
The University of North Carolina 
Board of Governors 

Long-Range Plan 
2 0 0 4 - 2 0 0 9 

Higher Education in  
North Carolina 

  



II. Higher Education in North Carolina 
Higher education has long played a vital role in the economic, political, and social life of North 
Carolina.  One of the first actions of the State of North Carolina after it declared independence 
in 1776 was to adopt a Constitution that directed, in part, that “all useful Learning shall be 
duly encouraged and promoted in one or more Universities.”  [Constitution of North Carolina, 
Sec. 41 (1776)]  The General Assembly of 1789 responded to that mandate by chartering the 
University of North Carolina and endowing it with the escheats to which the State as sovereign 
was entitled. 

In 1868, the new State Constitution gave more explicit recognition to the University, as did an 
1873 constitutional amendment.  Throughout that period, the University at Chapel Hill was the 
only state-supported institution of higher education in North Carolina. 

Between 1877 and 1969, the General Assembly created or acquired for the state the other 
institutions that are today part of the University of North Carolina.  Those institutions, 
identified by their current titles and the dates when they became state institutions, are 
Fayetteville State University (1877), North Carolina State University at Raleigh (1887), the 
University of North Carolina at Pembroke (1887), the University of North Carolina at 
Greensboro (1891), North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University (1891), 
Elizabeth City State University (1891), Western Carolina University (1893), Winston-Salem 
State University (1897), Appalachian State University (1903), East Carolina University (1907), 
North Carolina Central University (1923), North Carolina School of the Arts (1963), the 
University of North Carolina at Charlotte (1963), the University of North Carolina at Asheville 
(1963), and the University of North Carolina at Wilmington (1963). 

The Higher Education Reorganization Act of 1971 “redefined” the University of North Carolina 
and “redesignated” the constitutional Board of Trustees of the University of North Carolina as 
the “Board of Governors of the University of North Carolina.”  Thus, the University of North 
Carolina is today the same legal entity that was created in 1789, despite changes in the name 
of its governing board, the number of its campuses, its size and scope, and almost every other 
particular aspect of the institution. 

In 1963, three community colleges and 20 closely related industrial education centers and 
technical institutes were combined to form the North Carolina Community College System.  
Between 1964 and 1968, all of the industrial education centers became technical institutes or 
comprehensive community colleges.  Today, the North Carolina Community College System 
includes 58 community colleges or technical colleges and institutes, plus a Center for Applied 
Textile Technology.  The State Board of Community Colleges governs that system. 

Along with the public colleges and universities, a significant private sector of higher education 
has long contributed much to the life of the state.  That sector developed, for the most part, in 
the century and a half since 1830.  There are currently 37 private colleges and universities in 
North Carolina.  One of the 37, Salem College, was founded as an academy in 1772, and 
Louisburg College evolved from Franklin Academy, which was chartered in 1787 and reopened 
its doors in 1805, and five of them trace their origins to the decade of the 1830s: Wake Forest 
University (1834), Davidson College and Guilford College (both in 1837), and Duke University 
and Greensboro College (both in 1838).  Of the remainder, 21 were founded in the 19th 
century, and nine in the 20th century (five of them since 1950). 

Institutions in all three sectors have experienced considerable growth in enrollments and 
degrees conferred, as Table II.1 shows.  Fall enrollments increased by over 24 percent during 
the period 1982-1992 and by almost 28 percent during the period 1992-2002.  It is likely that 
even greater growth in enrollments will occur during the current decade as the annual number 
of high school graduates increases and as more working adults seek additional education. 
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Table II.1. Higher Education in North Carolina 

Increased Participation in Higher Education by Minorities and Women 

Much of the increase in enrollments and degrees conferred in the last two decades is due to the 
higher rates of college attendance by minorities, women, non-traditional students, and college 
students returning for post-baccalaureate studies.  Figure II.1 and Figure II.2 show minority 
and female enrollment trends for all higher education sectors in NC (UNC, NC Community 
College System, private institutions) through fall 2002.  Although community college and 
private institution enrollment analyses were not available for fall 2003 at the time of this 
printing, UNC figures for fall 2003 were available.  In fall 2003, African American enrollment at 
historically white UNC institutions reached the highest percentage ever, 10.62 percent, up from 
10.51 percent in 2002.  Overall minority student enrollment at the historically white 
institutions was 20.1 percent in fall 2003, and non-African American enrollment at historically 
black institutions was 18.2 percent.  Overall fall 2003 female enrollment at UNC constituent 
institutions was 56.5 percent of the total. 

Mea sure 1982 1992 2002
Number of postsecondary institutions:
Community colleges
Total 58 58 58
College transfer 23 42 58
Private 4-yr. col.&univ. 30 33 36
Private 2-yr. Colleges 8 4 1
Public 4-yr. universities (UNC) 16 16 16
Total no. of institutions 112 111 111

Fall headcount enrollments:
Community colleges
Total curriculum 116,627 150,105 186,820
College transfer 12,632 30,907 43,552
Private 4-yr. col.&univ. 48,049 59,420 74,925
Private 2-yr. Colleges 4,760 2,184 384
Public 4-yr. universities (UNC) 120,788 150,818 176,967
Total 290,224 362,527 439,096

Degrees conferred: 1981-82 1991-92 2001-02
Sub-baccalaureate cert. 5,499 7,499 12,539
Associate degrees 10,355 11,789 14,585
Baccalaureate degrees 24,130 30,843 36,268
Master's degrees 5,593 6,813 9,547
Doctoral degrees 743 921 1,134
First professional degrees 1,519 1,641 1,987
Law 715 810 858
Dentistry 70 60 71
Pharmacy - 76 236
Medicine 407 408 403
Veterinary medicine - 62 75
Theology 327 225 344
Total degrees conferred 47,839 59,506 76,060

UNC-GA ProgAssess/ LRP.AT001A.U/ 10-22-03
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Figure II.1.Fall Enrollment Trends (Minority) Figure II.2. Fall Enrollment Trends (Women) 

Higher Education Enrollment Trends 

Increases over the last two decades in non-traditional students attending college have resulted 
in greater participation by older students (Figure II.3) and students who are enrolled part-time 
(Figure II.4), although the part-time percentage for UNC institutions has remained relatively 
stable over the last two decades. 

Although independent colleges and universities continue to attract a large percentage of their 
students from outside North Carolina, out-of-state enrollments in UNC institutions have 
leveled off after an increase in the mid-1980s (Figure II.5).  As the demand for advanced 
education has grown, the percentage of students enrolled in graduate and professional 
programs has increased somewhat in the last two decades (Figure II.6). 
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Figure II.3. Fall Enrollment Trends (Students Ages 25 and Older) 
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Figure II.4. Fall Enrollment Trends (Part-Time Students) 
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Figure II.5. Fall Enrollment Trends (Percent Out-of-State Students) 
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Figure II.6. Fall Enrollment Trends (Graduate/First Professional) 
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