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Introduction 

To allocate funds for public educators, North Carolina employs a resource allocation 

model (Hamel, 2017, p. 6). North Carolina allocates teacher salaries based on the number of 

students in a district. This system allows districts to prioritize teacher quality, but exacerbates 

inequality and creates inefficiencies due to the system’s complexity. A weighted student formula 

would better serve North Carolina in creating equality of educational opportunity. 

The Current System 

This model distributes state education funding to districts based on the headcount of 

students, measured by average daily membership, or ADM (Nordstrom, 2017, p. 14). In this 

model, the state decides how much funding different expenses require and allocates resources to 

local education agencies, or LEAs, accordingly. Education expenses are categorized by their 

function. The model includes base allotments, district-based allotments, and student-based 

allotments. Base allotments are standardized expenses that are equally covered in each district, 

such as classroom teachers or textbooks. District-based allotments consider needs of individual 

districts, such as the size or wealth of the county, and can supplement the base allotment if 

deemed necessary. Student-based allotments are supplemental funds provided to further fund 

students with higher needs, such as students with limited English proficiency or disabilities. 

Allotments can be further classified into how they are distributed to districts. Position allotments 

are not monetary allotments, but dictate how many people can be hired for a district, particularly 

classroom teachers. Dollar allotments are monetary funds distributed to districts that must cover 

most of the district’s other expenses (Nordstrom, 2017). 
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The largest expense in public education is people. The salaries and benefits of teachers 

and other school personnel make up the massive majority of North Carolina’s school 

expenditures. In the 2015-2016 fiscal year, salaries and benefits were 94% of the state’s total 

education expenditures (Nordstrom, 2017, p. 19). Position allotments fund this cost in North 

Carolina’s education finance system.  

Strengths of the Current System 

Position allotments are distinct from dollar allotments because with position allotments, 

districts are not incentivized to hire less-expensive teachers to reduce costs. North Carolina’s 

teacher salary schedule creates significant pay gaps among teachers due to variances in 

experience, education, and credentials (Hamel, 2017, p. 11). For the 2017-2018 year, a first-year 

teacher with a bachelor’s degree and no National Board for Professional Teacher Standards will 

make $27,590 less than an experienced (25 or more years) teacher with a master’s degree and 

National Board certification (NCDPI, 2017). Despite the large difference in salaries, hiring the 

more experienced teacher won’t incur any extra cost to the hiring LEA. “The position allotment 

allows districts to hire the best candidates for such positions, without having to weigh salary 

considerations. … A district… can choose between [two] candidates based on their ability, rather 

than budgetary impact” (Nordstrom, 2017, p. 13). This is a prominent strength of the position 

allotment system because it allows districts to prioritize teacher quality above salary costs during 

the hiring process. 

The position allocation system brings some sense of transparency to state spending. Of 

the billions spent on education by North Carolina, policymakers can easily track the purpose of 

each dollar by consulting the itemized allotment list (Griffith, 2017). This allows researchers to 
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gather data with ease. Additionally, the current system centralizes decision-making on public 

education in North Carolina. Expenditure decisions are made at the state-level, meaning North 

Carolina is less fragmented and there is more uniformity among districts regarding mandated 

elements, such as class size.  

Weaknesses of the Current System 

The position allocation system disadvantages poorer districts. While allocating number of 

positions for teachers rather than a dollar amount to spend on teacher salaries allows districts to 

prioritize teacher quality during the hiring process, it also leads to an undesired outcome wherein 

more resources are allocated to districts with less need (Hamel, 2017, p. 11) (Nordstrom, 2017, 

p. 14). High quality, board-certified, well-educated, experienced teachers are often more inclined 

to work in wealthy districts. Implicit racial bias, quality of environment, student attitudes, and 

other factors may incentivize these top-earning teachers to gravitate toward wealthier districts 

with students that are already generally succeeding. These are not the districts or the students that 

need the strongest teachers. Because these teachers rank higher on the teacher salary schedule, 

the wealthy districts will end up receiving more funding from the state to pay their more 

expensive teachers. This introduces a problematic cyclical element to the inequality already 

present among schools by giving more to the schools with much and giving less to the schools 

with little. Inequality is exacerbated under the position allotment system. 

Secondly, the manner in which the number of positions allotted is determined creates 

issue. ADM, as a metric, may lack accuracy (Hamel, 2017, p. 30). Many students may be absent 

at the start of the school year, when ADM is measured. This may result in an inaccurate measure 

of students in a district, leaving some students completely unfunded; those students’ costs will 
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need to be covered by taking funds from elsewhere (Hamel, 2017, p. 30). But even assuming an 

accurate ADM, elective teachers may not be fully allotted for in the system’s formula. Using 

teacher to student ratios in an effort to monitor class size may seem a clear, simple approach, but 

the existence of elective and specialty teachers complicates things quickly (Granados, 2017).  

That complexity creates issues. It takes years for LEA staff and business officers to learn 

how to navigate the system effectively (Hamel, 2017, p. 25). Until the staff has a firm grasp of 

the system and can strategically navigate it, state resources can be wasted through a failure to 

utilize a full allotment. A significant portion of business officers are novice business officers 

(Hamel, 2017). The system’s complexity a hindrance to its implementation feasibility. 

An Alternative 

A weighted student formula would avoid some of these challenges. In a weighted student 

model, resources follow students rather than teachers. Under this framework, districts receive a 

base amount for every student to cover the costs associated with educating a general student 

(Hamel, 2017, p. 32). Students with characteristics that may require additional funding to 

educate them adequately are assigned weights appropriate to the characteristic. Characteristics 

could include being in elementary school, coming from a low-income household, being in an 

English language learning class, etc. The money with which teachers are paid would come from 

the state but be allocated by the districts. Districts with students in higher need would have the 

resources to hire more teachers and higher quality teachers in order to better support students in 

the greatest need of quality education. 
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Status Quo versus Alternative 

Both the current system and the proposed alternative can be considered effective. Overall, 

North Carolina is proficient in math and reading and is successful on standardized tests. North 

Carolina’s students, generally, are doing well and are receiving a decent education with the 

current finance system. The proposed alternative system should raise test scores of 

low-performing students, but would potentially somewhat lower scores of the highest achieving 

students if some resources are diverted from the well-off students. 

In considering equity, the position allotment model does not seem to have been effective 

in reducing teacher turnover, reducing number of teacher vacancies, or increasing graduation 

rates in many counties. For example, low-income Halifax county, composed of 96.2% students 

of color, has the lowest graduation rate in North Carolina, has high rates of teacher turnover and 

teacher vacancy, and is close to the median level of per pupil expenditures by the state (Best NC, 

2018). Under a weighted student model, students like those in Halifax county would likely weigh 

more heavily than students in, for example, Hyde county. Hyde county receives more money 

from the state per pupil than any other LEA in North Carolina and has a high graduation rate. 

Under the weighted model, students like those in Halifax county, would be given priority.  

In considering efficiency, transitioning to a weighted system “would create transition 

costs without obvious benefits,” (Joyce, 2017). While the simplicity of the system would 

minimize costs once in place, the transition to a new funding model may require extensive time, 

training, and resources. Once established, though, the weighted system would be efficient in that 

it would fund the current student population rather than use data from previous years to inform 

 



 
Allen: Allocation of Teacher Salary Resources in North Carolina                                                  6 

allotment decision, as the current system does (Hamel, 2017, p. 33). The complexity of the 

current system is also inefficient due to difficulties in efficient implementation. 

Conclusion 

The way in which the government allocates funds impacts students and learning. 

Different finance systems can affect the teacher concentrations in each district, creating the 

potential to increase education equity in North Carolina through strategic financing. North 

Carolina’s current system exacerbates inequality and creates inefficiencies. A weighted student 

formula would better serve North Carolina in creating equality of educational opportunity. While 

the cost of transitioning from the status quo may be burdensome, the potential equitable impacts 

may benefit students for years to come. 
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