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North Carolinians Deserve a  
Sound Basic Education

The state Supreme Court ruled in 1997 that every North Carolina child 
has a constitutional right to a sound, basic education. In the more than 
two decades since that ruling, courts have consistently found that far 
too few students are receiving an education that meets this minimum 
standard. This means that every day, children throughout the state 
lack access to qualified educators, adequate facilities, extracurricular 
programs, career training, and more.

Despite these clearly identified problems, the state legislature has repeatedly failed to improve 
educational quality, and school funding in North Carolina remains among the lowest in the  
country. This is both a constitutional and moral failure. It is the state’s job to ensure adequate, 
equitable funding for schools, and it is the right thing to do. Well-funded schools with  
well-resourced staff benefit everyone.

In recent years and months, our schools have become a battleground for so much, and it is easy 
for the loudest voices to distract from what truly matters. Here we have asked parents, students, 
educators, and support staff to share their own experiences with the public education system 
and to highlight what they see as the main issues. We hear how insufficient teacher pay and  
rising housing costs are forcing teachers to leave the state, how recent attempts to ban books 
and censor discussions in the classroom can leave students of color and LGBTQ students  
feeling invisible, and how rural schools are suffering from lack of high-speed Internet access  
and other technology.

As these eleven individuals lay out in the following pages, we must do more to provide a sound, 
basic education for all North Carolinians.
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Storytellers Included:

Kenya Donaldson - Educator, Guilford County 
Stacey Swanson - Parent, Union County
Michelle Burton - School Librarian, Durham County 
John deVille - Teacher, Macon County
William and Maya Wood - Students, Forsyth County 
Ayanna Perry - History Teacher, Mecklenburg County
Brandon Lee - Teacher, Wake County
E. Jameel Williams - Instructional Assistant & School Bus Driver, Vance County 
Susan Book - Parent, Wake County
Lauren Piner - History Teacher, Pitt County
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“

Kenya Donaldson
Guilford County

Kenya Donaldson is an educator from Guilford County who has 
dedicated her life to serving and teaching children. She believes 
well-funded public schools should be a bipartisan demand of the 
citizens of North Carolina. When the 2021 state budget was released, 
she was frustrated and disappointed when, once again, education 
was severely underfunded versus the levels needed for her students 
to thrive.

What’s more, Kenya has seen the focus of education reforms centered 
on issues that have little to do with raising the quality of education for 
her students. In neighboring Forsyth County, local politicians were  
calling on parents to call the police on their kids’ teachers if they  
suspected they were being indoctrinated with perverse reading  
material – a thinly veiled cry to target LGBTQ students and learning in 
schools. This message has been reinforced by Lieutenant Governor 
Mark Robinson and through efforts to ban books in schools. 

As an educator, Kenya knows how critical it is for students to see their 
life experiences reflected back at them, and fears how she can ensure a 
high quality education for her students when she is constantly  
feeling pressure to censor her lessons. To this Guilford County educator, 
it seems the GOP is turning its energy toward villainizing educators while 
ignoring the funding needs of schools across the state.

I remembered a time in education 
when students’ achievement  
outcomes outweighed fighting for 
limited resources. It has angered me 
to think that an entire generation 
of North Carolina’s children have 
not received a fully funded public 
education. For nearly a decade, the 
target of state budget cuts has been 
on the backs of the state’s public 
school children.
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“
Stacey Swanson
Union County

Stacey works to promote the arts as an advocate in Waxhaw, 
North Carolina, where she and her partner are raising their 
9-year-old daughter in Union County Public Schools (UCPS). 
The family was drawn to the modified in-person learning at 
UCPS after two years of virtual education in a different state. 
Their daughter became unengaged in the virtual format and 
her enthusiasm about learning waned. They were concerned, 
not just about their daughter’s learning deficit, but also about 
her mental well-being. It was their hope that in-person  
learning would reawaken her love for learning. 

Stacey’s family is not the only one to suffer because of  
mental health and behavioral challenges during the pandemic. 
Throughout the pandemic, it has been difficult to receive  
immediate help. The teachers, counselors, and staff are 
stretched thin and, through no fault of their own, it can take 
days to receive a response and even longer for help. Schools 
need more nurses, psychologists, counselors, and social 
workers. Funding these jobs would assist families like Stacey’s 
by providing a critical link between parents/guardians and 
schools.

When Stacey learned about the Leandro case and the fact 
that the state has billions set aside for school improvements, 
including personnel, it made her angry. In North Carolina, 
education funding is among the lowest in the country, and it’s 
not due to a lack of resources. State lawmakers have refused 
to help North Carolina children receive a fair education, even 
though the Leandro plan has billions of dollars in reserve. 
Releasing this funding could help families like Stacey’s get the 
help they need.

Schools need more nurses,  
psychologists, counselors, and  
social workers. Funding these jobs 
would assist families like us by  
providing a critical link between 
parents/guardians and schools.
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“

Michelle Burton
Durham County

As a school library media coordinator, intellectual 
freedom is one of the core values that myself and 
many other school librarians live by to educate 
and to affirm our students’ lived experiences.  
Libraries are democratic spaces where our students 
can learn and explore different viewpoints, so they 
can be better informed citizens, to be able to 
analyze issues that affect their daily lives, and to 
help them better understand the world that they 
live in.

That is why it is so concerning and disheartening 
that Republicans and their allies are focusing so 
much of their energy on the non-issue of “CRT” and 
censoring books that discuss the true history of 
our country and the demonization of LGBTQ  
students. Our legislators in Raleigh should be 
making sure that our public school students have 
the resources and educators in their buildings for 
them to thrive. Our legislators should fund the  
Leandro plan.

Michelle comes from a long line of educators – 
her grandmother, grandmother’s sisters,  
uncle, and great aunts were all part of the pub-
lic school system. However, that was not the 
path she originally planned to take for her own 
career. It was an English teacher in high school 
who inspired her path to library sciences, even 
if Michelle didn’t know that is where her road 
would lead. A love and respect of books and 
information would form the foundation of  
Michelle’s future as a librarian.

One of the core values Michelle holds as a 
librarian is upholding the Library Bill of Rights, 
which states as its first tenant, “Books and other 
library resources should be provided for the 

interest, information, and enlightenment of all 
people of the community the library serves. 
Materials should not be excluded because of 
the origin, background, or views of those  
contributing to their creation.” Books are a  
conduit for her students to see their lived  
experiences reflected back to them, and to 
learn about the perspectives of others. That’s 
why when elected officials began targeting 
books and other content in schools, particularly 
those that address race and LGBTQ experiences, 
she knew this was a time to take action.
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John deVille
Macon County

John has taught U.S. history, civics, and philosophy in Macon 
County for 26 years. Over the years, he has seen firsthand how 
state lawmakers have abandoned their role in providing a sound 
education to North Carolina students. In his school, class sizes 
have increased, support staff have been cut, and three years 
ago the school was on the verge of losing their ESL educator. 
Through a grassroots campaign with neighbors and other  
educators, John helped advocate for an increase in budget to 
protect the positions being cut at his school and won.  
However, now he foresees the end of COVID relief funds and 
that his school will be in a similar situation, potentially cutting 
staff and programs due to lack of funding. 

It’s not just educators and programs that would be on the  
budget chopping block at John’s school. Mental health and  
support staff are already overworked, and are also at risk of 
being eliminated due to lack of funding. Many of John’s students 
suffer from anxiety or other mood disorders, and need these 
support staff so that they can actually learn in the classroom. 

“As a historian, it pains me to see North Carolina  
abandon its commitment to public education – a  
commitment we codified into our constitution in the 
1970s. For decades, our state was a leader in education 
innovation, and now we can’t even fund basic positions 
and programs our students need to get a sound  
education. I became a teacher to help students draw 
connections between important historical events, and 
draw out their critical thinking skills. It doesn’t take a 
lot of critical thinking to see the connection between 
our underfunded schools and the negative impacts 
that it’s having on our students.
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William and Maya Wood
Forsyth County

““ At the beginning of my learning 
journey, I was surrounded by  
primarily white and privileged per-
spectives. During middle and high 
school, I learned a great amount 
pertaining to the building of  
America on the backs of enslaved 
people. I studied this important 
history in an environment that was 
helpful instead of shameful. It is  
incredibly important to learn the 
true history of our country; enlight-
ening people on the injustice of 
said history, as well as the triumph 
of those who have overcome im-
mense adversity.

-Maya

William Wood is a 17-year-old high school junior, and Maya Wood is a 15-year-old 
high school freshman. Both attend the historically Black school, Atkins High School 
in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. Both have shown deep concern about the recent 
attempts to ban books and to censor the history taught in classes. They greatly value 
the rich diversity of students in their school and worry about their friends and teachers 
as the rhetoric against learning the realities of race and gender intensifies.

Books are an important resource 
for students to explore their own 
identities and to learn to empathize 
with others who identify differently. 
When these books that center  
non-white and non-hetero charac-
ters are removed, it’s like you are 
saying that those identities are too 
gross and upsetting for students to 
fathom. It hurts my friends by tell-
ing them that they shouldn’t exist. 
I don’t want my life to be in a bub-
ble in which ignorance is a shield. 
Learning about experiences outside 
my own helps me to be a better 
person by expanding my perspec-
tive and understanding of the world 
around me.

-William
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Ayanna Perry
Mecklenburg County

Ayanna is a 27-year-old high school history teacher, and has been 
teaching for five years. Ayanna initially went into teaching to inspire 
students of color, specifically Black students, with her love of history. 
One of the most important things for Ayanna as a teacher has been to 
make sure that her students feel seen and represented in the history 
they learn. She takes pride in being able to give her students oppor-
tunities to dive deeper into historical events and figures that they had 
a surface-level understanding of prior to her class.  

Since COVID, Ayanna has seen the influx of discussion and often 
criticism of Critical Race Theory, the banning of books, and the push 
for the erasure of LGBTQ identities being taught in schools. She feels 
that this is a farce to take away opportunities from her students to 
learn about the struggles of others and have compassion for people. 
Ayanna feels that this push by many legislators to erase history that 
isn’t “pretty” or “comfortable” is another way to sweep truth under the 
rug. She believes that students have a right to see themselves in their 
history and how they fit into the fabric of American identity, no mat-
ter how uncomfortable it may be for others. Ayanna fears that these 
types of bans and regulations on curriculum will hinder students of 
color and LGBTQ students from seeing themselves in the story of 
America, and will make them feel like their history and their identities 
aren’t important.

I know with social studies now,  
people are pushing this American 
identity and how proud we should be 
of being American. You can’t teach 
that if people don’t see themselves. 
You can’t push patriotism if people 
don’t see themselves or their ances-
tors in it. Social studies isn’t supposed 
to make you feel good. You have to 
talk about those hard things even 
if they hurt because that’s the only 
way we can look at where we are and 
where we need to go, so our future 
generations don’t have to deal with 
the mistakes of our past.

“
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Brandon Lee
Wake County

Brandon Lee came to North Carolina after graduating 
from Michigan State University’s teacher preparation 
program and took a job in Wake County for the 2019-
2020 school year. After just one semester, he took on 
a leadership role when a veteran teacher left for the 
private sector.

Remote learning was difficult, but not as bad as the 
start of the 2021-2022 year. Vacancies and pandem-
ic-related challenges put immense pressures on 
teachers and staff that caused more good teachers 
to leave education. Lee, and the others that stayed, 
are still waiting for relief or fair compensation from 
the state. Yet, due to rising housing costs in the 
Triangle and insufficient pay increases, Lee will be 
returning to Michigan in the summer to continue his 
teaching career and finish his master’s degree.

I am in education for the long 
haul, but when teachers are 
devalued by low pay, excessive 
duties outside of the classroom, 
and partisan fear mongering, 
then the schools suffer, student 
learning suffers.

“
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Jameel Williams, an instructional assistant and bus driver in Vance County 
Schools serves a rural and diverse community. Funding for these rural schools 
is not up to par, and Jameel sees every day the inequities that exist because 
of it. Much-needed resources include better high-speed internet, books and 
technology, more counselors, social workers, school psychologists, teachers, 
custodians, food service workers, and bus drivers. All are in great demand and 
could be easily provided if Republican lawmakers would invest more in public 
schools.

The Latinx and Black students in Vance County face compounding challenges. 
In addition to attending underfunded schools, these students face daily racism 
and fear of separation from their families due to law enforcement. 

Jameel knows that increased funding for schools will lead to better outcomes 
for students, which will lead to higher test scores, graduation rates, and lower 
likelihood of poverty; a cycle that is reality for too many students of color in  
his county.

“
E. Jameel Williams
Vance County

Our state has the money to ensure that 
every student has a quality public edu-
cation. The economy is strong, so there is 
no excuse for all schools not to be on an 
equal footing. North Carolina has billions of 
dollars in unused revenue, but Republican 
legislators refuse to prioritize our children. 
Poll after poll shows that the citizens of 
this state support public education, and it’s 
time we put our money where our mouth is!
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“

Susan Book
Wake County

No parent should have to watch their child 
struggle in school, especially when the  
solution is within our grasp. By being an  
advocate, I’ve been able to secure a better 
situation for my own child within the district. 
I’ve learned to use that same voice to advo-
cate to secure funding for the arts and PE in 
our schools, and to be a voice for all children 
to receive a sound, basic education.

Susan’s son entered kindergarten with a diagnosis of Autism. 
Her family had no idea at that time what an uphill battle for 
support for her son they were about to undertake. As a result of 
poor resourcing, her son struggled in school. One of the biggest 
obstacles was the lack of instructional assistants to help him access 
general education classrooms. Instructional assistants support 
the teacher with small groups and help kids with disabilities 
access the general curriculum. These staff members are critical to 
helping kids like Susan’s son with reading, writing, and note-taking 
skills, and are simply another trusted adult in the classroom.  
Without proper support, Susan’s son became frustrated, which 
ultimately led to suspensions and learning loss. What her son 
really needed was more support in the classroom to help  
him learn.

To make matters even worse, Susan’s family encountered a  
revolving door of qualified teachers who left the school system 
for better employment opportunities away from education. 
One of their favorite teachers is leaving at the end of the school 
year because she can no longer afford childcare on her salary. 
Susan’s family is heartbroken because she has been an advocate 
for her students, and deeply cares about the quality of education 
students with disabilities receive. 

Now, Susan advocates for public school funding full-time to ensure 
that her son, and others across the state, get the resources they 
need to receive a sound, basic education.
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“

Lauren Piner
Pitt County

Lauren is a high school World History teacher in Pitt County. A native  
of eastern North Carolina, a product of NC public schools, and a 
first-generation college graduate, she knows that quality public  
schools can open the doors to a whole new world of opportunities. 
Now teaching for eleven years, her students remind her daily just how 
important high-quality public schools are to our state and the future. 
In class, she teaches her students about courageous citizens in World 
History and the many upstanders who refused to be silent during times 
of injustice. Therefore, she cannot be silent when leaders work to  
divide us by censoring our history lessons and restricting open access 
to knowledge through inane book challenges. Educators are certified 
professionals who know what our schools need. 

Lauren has seen poor working conditions, inadequate resources, and 
a lack of respect for the profession push amazing and committed 
colleagues out of the classroom. When she asks her students if they 
would ever consider becoming a teacher, she is often met with a 
resounding no. Our students need access to highly qualified staff 
who see education as a sustainable profession, to classrooms and 
school facilities that are safe places to learn and explore, to school 
counselors, psychologists, and nurses. During COVID, we all saw just 
how important public schools are to our economy; the Leandro plan 
addresses all of these issues and more. We know what we need to 
do, and now we must do it.

I want my niece, who is in a public school 
Spanish immersion program, to be able to 
go to school in a building built for the 21st 
century and beyond. Her classmates and all 
students in North Carolina deserve to have 
qualified teachers who are invested in the 
profession, the school, and the community. 
Too often, I am told that I am too smart to 
be a teacher. If we don’t want our best and 
brightest in our classrooms, what does that 
say about our priorities?
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Every Child NC
Every Child NC is leading the movement for equitable school funding, 
using the Leandro case to mobilize communities across the state. We are 
a community-led, statewide coalition of organizations, parents, teachers, 
and students who advocate for every child’s constitutional right to a sound, 
basic education. Our work focuses on promoting equity so that race,  
ethnicity, economic background, regional location, disability, gender  
identity and sexual orientation, immigration status, and language are not 
barriers to educational opportunity. Our vision is that all students, particu-
larly underserved and vulnerable student groups, receive the funding and 
support they need to realize the education that was promised to them.

Red, Wine, and Blue
Red, Wine, and Blue is a 501 c3/c4 organization focused on engaging,  
inspiring and helping suburban women organize to get their voices  
heard in their local political arenas and eventually inspiring their vote  
for commonsense candidates.  We do this through engagement,  
empowerment, relational organizing and content sharing.  We have over 
300K women in our network across the country and over 800 here in  
NC so far. 

NCAE
The North Carolina Association of Educators (NCAE), NC’s largest  
professional employee organization, is committed to advancing the cause 
of public education. NCAE’s members work at every level of education—
from pre-school to university graduate programs. NCAE has affiliate  
organizations in every county and student chapters in select colleges  
and universities throughout the state.

Save Our Schools NC
Save Our Schools NC is a parent-led, volunteer advocacy group. We  
believe in a fully funded public school system for all of North Carolina’s 
children. We believe that most people in NC want a strong public school 
system that meets the needs of all students, especially those who have 
historically been underserved. And we are committed to helping other  
parents and members of the public become educated about public 
schools, how they’re funded and governed, and how they can get involved 
to help make things better.

Progress North Carolina Action
PNCA is a team of communications and digital experts building a dialogue 
between North Carolinians and elected officials. We serve as a center  
for innovative research, data-driven messaging and communication  
strategies to organizations and coalitions to ensure that our elected  
officials and public institutions are held accountable, transparent, and are 
responsive to North Carolinians.

NC


