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South 
Carolina
By Jay F. May

Introduction

This chapter compares district and 

charter school revenues statewide and 

for Greenville for fiscal year 2011 (FY11).1  

Comparisons are made to previous research for FY03 and FY07, based on the same 

methodology.  Funding disparities between districts and charter schools for the same 

geographic area are explored.  The per pupil funding values in the analysis are weighted 

to compare districts and charter schools as though they served the same proportions 

of urban and suburban students (see Methodology for details).  Additional research 

and insights not included in this chapter appear in the monograph at the beginning of 

this report.  The monograph also includes a state-by-state Return on Investment (ROI) 

analysis, which combines the analysis of revenues with student performance data.  
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Highlights of the FY11 Analysis

•	 The 42 charter schools analyzed in South Carolina, in aggregate, received 17.8 percent less in revenues on 
a per pupil basis than district schools.  Charter schools received $9,082 vs. $11,055 for district schools, a 
difference of $1,973 (Figures 1 & 3).

•	 If districts were to educate the same urban/
metropolitan vs. suburban/rural proportion 
of students as charter schools do, the district 
weighted revenue per pupil would be $11,019, or 
$1,938 (17.6%) more than charters ($11,019 less 
$9,082; see Figure 3).

•	 The six charter schools in Greenville, in aggregate, 
received 24.6 percent less in revenues on a per 
pupil basis than district schools.  Charter schools 
received $7,427 vs. $9,848 for district schools, a 
difference of $2,422 (Figure 3). 

•	 Charter schools in South Carolina educate 2.3 
percent of total public school students but 
receive only 1.9 percent of total revenues (Figure 
3).

•	 Magnitude of Disparity:  If all South Carolina 
districts received the same per pupil funding as 
charter schools, districts would have received 
$1,356,366,505 less in total funding (Figure 3). 

Key observations about Figure 3 are as follows:

•	 Charter schools have no access to local tax 
revenues, and this results in very low Local 
revenues for charter schools.

•	 The South Carolina Department of Education 
does not collect detailed, consistent revenue 
data from charter schools.  The source of 
charter school revenues for this analysis was 
independent audits and/or Federal Form 990.  Those sources lack the specificity needed to identify all 
revenues by source, resulting in a large percentage of Greenville charter school revenues being classified as 
Public-Indeterminate.    

Probable Causes of Disparities

Probable causes of South Carolina’s district-to-charter funding disparities:  

•	 Insufficient Equalization. Combined Local and State funding represents revenues under state control.  
Combined Local and State funding levels can be used to evaluate the success of South Carolina in 
approaching equitable funding between districts and charter schools.  This combined funding for districts 
was $8,780 per pupil ($4,599 plus $4,181); for charter schools it was $7,805 ($5,519 plus $63 plus Public-
Indeterminate $1,781 plus Indeterminate $442). Indeterminate amounts are most likely either State or 
Local funding.  This resulting disparity of $975 per pupil likely contributes to the total funding disparity. 

•	 Federal Funding Disparity.  Federal revenues are lower for charter schools than for districts (statewide, 
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SC

Per Pupil Revenue

$11,055 $11,019 $9,848

$9,082 $9,082 $7,427

($1,973) ($1,938) ($2,422)
(17.8%) (17.6%) (24.6%)

District Charter District Charter District Charter

Federal $1,531 $900 $1,521 $900 $1,198 $381

State $4,599 $5,519 $4,595 $5,519 $4,464 $291

Local $4,181 $63 $4,150 $63 $3,139 $135

Other $744 $376 $753 $376 $1,048 $177

Public-Indeter. $0 $1,781 $0 $1,781 $0 $5,658

Indeterminate $0 $442 $0 $442 $0 $784
Total $11,055 $9,082 $11,019 $9,082 $9,848 $7,427
Enrollment

Total Enrollment 703,458 71,991

Revenue

District Charter District Charter District Charter

13.8% 9.9% 13.8% 9.9% 12.2% 5.1%

41.6% 60.8% 41.7% 60.8% 45.3% 3.9%

37.8% 0.7% 37.7% 0.7% 31.9% 1.8%

6.7% 4.1% 6.8% 4.1% 10.6% 2.4%

0.0% 19.6% 0.0% 19.6% 0.0% 76.2%
0.0% 4.9% 0.0% 4.9% 0.0% 10.6%

Magnitude of Disparity = Total funding Difference times District enrollment (see above)

 Summary Data Table

District

Charter
Schools*

Per Pupil 
Revenue by 
Source

District

Charter

Charter

Total Revenue

Percentage of 
Revenue by 
Source

% of District

FY2010-11

Federal

State

Local

Other

Public-Indeter.
Indeterminate

$7,744,935,336 N/A $703,991,439

District

Charter
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($1,356,366,505) ($169,346,252)

98.1% N/A 97.8%
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$146,075,823 N/A $15,319,650

N/A
N/A

687,373

97.7%

16,085 2,063

2.3% 2.9%

6

Focus Area Districts Educate 
10.2% of All District Students

N/A

69,929

$688,671,789

42
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by Charter EnrollmentStatewide

$7,598,859,513

Greenville
 Statewide Weighted

Figure 3

* The 42 charter schools noted in Figure 3 are those for which both revenue and enrollment data could be acquired and analyzed.  Other 
published state counts of charter schools may include a few more or less because of new or closing charter schools for which revenue 
data and/or enrollment data may not be available.
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$1,531 per pupil for districts; $900 per pupil for charter schools); for Greenville, the figures were $1,198 
for districts and $381 for charters.  The specific causes of this Federal disparity are unknown, but this result 
can occur when a) small charter schools choose not to pursue certain federal revenues due to associated 
administrative burdens, b) the rules for qualifying for Title I funds favor larger entities like districts, c) 
districts do not pass-through appropriate amounts of federal funds to charter schools, and/or d) funds 
from the Federal American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) and State Fiscal Stabilization Fund (SFSF) 
grants provided to the state have not been distributed equitably.  In South Carolina, it is also possible that a 
portion of the funding classified as Public-Indeterminate (because detailed, consistent revenue data are not 
collected by the SCDE) may be from Federal sources.

•	 Charter Schools Do Not Have Access to Facilities Funding. The different mechanisms for district access to 
capital vs. charter access to capital favors 
districts and may generate some funding 
disparity.

Where the Money Comes From

The principal funding mechanism for public 
schools in South Carolina changed in 2006 with the 
adoption of Act 388.  Up until 2006, the principal 
funding source was local property tax assessed on 
owner-occupied residences.  Act 388 exchanged a 
portion of property taxes for a 1 percent state sales 
tax.  When collected, this sales tax is placed in the 
Homestead Exemption Fund.2

The other major sources of state and local funding 
for public schools are as follows:

•	 Education Finance Act (1977). EFA provides 
state foundation funding for public education 
through a Base Student Cost (BSC) formula.  
These funds are derived from the state 
general fund.  In FY11 the BSC amount was 
$1,630 per pupil (the lowest since 1995).  
That foundation funding comprises only 
35.4 percent of total State funding and only 
14.7 percent of the total district funding of 
$11,055 per pupil (Figure 3).

•	 Education Improvement Act (1984). EIA is 
funded by a 1 percent sales tax, and generally 
these funds flow outside of the EFA funding process.  These funds are targeted to over 50 specific initiatives 
characterized as relating to “reform and innovation.”    

•	 Restricted State Grants. Restricted grants target more than 32 specific instructional and operational 
program areas.

•	 Education Lottery Act. The legislature decides how lottery proceeds are distributed.  In FY14, 21 percent of 
lottery proceeds were designated for K‒12 education programs. The total collected was $731 million, which 
is 9.4 percent of the total K‒12 education funding of $7.7 billion (see Figure 3).  The legislature typically 
directs K‒12 lottery proceeds to specific programs.
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How South Carolina Funds Its Districts

South Carolina has a complex public school funding mechanism.  The primary challenges regarding district-to-
district equity and district-to-charter equity include a low percentage of state foundation funding, and what 
appears to be a high percentage of categorical and other non-foundation funding being distributed by a means 
other than pupil counts weighted for student needs.     

The foundation formula specified in the Education Finance Act is based on a Base Student Cost (BSC) amount.3  
The BSC formula is the state tool for equalizing funding and most closely follows student counts.  In the years 
since FY09, the amount of this funding has been decreasing.  The FY11 BSC amount of $1,630 per pupil is nearly 
the same amount as in 1995.  This reduction in the state’s BSC amount is deceptive because total state funding 
has been consistently increasing.  In other words, categorical state funding and other non-equalizing state funding 
continues to increase and has progressively become a larger percentage of total state funding.  In recent years, 
South Carolina has not been able to fully fund the statutory BSC amount, further reducing opportunities for 
equalization.   In FY11, all State sources of revenue contributed 41.6 percent of total district revenues (Figure 3).

The majority of Local revenues come from locally assessed real and personal property taxes (excluding the 
Homestead Exemption).  Approximately two-thirds of county-levied property taxes are used for support of public 
education.  In FY11, all Local sources of revenue contributed 37.8 percent of total district revenues (Figure 3).

In FY11, all Federal sources of revenue contributed 13.8 percent of total district revenues (Figure 3); Other sources 
of revenue amounted to 6.7 percent of total district revenues (Figure 3). 

How South Carolina Funds Its Charter Schools

Charter schools in South Carolina are not LEAs; they receive their funding through the host district.  In 2007, the 
legislature created the South Carolina Public Charter School District (SCPCSD), which is an LEA.  The SCPCSD has 
power to authorize regular charter schools and online/cyber charter schools.  As of FY11, there were 11 charter 
schools in the South Carolina Public Charter School District, and these schools receive their funding through the 
SCPCSD. 

South Carolina law requires that a local school board authorizer must distribute state, county, and school district 
funds to a charter school as determined by a formula created in law.  Although charter schools are not LEAs, they 
have most of the benefits of LEA status.  Charter schools have no local taxing authority, however.  The law requires 
that authorizers distribute to charter schools federal funds that are allocated to authorizers on the basis of the 
number of special characteristics of the students attending charter schools.  It also requires authorizers to supply 
to charter schools the proportional share of each categorical fund for which charter schools are qualified.  Charter 
schools can negotiate with district authorizers for operational services. 

Funding for Public School Facilities

As of 2004, the state department of education estimated the need for school construction funds to be $4.8 billion 
for school districts.4  As of 2005, $2.0 billion was made available for school district construction and renovation 
purposes from all revenue categories.  Charter schools do not have access to capital financing or debt-service 
funding.  South Carolina law creates a Charter School Facility Revolving Loan Program.  This program has not 
received any funding.    

South Carolina law requires the state department of education to make available, upon request, a list of unused 
buildings and portions of buildings that are owned by school districts and that may be suitable for the operation of 
a charter school.  If a school district declares a building surplus and chooses to sell or lease the building, a charter 
school’s board of directors or a charter committee operating or applying within the school district must be given 
the right of first refusal to purchase or lease the building under the same or better terms and conditions as it would 
be offered to the public.



 Charter School Funding: Inequity Expands 326

Long-Term Funding Patterns

For South Carolina, we now have three point-in-time snapshots of public education funding for FY03, FY07, and 
FY11.  Please note that in the presentation and discussion of longitudinal data that follow, the figures used are 
inflation-adjusted to 2007 dollars and differ from figures presented in Figure 3, which include actual and weighted 
per pupil revenues representing FY11 only. The inflation-adjusted per pupil revenues in Figures 6‒8 are for 
comparative purposes only.  Refer to the Methodology section for more on inflation adjustments.

Total Funding

Figure 6 illustrates how total revenue per pupil, inflation-adjusted, increased between FY03 and FY11 for charter 
schools statewide and for Greenville, while district total revenues were flat with only a slight increase statewide 
and a slight decrease for Greenville districts.  

FY03 and FY07 Statewide Total Funding Disparity:  Consistent with the funding disparity noted in the FY11 data 
in Figure 3 above, the statewide disparity favoring districts using inflation-adjusted dollars for FY03 was $3,903 
($9,880 for districts less $5,977 for charters) or 39.5 percent; for FY07 it was $1,769 ($10,165 for districts less 
$8,396 for charters) or 17.4 percent (Figure 6).  Statewide, there has been a persistent total funding disparity 
favoring districts over the past eight years.    

Total Funding Changes from FY03 to FY11:  Statewide and for Greenville, from FY03 to FY11, charter inflation-
adjusted Total funding increased at a greater rate than district revenues (see Figure 6).  Statewide, Total funding 
per pupil increased from FY03 to FY11 for districts in the amount of $291 ($10,171 less $9,880), or 3.0 percent; 
for charters it increased by $2,378 ($8,355 less $5,977), or 39.8 percent.  Greenville’s Total funding for districts 
decreased slightly by $519 ($9,579 less $9,060), or 5.4 percent, whereas charter revenues increased $1,040 ($6,832 
less $5,792), or 18.0 percent.  

Figure 6

Statewide District (D) Statewide Charter (C)   Greenville-D   Greenville-C

FY03 $9,880 $5,977 $9,579 $5,792

FY07 $10,165 $8,396 $9,332 $7,465

FY11 $10,171 $8,355 $9,060 $6,832
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Total Funding Less Other

Our study includes total funding whether the funds originate from public or private sources.  The “Other” category 
is comprised of philanthropic dollars and other non-tax revenues, which can play a significant role in the financing 
of charter schools.  Therefore, we have removed Other dollars from this level of analysis to determine if funding 
from public sources is distributed equitably to districts and to charter schools.  Public funding includes Local, State, 
Federal, Indeterminate-Public, and where we cannot determine the source, Indeterminate.

Impact of Other Funding:  Figure 7 illustrates how Total less Other revenues per pupil, inflation-adjusted, generally 
follow the same patterns as Total funding statewide for districts and charter schools.  The funding disparity favoring 
districts is persistent based on Total funding and also based on Total less Other funding.

Figure 7

Statewide District (D) Statewide Charter (C)   Greenville-D   Greenville-C

FY03 $9,224 $5,977 $9,579 $5,792

FY07 $9,233 $8,396 $8,305 $6,945

FY11 $9,486 $8,009 $8,097 $6,670
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Other Funding

Other funding is illustrated in Figure 8 inconsistently in FY03 and FY07 because Other funding source data specificity 
has been inconsistent over the years.  In cases where Other revenues could not be identified separately, they are 
included with Local funding.  

Statewide and for Greenville, districts have relatively high percentages of Other revenues (6.7% and 10.6%, 
respectively, see Figure 3).  A significant portion of these district revenues includes Medicaid, “special sales to 
pupils,” and student meal sales.  Most of the statewide and Greenville charter school percentages of Other (4.1% 
and 2.4%, respectively, Figure 3) are from contributions and donations from private and foundation sources.
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Figure 8

Statewide District (D) Statewide Charter (C)   Greenville-D   Greenville-C

FY2003 $655 $0 $0 $0

FY2007 $932 $0 $1,027 $520

FY2011 $685 $346 $964 $163
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Changes in Funding Results

Figure 9 illustrates changes in total funding levels by source from FY03 to FY11, using inflation-adjusted dollars 
(adjusted to 2007).  Significant changes include the following:

•	 The “N/A” entries in Figure 9 are due to the lack of source data specificity, especially in FY03.  

•	 Total revenues have increased statewide for districts and charter schools.  In Greenville, total revenues 
decreased for districts slightly and increased for charter schools.

•	 Federal revenues for statewide and Greenville districts and charter schools increased.

•	 State revenues for districts decreased slightly statewide, and increased slightly for Greenville.

•	 Local revenues decreased.
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Figure 9

SC

From/To: FY2003 / FY2011 Federal State Local Other Total

Statewide District (D) 55.0% -3.0% -1.6% 4.5% 2.9%
Statewide Charter (C) N/A N/A N/A N/A 39.8%

  Greenville-D 66.4% 4.0% -29.8% N/A -5.4%
  Greenville-C 589.9% N/A -59.0% N/A 18.0%

Per Pupil Revenue -- Inflation Adjusted -- Over Time
Percentage Increase / Decrease (black shading)

Figure 10 shows changes in the percentage of Total funding disparity from FY03 to FY11.  The disparity favoring 
districts is persistent over the past eight years.  

Figure 10

SC

FY2003 FY2007 FY2011

Statewide -39.5% -17.4% -17.8%

  Greenville -39.5% -20.0% -24.6%

Disparity as Percent of District -- Over Time

Focus Area

Negative Disparities Mean Districts Receive More (red text)

Select Enrollment Characteristics

Charter school percentages for free and reduced-price lunch eligibility, a proxy for low-income, and Title I are 
somewhat less than district percentages.  Special education enrollment statistics for charter schools were 
not available.5  

Figure 11

SC

FY03 FY07 FY11 FY03 FY07 FY11* FY03 FY07 FY11

Statewide District 36.2% 51.5% 55.1% 16.5% 42.1% 87.1% N/A N/A 14.2%
Statewide Charter 10.7% 30.6% 30.0% 0.0% 26.7% 54.5% N/A N/A **

Student Group >>>

Year >>>

Select Enrollment Characteristics

Percentage of Total Enrollment
Free & Reduced Lunch Title I Special Education

*The accuracy of the NCES percentage for district Title I enrollment (87.1%) is questionable – it looks too high.  Normally, Title I 
percentages show a close relationship with free and reduced-price lunch percentages (only 55.1%).  In general across all states, the NCES 
Common Core data have numerous instances indicating that state reported data do not meet NCES data standards and instances where 
data were not reported or otherwise missing; other errors have been noted in the past.  This was the best data source available and 
accessible at the time of the analysis.

**A data source for charter school special education enrollment could not be found.  South Carolina is in the process of implementing a 
longitudinal data warehouse called South Carolina Information Center for Education (or SLICE).  That system intends to provide special 
education enrollment by school, but that phase of the project has not yet been implemented.
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Funding Practices Summary

Figure 12
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Funding Practices Summary

PURPOSE

ACCESS TO FUNDING SOURCES
Grade based on % of Weighted Funding Disparity

DATA AVAILABILITY

Does the state provide reasonable access to detailed public data on federal, state, local, 
and other revenues for district schools?

Does the state provide reasonable access to detailed public data on federal, state, local, 
and other revenues for charter schools?

FUNDING FORMULA

Are charter schools treated as LEAs for funding purposes?

Does the state provide funding for charter schools and districts based primarily on 
student enrollment?

GRADE FUNDING
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Do charter schools have access to this funding source according to state 
statutes?

In practice, do charter schools have at least as much access to this 
funding source as districts have?

Do charter school students receive at least 95% as much per pupil in 
revenue for this source as district students?

Endnotes

1 The source for district revenue data and S.C. Charter District revenue data was a file named “fy1011_distrev,” which was provided by 
the South Carolina Department of Education (SCDE).  The source for revenue data for other charter schools (district charter schools) 
was independent audits and/or Federal Form 990.  Enrollment data were downloaded from SCDE web pages.

2 South Carolinians for Responsible Government Foundation.  Education Funding in South Carolina.    <http://www.scrgfoundation.org/
files/SCRGPublicSchoolLayout.pdf>.

3 The League of Women Voters of South Carolina.  South Carolina’s Education Funding Puzzle – Putting It All Together. September 2010.  
<http://lwvsc.org/files/lwvsceducationfinance2.pdf>.

4 South Carolina’s Council on Competitiveness.  A Historical Analysis of Funding for South Carolina’s Public Schools.  December 2005.  
<http://www.newcarolina.org/UserFiles/publications/School%20Funding%20Paper.Final.pdf>.

5 South Carolina Department of Education.  “Statewide Data Collection History.”  Website. <http://ed.sc.gov/agency/programs-
services/173/DataCollectionHistory.cfm>.   
 
The South Carolina Information Center for Education (SLICE) longitudinal data warehouse indicated that special education enrollment 
will be made available in a future phase of SLICE implementation.

http://www.scrgfoundation.org/files/SCRGPublicSchoolLayout.pdf
http://www.scrgfoundation.org/files/SCRGPublicSchoolLayout.pdf
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http://www.newcarolina.org/UserFiles/publications/School%20Funding%20Paper.Final.pdf
http://ed.sc.gov/agency/programs-services/173/DataCollectionHistory.cfm
http://ed.sc.gov/agency/programs-services/173/DataCollectionHistory.cfm
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