surged.

National School Choice Week
ran Jan. 25-31. It was designed to
highlight the variety of education-
al options available to parents.

“I do want to spend just a
moment to be sure that we thank
the vast majority of families who
are already choosing our pub-

lic schools and our educators
who are making our schools
such enriching experiences for
all of our students,” said Green,
who pointed to public school op-
tions, like the state’s 229 magnet
schools, 138 early college high
schools, career and technical ed-
ucation pathways, gifted pro-
grams, and virtual learning op-
portunities.

“When some families think
about school choice, they often
don’t realize just how good our
schools are and how many choic-
es are available that already exist
in our public education system,”

he added.

Green said that he expected
the decline in traditional public
school enrollment to ease in the
future, and he pointed to fund-
ing as the key catalyst.

“It’s certainly a critical part of
being sure that we have wonder-
ful opportunities to offer to fam-
ilies, and certainty a recognition
that the General Assembly has a
critical part to play in that,” he
said.

Asked about open enrollment
policies — which allow students
to change public schools with-
in the same district if the new
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NCDPI celebrates National School
Choice Week with focus on public schools

school is a better fit — as one op-
tion to expand choice in public
schools, Green urged a cautious
approach and said that the exist-
ing structure of district schools
offer ample opportunities.

Ashley Logue, executive di-
rector of the Office of Charter
Schools, also spoke during the
press conference.

“Not every child thrives in
the same exact environment,
and charter schools give fam-
ilies the ability to find the right
match for their student, wheth-
er that’s a different teaching ap-
proach, a focus on their passion,

or a program that prepares them
for their specific future goals,”
Logue said.

More than 150,000 students
are enrolled in public charter
schools, with a waitlist of nearly
75,000 students.

The event additionally fo-
cused on classroom-to-career
pathways in state high schools
and community colleges. Sneha
Shah-Coltrane, senior director of
advanced learning and gifted ed-
ucation at NCDPI, pointed to the
state’s early college high schools
as an example — which allow
students to earn a high-school di-
ploma and two-year associate de-
gree at an accelerated pace.

“These schools offer an op-
portunity for students to be fully
immersed in the college experi-
ence, whether they be at a com-
munity college or at one of our
four-year universities and col-
leges across our state,” Shah-Col-
trane said.

And Trey Michael, senior di-
rector of career and technical ed-
ucation at NCDPI, highlighted
career and technical education
programs.

“I like to think of CTE as
the best place to apply academ-
ics,” he said. “We focus on en-
gaging and motivating students
through active participation in
their own learning and skill de-
velopment.”

Bipartisan state, federal pressure

on grid operators to lower costs -

BY NICK CRAIG

The Trump administration
and a bipartisan group of gov-
ernors, including North Caroli-
na Gov. Josh Stein, are pressur-
ing the nation’s largest regional
electric grid operator to rein in
rising electricity costs. The coali-
tion is urging PJM Interconnec-
tion, which serves states such as
Virginia, Tennessee, Ohio, and
northeastern North Carolina, to
lower prices as demand surges,
particularly from AI data cen-
ters.

“I am committed to keeping
electricity cost as low as possible
for families,” said Stein in a press
release. “That means making
sure data centers pay their fair
share for the electricity they re-
quire to be generated. I applaud
the US Department of Ener-
gy for this initiative and remain
committed to making life as af-
fordable as possible for North
Carolinians.”

“Data centers and their pow-
er needs are a real problem for
electricity grids and electrici-
ty consumers in the short term,”
said Jon Sanders, director of the
Center for Food, Power, and Life
at the John Locke Foundation.
“While the centers will pay for

electricity commensurate with
the amounts they consume, their
very presence necessitates build-
ing more power plants, whose
expenses get apportioned out
to the other consumers’ bills as
well, and that is the problem the
governors and the Trump ad-
ministration are trying to ad-
dress with PJM.”

At the 2026 World Econom-
ic Forum in Davos, President
Trump outlined plans to cut red
tape and let data center compa-
nies build their own capacity.

“And we're leading the world
in AI by a lot. We're leading Chi-
na by a lot. I think President Xi
[Jinping] respects what we've
done, in part because I've al-
lowed these big companies,
building these massive build-
ings, to build their own electric
capacity,” Trump said. “They’re
building their own power plants,
which, when added up, is more
than any country.”

Sanders echoed the state-
ments from the president, high-
lighting the importance of re-
ducing regulation.

“If the facilities are able to
build their own power genera-
tors, that would be the best solu-
tion for other consumers,” Sand-
ers told Carolina Journal. “Un-

fortunately, permitting delays
make it difficult to get power
plants built quickly and add to
their expense, plus natural gas
supplies that could help the data
centers power themselves have
been constrained in the mid-At-
lantic owing to pipeline permit-
ting delays and denials, lawsuits,
and other political obstructions.”

Last June, Amazon an-
nounced it planned to invest $10
billion to launch a new high-
tech cloud computing and Al in-
novation campus in Richmond

County.
Recent analysis from
Bloomberg shows wholesale

electricity prices in many parts
of the United States have surged
dramatically since 2020, with
some areas near large Al da-
ta-center hubs seeing costs rise
as much as 267% compared with
five years ago.

The report tracked electric-
ity prices at thousands of grid
“nodes” and found that price in-
creases are much more concen-
trated near regions with heavy
data-center activity, suggesting a
strong connection between rap-
id data-center growth and local
electricity cost pressures. More
than 70% of the locations with
rising prices are within roughly

*

50 miles of major data centers.

“It's good to see a biparti-
san agreement again on the im-
portance of affordable elec-
tricity,” Sanders said. “We have
been working at the John Locke
Foundation to promote least-
cost, reliable electricity despite
the Carbon Plan law promot-
ing inefficient, unreliable sourc-
es and closing working, baseload
coal-fired power plants.”

Senate Bill 266, the Pow-
er Bill Reduction Act, became
law in June 2025 after the
North Carolina General Assem-
bly overrode a veto from Stein.
The measure removes the state’s
mandate to reduce carbon emis-
sions by 70% by 2030 and is ex-
pected to save North Carolinians
up to $15 billion in future utili-
ty costs.

Duke Energy, the state’s larg-
est electricity producer and pro-
vider, filed a plan with the North
Carolina Utilities Commission
last October projecting average
annual bill increases of 2.1% for
customers. The plan relies more
heavily on nuclear power, natu-
ral gas, and coal, and does not
include the use of wind power.
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Lawmakers examipe il}tersection
of mental health, justice system

BY THERESA OPEKA

awmakers in Raleigh are in
Ldiscussions on how to im-

prove the mental health
system in North Carolina when it
comes to outpatient versus inpa-
tient commitment, both involun-
tary and voluntary, and what can
be done to improve outcomes.

The topic is being close-
ly examined by the House Se-
lect Committee on Involuntary
Commitment and Public Safe-
ty, which scheduled meetings on
Jan. 14 and Feb. 11.

The increased scrutiny comes
after the recent murders of Iryna
Zarutska of Charlotte and Zoe
Welsh of Raleigh.

Welsh allegedly died at the
hands of Ryan Camacho, who
has a lengthy rap sheet and a
history of mental illness.

It has been reported that
Camacho became delusional in
2016, had schizophrenia, and
that his mother had him invol-
untarily committed. She would
also try to get him declared in-
competent several times over the
years and was reportedly grant-
ed guardianship over him multi-
ple times.

A Wake County assistant
district attorney tried to have
Camacho involuntarily com-
mitted for an August crime, but
Wake County District Court
Judge Louis Meyer III denied

the request, and the charges and
case were dismissed, leaving
Camacho to walk free.

Zarutska, a  23-year-old
Ukrainian refugee, was stabbed
in the neck on Aug. 22 on Char-
lotte’s Lynx Blue Line on her way
home from work. Decarlos Brown
Jr. was arrested and charged with
first-degree murder.

Brown, who was diagnosed
with schizophrenia, had been
previously arrested 14 times, in-
cluding for felonies.

The consensus at the Jan.
14 meeting was that continu-
ing care is needed for those who
have mental health issues.

Dr. Marvin Swartz, a profes-
sor at Duke University School of
Medicine’s Department of Psy-
chiatry and Behavioral Scienc-
es and the lead of the Behavior-
al Research Team at the Wilson
Center for Science and Justice at
Duke Law, said North Carolina
was a role model at one time for
other states, like New York, for
assisted outpatient treatment.

Swartz said that all changed
with mental health reform in
2001, when the shift away from
area programs made the respon-
sibility and accountability for
outpatient commitment by Lo-
cal Management Entities/Man-
aged Care Organizations (LME/
MCOs) ambiguous and fell into
disuse, adding that monitoring
by these has been severely lack-

ing. Many of the patients who
are treated are also in the Med-
icaid system.

Swartz said that long-term
outpatient commitment, usually
six months or more, can reduce
hospital readmissions, shorten
hospital stays, and lower rates of
minor violence, and is safer for
the patient than being commit-
ted because they would be less
likely to be victimized or assault-
ed by someone else.

While she thanked Swartz
for his presentation, Rep. Donna
McDowell White, R-Johnston,
said not everyone with a severe
mental illness can live outside
of an institution. She noted that
a psychiatric patient was placed
on the cardiac floor of her local
hospital for over six months be-
cause there weren’t any beds at
any psychiatric hospitals.

“It is not the responsibility of
our law enforcement, our hos-
pitals, our acute care hospitals,”
White stated. “It is the responsi-
bility of our long-term operating
psychiatric hospitals. ... We need
to have qualified people in those
hospitals that were designed to
keep people in a safe environ-
ment where they are much hap-
pier, and theyre not out there
wreaking havoc among the gen-
eral population.”

Carrie Brown, chief psychia-
trist for the North Carolina De-
partment of Health and Hu-

man Services said some indi-
viduals with serious mental ill-
ness are caught in a pattern of
cycling through hospitals, jails,
and emergency departments due
to their noncompliance. With
limited resources to encourage
them back into treatment, they
deteriorate and only re-enter the
system when they’re in the midst
of a crisis.

She did stress that outpatient
commitment is not appropriate
for the vast majority of individu-
als with mental illness.

They also discussed mobile
crisis services — which deliver an
immediate response directly to
the person, 24 hours a day, seven
days a week, by licensed mental
health professionals, thereby eas-
ing the burden on the system.

Stephen Eide, senior fellow at
the Manhattan Institute, urged
lawmakers to increase psychi-
atric bed capacity, increase the
length of stay, focus any com-
munity-based investment on se-
rious mental illness, and use as-
sisted outpatient treatment to
make community mental health
systems more accountable.

He told lawmakers that a
provision in Medicaid, known as
the IMD Exclusion, which pre-
vents Medicaid from being used
for standalone psychiatric hos-
pital care, such as in-state hospi-
tals for adults between the ages
of 18 and 64, has been in Med-

icaid since the 1960s. The provi-
sion restricts states from receiv-
ing reimbursement for that type
of care. He said ultimately Con-
gress will need to address it to
help states with funding.

Committee Co-Chair Rep.
Hugh Blackwell, R-Burke, stat-
ed that the state has 300 hos-
pital beds in mental psychiatric
hospitals that are closed because
there aren’t enough staff.

“I think one of the questions
is: Are there enough nurses that
are out there just waiting for us to
pay enough and then they’ll come
to work, or do the numbers we
need not exist?” Blackwell asked.
“So, the question for me is what
do we do while were waiting on
Washington, while we’re waiting
on the pipeline, to try to get into
beds people who need it and treat
them as best we can.”

Others are also questioning
how the criminal justice system
handles such cases and what can
be done to improve it.

Democratic Gov. Josh Stein
said at January’s Council of State
meeting that the system isn’t do-
ing a good enough job in treat-
ing those with mental health is-
sues who have such violent be-
haviors and suggested behavior-
al health urgent care centers, or
BHUCs, would be more appro-
priate than an emergency room

continued PAGE 12

Incentives for training in trades,
as labor-intensive careers lag

BY KATHERINE ZEHNDER

been a push in North Caro-

lina, on par with a national
trend, to increase education re-
lated to trades-focused careers,
with national funding allocated
to trade programs.

In June, North Carolina re-
ceived a $1.2 million federal
grant, as part of $84 million in
grants announced by the US De-
partment of Labor across all 50
states. The grants are allocated
to increase the capacity of Regis-
tered Apprenticeship Programs to
meet the Trump administration’s
goal of expanding the program to
1 million apprenticeships.

“This federal push toward
apprenticeships
reflects an
effort to

In the last year, there has

revive the skilled trades after
years of cultural pressure that
steered young people toward
four-year degrees,” Joseph Har-
ris, fiscal policy analyst for the
John Locke Foundation, told
the Carolina Journal. “Howev-
er, as tuition costs continue to
rise, trade careers are regain-
ing attention. The open question
is whether channeling federal
grants through institutions can
meaningfully influence those
individual career decisions, or
whether real change depends
more on wages, employer de-
mand, and market signals.”
Tyler Hulin of Randleman is
one of many success stories com-
ing out of ApprenticeshipNC.
Hulin is a graduate of United
Brass Works Inc’s Machinists
Registered Apprenticeship Pro-
gram, according to a press re-
lease. Hulin’s interest in the field
began in a machining class at
Randleman High School.
“I really enjoyed doing
things with my hands,

, said Hulin, in the
NC  Community
Colleges

press

release. “I found a niche for that.”

Hulin’s father encouraged
him to explore machining as
a long-term career option. He
learned about registered appren-
ticeship opportunities through
his career development counsel-
or. Hulin connected with United
Brass Works Inc., a member of
Apprenticeship Randolph and a
local manufacturer.

“Working at United Brass
Works Inc. has been great!
There are always opportunities
to learn,” continued Hulin.

Another example is the An-
imal Hospital of Statesville, a
RAP partner that also offers a
pre-apprenticeship track for vet-
erinary technicians. These pro-
grams are open to students 16
and older in Iredell-Statesville
Schools, according to another
NC Community Colleges press
release.

Pre-apprenticeship tracks are
also available through the Har-
bor Point Animal Hospital and
Aloha Veterinary Hospital.

“It gives the students an op-
portunity to explore the career
path,” Todd Williams, executive
director of industry, trade, and
business development for Ired-
ell-Statesville Schools, said in
the release. “It also shows them
the options available to them to
continue their educations.”

As of August 2025, according
to the US Chamber of Commerce,
North Carolina’s labor shortage is
extreme, with only 76 available
workers for every 100 open jobs.
There are 257,000 open positions
and a labor force participation
rate of 59.2%. And the numbers
for blue-collar jobs, such as con-
struction and agriculture, are of-
ten even worse, as they aren’t the
first choice for those entering to-
day’s job market.

The Office of Apprenticeship
recognizes  ApprenticeshipNC
to act on behalf of DOL and is
the state apprenticeship agen-
cy within the North Carolina
Community College System.
ApprenticeshipNC  coordi-
nates with em-

ploy-

ers, community partners, and
educational institutions to cul-
tivate and develop RAP and
pre-apprenticeship ~ programs
across the state.

Wake Technical Community
College is one of many communi-
ty colleges that offer apprentice-
ship programs through RAP and
is registered with Apprentice-
shipNC. The North Carolina Ru-
ral Water Association also offers
RAP apprenticeships registered
through ApprenticeshipNC.

In addition to $1.2 million
for the apprenticeship program,
North Carolina also received
a $4 million grant from DOL for
workforce re-entry training for
incarcerated individuals — the
$4 million falls under the Path-
way Home grant announced by
DOL in February

2025.

y

SOURCE: NCLEG LIVESTREAM.
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New UNC policy requiring syllabi
be posted online takes effect

BY DAVID BASS

niversity of North Car-
l I olina System President

Peter Hans is imple-
menting a new policy that re-
quires instructors to post course
descriptions and syllabi to an
online searchable database. The
move is designed to increase
public transparency, with re-
cent polling showing growing
skepticism toward institutions
of higher education.

Under the directive from
Hans, which took effect Jan.
15, all syllabi must include the
course name, prefix, and de-
scription; goals, objectives, and

student learning outcomes;
an explanation of assessment,
grading scale, assignment

breakdown, and the impact of
attendance/participation; and a
list of all required course mate-
rials.

Additionally, each syllabus
must contain a statement af-
firming that the course engag-
es diverse scholarly perspectives
for critical thinking and that the
inclusion of readings does not

imply endorsement.

The directive also mandates
that syllabi be posted to an on-
line searchable database “no lat-
er than one week prior to the
first day of classes for the appli-
cable semester or session.” If the
materials are not available due
to operational limitations, they
must be posted by the first day
of classes.

“We are living through an
age of dangerously low trust in
some of society’s most import-
ant institutions,” Hans wrote in
an op-ed for the Raleigh News
and Observer in December.
“While support for North Car-
olina’s public universities re-
mains strong and bipartisan,
confidence in higher education
generally has dropped in re-
cent years, driven by concerns
about value and a perception
that some colleges and universi-
ties have drifted from their core
mission.”

“There is no question that
making course syllabi public-
ly available will mean hearing
feedback and criticism from
people who may disagree with

what’s being taught or how it’s
being presented,” Hans add-
ed. “That’s a normal fact of life
at a public institution, and we
should expect a vibrant and
open society to have debates
that extend beyond the walls of
campus.”

The move has garnered op-
position from the NC American
Association of University Pro-
fessors.

“This policy will stifle aca-
demic freedom, chill free in-
quiry, and expose educators
and students to politically mo-
tivated attacks and targeted
harassment. At its core, this
new directive is an effort to in-
timidate instructors whose re-
search and teaching delves in-
to subject matter that some
politicians don’t want to see
explored,” said AAUP Presi-
dent Todd Wolfson in a state-
ment.

“Dark money-funded right-
wing activists and their allies
in the UNC System’s leader-
ship are attempting to stran-
gle critical thought and the
free exchange of academ-

ic thought by harassing facul-
ty, disrupting student learning,
and threatening the pursuit of
truth,” Wolfson added. “Ulti-
mately, Peter Hans’ regulation
amounts to a doxxing data-
base that will further empow-
er those attempting to censor
teaching and learning in the
UNC System.”

Jenna Robinson, president
of the James G. Martin Center
for Academic Renewal, wrote a
letter praising the decision by
Hans but cautioned that more
needs to be done.

“The UNC System’s deci-
sion to make syllabi public is a
significant step towards great-
er transparency, Robinson said.
“It’s disappointing that not all
reading materials will be listed
in syllabi. I hope this can be ad-
dressed in a subsequent policy
revision.”

A Pew Research Center
poll from October found that
seven in 10 Americans now say
higher education is generally
headed in the wrong direction.
That’s an increase from 56%
who said the same in 2020.

UNC-Chapel Hill announces expansions
of campus footprint, civic curriculum

BY DAVID BASS

he University of North

I Carolina at Chapel Hill

announced two signifi-

cant initiatives in January de-

signed to expand the school’s
capacity and influence

To accommodate the state’s
rapid growth, the university
will break ground on its largest
physical expansion in two cen-
turies — a new mixed-use cam-
pus focused on applied scienc-
es and medicine. Meanwhile,
the university’s School of Civ-
ic Life and Leadership (SCiLL)
announced a $10 million grant
from the National Endowment
for the Humanities to bolster
civic education, scholarship,
and leadership development.

“We have a fundamental ob-
ligation to the people of this
state,” said Chancellor Lee Rob-
erts in a statement regarding
the physical expansions. “As
North Carolina continues to be
one of the fastest-growing states
in America, the demand from
qualified North Carolina stu-
dents is only going to increase.
If we do not create the physical
capacity to serve more of them
at the same level of excellence,
we will either have to turn away
thousands of our own citizens
or diminish the quality of the
education we provide. Neither
is acceptable for the state’s flag-
ship university.”

The physical centerpiece of
the growth strategy is a new
campus extension in Carolina
North, located on and around
the former site of the Horace
Williams Airport in Chapel
Hill. Groundbreaking is expect-
ed to begin in early 2027 on a

230-acre plot. University offi-
cials envision the site not mere-
ly as an academic annex, but
as a multifaceted development
with mixed-use housing for stu-
dents and local families inte-
grated with retail, dining, enter-
tainment, and cultural spaces.

The new campus will focus
on applied sciences, biomedical
engineering, and artificial intel-
ligence. University officials stat-
ed that the site will function in
tandem with UNC Health to
foster rapid advancements in
medical technology and patient
care. Development will rely
partly on a public-private part-
nership model, and planning
will include an advisory group
of students, faculty, and com-
munity members.

The project has to go
through a number of layers of
approval before completion.
The total price tag is undeter-
mined, but officials say they
will rely on a mix of state sup-
port, university trust funds,
debt, private philanthropy, and
third-party investment. The
university anticipates begin-
ning to issue requests for qual-
ifications for master planning
and development partners in
spring 2026, targeting initial
site preparation and infrastruc-
ture work to begin ahead of the
groundbreaking in 2027.

“This campus extension is
an unparalleled opportunity for
our students and North Caroli-
na’s future and a powerful cata-
lyst for long-term growth,” said
Malcolm Turner, chair of the
UNC Board of Trustees, in a
statement. “By creating a place
where education, research, and
industry intersect, the Univer-

sity is strengthening its role as
a driver of innovation, entre-
preneurship, and investment
across the state. This kind of
forward-looking development
benefits our students, fuels job
creation, attracts new part-
ners, and reinforces Carolina’s
competitiveness for decades to
come.”

While the new campus fo-
cuses on technical innovation,
the university is also expanding
its intellectual footprint in the
civics education space with the
$10 million matching grant for
SCiLL.

The investment will support
the creation of eight endowed
professorships in areas such
as American political thought,
constitutionalism, classical civ-
ic education, great books, and
leadership. The ultimate goal is
to establish SCiLL as a world-
class civics school, addressing
national concerns about de-
clining civic knowledge, histor-
ical literacy, and civil discourse,
supporters say.

“Were  educating  citi-
zen leaders for constitutional
self-government through free
inquiry and civil discourse, and
this grant allows us to do that
at a higher level, so we can re-
cruit top scholars of the text
ideas and traditions that shaped
American democracy,” said Jed
Atkins, dean and director of the
School of Civic Life and Leader-
ship, in an interview with Car-
olina Journal. “Their teaching
will give students the knowl-
edge, judgment, and habits they
need to lead wisely and talk
across real differences.”

“With NEH’s support, [the
School of Civic Life and Lead-

ership] can become a national
hub for viewpoint-diverse civ-
ics-related scholarship,” add-
ed Dan DiSalvo, professor and
associate dean of faculty devel-
opment and curriculum at the
school, in a statement. “This in-
vestment allows us to recruit
distinguished faculty who will
prepare the next generation of
scholars committed to civic ed-
ucation as well as leaders who
will contribute to communities
across the nation.”

Following initial approval
from UNC-Chapel Hill trust-
ees in early 2023, SCIiLL of-
ficially launched in fall 2024.
The school operates on $4 mil-
lion in nonrecurring funding
from the NC General Assem-
bly as start-up funds. In Octo-
ber 2025, the US Department
of Education also awarded the
school $979,000 for a summer
civics institute.

SCiLL currently offers a mi-
nor that focuses on connecting
philosophy, history, politics, and
economics to help students ex-
plore foundational American
texts and civic traditions. The
ultimate goal is to prepare stu-
dents to engage in public dis-
course in a pluralistic democ-
racy. For the future, Atkins said
the school plans to create a doc-
torate-level program focused on
American thought and consti-
tutionalism, plus a masters-lev-
el program in military leader-
ship.

“There’s a growing hunger in
this country for serious civic ed-
ucation, but not enough schol-
ars trying to teach it well,” said
Atkins. “We're looking forward
to doing that at an even higher
level”
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Z] early two-thirds of North Carolina voters sup-
& port taxpayer-funded school choice scholar-
4 ships through the Opportunity Scholarship
Program, according to a poll of likely voters released
Jan. 29.
Dropping during National School Choice Week, the
. new Carolina Journal Poll found broad support for
Saonglyol Y other key planks of the school-choice movement. That
includes 57% support for public charter schools and
79% support for policies that allow students to change
public schools within the same district if the new
school is a better fit — known as open enrollment.

“Voters continue to strongly support school choice
in North Carolina,” said Carolina Journal publish-
er and John Locke Foundation CEO Donald Bryson.
“While charter support has leveled off from recent
highs, backing for private school options is growing
again, showing parents remain committed to choice
and focused on what works best for their children.”

“North Carolina ranks dead last on open enroll-
ment laws, even as voter support continues to rise.
That gap between what North Carolinians want and
our state’s education policy should be a wake-up call

for lawmakers,” Bryson added.

A plurality of voters, at 41%, oppose Gov. Josh
Stein’s veto of a bill that would opt North Carolina
into a federal tax credit scholarship program. The
program would allow individuals to get a federal tax
credit of $1,700 for donating to approved Scholar-
ship Granting Organizations, which in turn issue
stipends to students for private school expenses, in-
cluding tuition and other allowable costs. A veto
override vote is still pending even as numerous oth-
er states are opting into the program.

Meanwhile, voters expressed concern with the direc-
tion of public education in the state. Fifty-three percent
of likely voters are dissatisfied with the quality of educa-
tion in public schools across the state, compared to 29%
who are satisfied. There was also an intensity gap on the
question — 21% were “completely dissatisfied” while only
6% were “completely satisfied.”

Asked where they would send their child if money was
no object, 46% chose a private school, 30% a tradition-
al public school, 11% a homeschool, 8% a public charter
school, and less than 1% a virtual school. For those who
would choose a nonpublic school option for their child, the

Do you support or oppose intra-district
open enroliment in public schools?
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Do you support or oppose the Opportunity
Scholarship Program?

Unsure
1.2%

Somewhat Support
23.2%

Strongly Oppose
18.8%

pport for school
ains strom;

most popular reasons why were academic quality, curricu-
lum or education values, and school safety or bullying. How satisfied are you with the quali

Somewhat Oppose
10.4%

Strongly Support
405%

Just one in five likely voters could name the correct education in North Carolina public schoms;z '

dollar range for the average per pupil spending on K-12 f

public schools, which is now over $13,000, according to !
NC Department of Public Instruction data for 2024-25. Satisfied
But when given the correct amount, 43% said the figure 2%
was “too little” spent on public education, compared to

1
Completely
l DX

Do you support or oppose the Opportunity

16% who said it was “too JOue ”and 15% who said it was  Dissatisfied Somewhat Completely X Scholarship Program?
‘the appropriate amount. 52.8% 259% 22% ®

Likely voters were evenly divided on the question of @ Swpot @ Oppose @ Unsure
whether the state should allocate facilities funding for ] - 100%

blic ch hool Unsure .
public charter schools. 18.0% 80%

Asked to name the most pressing issues facing pub- 3
lic education today, 20% said a “shortage of high-quali-
ty teaches,” 15% pointed to “adequate finances,” and 14% | %
said “academic standards.” Lower down on the priority ﬁ %
list were “preparing students for the workforce” at 12%, ‘ 0%

“curriculum concerns” at 10%, and “lack of parental in- ? I ons Jon 28 Jan 24 ez
volvement” at 10%. Half of voters, at 51%, believe that
higher teacher pay is essential regardless of measured
student outcomes. .

An overwhelming 83% of likely voters say that —
COVID-19 pandemic school closures from 2020 and \
2021 continue to negatively impact student achievement, 4
with just 5% saying the impacts were minimal or that
there was no impact and 2% saying the impact was pos-
itive for some students. Respondents also took a dim
view on how school districts spent pandem-
ic recovery funding for public schools —

45% said those funds were spent
poorly and 20% said they
were spent well.

Asked to rank the per-
formance of their local
school board with a let-
ter grade, the most popu-
lar choice was a C at 32%, fol-
lowed by a B at 17%, a D also at
17%, and an F at 11%. Less than
4% gave their local board an A.

The CJ poll surveyed 700
likely voters and was con- &
ducted Jan. 22-25 by 48
Harper Polling.

. 60%
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Federal shift

continued from PAGE 2

pipelines in the Triad, all with-
out the cumbersome require-
ments coming from Washington.
The change could decentral-
ize educational edicts, return-
ing authority to states and local
communities. This would serve
as an accelerator for North Caro-
lina’s efforts over the last decade
toward parental empowerment,
state-level innovation, and more
efficient use of taxpayer dollars.
This could create meaning-

Tax reform

continued from PAGE 2

The revenue objection —
and why it falls short

Critics will argue that repeal
is impractical because the fran-
chise tax still generates reve-
nue. But that objection misun-
derstands both scale and trade-
offs. The amount involved is
small enough to absorb through
normal economic growth, ongo-

March primary

continued from PAGE 5

will continue his campaign.

Political analysts say that
Berger’s two decades in Sen-
ate leadership and pivotal role
in shoring up North Carolina’s
economy will be difficult to beat,
not to mention his notable cam-
paign war chest. Page accuses
Berger of failing on key conser-
vative issues. The sheriff empha-
sizes his law-enforcement expe-
rience.

Campaigns were required to
file year-end fundraising totals
by Dec. 31. As of the mid-year
report filed in July, Berger had
raised more than $1.8 million
for his re-election campaign.
Page reported roughly $45,500
in contributions, highlighting
the wide fundraising gap head-
ing into the primary.

US Senate and House
contests

Capitol Hill is a major focal
point of the primary. The mar-
quee contest in March is the Re-
publican and Democratic nomi-
nating contest for North Caroli-
na’s open US Senate seat, a race
with national implications for the
balance of power in Washington.
Longtime incumbent Sen. Thom
Tillis announced he would not
seek re-election, opening the seat
to fresh contenders.

On the Republican side, sev-
eral candidates will be on the
ballot, including former Repub-
lican National Committee Chair-
man Michael Whatley, who has
drawn backing from Trump.
Other Republicans running are
Don Brown, Richard Dansie,
Thomas “T.J.” Johnson, Michele

Mental health

continued from PAGE 8

or prison.

State Rep. Marcia Morey,
D-Durham, who served as a Dis-
trict Court judge for 18 years,
and as chief District Court judge
for five years, before being ap-
pointed to the General Assem-
bly in 2017, told Carolina Jour-

ful flexibility in designing litera-
cy programs, expanding school
choice, or building stronger ca-
reer pathways right out of high
school; innovation designed for
our students in our communities.

Watch for the red flags

North Carolina should lean in
to this direction but do so with a
careful eye toward how the De-
partment of Labor implements
the new structure. Statutory re-
quirements remain intact un-
der the move, and federal grant
conditions could simply migrate
from one agency to another if

ing budget surpluses, or mod-
est base broadening elsewhere.
More importantly, repealing the
franchise tax would remove a di-
rect penalty on capital invest-
ment, encouraging business ex-
pansion that broadens the in-
come and sales tax bases over
time. In other words, repeal is
not a gamble on growth — it is
an exchange of a narrow, distor-
tionary tax for a broader, more
sustainable revenue stream.
Other states have recognized
this reality. Oklahoma repealed
its capital stock tax. Mississip-

Morrow, and Elizabeth Temple.
Margot Dupre has also filed for
the Republican primary but fac-
es a residency challenge at the
NC State Board of Elections.

On the Democratic side, for-
mer two-term Gov. Roy Cooper
is on the ballot, leveraging his
widespread name recognition af-
ter 40 years in statewide elected
office. According to the Novem-
ber Carolina Journal poll, Coo-
per leads Whatley by 8.7 points.

Early in the election cycle,
former US Rep. Wiley Nickel al-
so launched a campaign before
suspending it to endorse Cooper.
Five other Democrats appear on
the primary ballot: Robert Co-
lon, Justin Dues, Daryl Farrow,
Orrick Quick, and Marcus Wil-
liams.

Third-party candidates, such
as Green contender Brian Mc-
Ginnis and Libertarian Shannon
Bray, round out the field.

With  Republicans  hold-
ing a narrow majority in the US
House and controlling most of
North Carolina’s congressional
delegation, national Democrats
say they see opportunities to
compete in districts long consid-
ered GOP strongholds. Repub-
licans currently hold 10 of the
state’s 14 House seats, but Dem-
ocrats argue that shifting voter
behavior and midterm dynam-
ics could put some of those dis-
tricts in play.

One target is North Carolina’s
far-western 11th Congressional
District, represented by Repub-
lican Chuck Edwards, a Hender-
sonville businessman and former
state senator first elected to Con-
gress in 2022. While the district
has traditionally leaned Repub-
lican, Democrats contend that
pockets of growth and chang-
ing turnout patterns, particular-
ly around Buncombe County and

nal that an examination of local
bond policies and ensuring all
judges and magistrates are prop-
erly trained and have access to
prior criminal histories are ac-
tions that could be taken.

“The criminal justice system
is a lot more complex than people
realize,” state Rep. Mike Schiet-
zelt, R-Wake, an attorney and Ma-
rine Corps veteran, told Carolina
Journal during a recent interview.

not carefully monitored. DOL’s
workforce metrics must not over-
shadow our own academic prior-
ities or push states toward imple-
menting a federal one-size-fits-all
training mandate.

It could also bring with it
strings that push DOL’s focus on
workforce development metrics
in the grant competitions, rath-
er than some of the education-
al priorities that states prioritize
like civies, arts, literature, and
other academic foundations for
a liberal arts education.

The change could bring new
federal bureaucrats on the scene
who create overly prescrip-

pi is phasing its out. Connecti-
cut is completing its repeal. Lou-
isiana has already enacted re-
peal as part of a broader com-
petitiveness package — and the
Tax Foundation expects that
move alone to produce meaning-
ful improvements in Louisiana’s
rankings and investment -cli-
mate. Meanwhile, North Caroli-
na risks being left behind, cling-
ing to a tax most states have al-
ready abandoned.

What makes this moment es-
pecially important is that North
Carolina has already done the

the progressive city of Asheville,
could make the seat more com-
petitive in 2026.

Judicial elections
quietly carry big
consequences

While congressional and leg-
islative races draw most of the
attention, the 2026 primary al-
so includes critical judicial con-
tests. A state Supreme Court
contest between Justice Anita
Earls, a Democrat, and challeng-
er Sarah Stevens, a Republican
state representative, will appear
on the November ballot.

Meanwhile, three seats up for
election this year on the North
Carolina Court of Appeals fea-
ture two primary contests. In-
cumbent Democrat Judge John
Arrowood will face either Re-
publican Matt Smith or Republi-
can Michael Byrne in November
for Seat 1. Incumbent Judge To-
by Hampson, a Democrat, fac-
es Republican George Cooper
Bell for Seat 2. Democrats James
Whalen and Christine Walczyk
are competing for their party’s
Seat 3 nomination, with Repub-
lican Craig Collins unopposed
on his side.

Judicial  primaries often
fly under the radar compared
with legislative or congressio-
nal battles, but the outcomes
can have lasting effects on state
law. North Carolina’s appellate
courts routinely hear cases in-
volving election law, regulato-
ry disputes, and constitution-
al questions, making these races
especially significant.

Election rules and
administrative debates

Several policy debates could

“There’s a long backlog of pe-
titions for involuntary commit-
ment,” he told CJ. “There’s the
legal standard problem about
this gap between competence
to stand trial and an imminent
threat to yourself or others. And
if somebody falls into that gap
like Camacho apparently did in
this one judge’s estimation, then
they are going to be released.
That’s one problem.”

tive policy, which would damp-
en state-level flexibility and in-
novation. The ramp-up could be
messy. Statutory authority and
oversight still lie with the De-
partment of Education, while
the administration is with DOL.
Those first few grant cycles will
likely be confusing with frus-
trating threads of communica-
tion. In the interest of efficien-
cy, the feds could be tempted to
take more control than neces-
sary promising to ease the reins
later, and then never do so.

Most of all, watch for the
messaging red flags. States will
get the same level of grant mon-

hard work. The state has resist-
ed the temptation to rely on nar-
row tax credits and instead built
a system based on low rates and
neutrality. That approach is pre-
cisely why North Carolina ranks
so highly among states that levy
all major taxes. Eliminating the
franchise tax would not be a rad-
ical departure — it would be the
logical completion of a long-run-
ning reform agenda.

A clear next step for
2026

also influence voter partici-
pation in the March 3 prima-
ry. One involves early voting lo-
cations, particularly on college
campuses. State law does not re-
quire campus early voting sites
for primaries, leaving decisions
to local election boards.
Supporters argue that flexibil-
ity allows counties to allocate re-
sources efficiently, while critics
contend that the absence of cam-
pus sites could reduce access for
student voters. The issue has re-
surfaced as turnout strategies
take center stage ahead of March.
“The total number of college
and university voting sites is an
increase of one,” explained Chris
Cooper, director of the Haire In-
stitute for Public Policy at West-
ern Carolina University. “There's
been a lot of attention in two
places: one I know well, which
is the Western Carolina Univer-
sity site that actually has been a
college and university voting site
since 2016, and that includes
midterm primaries. But in Guil-
ford County, there's also been a
lot of attention about [NC] A&T
and UNCG, and it turns out they
actually didn't have early vot-
ing sites in the primary in 2022.
Some of this media attention
says it's been a decrease. That's
just not quite true, at least com-
paring apples to apples.”
Another area of scrutiny is
how party affiliation changes are
processed through the Division
of Motor Vehicles. Lawmakers
are considering whether to re-
think the DMV’s role after con-
cerns about lag times and dis-
crepancies between when vot-
ers update affiliations and when
those changes are reflected in of-
ficial election records.
Because North Carolina has
a partially open primary system,
party affiliation can determine

Schietzelt points to the avail-
ability of resources, like beds and
the workforce available to han-
dle people that he says need to
be in custody.

He added that examining
how to make things run more ef-
ficiently is crucial right now be-
cause the federal justice sys-
tem and court system, including
prosecutors, criminal defense at-
torneys, and public defenders,

ey that they do today; it will just
come from DOL. Critics could
frame this as a “cut” in Title I
money or reducing federal stan-
dards from the Department of
Education.

This federal shift is not the
end goal, but it is a step in the
direction of moving education-
al authority to states. We must
guard against potential feder-
al overreach, but North Caro-
lina could seize the moment to
build a more locally driven, par-
ent-centered, efficient, and re-
sults-oriented education system
designed for today and the work-
force to come.

If lawmakers want a single,
concrete goal for strengthen-
ing North Carolina’s economy in
2026, this is it. Repeal the fran-
chise tax. Remove the last major
tax penalty on capital formation.
Signal to entrepreneurs, man-
ufacturers, and employers that
North Carolina will not tax them
for growing, investing, or weath-
ering hard times.

North Carolina has become
a national model by refusing to
settle for “good enough.” Ending
the franchise tax would ensure it
remains one.

which ballot a voter receives. De-
lays or confusion in updating re-
cords could affect voter or candi-
date eligibility in closely contest-
ed races.

“Were required under fed-
eral law to register voters
through DMV, but were not re-
quired for them to do affilia-
tion changes,” said Rep. Bill
Ward, R-Pasquotank. “It’s really
my opinion that they shouldn’t
be doing changing affiliations
through DMV because of the lag
time and then the questions that
rise out of that.”

“I mean, you don’t go to the
Board of Elections to get your
driver’s license, so why are you
changing affiliation through
DMV? 1 think it’s something
we at the General Assembly will
have to look at, and we’ll prob-
ably look at it when we go back
into short session,” Ward added.

What to watch on
primary night

As results come in March 3,
political observers will watch
whether incumbent lawmakers
fend off challengers and whether
targeted congressional districts
show signs of shifting political
momentum.

Turnout levels will also pro-
vide insight into voter engage-
ment ahead of the November
general election. In the 2022
midterm primary, North Caroli-
na saw a nearly 20% voter turn-
out statewide, one of the high-
est for a midterm primary in re-
cent decades. Still, it reflects the
broader trend that primaries
draw far fewer voters than gen-
eral elections.

Strong participation in con-
tested primaries could signal en-
thusiasm, or frustration, within
party bases.

are so overwhelmed.

Schietzelt hopes that the
committee can come up with
some solutions and that some-
thing can be done when the
short legislative session starts in
April. If not, he said he will not
rest until something is done.

“Hopefully, we can get some
significant solutions in the com-
ing months, but this is going to
take a while,” he said.
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NC school choice: Growth
omes with challenges

BOB LUEBKE

LOCKE CENTER FOR
EFFECTIVE EDUCATION

BACK IN 2011, the first year
that North Carolina celebrated
National School Choice Week,
approximately 87% of all stu-
dents attended traditional pub-
lic schools, over 41,000 students
were enrolled in 99 charter
schools, less than 100,000 stu-
dents attended private schools.
And there were no public pro-
grams to encourage private
school choice.

A decade-and-a-half lat-
er, the steady growth of alterna-
tive educational options makes
North Carolina look like a differ-
ent state. Now about 75% of all
students attend traditional pub-
lic schools, while 25% attend ei-
ther charter, private, or home
schools. Over 156,000 students
are enrolled in over 200 char-
ter schools. The state also has
one of the largest home school
populations at over 165,200 stu-
dents. The Opportunity Schol-
arship Program provides schol-
arships of up to $7,700 for over
100,000 students to attend a
private school of their choice.

These numbers rightly sug-
gest school choice is alive and
growing in North Carolina, an
ostensibly purple state. There is
much to celebrate, and reflection
is good. Continued growth, how-

ever, is not guaranteed. Tests lie
ahead. To ensure school choice
continues to flourish, focus and
effort are required to meet nu-
merous challenges looming over
the movement.

These include:

Can the Opportunity
Scholarship Program
change with the times?

OSP vouchers have helped
students secure education in a
private school. New education
models, however, don’t neces-
sarily fit the traditional defini-
tion of a private school. Other
alternative educational models,
such as hybrid schools and mi-
croschools, have much different
characteristics and operating en-
vironments. The definition of a
private school may need to be re-
visited. In addition, greater flex-
ibility in how vouchers are used
may also help encourage the
growth of alternative education
models.

Can the Federal Tax
Credit Scholarship
Program be successfully
implemented?

FTCSP will allow a dol-
lar-for-dollar credit of up to

$1,700 to those who donate to
approved scholarship granting

organizations, which will dis-
tribute funds to eligible children.
FTCSP can supercharge existing
choice programs or jump-start
programs in blue states that do
not have state-funded school
choice programs. While the pro-
gram won’t begin until 2027, the
stakes are still high.

Final regulations from the
IRS won't be available until lat-
er this year. However, people are
waiting to see if the regulations
will be flexible and respect the
autonomy and discretion of the
states or if the federal regula-
tions will be overly proscriptive
and homogenize programs for-
merly left to states and the pri-
vate sector.

States are required to opt in
to make taxpayers eligible for
the deduction. North Carolina
passed legislation (House Bill
87) to opt in last August, but
Gov. Josh Stein vetoed the leg-
islation. In his veto statement,
Stein said he feared the legisla-
tion would hurt public schools.
Still Stein did give a glimmer of
hope.

He said, he “could see op-
portunities for the program to
benefit public schools.” If the fi-
nal regulations allow that, Stein
said he would opt in. Democratic
governors, like Stein, will be un-
der intense pressure to sign opt-
in legislation or face losing the
scholarship money that has been
donated in North Carolina to

other states. To date, Jared Po-
lis of Colorado is the only Dem-
ocratic governor who has signed
opt-in legislation for his state.
Could Stein be the next?

Will North Carolina
Democrats continue to
oppose school choice?

Polling now suggests the pub-
lic trusts Republicans more than
Democrats to address education
issues, an advantage long held
by Democrats. That advantage
switched during COVID and
was propelled largely by Repub-
licans backing parents in opposi-
tion to school shutdowns and fa-
voring more parental choice.

North  Carolina’s  political
landscape mirrors the national.
The state’s Democratic Party has
long sided with teacher unions
and, with the exception of char-
ter schools, has opposed school
choice. Over time North Caroli-
na Republicans and a handful of
school choice Democrats — who
have now largely vanished — have
been able to work together and
pass school choice legislation.

In 2023, state Rep. Tricia
Cotham famously switched par-
ties to become a Republican and
became the crucial final vote to
allow Republicans to override
Gov. Cooper’s veto and make all
North Carolina families eligible
for the Opportunity Scholarship.

The point: Republicans have
needed Democrats to move for-
ward with much school choice
legislation. Now even the major-
ity of registered Democrats say
parents are best suited to choose
where a child goes to school.
Other Democrats are saying the
battle for school choice is over
and openly lobbying their party
to support school choice, albeit
a more Democratic and progres-
sive version, one with their pre-
ferred provisions regarding test-
ing and transparency and guard-
rails around civil rights.

Will Democrats like Josh Stein
choose to embrace such a vi-
sion, or will they limit choice to
public schools? The crack in the
door that Josh Stein left in his ve-
to message mirrors the internal
changes roiling the Democratic
Party. Can Republicans and Dem-
ocrats in North Carolina come to
the table and work together on
school choice? The answer will
dictate what school choice looks
like in the years ahead.

The last 15 years have brought
significant growth and expansion
to the school choice movement
in the Tar Heel state. The wins
come with new problems and op-
portunities to innovate and work
together for the good of all fam-
ilies. Only by surmounting these
challenges can we ensure that
North Carolina will be celebrat-
ing National School Choice Week
for years to come.
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NC's ‘Great Refusal’ to ratify US
Constitution led to Bill of Rights

DAVID LARSON
MANAGING EDITOR

YOU MAY HAVE noticed that the
Carolina Journal recently took
the bold (or maybe odd) deci-
sion to begin publishing all 85
essays from the Federalist Pa-
pers, which, at a rate of one per

Thursday, will take us about 85
weeks, if my math is correct. In
the context of this project and
the 250th anniversary of our na-
tion, it is important to also re-
member North Carolina’s re-
sponse to this push to ratify the
US Constitution in 1788.

Even if we revere the Consti-
tution now and recognize its ge-
nius, not everyone was imme-
diately convinced. Article VII
said that if at least nine of the 13
states ratified the document, it
would become effective in those
states. And exactly nine states
did so over a six-month period.
But four states (New York, Vir-
ginia, Rhode Island, and North
Carolina) dragged their feet.
This is what motivated Alexan-
der Hamilton, James Madison,
and John Jay to write the Fed-
eralist Papers. They were specif-
ically written to convince New
Yorkers, but the arguments were
also used to pressure those in the
other three states.

While many other states were
dominated by Federalists, who
favored a stronger union than
the Articles of Confederation
had provided, the Anti-Federal-
ists had a major foothold in the
Tar Heel State. Federalists had
major Founding Fathers (like
those that wrote the Federal-

ist Papers), but Anti-Federalists
had their own prominent voices,
like Patrick Henry and George
Mason. And the Anti-Federalists
in North Carolina, remembering
the strong arm of British rule,
were wary of individuals and the
state losing any power to a far-
away central government.

These North Carolina voices,
led by Willie Jones, insisted that
the US Constitution have a “dec-
laration of rights.” And in the
1788 Hillsborough Convention,
Anti-Federalist arguments won
the day, successfully moving the
state to vote against ratifying the
US Constitution. For his efforts,
Jones, sometimes called “the
Jefferson of North Carolina,” is
honored in downtown Raleigh,
as the General Assembly resides
on a street named for him.

The proposed amendments
to the US Constitution that
North Carolina sent along with
their conditional refusal to ratify
mirror many of the rights we en-
joy in the eventual Bill of Rights.
The proposals were clearly influ-
enced by Anti-Federalist lead-
er George Mason’s Virginia Dec-
laration of Rights. But the right
to life, liberty, property, happi-
ness, and safety (a mix of John
Locke and Thomas Jefferson’s
formulations) is notably first on

ransparency

.

I ADMIT THAT I am not a ca-
reer academic. But I have taught
at the university level for ma-
ny years, and leadership classes
for decades. I can’t imagine any
scenario in which sharing my
course outlines or syllabi with
the general public would impair
my freedom, effectiveness, or
reputation.

I also admit that many pro-
fessors see the matter very dif-
ferently. When Georgia recent-
ly required professors at pub-
lic universities to post their syl-
labi for public consumption,
the president of the state’s labor
union for professors said he was
“all for transparency” but only
“to parties that have a stake in
the classroom - which are, you
know, students, and if you want
to include parents in that.”

Here in our state, where Uni-
versity of North Carolina Presi-
dent Peter Hans has just issued
an order requiring the post-
ing of syllabi across all campus-
es in the system, the union presi-
dent at UNC-Chapel Hill agreed
that “transparency, accountabil-
ity, accessibility” were “import-
ant aspects of a public universi-

JOHN HOOD
LOCKE BOARD MEMBER

ol

ty system,” but insisted that the
new policy was really about “ca-
pitulating to pressure at the state
level and at the federal level to
scrutinize faculty and intimidate
faculty who are teaching unpop-
ular subjects right now.” An on-
line petition opposing Hans’ de-
cision drew thousands of signa-
tures.

I don’t think state or feder-
al lawmakers should attempt
to micromanage how profes-
sors teach or classes are struc-
tured. Having been involved in
numerous campus activities as a
funder or organizer, I am also a
dogged proponent of academic
freedom — which, in my experi-
ence, is most frequently violated
by left-wing students shouting
down speakers and left-wing
faculty impeding a colleague
from freely operating programs
they dislike.

As an advocate of sylla-
bus transparency for decades,
however, 1 find the arguments
against it wholly unpersuasive.

For starters, a syllabus
doesn’t at all resemble research
files, a book manuscript, or other
work product a professor ought
to be able to keep confiden-
tial. Tt is handed out, posted, or
emailed to current or prospec-
tive students — who are, in turn,
hardly sworn to secrecy. Post-

ing syllabi on a publicly accessi-
ble website will certainly make it
easier for people other than stu-
dents to read them, but it doesn’t
traverse some bright red line.

Second, for public universi-
ties, the universe of those with a
legitimate interest in what is be-
ing taught extends far beyond
students and parents. The Uni-
versity of North Carolina is a
state agency placed explicitly by
the state constitution under the
supervision of the General As-
sembly. And it remains one of
the most heavily subsidized uni-
versity systems in the United
States. Taxpayers, voters, and the
legislators who represent them
have every right to review course
summaries and reading assign-
ments — which are, once again,
neither properly private work
documents nor potentially dan-
gerous state secrets.

As Peter Hans pointed out,
confidence in higher education
has been declining in part be-
cause the public perceives pro-
fessors and administrators as
placing personal interests or
ideological causes above the in-
stitution’s proper priorities of
preparing students to shoulder
their professional, familial, and
civic responsibilities. Transpar-
ency will help restore that pub-
lic confidence.

the list. Then there were amend-
ments for the right to bear arms,
the right to freedom of speech,
the right to freedom of religion,
and rights dealing with legal
procedures, all of which would
be included in the official Bill of
Rights as well.

This bold move in Hillsbor-
ough, often called “the Great
Refusal,” pressured the First
US Congress to promise a Bill
of Rights. After that promise
was secured, North Carolina re-
sponded with another conven-
tion, in 1789, this time in Fay-
etteville, where it agreed to rat-
ify the US Constitution and join
the union.

The headline image for this
article has a picture of the his-
torical marker in downtown
Hillsborough, noting this major
event. I snapped it on the way to
work after writing this article,
but I walk or drive past it mul-
tiple times a week. When I do, I
often think of just how import-
ant that meeting in my small
town was, not just to individu-
al rights in our nation, but to the
world.

Would we have “First
Amendment rights” to religion,
speech, the press, or assembly
without North Carolina’s Great
Refusal? Likely, in some form,

but they may have been hard-
er to defend. The same can be
said for the Second Amendment
right to bear arms, or the Fourth
Amendment freedom from un-
reasonable searches and sei-
zures.

When people around the
world think of basic individu-
al rights, they often think of the
American Constitution, using
terms like “freedom of speech” or
“freedom of religion,” which, at
least in part, were influenced by
the American Bill of Rights.

It should be a point of pride
that North Carolina, in little
Hillsborough, refused to join the
union without a guarantee of
these individual rights. Many na-
tions have given broad powers to
a central government, with ver-
bal assurances to treat the peo-
ple and local governments fair-
ly. Getting it in writing, and in-
sisting over the last two and half
centuries that these rights be up-
held, has been key to maintain-
ing a government of, for, and by
the people. Like the nobles who
forced the English king to make
written guarantees in the Magna
Carta, the delegates at the Hills-
borough Convention made what
appeared like a small step for
their own liberty that ended up
being a giant step for mankind.

will help,

rm, campuses

T

Governors.

“There is no question that
making course syllabi public-
ly available will mean hearing
feedback and criticism from
people who may disagree with
what’s being taught or how
it's being presented,” Hans
wrote in the News and Observ-
er. “That’s a normal fact of life
at a public institution, and we
should expect a vibrant and
open society to have debates
that extend beyond the walls of
campus.”

Samuel Abrams, a profes-
sor of politics and social science
at Sarah Lawrence College, ob-
served that academic freedom

UNC System President Peter Hans addresses the university's Board of

“exists to protect intellectu-
al inquiry from coercion, not to
shield publicly funded instruc-
tion from public view.”

“Transparency about course
structure and readings is
not ideological surveillance,”
Abrams wrote in an American
Enterprise Institute piece de-
fending the new UNC policy. “It
is basic accountability. Syllabi
are not private correspondence.
They are formal documents out-
lining expectations for students
who pay tuition and, in pub-
lic institutions, rely on taxpay-
er support.”

Precisely correct.

PUBLIC DOMAIN FROM BOG LIVE STREAM.
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Continued growth of charters
shows school choice success

DAVE MACHADO & >
EXEC. DIR. OF NC COALITION 4\
FOR CHARTER SCHOOLS _

AFTER THIS YEAR’S Nation-
al School Choice Week, it’s clear
that the movement toward op-
tions for families has become
deeply entrenched in the policy
and political landscape. Its roots
can no longer be easily ripped
out. What a wonderful thing
that is for the millions of parents
who now have a choice in their
children’s schooling.

Still, misconceptions about
school choice and its impact on
traditional public schools re-
main, even as inspiring stories
of collaboration and innovation
continue to emerge.

School choice opponents of-
ten suggest, for instance, that
offering options to parents is
somehow an attack on tradition-
al public schools. T know from
personal experience how untrue
this is.

I formerly led the Depart-
ment of Public Instruction’s
charter school division, and I
now lead the North Carolina
Coalition for Charter Schools. I
can tell you that we in the pub-
lic charter school field don’t see

competition. We see opportuni-
ty — to learn from one another,
to get better, and most impor-
tantly, to offer children an array
of learning environments that
might best suit their unique,
God-given gifts.

Take Paul R. Brown Leader-
ship Academy as an example. A
small, public charter school in
rural Bladen County, it has be-
come an exemplar of innovation,
excellence, and collaboration.

The vast majority of the stu-
dent body — 86% — is non-
white, and 81% are economical-
ly disadvantaged. It’s also a mil-
itary charter school, one of on-
ly a handful in the country. Par-
ents often enroll their children
in the school because they strug-
gle elsewhere.

Not long ago, this school was
on the verge of closure because
of chronic underperformance.
In fact, I would’ve been one of
the people at the Department of
Public Instruction to help shut it
down.

But something changed. The
school brought in a new lead-
er, Dr. Jason Wray, as its super-
intendent. He oversaw a school-
wide culture change, from the
leadership to the students to the
janitorial staff. “One thing I tell

the teachers and the staff: ‘Don’t
mistake behavior for ability,” Dr.
Wray said recently.

He should know. Wray grew
up in the housing projects of
Portsmouth, Virginia, one of
seven kids raised by a single
mother. Though he was the sec-
ond-youngest of the group, he
was the first to graduate high
school.

He developed uncanny lead-
ership skills during his 22 years
in the military, and he applied
them relentlessly when he took
over Paul R. Brown Leadership
Academy.

In 2022, when he joined,
the school ranked almost last
in Bladen County for both stu-
dent achievement and student
growth. Just three years later,
the school outscored every other
public school in Bladen County
for student growth, and ranked
second in student achievement.

I share all this background to
set up what happened next. The
Wake County School System is
the biggest in the state. Its su-
perintendent, Dr. Robert Taylor,
saw Wray’s success and invited
him to share leadership lessons
with Wake County principals.

“A small charter leader com-
ing to the largest school district

SOURCE: JACOB EMMONS, CAROLINA JOU}.?NAL

Durham Charter School orchestra performs at the CLC 24 school choice
luncheon.

in the state. ... I was really in awe
of it Wray said. (Taylor previ-
ously led Bladen County’s school
system and hired Wray to lead
one of his schools several years
ago.)

That is what I mean when I
say I don’t see competition be-
tween district schools and char-
ter schools — I see opportunity.

Innovation and excellence
can come from anywhere —
from small, rural schools and
from big, urban schools, and ev-
erywhere in between. What’s im-
portant is having the vision and

humility to recognize excellence
and learn from it, no matter its
origin.

National School Choice Week
is a time to highlight stories like
this one and to reaffirm our col-
lective commitment to quali-
ty education for all students,
whether they attend district
schools, public charter schools,
private schools, or other learning
environments.

The growing demand for
charter schools in North Caro-
lina reflects families’ desire for
options that suit their children’s

Teacher callouts are illegal work
stoppages, not protests

JEANETTE DORAN
LOCKE SENIOR COUNSEL

IN JANUARY, NEWS reports
highlighted calls from teach-
ers and education advocates
for coordinated absences, also
known as “callouts,” in response
to teachers’ funding complaints
and the lack of a state budget.
Protest organizers plan to have
a callout once a month through
April.

Some commentators in the
press and on social media char-
acterize such callouts as expres-
sions of protest or free speech.
That framing obscures a key legal
distinction. Coordinated refusals
to perform assigned public du-
ties should not be seen as merely
expressive conduct, but rather as
unlawful work stoppages.

North Carolina General Stat-
utes § 95-98.1 expressly provides
that strikes by public employees
are “illegal and against the pub-
lic policy of this State” The law
is clear: “No person holding a
position either full-or part-time
by appointment or employment
with the State of North Caroli-
na or in any county, city, town, or
other political subdivision of the
State of North Carolina, or in any
of them, shall willfully participate
in a strike by public employees.”

Some have suggested that the
strike prohibition does not apply
because the demands associat-
ed with these callouts are direct-
ed at the General Assembly rath-
er than local school boards. That
reading is inconsistent with both
the text and purpose of the stat-
ute. North Carolina law defines
a strike as a coordinated cessa-
tion of work used “as a means of
enforcing compliance with a de-
mand upon the employer,” and
the focus of that definition is on
the use of a work stoppage as
leverage, not on the formal iden-
tity of the policymaker being
pressured.

Local boards of education re-
main teachers’ employers, even
though the General Assembly
controls much of the funding
that determines compensation.
A coordinated callout intended
to influence legislative budget
decisions necessarily pressures
the employer by disrupting its
operations and student services.
Interpreting the statute to allow
work stoppages whenever de-
mands are framed as legislative
rather than managerial would
create a loophole that swallows
the rule.

Public employees in this state
do not possess a legal right to
strike, regardless of the policy is-
sue at stake. A state committed
to educating its children cannot

normalize illegal work stoppages
by those entrusted with teaching
them the meaning of civic re-
sponsibility.

Teachers, like all citizens,
have full First Amendment
rights to petition the govern-
ment and express dissent. They
can organize marches, lobby
lawmakers, and speak out about
public policy. What they cannot
do under state law is orchestrate
a collective withdrawal of labor.

This issue isn’t just about
the law itself. Public schools are
charged not only with delivering
academic instruction but also
with modeling lawful civic con-
duct and engagement. When ed-
ucators knowingly disregard the
law, particularly in a highly vis-
ible and well-publicized man-
ner, the message conveyed to
students is obvious: Compliance
with the law is optional. If we
teach students that laws may be
ignored whenever they become
inconvenient, we should not
be surprised when respect for

classroom. After all, if people
can violate inconvenient laws,
why not break any inconve-'\
nient rule?

The North Carolina Con-

those laws erodes beyond the r

stitution protects the rights Y&

of free speech and assembly
(NC Const. art. I, §§ 12, 14).
Still, those protections do §

not create a constitutional en-
titlement for public employees
to abandon their duties in vio-
lation of duly enacted statutes.
The Constitution also guaran-
tees students’ right to the oppor-
tunity to an education. The Con-
stitution declares that “the peo-
ple have a right to the privilege
of education” and requires the
State to maintain a system of
public schools (NC Const. art. I,
§ 15; art. IX, § 2). Coordinated
callouts that disrupt instruction
interfere with the state’s consti-
tutional obligation and with stu-
dents’ constitutional right to un-
interrupted access to education.
Nothing in this legal frame-
work silences teachers or dimin-
ishes their ability to advocate for
policy change. Educators retain
their full constitutional rights to
speak or protest, outside the per-
formance of their public duties.
What the law does not permit is
the use of coordinat-
ed work
stop-
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instruc-

tional time as a means of polit-
ical leverage against the public
employer.

Encouraging or normaliz-
ing conduct that violates exist-
ing law is neither principled ad-
vocacy nor sound public policy.
It undermines legal order and
places students in the middle of
disputes that should be resolved
through lawful channels.

Students deserve continui-
ty, stability, and adherence to the
constitutional framework that
governs public education. Up-
holding both requires a clear
distinction between protected
speech and unlawful conduct —
and a firm commitment to resolv-
ing disputes within the rule of law.

North Carolina’s students de-
serve an education grounded
not only in academics, but in the
example that change in a free so-
ciety is pursued through lawful
means, not unlawful disruption.
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Open enrollment: a win for
parents and public schools

BRYCE FIEDLER \ &
DIRECTOR OF CALN

NORTH CAROLINA’S PUBLIC
education system is at an inflec-
tion point. Enrollment contin-
ues to fall in most of the state’s
traditional public school dis-
tricts, and further declines are
projected. More than half of vot-
ers are dissatisfied with their
quality of education. And a re-
cent public showdown between
legislators and district officials
over alleged noncompliance
with a parental rights law high-
lights growing impatience in the
General Assembly with school
accountability.

But what if there were a pol-
icy choice that not only benefit-
ed parents and students, but al-
so the durability of the school
system itself? There is, and that
policy is open enrollment.

In short, open enrollment
lets families choose among tra-
ditional public schools, so long
as space is available. That choice
gives students opportunities
beyond their ZIP code or as-
signed school, while gener-
ally remaining within their
local district. And unlike
most other forms of school
choice, it is an option dis-
tricts may pursue inde-
pendently.

Consider this example: You're
a parent with a child in your
neighborhood public school.
That school, for academic or
other reasons, is not meeting
your expectations or your child’s
needs. Local charter schools
are full, and you don’t have the
means to send your child to pri-
vate school — even with North
Carolina’s generous Opportunity
Scholarship Program. For you,
open enrollment might be the
ideal solution.

Despite the issues we see to-
day, there is reason to believe
that many parents want to re-
main in public schools. Near-
ly 30% of North Carolina vot-
ers said they would choose a tra-
ditional public school for their
child over other options, even if
money were not a factor, accord-
ing to a new Carolina Journal
Poll.

Moreover, 79%
said they sup-
port the
idea of & S

open enrollment, up roughly
seven points from last year.

Imagine how many more
families would stay in the pub-
lic school system if meaningful
choice existed within it?

I stress this point to demon-
strate that district school choice
is a win-win for all parties: stu-
dents, families, and districts
themselves. Rodney Trice, su-
perintendent of Chapel Hill-
Carrboro City Schools, recently
told a panel of legislators, “Our
biggest challenge I think we face
now is certainly issues tied to de-
clining student enrollment.” For
many families, greater choice
could be what keeps them in the
public system.

Yet today, only a handful of
districts in North Carolina offer
open enroll- ment. Fam-

—

\ .

—iy .
CHOOL BUS

ilies in Union County can apply
to any district school operating
below 85% capacity, for exam-
ple, while those in Winston-Sa-
lem/Forsyth County Schools
may select from a limited group
of schools within their atten-
dance zone. A few other districts
provide similar — but often con-
strained — options.

The good news is that our
school boards can change this.
They have full authority to adopt
policies, including open enroll-
ment, that afford families great-
er educational freedom. While
a statewide mandate would be
optimal — similar to those re-
cently passed in Nevada, Arkan-
sas, and New Hampshire, which
require every district to allow
within-district transfers — there
is no reason for local officials not
to take the initiative now.

More choice means
more innova-

tion and
¢ healthy
com-

pe-

tition — two things our pub-
lic schools need a healthy dose
of. When families can choose
among district schools, those
schools have an incentive to re-
spond by improving instruction-
al quality, student achievement,
and their reputations in order
to attract students. The more
choice parents have, the stron-
ger those incentives become.

Local leaders must embrace
this competition mindset. The
fact is that North Carolina is al-
ready a front-runner in school
choice, with parents having
greater access to private, home-
school, and charter options than
ever before. Enrollment growth
across all three sectors proves it.
Open enrollment is one of many
ways district schools can become
more competitive and stand out
in the busy marketplace of K-12
options.

Of course, we cannot expect
choice to be the ultimate cure for
every issue afflicting public edu-
cation. Curricula must improve,
teacher training programs need
to be overhauled, and achieve-
ment must be prioritized over
politics and social agendas in
the classroom. What it does rep-
resent, however, is a catalyst
for serious reform. That alone

should make parental freedom
through open enrollment a
priority for North Carolina.

School chotce helps deliver

Americas

HEIDY GOMEZ

PARENTS FOR EDUCATIONAL
FREEDOM IN NC

I STILL REMEMBER the mo-
ment I knew we had to leave
Venezuela.

There had been a quiet but
growing realization that hope
was shrinking, as the system was
stacking against us. I had an ed-
ucation, ambition, and dreams,
but opportunity was systemati-
cally being rationed. Coming to
the United States wasn’t about
chasing luxury or even an easy
life. It was about living with the
promise of freedom. Like so ma-
ny immigrant families like mine,
we believe in the American
promise: Work hard, play by the
rules, and your children’s dreams
can come true. A better future is
waiting.

For me, that promise became
real through my children’s edu-
cation, through school choice.

In Venezuela, education was
assigned and controlled. Par-
ents’ voices were small and pow-
erless. In North Carolina, I dis-
covered how different things

could be. Parents
matter! Every
mother  wants
their children to
learn in a school
where they are
safe, supported,
and challenged.
Here, I was en-
couraged to play
an active role in
their education.
Through pro-
grams like the
Opportunity
Scholarship Pro-
gram and ESA+,
I was given fi-
nancial support
to choose pri-
vate schools that
were aligned
with what each
of my children
needed. Not on-
ly did it change

the trajecto-
ry of their lives
— it changed
mine too. While
my children
were thriving

at school, I put

deep roots
here through
work, build-
- ing a business,
and contrib-
e uting to my
community.
Today, I
help other
Hispanic and
Latino fam-
ilies do the
same by help-
ing them find
. the  schools
where  their
children can
thrive too.
Many  of
the parents I
- help are just
like I was
— they love
their chil-
dren, they are
hardworking
and hopeful,
but they are
overwhelmed
with an edu-
cational  sys-
tem they don’t
fully under-

pronuse of freedom

stand. Some are new to the Unit-
ed States, and others were born
here but don’t know they have
options. North Carolina is far
more than a place where educa-
tional freedom is a talking point
or a far-fetched dream. It’s a re-
ality, and thousands upon thou-
sands of families have had
doors swung wide open to them
through the Opportunity Schol-
arship and ESA+.

Scholarship applications for
the 2026-27 school year opened
Feb. 2. For families who are nav-
igating the process for the first
time, particularly if English is a
second language, it can help to
have someone walk beside them
as they take the first step. That
is why I spend my time helping
parents understand their options
and take their first step with in-
formation and confidence.

The American dream is alive,
and educational freedom is re-
al. As North Carolina families
prepare for the upcoming appli-
cation season, my hope is sim-
ple: that more parents realize
they have a choice and that their
choice can change everything. It
did for my children and for me.
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How accountable are NC’s

pubhc schools, really?

BOB LUEBKE

LOCKE CENTER FOR
EFFECTIVE EDUCATION

IT’S OFTEN CLAIMED by law-
makers, teachers, administra-
tors, and education activists
that public schools are account-
able. But are they? What does it
mean to be accountable?
Advocates point to all the
structures in government pro-
viding oversight and support
for public education. The State

In 2024-25, North Carolina
spent $11.1 billion on K-12 ed-
ucation. Including state, feder-
al and local funding, that num-
ber increases to $17.8 billion.

The State Board of Educa-
tion and the North Carolina
Department of Public Instruc-
tion have the job of developing
education policy and ensuring
the money is spent wisely.

NC DPI is charged with im-
plementing education poli-
cy in North Carolina, includ-
ing the policies of the SBE. NC
DPI distributes a considerable
amount of data available at the
state, federal, and local level to
assess revenue and spending
devoted to public education.
Education revenue and expen-
ditures are frequently listed in
annual publications like the
North Carolina Public Schools
Statistical Profile, Highlights
of the North Carolina Public
School Budget, and accounting
systems such as the Education-
al Directory and Demographi-
cal Information Exchange.

Each year the North Caro-
lina Public Schools Statistical
Profile web site posts financial,
personnel, student, and other
information for Local Educa-
tion Agencies (LEAs, or school

McShane, whose book was
referenced earlier, explains that
accountability in schools in-
cludes being democratically ac-
countable to their communi-
ties. Schools and school boards
must reflect local values and be
responsive to local concerns.

Unfortunately, this standard
is hard to achieve when so ma-
ny school boards in North Car-
olina are selected in off-year
elections, which are notorious
for low voter turnout. These
elections maximize the influ-

Public schools must also
be educationally accountable.
That means students are learn-
ing what they should and are
able to progress to the next level
academically. Advocates would
point to the state accountabil-
ity model that provides report
cards to all schools with let-
ter grades based on their stu-
dents’ test scores (80%) and ac-

Board of Education, the North
Carolina Department of Pub-
lic Instruction, various state
boards, and state laws and reg-
ulations represent the appara-
tus of accountability. There is
even a North Carolina School
Accountability Model that
awards letter grades to schools
based on a model combining
scores on tests (end-of-grade
and end-of-course), academic
growth, and graduation rates.
But does operating with the
language of accountability and

repeatedly calling yourself ac-
countable actually make you
accountable?

Polls of North Carolinians
find that they are increasing-
ly dissatisfied with the state
of public education in North
Carolina. In our latest Janu-
ary 2026 CJ education poll, the
numbers remained fairly con-
sistent with the year before —
with fewer satisfied (29% rath-
er than 33%) but also fewer
dissatisfied (53% rather than
55%).

In his paper “The Ac-
countability Myth,” Michael
McShane, director of national
research at EdChoice, offers a
helpful, three-pronged frame-
work for determining whether
public schools are accountable:

¢ Financial accountability: Do
schools spend money respon-
sibly and effectively?

e Democratic accountability: In
how they are organized and
in their spending choices, do

Are North Carolina schools financially accountable to the state’s taxpayers?

districts) and charter schools.
The Statistical Profile gathers
and publishes data from the
local, state, and federal levels
about how LEAs spend money
to educate children.

Merely having information
available does not make North
Carolina schools financially ac-
countable. North Carolina pro-
vides many examples of school
spending. Most spending is cat-
egorized as current expenses,
which are the costs of operat-
ing a school. But this category
excludes costs that many would
think should be included in the
costs of educating students.
For example, capital costs (the
costs of building and maintain-
ing buildings) are not included
in the final per-pupil expendi-
ture calculation for North Car-
olina public schoolchildren.

NC DPI does provide an es-
timate for capital costs. Never-
theless, if the capital costs men-
tioned in Table 28 were includ-
ed in the calculation of per-pu-
pil spending, it would be ap-
proximately $1,435 higher.
Thus, the final per-pupil expen-
ditures for 2024-25 would be
$14,503, not $13,068, an addi-
tional 11% more.

Because capital costs add

significantly to the costs of op-
erating schools, they should be
included in any assessment of
the costs of education. To ex-
clude them is to offer an incom-
plete and inaccurate assessment
of the costs of public education.

A second way that current
practices obscure financial ac-
countability is the emphasis
placed on per-pupil spending.
While it provides an average
spending level per student, its
use has significant limitations.

First, merely looking at
per-pupil spending ignores the
very large differences in spend-
ing caused by geographic dif-
ferences, different district siz-
es, and the varying needs of
the different types of students
served. It also ignores compli-
cated factors that significant-
ly impact education, such as
teacher salaries, class size, and
the complexity of how educa-
tion is funded. Equally import-
ant, per-pupil spending also
fails to account for the needs of
students based on their socio-
economic status or academic
proficiency.

Finally, the focus on per-pu-
pil spending places heavy
weight on inputs — dollars
spent — and treats them as an

indicator of financial account-
ability. A serious look at finan-
cial accountability, however,
would be more balanced and
also include a look at educa-
tional outcomes.

Even though provisions in
the Every Student Succeeds Act
require recipients of federal aid
to report data at the school lev-
el, not all schools do, and ES-
SA lacks substantive enforce-
ment measures to compel them.
School-level data are import-
ant to help accurately assess
how much schools are spending,
what schools are spending on
teacher salaries or health bene-
fits, and why. Lacking such data,
it’s difficult to determine which
schools are spending money
wisely and which are not, much
less answer larger questions of
financial accountability.

Also harming financial ac-
countability for North Caroli-
na public schools is that very
few people understand how ed-
ucation is funded and how dol-
lars are actually distributed to
schools and students in North
Carolina. The fact that only a
few local school board mem-
bers and state legislators ful-
ly understand how schools are
funded does not lead to stron-

What keeps public schools from being democratically accountable

ence of teacher unions or pro-
fessional associations because
such groups are successful in
turning out their members.
Such elections have helped
groups like the North Caroli-
na Association of Educators
and the North Carolina School
Boards Association wield much
greater influence over what is
school board policy, who is ap-
pointed superintendent, and
who makes decisions regarding
teacher salaries and compensa-
tion. In so doing, they dimin-

ish local parents and taxpayers,
who better reflect the values
and preferences of local com-
munities.

Off-year elections aren’t the
only thing that jeopardizes dem-
ocratic accountability in pub-
lic schools. In a sample of 16
states, including North Caroli-
na, researchers Vladimir Kogan,
Stéphane Lavertu, and Zacha-
ry Peskowitz found that half of
school board races go uncon-
tested and that incumbents are
re-elected 80% of the time.

In recent years, the North
Carolina General Assembly has
sought to remedy some of these
problems (see House Bill 832,
House Bill 959, and also Sen-
ate Bill 227, which was vetoed by
Gov. Stein, but an override vote
passed in the Senate and is pend-
ing in the House). Unfortunately
these laws also limit the discre-
tion and the authority of the lo-
cal school — and hence work to
limit local accountability.

Finally, even though North
Carolina school boards are

What keeps public schools from being educationally accountable

ademic growth (20%). Gradua-
tion rates and measures of col-
lege readiness are other means
to measure students’ academ-
ic performance and inform par-
ents about school quality.

But do academic models
really ensure educational ac-
countability?

Every state had to develop
an accountability system for its

K-12 schools as a condition for
receiving federal funds. North
Carolina’s state plan is over 200
pages filled with complicated
rubrics and calculations. The
variety of metrics and alterna-
tive options make it very easy
for schools to find what they
need to stay out of trouble.

The very tests designed to
show academic progress and

learning comprehension have
been criticized for placing too
great an emphasis on proficien-
cy rather than taking a broad-
er view of student achievement.
Other ways to measure student
achievement — including work
portfolios, formative assess-
ments, and the development of
real-world skills — offer a dif-
ferent and more holistic view

schools uphold the values and
preferences of the larger com-
munity supporting them?

e Educational accountability:
Do schools produce graduates
prepared for careers or col-
lege and able to contribute to
society?

Applying McShane’s frame-
work to North Carolina pub-
lic schools shows them lacking
much of the accountability that
advocates assert they have.

ger accountability.

At last count there were 50
different allotments for pub-
lic schools, each with a differ-
ent formula to determine how
much money schools would re-
ceive. Over the years various
government and private reports
have criticized how North Car-
olina funds public schools. A
2024 report by the John Locke
Foundation’s Center for Effec-
tive Education, “Funding Our
Future,” concluded that the
current system of financing
public schools in North Caro-
lina is overly complex, inequi-
table, lacking in transparen-
¢y, and unable to track to see if
the money is having the desired
impact.

Sadly, this is not a new prob-
lem. A 2016 state report found
that the system is so complex
that most school districts re-
ported that it takes school busi-
ness officers two or more years
to understand it fully.

In sum, the mere availabili-
ty of data does not accountabili-
ty make. A lack of understanding
about the true costs of education
and a reliance on incomplete da-
ta are some reasons why North
Carolina public schools lack true
financial accountability.

democratically  elected, it
doesn’t necessarily mean they
are democratically governed.
About two-thirds of the mon-
ey local districts receive is from
the state. That money always
comes with strings attached,
causing the boards to focus
more on the interests and con-
cerns of state lawmakers and
less on those of parents and lo-
cal leaders. It doesn’t mean lo-
cal control doesn’t exist, but it
certainly limits local account-

ability.

of the learning process, but the
current accountability system
ignores them.

The larger problem is that
North Carolina’s tests and eval-
uation systems are developed
by the same state agency re-
sponsible for educating stu-
dents. It is a major conflict of

continued PAGE 19
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* Bell-to-bell phone restriction or bust

.& KARL JOHNSON

\

GILLINGS SCHOOL OF PUBLIC
HEALTH, UNC-CHAPEL HI

AS OF JAN. 1, all North Caro-
lina public schools must have
a policy in place that “at min-
imum ... prohibits students
from using wireless commu-
nication devices during in-
structional time,” according
to the NC General Assembly’s
House Bill 959. To date, the
vast majority of North Car-
olina’s school districts have
adopted this bare-minimum
policy, which allows free ac-
cess to wireless devices be-
tween every class and lunch.
The group Smart-Phone Free
Childhood USA and others
have given a “C” rating for its
ability to protect our children.

Only a handful of the
state’s districts have opted for
the “best practice” policy that
the NC Governor’s Council
for Student Safety and Well-
being recommended to pro-
tect students’ mental health:
cell phones off and away, from
the first bell to the last bell of
the day.

North Carolina is now
completely surrounded by
states with bell-to-bell poli-
cies. A total of 17 US states,
plus DC, have these best-prac-
tice polices, and another five
states are in the process of
passing bell-to-bell bills.

As a North Carolina resident,
public health professional, and
a new father concerned about
my daughter’s future education-
al environment, I strongly urge
members of the NCGA to amend
the current bill in the 2026 short
session. To protect all the state’s
children in every publicly funded
school from the harms associat-
ed with access to wireless devic-
es throughout the school day, to
allow students a distraction-free
environment, and to allow
teachers to focus on teaching,
I urge our lawmakers to pass a
statewide bell-to-bell policy and
include no use of social media to
communicate with students.

Everyone wins from a bell-to-
bell policy, as the outcomes are
quickly becoming clear. In my
evaluation work with Granville
County Schools, we have found
significant, positive correlations
since the bell-to-bell policy be-
gan: increases in academic per-
formance in math, science, and
English language arts; a major
reduction in disciplinary referrals
and long-term suspensions; and
improved teacher satisfaction.

Positive correlations of bell-
to-bell outcomes from other
schools in the United States and
abroad are similar, and also in-
clude: improved teacher-student
relationships, reduced social
isolation, reduced demand for
mental health counseling, and
reduced incidences of school vio-
lence and cyberbullying. The re-

sults of a national survey of more
than 20,000 teachers confirm
these benefits.

“There’s a gradient,” con-
cludes Dr. Angela Duckworth,
the study lead. “The farther the
phone, the more restrictive the
policy, the better the outcome.”

Beyond Granville County, a
handful of other districts in the
state have committed to bell-to-
bell policies for similar benefits,
including at least Brunswick, Cha-
tham, and Randolph counties.

The primary pushback from
parents on bell-to-bell policies
seems to be the desire to com-
municate with students in the
event of a school shooter. For-
tunately, school safety experts,
including the National Associ-
ation of School Resource Offi-
cers, have found that students
are safest when they do not have
their phones and are instead fo-
cused on the adults in front of
them providing instructions,
with their location not revealed
by a phone’s lights and binging,
and clear access to the school for
faster response time by first re-
sponders.

School  resource officers
found that students are also saf-
er on ordinary school days, due
to fewer in-school fights (largely
coordinated through social me-
dia). For instance, Boston’s larg-
est high school had very serious
issues with violence that were
largely resolved with their bell-
to-bell policy.

Former English teacher Em-
ily Cherkin has made the clear
distinction between what is
“scary” versus what is “danger-
ous.” It may be scary for parents
not to be able to contact their
children in case of an emergen-
cy. Yet giving a child a smart-
phone is dangerous, due to so-
cial media’s addictive design that
lures children into many risks:
reduced self-esteem, child pred-
ators, promotion of suicidal be-
havior, untraceable drug deals,
and increased rates of psychiat-
ric and medical conditions re-
lated to excessive screen time —
all well documented by psychi-
atrist Victoria Dunckley, Jona-
than Haidt, and others.

Because of these dangers, at
least 42 US attorneys general
filed suit against social media gi-
ant Meta, plus a total of 200 US
public school districts, includ-
ing 12 in North Carolina. House
Bill 959 calls on boards of edu-
cation to “prohibit and prevent
students from accessing social
media platforms” and provide
instruction on social media and
its effects on health, once in ele-
mentary and middle school, and
twice in high school. Yet the cur-
rent NCGA bill allows children
to access social media platforms
every day between every classes.

Local control for bell-to-bell
policies can be maintained with
decisions about implementa-
tion: consequences for students
who violate the policy, education

to the school community, and
storage solutions. Storage can
be accomplished in numerous
ways, such as phone lockers,
Yondr pouches, or very-in-
expensive padded envelopes
kept in plastic crates and col-
lected each morning.

As a public health pro-
fessional, I am an ardent de-
fender of grass-roots, bottom
up, and localized solutions to
public health challenges. And
yet, I acknowledge that there
are certain public health cri-
ses which warrant a central-
ized response. Our epidemic
of youth mental illness, one
that is largely a product of ex-
cessive screen time and social
media use, is that crisis. Over
the last decade, the propor-
tion of high school students
reporting persistent feel-
ings of sadness or hopeless-
ness increased by 40%, the
share seriously considering
attempting suicide increased
by 36%, and the share creat-
ing a suicide plan increased
by 44%.

These numbers should
shock us. Unless something
powerful is done, these num-
bers could get worse. Anything
less than a statewide bell-to-
bell policy will not address the
depth of this crisis. I urge par-
ents, local school boards, and
the NC General Assembly to
commit to creating phone-free
schools in 2026.

What SCOTUS decision on girls’
ht mean for NC

Sports mi

JEANETTE DORAN
LOCKE SENIOR COUNSEL

THE US SUPREME Court ap-
pears poised to uphold state
laws that bar transgender wom-
en and girls from competing on
female school sports teams. The
Court heard oral arguments on
Jan. 13 in Little v. Hecox and
West Virginia v. B.P.J. The cas-
es come from Idaho and West
Virginia, both of which enacted
laws defining eligibility for girls’
and women’s sports based on
biological sex rather than gen-
der identity.

During more than three
hours of oral argument, a major-
ity of the justices seemed skep-
tical of the challenges to these
laws and more receptive to the
states’ position. While the court
has not yet issued a decision
and is unlikely to do so for sev-
eral months, the questioning
suggested that most justices be-
lieve states have the authority to
draw sex-based lines in athletics
to protect fairness and safety in
competition. At the same time,
some justices appeared cautious
about issuing an overly broad
ruling that would impose a na-
tionwide standard, hinting in-
stead at a narrower decision that
leaves room for state discretion.

The two cases reached the

Supreme Court after lower fed-
eral courts blocked enforcement
of the state laws. In the Ida-
ho case, a federal appeals court
ruled that the ban likely violated
the Constitution’s Equal Protec-
tion Clause. In the West Virgin-
ia case, another appeals court
held that the law conflicted with
Title IX, the federal statute that
prohibits sex discrimination in
education. Both states asked the
Supreme Court to reverse those
rulings, arguing that neither the
Constitution nor federal law re-
quires schools to allow trans-
gender athletes to compete on
teams designated for the oppo-
site biological sex.

Several justices pressed law-
yers challenging the bans to ex-
plain how existing federal law
compels states to treat gender
identity the same as biologi-
cal sex in sports. There was no-
table skepticism toward the ar-
gument that Title IX, a de-
cades-old law designed to ex-
pand athletic opportunities for
women, was meant to eliminate
sex-based distinctions in com-
petitive athletics. Some justices
also questioned whether courts,
rather than state legislatures,
should be making policy judg-
ments in an area involving com-
plex questions of biology, fair-
ness, and youth sports.

If the Supreme Court ulti-
mately upholds the Idaho and

West Virginia laws, the decision
would have direct relevance for
North Carolina, which has al-
ready taken steps to define eligi-
bility for school sports based on
biological sex. In 2023, North
Carolina enacted the Fairness in
Women’s Sports Act, over then-
Gov. Roy Cooper’s veto, requir-
ing that participation on mid-
dle school, high school, and col-
legiate athletic teams be de-
termined by sex at birth, with
separate teams designated for
males and females.

A ruling favoring the states
would signal that state legisla-
tures, not federal agencies or
courts, have the authority to set
rules for school athletics, even
when those rules draw distinc-
tions based on biological sex.
That matters because most of
the legal criticism of such law
rests on the same arguments
raised in the Idaho and West
Virginia cases: that sex-based
sports categories violate either
the Equal Protection Clause or
Title IX. If the Supreme Court
rejects those arguments, chal-
lenges to laws like those at issue
in these cases would become
much harder to sustain.

Such a decision could also
limit the power of federal reg-
ulators to impose new interpre-
tations of Title IX on states. In
recent years, federal agencies
and progressive activists have

argued that Title IX requires
schools to treat gender identity
the same as sex in athletics. The
Supreme Court’s skepticism to-
ward that view suggests it is un-
likely to allow administrative
agencies to rewrite the meaning
of a statute passed decades ago
without clear direction from
Congress. That would mean
fewer mandates coming from
Washington and more room for
state-level decision-making.
Rather than navigating shift-

ing federal guidance and fear of

litigation, North Carolina would

be able to rely on state law when | /

organizing teams and competi-
tions. That kind of predictabil-

ity is especially important in

youth sports, where rules need

to be clear, consistent, and en-
forceable.

Even if the Court issues a
narrow ruling, the overall mes-
sage is likely to favor state
autonomy. North Carolina
would remain free to main-
tain its current law, amend
it through the legislative
process, or revisit it based
on the preferences of voters
and lawmakers — not under
pressure from sweeping ju-
dicial mandates. In that
sense, the case is not just
about sports policy, but
about who gets to decide
difficult social questions
in a federal system.

A final ruling is expected lat-
er this term, likely in early sum-
mer. Whatever the precise scope
of the decision, the arguments
strongly suggest that the Su-
preme Court is unlikely to strike
down these laws wholesale and
that states will retain broad au-
thority to regulate school sports
based on biological sex.
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Revisiting the NC Education

DONALD BRYSON
PUBLISHER

NORTH CAROLINA’S EDUCATION
Lottery was never a consensus
idea.

The Senate vote deadlocked
at 24-24, requiring then-Lt.
Gov. Beverly Perdue to cast the
tie-breaking vote. Lawmakers
were divided not just over the
expansion of state-sanctioned
gambling, but over whether a
lottery would actually deliver on
its central promise: more mon-
ey for education without raising
taxes. Many supporters voted yes
only after assurances that lottery
revenue would supplement, not
replace, existing education fund-
ing. That promise held together
a fragile majority.

Nearly two decades later, that
skepticism looks well-founded.

Supporters of the lottery are
quick to point out that education
funding from lottery proceeds
remains historically high — and
in raw dollar terms, that is true.
The lottery now transfers more
than $1 billion a year to pub-
lic education. But that fact does
not answer the question posed in
2005: whether the lottery deliv-
ers a transparent, reliable source
of new funding that grows in
proportion to sales and strength-
ens classrooms. On that mea-
sure, the lottery has fallen short.

Lottery sales are now at re-
cord levels, exceeding $6.5 bil-
lion annually. Yet education is
receiving a shrinking share of
each lottery dollar, even as sales
soar. A growing portion of lot-
tery revenue is absorbed by prize
payouts, marketing, and admin-
istrative costs, leaving education
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interest compromising the in-
tegrity of the system. Having an
independent evaluator develop
a testing system and academic
model would do much to restore
public confidence and account-
ability.

Furthermore, annual test
scores do not reflect well on
our schools or our ability to
hold them accountable. For ex-
ample, in 2024-25, only 54%
of eighth-graders achieved
grade-level proficiency in read-
ing, and only 48.5% did so in
math. According to NC DPI, out
of North Carolina’s 2,598 pub-
lic schools, 7.6% received Als;
20.7%, B’s; 40.2%, C’s; 26.4%,

to take what remains. Sending
a large check to Raleigh is not
the same thing as strengthen-
ing public education. What mat-
ters is not the size of the transfer
alone, but whether lottery reve-
nue expands classroom resourc-
es rather than simply reshuffling
state dollars.

Concerns that critics raised
for years were formally con-
firmed in the state auditor’s
most recent audit, released in
late December. As the report
explains, “as lottery sales in-
crease, the amount paid to the
State’s Education Lottery Fund
also increases.” Still, those gains
are matched by rising “prize ex-
pense, retailer commission ex-
pense, and gaming system ven-
dor charges.” Even in years of
booming sales, education fund-
ing can stagnate or decline in
relative terms — not because of
any single year’s outcome, but
because maximizing ticket sales
becomes the system’s primary
objective.

This outcome reflects a struc-
tural flaw critics warned about
from the start.

State lotteries are designed to
drive participation, not educa-
tional outcomes. Higher payouts
and aggressive marketing fu-
el sales growth, but they also re-
duce the net proceeds available
for public purposes. As digital
games expand and prize struc-
tures grow more generous, edu-
cation funding becomes a resid-
ual beneficiary rather than the
central goal.

Compounding the problem
is how lottery revenue is treat-
ed in the state budget. Instead
of serving as true new money for
schools, lottery funds have often
been used to supplant tradition-
al appropriations. When lottery

D’s; and 5.1%, F’s.

Clearly, some schools have
been failing for some time at ed-
ucating students. So what hap-
pens when schools fail?

When districts meet aca-
demic goals, superintendents
and principals can receive ex-
tra financial bonuses. When
those goals aren’t met, however,
there are no serious consequenc-
es. The accountability mod-
el is toothless. Funds continue
to flow into failing schools even
if parents remove their children
and send them to better schools.

A “low-performing” school
is any school receiving a D or
F on school growth and either
a designation of “Met Expect-
ed Growth” or “Not Met Expect-
ed Growth.” A low-performing
school must develop school im-
provement plans and potential-

dollars are counted toward ed-
ucation spending targets, law-
makers can redirect general rev-
enues elsewhere while claiming
schools are being helped. The re-
sult is less transparency and less
accountability for how education
is funded.

To be clear, this is not an ar-
gument that the lottery sends no
money to education. It is an ar-
gument that the structure of the
lottery makes it a poor tool for
delivering honest, accountable
education funding, regardless
of how impressive the headline
numbers appear.

There is also an uncomfort-
able truth about who pays
for this system. Lot-
tery  participa- o
tion is dispro- i 7
portionate-
ly concen-
trated
among
lower-

income

and eco-
nomical-

ly distressed
communi-
ties. In effect,

North Caro—
lina relies on
gambling loss-
es from its
most  vulner-
able residents
to fund public
services, while
education re-
ceives a declin-
ing share of the
proceeds. That rais-
es serious ethical ques-
tions about whether this is a
fair or responsible way to fund
schools.

Public education is a core re-
sponsibility of government. It
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ly apply for reform models. Par-
ents will also be notified about
the school’s status, and the dis-
trict will also face stricter over-
sight. The district is also like-
ly to get additional funds to
help improve the school’s sta-
tus. Failing schools often re-
ceive additional resources and
services to help them remediate
the problems, though there is
no guarantee that solutions will
be found.

In contrast, a charter school
that fails to meet the goals out-
lined in its charter document
gets shut down.

Public school failures are fre-
quently blamed on a lack of re-
sources, but more money isn't al-
ways the solution. From 2020
to 2025, North Carolina pub-
lic schools received $6.2 billion
in additional federal funding to

Lottery’s promise

should be funded openly, de-
bated honestly, and prioritized
transparently — not propped up
by a gambling enterprise whose
success depends on encouraging
people to lose money.

The strongest and most hon-
est solution is to end the state
lottery and return to direct ap-
propriations for education, just
as we do for public safety, trans-
portation, and health care. Do-
ing so would restore clarity to
the budget process and ensure
education funding decisions are
made in full view of the public.

If lawmakers are unwill-
ing to take that step, reform is
the minimum obligation. At the
very least, the General Assem-

bly should require that a clear

majority of lottery pro-

ceeds go directly to pub-

lic schools, strength-

en transparency

) requirements,

o and demon-
strate —
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help address the impact of the
pandemic. Schools in low-in-
come districts received more
funding than the rest. About
52% of those funds went toward
salaries and employee benefits,
while only about 2% were used
on proven methods of helping
students, such as tutoring. So ac-
ademic performance initially de-
clined before showing only mod-
est improvement.

Conclusion

If North Carolina public
schools were a business, their
bottom lines would be red and
the state or local school board
would be calling for new leader-
ship. That North Carolina con-
tinues to tolerate the same dis-
appointing results points to a
very large problem.

plainly and publicly — that lot-
tery dollars are truly adding to
education funding rather than
replacing it.

If the lottery is truly an edu-
cation success story, its defend-
ers should be able to show —
clearly and consistently — that
rising sales lead to rising class-
room investment, not just ris-
ing prize payouts and marketing
budgets. Until they can, North
Carolinians are right to question
whether this system serves stu-
dents or merely sustains itself.

The  Education Lottery
passed by a single vote because
lawmakers understood the risks
and trade-offs involved. Twenty
years later, those concerns have
not faded — they have material-
ized.

Whether by ending the lot-
tery or reforming it for trans-
parency and accountability, it
is time to revisit a promise that

was controversial at birth

and increasingly difficult

3 to defend in practice.
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Our schools are failing be-
cause our schools lack true ac-
countability. Our schools lack fi-
nancial accountability because
the system lacks financial trans-
parency and obscures the true
costs of education. Our schools
lack democratic accountability
because off-year elections max-
imize the influence and power
of teachers unions and educa-
tional special-interest groups.
And finally, our schools lack ac-
countability because the educa-
tional accountability model is
flawed and has failed to deliver
results.

Its a system that dou-
ble-talks parents and taxpayers,
challenges teachers and staff,
and shortchanges students. It’s
time to bring true accountabil-
ity to North Carolina public
schools.
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