
Charlotte resides in Mecklenburg County and is the larg-
est city in the state of North Carolina and the 17th larg-
est city in the U.S. Charlotte is home to the third-largest 
banking center in the country, after New York and San 
Francisco.1 Between 2004-2014, over 850,000 people 
moved to the metropolitan area, qualifying Charlotte as 
the fastest-growing city in the U.S. at the time, a growth 
rate of almost 60%.2

Charlotte’s demographics have shifted significantly as 
well: in 1980 the city was around 67% White and today 
is less than 45% White.3 In the 1870s, Charlotte was ful-
ly integrated with Black and White families living side 
by side, but as with nearly all other American cities, local 
and federal policies instituting racial segregation were im-
plemented throughout the late 19th and 20th centuries.4 
Today, neighborhoods and schools remain highly segre-
gated, and poor children in Charlotte have the lowest odds 
of making it to the top income bracket of any place in the 
U.S.5 Along with Maryland and New York, North Carolina 
is among the 15 states whose top 1% of earners took home 
all income growth between 2009 and 2013.6

The Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS) serve over 
170 municipalities in the greater Charlotte region with 
over 110 elementary schools, 50 middle schools, 35 high 
schools, and 3 special schools. 10% of students are lim-
ited English proficient, and 55% of students come from 
economically disadvantaged backgrounds. “CMS is one 
of the largest employers in Mecklenburg County with 

more than 18,000 teachers, support staff and administra-
tors. CMS is fortunate to have tremendous support from 
Charlotte’s corporate, faith and business communities 
and more than 90,000 mentors and volunteers support 
learning and instruction in CMS classrooms.”7
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State of Healthy Living and Learning in Charlotte
Charlotte has 34% of the supports measured through the 
Index, which is slightly below average for the 10 cities mea-
sured. In terms of living environment, Charlotte has one of 
the lowest rates of access to public transportation (only 71% 
of the population lives in close proximity), and lacks access 
to grocery stores in low-income neighborhoods, with partic-
ularly low access for Black and Latino low-income people. 
Charlotte offers significantly less access to parks than any 
other city, with only 27% of the population living in close 
proximity to a public park. As with many other cities, Char-
lotte also had low voter turnout in the 2016 general election 
(66%). The September 2016 shooting of Keith Lamont Scott 
by a Charlotte-Mecklenburg police officer sparked major 
protest and created a clear concern among communities of 
color and advocates about the use of excessive force by po-
lice in Charlotte. The Scott shooting came on the heels of the 
mistrial of a case involving an officer who killed Jonathan 

Ferrell, another unarmed African American man. The pro-
test seemed to also ignite an increase in civic engagement in 
Charlotte, as Braxton Winston II, an active protester of the 
police’s actions, was elected to the City Council in November 
2017 and Charlotte also elected its first African American 
female Mayor, Vi Lyles. 

Charlotte schools provide K-8 gifted and high school AP/IB 
classes, though enrollment in AP courses are largely inequi-
table, as with other cities. There is still utilization of harmful 
discipline including expulsions and referrals to law enforce-
ment, which are utilized predominantly against the Black stu-
dent population. Inadequate school resourcing and inequities 
in access to mixed income schools as opposed to “high pov-
erty schools” creates a system of separate and unequal, where 
many children are not provided the opportunity to learn.
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Charlotte has 33% of the supports to provide chil-
dren with Care, including access to healthy foods 
and parks, clean air, pre-natal health, in-school sup-
port staff and mental health supports.  

Charlotte has the lowest level of supports in this 
area compared to the other cities studied. While 
youth health insurance rates are strong across ra-
cial groups, there seems to be inequities in access to 
pre-natal care given the significantly higher rates of 
low birthweight babies among Black families com-
pared to other racial groups. Charlotte also has a 
relatively lower number of in-school support staff 
compared to other cities studied, including guid-
ance counselors, instructional aids and student 
support services staff. There is not data available to 

measure access to mental health across cities, de-
spite the importance of this support to the national 
dialogue on community needs, so all cities received 
zero points in this area. 

Air pollution is an issue of concern in the Carolinas, 
where a changing climate, particle pollution, ozone 
pollution and diesel pollution prevent children 
from breathing clean air.  Charlotte is also known 
for its poor parks; a recent study by the Trust for 
Public Lands has ranked the city as one of the worst 
in the country for its ParkScore.8  Maps available 
from ParkScore suggest there are many areas in the 
city with high need for a park. These areas align 
precisely with neighborhoods that have historically 
been majority people of color.9 
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Charlotte delivers 37% of the supports needed to 
provide children with Stability. This domain in-
cludes supports for affordable housing, transit ac-
cessibility, civic engagement, livable wage jobs, 
youth safety and access to banking.

To build a more stable city for youth in Charlotte, 
community leaders can look to improving low in-
come housing options in resource-rich neighbor-
hoods for residents, particularly residents of color.  
More than 50% of Black and Latino people in Char-
lotte pay more than 30% of their budget on rent, 
which constrains resources critical for other costs of 
living. The challenge of housing affordability is com-
pounded by the lack of livable wages for lowest pay-
ing jobs. Specifically, in Charlotte 14% of Black peo-

ple and 23% of Latino people working full-time earn 
an income below 200% of the federal poverty line.  

Charlotte can also improve stability by improving 
transit access, youth safety and promoting civic 
participation. Charlotte produced one of the low-
est scores for transit access, second to Little Rock.  
Transportation access opens economic opportunity 
for residents, and can help families rise out of pover-
ty.  Likewise, civic participation can help communi-
ties increase support to address local resident needs, 
but with only 66% of the voting eligible population 
participating in the last presidential election, all of 
Charlotte’s residents do not have a voice in the po-
litical process.
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Charlotte delivers 38% of the supports for Com-
mitment, including access to early childhood edu-
cation, positive discipline practices in pre-school 
and K-12, and anti-bullying efforts. While school 
expulsion is nearly 0% for all racial groups, K-12 
suspension is high at 14% overall, and suspensions 
for Black students is nearly five times higher than 
the rate for White and Asian students and double 
that of Latinos. Additionally, in the 2013/14 school 
year, 138 students were referred to law enforcement. 
Advocacy for school discipline reform and restor-
ative justice in schools in Charlotte by groups such 

as the One Network are working to create change 
needed to make Charlotte’s learning environments 
more committed to every youth.

While all other cities studied have similarly low 
rates of early childhood participation overall, par-
ticipation among Black and Latino students in 
Charlotte are particularly inequitable. Only 37% of 
Black children and 30% of Latino children have ac-
cess to early childcare, while nearly 70% of White 
children participate.
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Charlotte delivers 29% of the supports that build 
Capacity, including access to challenging curricula, 
qualified, well-compensated teachers and integrated 
schools. Although 97% of K-8 schools and 96% of 
high schools offer gifted and advanced coursework 
(far higher than any other of the 10 cities studied), 
participation in AP continues to be low particularly 
for students of color. Specifically, only 17% and 19% 
of Black and Latino students respectively partici-
pated in at least 1 AP course, compared to 42% of 
White high school students.

There is room for improvement for the Charlotte 
School District to increase school resourcing, in-
cluding raising teacher salaries, which is on average 
$47,808 when adjusted for local cost of living. There 
is also a need to better integrate schools with policies 
that address the high levels of racial and economic 
segregation that exists among neighborhoods.
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LOVING CITIES
CALL TO ACTION

Across the country, we see powerful examples of organizations and community members tak-
ing steps to provide systems of supports that give all children an opportunity to learn. While 
each city may identify their own priorities, there are four key things that all cities can do to 
strengthen their system of supports. These are outlined below along with promising models 
and approaches to learn and build from.

1. Increase Adoption of Models for Delivering a System of 
CARE to all Children and Families
To address childhood trauma and other mental and 
physical health needs, cities need to equip each and 
every public school to be a hub for assessing and 
meeting healthcare and other resource needs. Mod-
els like Communities in Schools and City Connects 
equip schools with staff and tools to provide a system 
for addressing individual student and family needs 
at scale. For more information on CIS’s model go to: 
www.communitiesinschools.org/our-model/. 

For more information on City Connects model go to: 
www.bc.edu/bc-web/schools/lsoe/sites/cityconnects/
our-approach.html.

In addition to school models that refer students to 
providers, School-Based Health Alliance is a net-
work of local, state and national nonprofits working 
to “complement the work of school nurses by provid-
ing a readily accessible referral site for students who 
are without a medical home or in need of more com-
prehensive services such as primary, mental, oral, or 
vision health care.10

SBHA and its state affiliates help schools establish and 
effectively run school-based health centers. For more 
information on SBHA affiliates, go to www.sbh4all.
org/about/state-affiliates/.

2. Elevate Policies and Practices That Integrate Communities 
and Schools to Increase Community STABILITY and 
Equitable Allocation of Community Resources 
To address community and school segregation, we 
need to build mainstream understanding of the histo-
ry of policies in the U.S. that created segregation and 
wealth inequity and come to terms with the damage 
those policies continue to have on communities to-
day. In his book The Color of Law, Richard Rothstein 
recognizes that we as a society have largely “forgotten 
the history of how our government segregated Amer-
ica,” and schools widely teach curricula that has been 

white-washed, failing to educate the public on our 
history of oppression and de jure racial segregation.

The Color of Law outlines several examples of affirm-
ing policies that could be adopted if there were great-
er political will to reverse the damage of past policies 
and supports rooted in racism. One key policy change 
communities can adopt is inclusionary zoning policy, 
which can “require housing developers to set aside 
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a portion of the homes they build at below-market 
rates, and reserve the right for the public housing 
commission to purchase one-third of those units to 
operate as subsidized public housing.”11

Reforming the Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher pro-
gram can also lead to greater community integration.

Increasing subsidies to be on par with housing costs 
in more affluent neighborhoods and increasing the 
number of vouchers allocated to serve all families 
that have been damaged by historically racist poli-
cies would be a large step in beginning to heal and 
repair communities.

Federal programs that provide access to early child-
hood education need increased funding to meet the 
scale of need that exists.

Racial opportunity gaps are not just about gaps in 
access to resources; they also result from uninten-
tional differences in the ways adults and other stu-
dents treat children of color.

These “invisible forces” are hard to measure, but are 
becoming clearer through research from groups like 
GLSEN and Georgetown Law Center that put data 
to the implicit biases and harassment that students, 
teachers, administrators and other adults within the 
system inflict against girls and boys of color. For rec-
ommendations on practices for increasing inclusion 
and reducing bullying in schools see GLSEN’s report 
at: www.glsen.org/sites/default/files/TeasingtoTor-
ment%202015%20FINAL%20PDF%5B1%5D_0.pdf

For recommendations on policies and practices to 
address bullying without using zero tolerance ap-
proaches that are more harmful than helpful to 
school safety and culture, go to www.schottfounda-
tion.org/resources/two-wrongs-dont-make-right-
why-zero-tolerance-not-solution-bullying.

The Communities for Just Schools Fund (CJSF) is a 
leader in strengthening the organizing infrastruc-
ture in local communities by giving grants to local 
and regional groups that organize young people, 
parents and caregivers, educators and other com-
munity members to advocate on behalf of students 
impacted by exclusionary school discipline prac-
tices. For individuals and foundations interested in 
contributing to local organizing, CJSF shares several 
ways to get involved: www.cjsfund.org/get-involved

According to research by the Education Law Center 
and Rutgers Graduate School of Education, states 
are largely failing to invest adequately and fairly to 
provide all students with the resources and supports 
that they need to succeed.

For data and resources to advocate for fair school 
funding, go to: www.schoolfundingfairness.org/is-
school-funding-fair

3. Increase COMMITMENT to All Children Through Increased 
Early Childhood Education Opportunities and Greater 
Training for Teachers and Administrators in Anti-Racist 
Practices and a Culture of Inclusion and Healing

4. Deepen Public and Private Commitment to Increasing 
CAPACITY of Public Schools
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