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Here We Grow

Wake County is growing faster than we can build schools. 
Here is what WCPSS can do about it. 



It’s been reported in Money 
Magazine, Forbes, and US News 
& World Report and touted by 
local real estate and economic 
development groups.

It’s also a great place to go to 
school.  The Wake County Public 
School System (WCPSS) is the 
largest school district in North 
Carolina and the 16th largest in 
the nation.  For more than the past 
decade, greater than 80 percent of 
Wake County residents routinely 

choose and trust our local school 
system to educate their children.  
WCPSS consistently scores above 
the state average in measures of 
student learning.

As our celebrated county grows, 
so grows our local school system.  
This presents consequences and 
challenges.  

How Fast Wake Grows 
The simple truth is we add 

more students each year than 
the total number of students in 
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W ake County is an 
excellent place to 
live, work, and play. 
We’ve all heard it. 
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almost half of North Carolina’s 
115 school districts.  Growth 
for WCPSS isn’t an issue that 
elected officials are blowing out of 
proportion.  It is out of proportion 
for the vast majority of North 
Carolina.

Wake is 2nd only to Charlotte 
in student growth.  More notable 
is the gap between Wake and the 
3rd system in this list.  Separated 
by one spot, Wake grew by more 
than three times the number of 
students that Harnett added.  

And Wake is expected to keep 
growing.  The projections for the 
next six years show Wake growing 
at an average of more than 4,200 
students per year.  That’s four large 
elementary schools.  And these 
projections have already collected 
some dust.  They were built on 
data available in February 2013 
when the Board of Education and 
Board of Commissioners were 
hammering out details for a 2013 
bond.  

More recent predictions 
suggest that these numbers may 
be on the low end.  We could have 
more than 161,421 students at the 
start of the 2015-2016 school year.  
Yes.  You did your math right.  
That’s an extra 2,076 students 
above the average 4,200 students 
per year.

Tools to Address Growth
Projections like these are used 

to determine how many schools 
will be needed and in what areas 

of the county they should be 
located.  Building the projections 
is no easy task and numerous 
components are included in the 
mix.  They include: 
•	 market	share	data	–	charter,	

public, private, home school
•	 single	family	vs.	multi	

family housing units
•	 residential	building	permits
•	 migration	(in	and	out	of	

Wake County)

•	 unemployment	rate
•	 resident	live	births
•	 kindergarten	enrollment
•	 cohort	survival	rates	(birth	

vs. kindergarten five years later)
•	 municipal	planning
•	 municipal	and	county	

residential populations
New students are added to 

existing schools until a school 
is overcrowded.  Individual 
mobile units, and sometimes 
pods of multiple classrooms, 
are added to a school’s campus 
to accommodate growth.  But 

a school campus is fixed in size 
and there is a limit to how many 
mobile units any campus can 
accommodate. In addition, there 
are limits for how many students 
a school’s physical plant can care 
for, which includes the cafeteria 
and available bathrooms.  Factors 
like these define what’s known as 
campus capacity.

The district has a list of tools 
to address schools that have too 
many or too few students.  They 
can:

a) Assign future developments 
to or from a school

b) Add or remove temporary 
classrooms

c) Cap enrollment, or direct 
overflow from nearby capped 
schools

d) Adjust calendars (move to 
Traditional or Multi-Track Year-
Round)

e) Adjust base attendance areas 
(also called redistricting)

f) Build new schools.
It may be the last item on the 

list, but ultimately a growing 
district needs more schools.  And 
new	schools	cost	money	–	lots	
of money.  The 2013 bond ($810 
million) will build 15 new schools, 
and the 2006 bond ($970 million) 
built 17 new schools.  

Building and opening new 
schools is something WCPSS does 
routinely.  At least one new school 
has opened every year since 
1991.  And we have experience 
in building and opening large 
numbers of schools quickly.  We 
opened 31 new schools from 
2004-2008. 

When we build new schools, we 
have to fill them with students.  To 
fill them with students, we have to 
move students from where they 
are currently attending school.  
The third draft of the 2015-2016 

          WCPSS
           is the largest 
     school district 
in North 
      Carolina

More than 90 percent of the nation’s 15,000 local boards of education 
are fiscally independent.  They have the ability to raise their own 
revenue through levying taxes.  North Carolina’s boards of education 
are fiscally dependent.  Of the 115 school districts in NC, only three 
have limited ability to raise revenue.  The rest, including Wake, depend 
on county commissions to raise revenue.

TAXATION: An Unavailable Tool
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181,500+
Number of students 
expected to be in the 
Wake County Public 
School System by the 
20-21 school year

THE DATA
22

Number of babies born on 
average in Wake County 
each day—enough to fi ll a 
kindergarten classroom. 62Wake County’s 

current growth rate 
in people per day.

171
Current number of 

open WCPSS Schools

G R O W T H
THROUGH THE YEARS

# Schools Opened

WCPSS Student Total

New Students

91-92 95-96 00-01 05-06 10-11 14-15*
* 2014-2015 numbers based on day 10 projections 

80%More than 80 
percent of Wake 
County families 
send their kids to 
WCPSS schools.112

School districts in North Carolina—
including WCPSS—that depend on 
county commissions to raise revenue
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student 
enrollment 
plan moves 
just over 
2,700 
students.  It 
does this 
to fi ll three 
new schools 
and address 
overcrowding 
and under-
enrollment at 
other schools.

Th ere are 
consequences 
to such rapid 
growth.  
School enrollment consumed 
the lion’s share of public and 
media attention in the mid and 
late 2000s.  It’s arguable that such 
attention was inevitable.  Plans 
that moved thousands of students 
every year would indeed be 
noticed.  Moving students to fi ll 
schools directly aff ects families.  

Now growth is up again.  
Th ough we will build fi ft een 
schools with the 2013 bond, 
the school board initially asked 
for twice as many schools in 
early negotiations with county 
commissioners.  Since the bond 
passed, many school board 
members have become fond of 
reminding folks that we agreed to 
build fewer than the number of 
schools needed, and that growth 
projections are going up.  So, not 
only are we NOT going to be 
ahead when these fi ft een schools 
are built, it’s very possible that 
we’re going to be behind in school 
capacity.  

Not even a year aft er the bond 
passed, the school board and 
system staff  are discussing how 
to deal with school overcrowding 
and enrollment caps in the 

western part of the county.  Th e 
truth is, even during the worst 
of the economic downturn Wake 
grew every year.  And now the 
pace is quickening.  We need more 
schools	–	and	we	need	them	now.

Realities
Th ere’s a curious disconnect 

that WCPSS lives with that might 
be described as being locked in 
a cycle of perpetual reactivity.  
Th ere are three major players 
in this cycle: municipalities, 
Wake County 
government, 
and WCPSS.  A 
major gap exists 
between all three 
players.

Municipalities 
grow, build, and 
develop.  As they grow, individual 
municipalities deal with 
infrastructure, transportation, 
and zoning issues.  Th ey collect 
revenue by assessing municipal 
taxes to provide for needed 
improvements.  Children in these 
municipalities attend WCPSS 
schools.  So, WCPSS is among the 
fi rst in line to deal with growth 
in that it must provide seats for 

children to 
attend schools.

Wake County 
Government 
provides 
human services 
infrastructure 
for county 
residents like 
a sherriff ’s 
department, 
EMS services, 
libraries, and 
parks.  Th ey 
collect revenue 
by assessing 
county taxes 
on taxable 

real estate property.  Wake 
County Government provides 
additional funding for WCPSS 
for each student enrolled.  Th ey 
are also responsible for capital 
improvements (buildings) that 
WCPSS needs.  Th ey pay for 
school construction through cash 
and sale of bonds.  

As municipalities and Wake 
County grow, WCPSS enrollment 
grows.  But before WCPSS can 

build more schools, they must 
request additional funding from 
Wake County Government.  Th e 
timeline for building a bond 
campaign, getting a bond on the 
ballot, and opening a new school 
is approximately three years.  
Th is means that a school may be 
overcrowded and/or at maximum 
capacity for three or more years 
before another school can open 

overcrowding 

provides 
human services 
infrastructure 
for county 

School Planning
School Construction

Bonds
Pay for Schools
Human Services

Per Pupil Supplement

County
Government

Wake County Public 
School System

Municipality

T H E  G R O W T H  P U Z Z L E

Residential Building
Planning Boards

Incorporation
Zoning

Permitting

Th ree main players control pieces of the puzzle in school growth.

“Most people don’t understand the 
variables over which we have no 
control.” 

- Bill Fletcher
WCPSS Board Of Education
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to relieve crowding and create 
additional seats.

WCPSS is taking steps to 
bridge these gaps.  In September 
2014 the Wake County Board of 
Education’s Government Relations 
Committee proposed creating a 
Growth Issues Task Force.  This 
group would be made up of city 
and town leaders, school officials, 
parents, and developers.  Together 
they could consider capability 
to plan for future growth, and 
discuss how municipalities, the 
county, and the school district 
might plan together.  

Currently, district staff and 
county staff meet regularly to 
discuss school planning and 
construction, with particular 
attention paid to acquisition of 

land on which schools will be 
constructed.  They also operate 
under an interlocal agreement 
passed in March 2014.  The 
agreement expands the scope of 
collaboration between the two 
bodies (WCPSS and Wake County 
Government) regarding land 
acquisition, school design, and 
school construction.  The Growth 
Issues Task Force could extend the 
collaborative planning process by 
involving more stakeholders.

What Now?
Wake County grows at 62 

people per day.  Of those, 22 are 
newborns; that’s one kindergarten 
class per day.  We welcomed our 
one-millionth resident in August 
2014.  Wake County continues to 
grow.  And there are going to be 
some challenges.

The number of large land 
parcels suitable for school 
construction is decreasing.  And 
then, there is the associated issue 
of location and accessibility to 
areas of our county experiencing 
the greatest degrees of growth.  
Discussion of a 2016 bond effort 
has started because we already 
need more schools.  

The Wake County Board 
of Education and Board of 
Commissioners are responsible 
for designing and enacting public 
policy that benefits the whole 
of Wake County.  Public policy 
is	not	magic	–	it	is	essentially	
a prioritizing of outcomes and 
actions.  When items on a list 
move up in priority, others 
necessarily move down.  Unless 
there is an increase in the total 
amount of money available, no 
priority benefits unless at the 
detriment of another.  That means 
we need more money, and more 
money means additional bonds 

and potentially higher taxes.
Opening a new school doesn’t 

happen without issue.  School 
district officials note a pleasant 
problem: no one wants to leave 
their current school to fill the 
new one.  But move they must, 
and that means there is potential 
for a growing group of unhappy 
parents.  This year the district 
utilized a multiple draft process 
of the school enrollment plan 
and invited online comments 
from parents and community 
members.  The result was over 
2,000 comments and more parents 
involved in the process. 

The Board of Education, 
Board of Commissioners, and 
municipalities of Wake County are 
going to have to work together in 
new and improved capacities.  It 
is as important to grow the scope 
and quality of a necessary human 
services infrastructure as it is to 
grow the scope and quality of 
the Wake County Public School 
System.   As our county, cities, and 
towns grow, so grows the district.  
The overall quality of each rests 
solidly on the other.
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HUGE
and we are going to have

THE NEXT 
MILLION

are coming

competition
for 
public resources

— Jim Hartmann
Wake County Manager
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Sponsorship Opportunities
Fran Carruthers

919.780.5207
fcarruthers@wakeedpartnership.org

For Information About WCPSS
Julie Crain

919.780.5206
jcrain@wakeedpartnership.org

www.WakeEdPartnership.org

706 Hillsborough, Suite A
Raleigh, NC. 27603

919.821.7609

Written by:
Julie Crain, Ph.D.
Vice President of Policy & Research
jcrain@wakeedpartnership.org


