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OPPORTUNITY
In Mecklenburg County, there are 86,577 children under age six, of which about 59,000 
(68%) are in families with all available parents working (in married couple families, 
both parents are working and in single parent families, the parent with whom the child 
resides is working). Despite the high percentage of parents in the workforce, 19.8% of 
children under age five throughout the county are living in poverty. In 2014, a Harvard 
University/UC Berkeley study ranked Charlotte 50th of 50 major cities in terms of 
economic mobility. The report was a wake up call for the county and resulted in multiple 
community approaches to determine a pathway for economic opportunity for all 
children.

In 2015, the Foundation for the Carolinas spearheaded the formation of the Charlotte-
Mecklenburg Opportunity Task Force formed to address the findings from the study. 
The city, county, and local funders underwrote the study and a report was issued in 
2017 identifying three key determinants that have the greatest influence on economic 
opportunity and upward mobility:  access to early care and education; college and career 
readiness; and child and family stability.
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In February of 2016, Trevor Fuller, the Chairman of the Board of County 
Commissioners at the time, announced a vision for access to early childhood education, 
birth to five, in his state of the county address. Later in 2016, the Mecklenburg Board 
of County Commissioners (BOCC) approved a resolution supporting access to early 
childhood education for all children birth to age five. Following the adoption of the 
county resolution, the County Manager, Dena Diorio, assembled an Early Childhood 
Education Executive Committee representing a broad array of community stakeholders 
to review access to early childhood education for children birth to five and to make 
recommendations to the County Commission. The executive committee reviewed 
access to child care subsidy, access to public pre-k by four-year-old children, and ways to 
strengthen the quality of the early childhood education workforce.  The ECE Executive 
Committee met for a year and issued a 5-Point Early Childhood Education Plan in 2017.  
The Executive Committee continued meeting to review implementation of year one 
funding and make additional recommendations to the County Board of Commissioners 
to support the early learning workforce (to ensure a broad pipeline for public pre-k and 
high-quality child care). 

Mecklenburg has a strong history of investment in early childhood education programs. 
In 1997, former Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS) Superintendent, Eric Smith, 
began Bright Beginnings (funded through federal Title I money) to serve four-year-old 
children at educational risk of starting school without the skills to succeed. Children 
were screened for participation based on an array of developmental markers regardless 
of income. Mecklenburg County was an early adopter of More at Four, which in 2010 
became known as the NC Pre-K program.  In 2017, as the executive committee reviewed 
access to child care subsidy and public pre-k (Bright Beginnings and NC Pre-K), it was 
clear that only a small fraction of children were participating and available programs had 
long waiting lists of children eligible to attend or receive support (e.g., through child care 
subsidy).

Program Served in Jun 2017 Waiting List Jun 2017 % of Eligible Served

Child Care Subsidy 4,164 3,905 19%

Bright Beginnings 2,800 1,603 Eligibility is based on developmental 
screening for 4 year-old children

NC Pre-K 1,006s 1,892

About 15% of 4 year-old children were 
served in NC Pre-K. Together with 
children served in Bright Beginnings, less 
than 1/3rd of 4 year-old children had 
access to public pre-k.

Head Start & Early 
Head Start 600 1,449 Head Start, Early Head Start, and 

EHS-CCP serve children living below 
the poverty level. About 11% (1,616) 
children were served through Head Start 
related funding.

Early Head 
Start-Child Care 
Partnerships
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CHALLENGES

SUMMARY
The Early Childhood Education Executive Committee met for two years to review 
access to early childhood education for children from birth to five. As discussions 
were underway to reach consensus on recommendations, in June of 2017, the Board 
of County Commissioners (BOCC) approved $6 million within the FY18 county 
budget to reduce the child care subsidy waiting list for children under age five.  In 
September of 2017, the executive committee recommended a 5-point plan for 
Commissioners to:

• Reduce the child care subsidy waiting list for children under age five

• Invest in voluntary, universal public pre-k for four-year-old children

• Implement talent development strategies to meet early childhood workforce 
needs related to staffing high-quality public pre-k and child care programs

• Develop a strong evaluation component tied to investment

• Consider revenue strategies to support early learning initiatives

In June 2018, as part of the county FY19 budget, the BOCC continued to provide $6 
million to support reducing the child care subsidy waiting list. In addition, the BOCC 
approved an increase in the property tax rate of three-quarters of a penny to raise 
more than $9 million to open 33 new public pre-k classrooms, referred to as “MECK 
Pre-K”.  This funding was considered to be the first installment on a pathway to provide 
voluntary, universal public pre-k for all four-year-old children throughout the county.

Commissioners Concerned about Raising  
Revenues  //  Several county commissioners raised 
concerns about increasing revenues.  To gauge public 
interest and support for investing in early childhood 
education, including support for increasing revenue to 
specifically fund increased investments, a county-wide 
poll was conducted in May and June of 2017. Of 1,000 
total respondents, support for expanding access to high-
quality child care and public pre-k was strong across 
income, age, gender, race, ethnicity, level of education, 
and households with and without young children.

The survey specifically asked respondents whether they 
would be willing to pay higher taxes to support greater 
access to early learning programs. Half of respondents 
were asked if they would pay $10 more per month in 
taxes to support early childhood education and the 
other half were asked whether they would be willing to 
pay $20 more per month in taxes.

Willing to pay $10 more per month in taxes to support 
early childhood education:

• 72% of respondents said they would be willing 
to pay $10 more in taxes each month to increase 
access to child care for young children.

• 71% of respondents said they would be willing 
to pay $10 more in taxes each month to support 
voluntary, universal public pre-k for four-year-old 
children.

• Willing to pay $20 more per month in taxes:

• 71% of respondents said they would be willing 
to pay $20 more in taxes each month to increase 
access to child care for young children.

• 65% of respondents said they would be willing 
to pay $20 more in taxes each month to support 
voluntary, universal public pre-k for four-year-old 
children.



Incomplete Data  //  Despite a strong history of CMS 
operating Bright Beginnings and NC Pre-K, little child 
outcome data was available for participating children. 
There was great concern over Mecklenburg County 
3rd grade end-of-year test scores, with particular 
attention paid to the large gaps between low-income 
children and children who were not from low-income 
families, as well as the gaps between test results for 
African American and Hispanic children compared 
to white children. While test scores showed some 
modest improvement annually, far too many African 

American and Hispanic children were scoring below 
grade level in reading and math at the end of third 
grade. The Executive Committee recommended 
“MECK Pre-K,” which would follow most of the NC 
Pre-K rules but embed the Classroom Assessment 
Scoring System (CLASS™), a professional development 
tool, that research has shown improves interactions 
between classroom teachers and students and results in 
greater child outcomes across developmental domains. 
Bright Beginnings and NC Pre-K do not currently use 
CLASS™.

GETTING TO ACTION
The Harvard University/UC Berkeley study was a wake-up call for community 
action. The Charlotte Leadership Council (CELC), a group of 24+ Charlotte CEOs 
raised $500,000 to fund a feasibility study with regard to early childhood education 
expansion in the county. The county manager convened an Early Childhood Executive 
Committee that met for two years. The first year resulted in the recommendation 
of a 5-point plan and the second year culminated with an implementation progress 
report released in February of 2019. The committee will meet during the next year to 
examine access to early childhood education for children under age three and make 
additional recommendations. 

Charlotte Executive Leadership Council (CELC) raised $500,000 for a feasibility 
study to review access to early childhood education and make recommendations.  
The County Manager formed an Early Childhood Education Executive Committee, 
a broad group of stakeholders including business leaders, to conduct the review and 
make recommendations.

Opportunity Task Force report released with three key determinants related to 
economic opportunity: access to early care and education; college and career readiness 
and child and family stability.

National study ranked Charlotte 50th of the nation’s 50 largest cities on upward 
mobility for children born in poverty.

Mecklenburg County Board of Commissioners (BOCC) approved a resolution 
supporting access to early childhood education for all children under age five.

Opportunity Task Force created led by the Foundation for the Carolinas (along with 
other community funders in coordination with the city of Charlotte and County 
Commissioners).
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Early childhood education executive committee released a five-point plan with 
recommendations.

BOCC continued $6 million to support a reduction in the waiting list for children 
under age five and increased the property tax rate by three-quarters of a penny to raise 
more than $9 million to open 33 new MECK Pre-K classrooms for the 2018-2019 
school year.

Early Childhood Education Executive Committee released an implementation 
progress report on the five-point plan in year one and recommended an additional 36 
classrooms for MECK Pre-K in year two (2018-2019 school year), a compensation 
and quality pilot for classroom staff working in infant and toddler child care 
classrooms, and talent development strategies to invest in the early learning workforce.

BOCC approved $20 million for child care subsidies and $21 million towards its
commitment to universal prekindergarten, both for two years. 

Early Childhood Executive Committee held 12 focus groups to gather community 
perspectives on opportunities and challenges related to accessing early learning 
programs.

BOCC allocated $6 million out of the county budget to reduce the child care subsidy 
waiting list for children under age five.

Early Childhood Executive Committee commissioned a county-wide poll to gauge 
public interest and support for early learning programs and revenue options.

Mar-May 2017 

Jun 2017

Sep 2017

Jun 2018

Feb 2019

Jun 2019

May-Jun 2017

Since the Early Childhood Education Executive Committee began its review of access 
to early childhood programs in the spring of 2017, 1,048 more four-year-old children 
in Mecklenburg County currently have access to public pre-k (in Bright Beginnings, 
NC Pre-K, and MECK Pre-K), which together serve about 5,254 four-year-old 
children (about half-way to the goal of voluntary, universal public pre-k). An additional 
340 children under age five currently receive child care subsidy since 2017.  

Thirty-three MECK Pre-K classrooms opened in the fall of 2018 serving 600 children. 
A new public dashboard will post results from annual external evaluations by the Frank 
Porter Graham Institute, as well as aggregate CLASS™ and child development growth 
scores (measured against six domains: social-emotional, language, literacy, cognitive, 
physical and math).  

Since 2019, the County has cleared the child care subsidy waiting list.  During that 
same period, the number of NC Pre-K classrooms has expanded from 33 to 105 and 
the number of children served increased from approximately 600 to 1900. 

RESULTS



KEYS TO SUCCESS
▶   Engagement and leadership by the Charlotte Executive Leadership Council (CELC)
▶   Engagement and leadership by county commissioners and the County Manager
▶   Engagement by a broad array of stakeholders lending time and resources to review 

and discuss barriers, challenges and opportunities related to access to early childhood 
education.

▶   Strong polling results showed public support for expanding access and raising revenue to 
invest in early childhood education

▶   Public awareness and engagement efforts to both raise visibility about the need to expand 
programs and get the word out about the enrollment process for MECK Pre-K

▶   Accountability and transparency: evaluations and public results dashboard

Local governments in North Carolina have the authority to raise property taxes for specific purposes 
designated by the North Carolina General Assembly. Within the area of  “community development 
programs and activities” child care, health and education are listed explicitly. However, in consulting 
with several NC local government experts, it remains unclear if a broader set of early childhood 
programs or initiatives could qualify as a specified purpose. 

Alternatively, local governments can adopt a resolution that affirms a desire to provide early 
childhood services with a portion of the property tax. 

HOW DOES PROPERTY TAX WORK IN NORTH CAROLINA?


