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Dear Niner Nation,
It is my privilege to share The Charlotte Difference: A Plan 
for National Distinction, 2026–2031, a focused roadmap 
to accelerate our rise as a premier public urban research 
university.

Our advantage is clear: we are the only public urban research 
university in Charlotte, one of the nation’s fastest-growing and 
most dynamic cities. This plan sets a disciplined path to convert 
that position into sustained impact, stronger outcomes for our 
students, and greater national recognition.

The plan is anchored in four priority areas:

Transform Students’ Lives Through Educational Opportunity  
and Excellence — We will deliver a high-impact, career-
connected education that expands access, supports timely 
completion and prepares every graduate for lifelong success.

Power the Future Through Research in All Its Forms — We will 
elevate our research enterprise to the front ranks of American 
universities, advancing discovery, innovation and creative 
activity while harnessing the power of artificial intelligence and 
other emerging technologies, and interdisciplinary collaboration.

Drive Progress for Charlotte, North Carolina and Beyond — We 
will lead as the state’s urban research university and a catalyst 
for regional prosperity, mobilizing our people, partnerships and 
expertise to generate measurable impact and strengthen civic 
and economic vitality.

Expedite Charlotte’s Ascent to National Distinction — We will 
invest in our people, programs and partnerships to attract top 
talent, amplify our national reputation and secure our place 
among the nation’s most distinguished public universities by 
2030.

The Charlotte Difference reflects a set of choices about where 
we will focus and how we will lead. It calls on all of us to align our 
efforts and execute with clarity and discipline.

I am deeply grateful to the Strategic Planning Committee for 
their thoughtful leadership and dedication, and to our co-chairs, 
Natasha Randle and Ahmed Helmy, for guiding this work with 
clarity and purpose.

Thank you to our entire campus community for all you do to 
advance Charlotte, and for the future we will build together.

Sincerely,

Sharon L. Gaber 
Chancellor
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Harish Cherukuri, professor, Department of 
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Steve Coppola, associate provost, Office of 
Institutional Research and Decision Support

Bernadette Donovan-Merkert, dean, Klein College of 
Science

José Gamez, dean, College of Arts + Architecture

Tehia Starker Glass, professor of reading and 
elementary education, Cato College of Education; 
interim executive director of the Center for 
Advancing Faculty Success

 

Angelica Martins, assistant vice chancellor and 
research integrity officer, Division of Research

Elizabeth Moll, senior budget analyst for non-general 
fund, Budget Office

Debra Smith, associate professor and associate 
chair, Africana studies, College of Humanities & Earth 
and Social Sciences; faculty council president

Jen Ames Stuart, associate vice chancellor and 
chief communications and marketing officer; clinical 
professor of marketing, Belk College of Business

Andrew Truman, associate chair of research and 
professor of biological sciences, Klein College of 
Science

Naz Tumpa, chemistry doctoral student; secretary of 
international student affairs, Graduate & Professional 
Student Government 

Michael Turner, associate professor of kinesiology, 
College of Health and Human Services; faculty 
athletics representative

Jessica Waldman, graduate academic advisor; staff 
council chair

Mark West, professor of English, College of 
Humanities & Earth and Social Sciences
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UNC Charlotte’s new strategic plan,  
The Charlotte Difference: A Plan for National 
Distinction, 2026-2031, builds on five years of 
success under Shaping What’s Next (SWN), 2021-31. 
Designed as a 10-year roadmap with a five-year 
review, SWN provided the foundation for significant 
progress, including surpassing four of its primary 10-
year goals. The Charlotte Difference results from six 
months of intensive work by a 19-member Strategic 
Planning Committee (SPC), incorporating input from 
nearly 3,300 members of the university community.

In October 2025, Chancellor Sharon L. Gaber 
appointed the SPC of faculty, staff, administrators 
and students. Ahmed Helmy, associate dean for 
research and professor of computer science, and 
Natasha Randle, associate dean for undergraduate 
programs and clinical professor of management, 
co-chaired the committee. Guided by strategy 
consultant, Dr. Sharon A. McDade, the SPC was 
tasked with updating SWN, collecting community 
input, addressing surpassed goals and incorporating 
new institutional priorities. The SPC met via video 
conference. 

To inform the refresh, the Board of Trustees were 
asked for their priorities at its December 10, 2025 
Board meeting. Input was also solicited from the 
Board of Visitors and senior leaders responsible 
for implementing the refreshed plan. The SPC also 
conducted a survey in November 2025. More than 
1,800 participants provided nearly 1,000 comments 
on 1,500 topics related to the strategic plan areas. 
Respondents included faculty, staff and students 
from all colleges and administrative units.

The SPC retained the plan’s four conceptual areas 
but modified the fourth to build on Charlotte’s 
achievement of Carnegie Research-1 status and its 
rise among the top 74 public national universities 
(U.S. News). The SPC concluded that Charlotte’s 
mission, vision and guiding commitments remained 
relevant. The SPC’s research indicated that the 
University had completed many SWN actions. This 
allowed for a more focused, aspirational document 
with a word count nearly 40 percent shorter than its 
predecessor.

The SPC invited the community to review the 
proposed plan in early March 2026. Nearly 1,400 
people accessed the survey, including faculty, staff 
and students, representing all colleges and units. 
Respondents strongly supported the plan, giving 
an average score of 4.18 out of 5 across the four 
strategic areas. Participants submitted nearly 500 
comments on 680 topics. While comments were 
generally supportive, feedback raised concerns 
about funding sources, resource tensions and the 
changing landscape of higher education. The SPC 
used these insights to further refine the document.

Alongside this, Kim Bradley, chief of staff, Steve 
Coppola, associate provost of the Office of 
Institutional Research and Decision Support, and 
Dr. McDade updated the strategic planning metrics 
dashboard, with input and guidance from senior 
leadership. They revised targets to align with the 
University’s progress, removed difficult-to-track 
metrics and selected new indicators to reflect 
Charlotte’s efforts to pursue national distinction.

On March 30, 2026, the SPC presented the refreshed 
strategic plan to Chancellor Gaber. The Chancellor 
then submitted the document to the UNC Charlotte 
Board of Trustees at its April 29, 2026 business 
meeting and the Board of Trustees unanimously 
approved it. The Charlotte Difference will guide the 
University through 2031.

STRATEGIC PLAN  
PROCESS
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MISSION, VISION  
AND GUIDING COMMITMENTS

UNC Charlotte is a leading urban research 
university with a significant local-to-
global impact. We transform lives, 
communities and industries through 
accessible and affordable education, 
offering exemplary bachelor’s, master’s, 
doctoral and professional programs. Our 
commitment to scholarship, innovation 
and service drives our contributions to the 
ever-evolving needs of society. Through 
strategic partnerships and a focus on 
real-world applications, we prepare our 
graduates to excel in their careers and 
lead with purpose and integrity in a 
rapidly changing world.
Approved by the Board of Trustees on Aug. 7, 2024,  

and the Board of Governors on Nov. 14, 2024

OUR  
MISSION

To be a globally recognized, top-tier 
research university driving discovery 
and innovation, while advancing student 
access and economic mobility, nurturing 
talent and fostering excellence.

OUR  
VISION
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• ACADEMIC EXCELLENCE 
Realizing higher education’s transformational 
power by providing an exemplary academic 
experience for all students

• ACCESS AND ECONOMIC MOBILITY 
Providing education that has profound social and 
economic value and lifelong impact for students 
from all backgrounds

• DISCOVERY, INNOVATION AND CREATIVITY 
Engaging in inquiry to generate new knowledge, 
modes of expression, understanding and solutions 
to society’s most significant challenges

• COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
Collaborating with local, state, national and global 
partners to prepare our students to be engaged 
and effective citizens and to promote the common 
good through research and service that addresses 
a broad range of social needs

• INTEGRITY AND RESPECT 
Ensuring the highest academic, professional 
and ethical standards and a collegial culture 
that invites and includes individuals from 
different backgrounds, and embraces different 
perspectives, civil discourse and free expression, 
where all University members are treated with 
respect, fairness and dignity

• ENVIRONMENTAL AND RESOURCE STEWARDSHIP 
Pursuing solutions to optimize sustainability and 
resource stewardship

• PERFORMANCE AND ACCOUNTABILITY 
Utilizing data to inform University policies, 
programs and actions, and to assess progress 
through relevant measures

GUIDING 
COMMITMENTS

UNC Charlotte comprises 
a large and diverse 

community of faculty, 
staff, students and alumni 

who, together, pursue 
the institution’s mission 
and vision. To frame our 

actions and shape what’s 
next, we commit to:
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THE STRATEGIC PLAN

GOAL A1. 
Advance Charlotte1 as a first-choice university for 
career-defining education, equipping every student 
for lifelong success.

Objective A1.1. 
Provide a high-impact education that integrates 
academic rigor, career-related experiences and real-
world learning.

Action A1.1.1. Launch The Charlotte Model for 
Student Success2 as the institutional framework 
for delivering multifaceted, high-impact 
learning that distinguishes Charlotte from peer 
universities. 

Action A1.1.2. Refine Charlotte’s General 
Education3 framework by aligning core 
competencies4, majors5 and experiential learning6 

with clear pathways that promote student 
learning and persistence.

Objective A1.2. 
Build students’ career advantages and their ability to 
thrive in a global, interconnected world.

Action A1.2.1. Guarantee that every student has 
a pathway to access internship opportunities7 
before graduation, regardless of discipline or 
learning platform. 

Action A1.2.2. Broaden the portfolio of high-
impact, universal-access experiential learning 
opportunities to complement and enhance 
student learning.

Action A1.2.3. Enhance internationalization 
and study-abroad initiatives to integrate global 
learning inside and outside the classroom, 
providing students with a wide range of 
intercultural experiences.

Action A1.2.4. Modernize curricula and 
experiential learning to foster industry-
informed competencies by integrating artificial 
intelligence and emerging technologies and their 
responsible use, critical and ethical reasoning and 
entrepreneurial thinking.

GOAL A2. 
Bolster timely and affordable degree completion. 

Objective A2.1. 
Drive degree attainment with flexible pathways 
and proactive support that boosts persistence and 
reduces time-to-completion.

Action A2.1.1. Dismantle barriers to graduation by 
aligning predictive enrollment planning, flexible 
learning pathways and strategic hiring in high-
demand courses while maintaining academic 
rigor.

Action A2.1.2. Customize support systems for all 
students through proactive onboarding, advising, 
professional and peer mentoring, second-chance 
options and flexible choices tailored for managing 
work and family responsibilities.

Objective A2.2. 
Support students having financial challenges that 
affect degree affordability and completion.

Action A2.2.1. Extend targeted financial support 
to students for tuition, emergency hardship and 
participation in internships, experiential learning 
and international opportunities.

Action A2.2.2. Augment financial wellness and 
debt management education to promote informed 
financial decision-making and reduce student 
debt burden.

TRANSFORM STUDENTS’ 
LIVES THROUGH 
EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITY 
AND EXCELLENCE  A.
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GOAL A3. 
Expand Charlotte’s distinctive educational experience 
to serve a broader student population.

Objective A3.1.  
Become the top choice in the region for online degree 
programs that combine academic excellence with 
career preparation. 

Action A3.1.1. Multiply the portfolio of online 
bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral degrees that 
provide a comprehensive academic experience 
with market-relevant programs and professional 
mastery, connecting lifelong learning and 
workforce skills. 

Action A3.1.2. Support online students through 
active learning, adaptive platforms, peer support, 
flexible scheduling and tailored services grounded 
in quality standards.

Action A3.1.3. Expand access for online learners 
to internships and other experiential learning 
opportunities. 

Objective A3.2. 
Position Charlotte’s reach and impact through 
strategic enrollment growth and retention.

Action A3.2.1. Optimize undergraduate and 
graduate enrollment, both on-campus and online, 
using targeted recruitment strategies that reach 
regional, national and global markets.

Action A3.2.2. Improve academic credit mobility 
by recognizing relevant prior learning from 
military training, work experience, associate 
degree coursework and community college 
partnerships to reduce time to degree.

Action A3.2.3. Designate Charlotte as a top 
choice for military-affiliated students by 
expanding and enhancing specialized support for 
their unique career transitions and professional 
development. 

GOAL A4. 
Grow graduate program enrollments by cultivating 
strengths in research and professional education. 

Objective A4.1. 
Accelerate Charlotte to be a leading global destination 
for graduate program excellence, advanced 
professional mastery and pioneering research.

Action A4.1.1. Expand research-focused and 
pioneering curricula to elevate Charlotte’s 
national profile for master’s and doctoral 
programs.

Action A4.1.2. Cultivate robust graduate program 
enrollment pipelines by streamlining pathways 
for Charlotte undergraduates and establishing 
strategic recruitment partnerships with regional 
employers and higher education institutions 
without graduate degrees.

Action A4.1.3. Sustain graduate student financial 
viability and the overall student experience 
with competitive-level support, research and 
teaching assistantships and dedicated housing 
environments that reduce cost-of-attendance 
barriers.

Objective A4.2. 
Enrich graduate programs through applied learning 
and career preparation. 

Action A4.2.1. Incorporate creative discovery, 
research-based problem solving, innovation 
and applied learning, along with leadership 
development experiences that prepare graduates 
for meaningful careers within and beyond 
academia.

Action A4.2.2. Align graduate curricula with 
industry-informed, future-focused competencies, 
advanced digital fluencies and responsible 
artificial intelligence within a framework of 
expanded experiential learning.
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GOAL B1. 
Elevate Charlotte’s research and scholarly standing 
among the premier tier of research universities.8 

Objective B1.1.  
Equip Charlotte to thrive in a rapidly evolving 
landscape of research in all its forms, including 
scholarly inquiry, discovery, innovation, creative 
activity and community engagement.9

Action B1.1.1. Align with global research trends 
to establish preeminence in the basic sciences, 
creative inquiry and frontier disciplines.

Action B1.1.2. Cultivate an all-encompassing 
funding model that targets the full range of 
federal and state agencies, philanthropic donors 
and entrepreneurial partners to advance the full 
continuum of research, from foundational inquiry 
and large-scale initiatives.

Action B1.1.3. Develop state-of-the-art research 
laboratories, specialized library resources 
and creative spaces through agile facility 
management and streamlined infrastructure 
upgrades to support advanced inquiry.

Objective B1.2.  
Situate Charlotte for success in the competition for large- 
scale, transformative grants in new and frontier fields. 

Action B1.2.1. Attain complex, large-scale awards 
from diverse funding sources by leveraging 
nationally recognized centers and increasing 
the visibility of high-impact scholarly venues, 
exhibitions and publications.

Action B1.2.2. Expand a talent pipeline dedicated 
to advancing the full spectrum of artificial 
intelligence and its responsible use, advanced 
materials and other frontier fields, in line with 
Charlotte’s signature research strengths.10 

Action B1.2.3. Construct a robust portfolio of 
research in areas critical to national security by 
developing and recruiting highly qualified faculty 
and optimizing the infrastructure, processes and 
tenure-and-promotion frameworks for such work. 

GOAL B2. 
Increase the scholarly impact and reach of Charlotte’s 
research across disciplines and national and global 
platforms.

Objective B2.1. 
Amplify the scholarly presence of Charlotte research 
in all its forms.

Action B2.1.1. Showcase the value of Charlotte’s 
research, innovation and creative discovery 
through high-impact, peer-reviewed activities, 
artifacts and regional and global collaborations. 

Action B2.1.2. Propel Charlotte-based innovation, 
translational research, entrepreneurship and 
creative discovery by developing, commercializing 
and licensing intellectual property that benefits 
innovators and society. 

Action B2.1.3. Engage regional industry, civic 
and creative leaders as professors of practice to 
ground curricula, mentoring and research in real-
world applications.

Objective B2.2. 
Solidify signature research strengths by advancing 
across disciplinary boundaries. 

Action B2.2.1. Refine and sharpen research 
strengths across programs, centers and 
innovation hubs, through the integration of 
artificial intelligence and frontier technologies, 
providing a clear framework to guide investment 
and collaboration. 

Action B2.2.2. Stimulate creative, 
interdisciplinary, team‑based and 
community‑engaged research supported by 
recognition in review, promotion and tenure 
processes.

THE STRATEGIC PLAN
POWER THE 
FUTURE THROUGH 
RESEARCH IN ALL 
ITS FORMSB.
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GOAL B3.  
Foster a thriving research culture that inspires 
excellence and a passion for discovery. 

Objective B3.1.  
Create a collaborative research community that 
inspires excellence across all research types. 

Action B3.1.1. Steward a research culture 
grounded in integrity, mutual respect and 
methodological diversity, utilizing collaborative 
initiatives to address grand challenges through 
civic engagement. 

Action B3.1.2. Incubate a passion for discovery to 
launch the next generation of creators, scholars 
and innovators by expanding opportunities for 
student participation in creative inquiry, peer-
reviewed publications and innovations.

Action B3.1.3. Coordinate academic units and 
research administration to provide seamless 
support and transparent visibility for faculty 
research, creative projects and collaborations.

Objective B3.2.  
Reinforce postdoctoral recruitment, support and 
career preparation.

Action B3.2.1. Establish a unified framework for 
postdoctoral recruitment, mentoring and access 
to campus-wide professional resources. 

Action B3.2.2. Deliver comprehensive, 
individualized support that equips postdoctoral 
fellows for advanced academic, professional and 
leadership trajectories. 

GOAL B4.  
Leverage artificial intelligence to advance operations 
and infrastructure that anticipate research enterprise 
trends and needs.

Objective B4.1.  
Optimize the University’s grant and contract portfolio.

Action B4.1.1. Maximize research capacity by 
increasing the number of non-faculty research 
staff with terminal degrees, including specialized 
personnel and infrastructure necessary to 
support restricted and classified research.11 

Action B4.1.2. Update research, business 
and academic systems to deliver seamless, 
transparent and high-quality support for projects 
and faculty initiatives.

Objective B4.2.  
Provide a robust, state-of-the-art environment for 
financial and research compliance, integrity, safety 
and security.

Action B4.2.1. Safeguard the research enterprise 
by designing efficient contingency and 
succession plans that anticipate and absorb 
financial, organizational and external volatility.

Action B4.2.2. Integrate research compliance, 
integrity, safety and security, including restricted 
or classified research, through coordinated 
leadership and training.

Action B4.2.3. Confirm financial compliance for 
all funded projects through sufficient personnel, 
systems and institutional resources.
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GOAL C1. 
Mobilize Charlotte’s full talents as North Carolina’s 
designated urban research university to advance 
progress regionally and globally.12

Objective C1.1. 
Position the University as the primary engine for 
intellectual discovery, civic leadership and economic 
vitality for the Charlotte region. 

Action C1.1.1. Articulate Charlotte’s identity as a 
leading public urban research university whose 
people, expertise and partnerships drive regional 
progress through dedicated civic engagement 
and statewide service.

Action C1.1.2. Deploy the university’s intellectual 
capital, professional capabilities and expertise 
to address community-identified challenges and 
improve the regional quality of life.

Objective C1.2. 
Align University talent with the strategic priorities 
of the Charlotte region and North Carolina to 
enhance regional and statewide resilience and civic 
improvement.

Action C1.2.1. Assemble work groups to develop 
scalable solutions that enhance regional quality 
of life and economic resilience.

Action C1.2.2. Connect Charlotte research and 
expertise with the changing needs of regional 
and state government agencies for economic and 
workforce growth, employment opportunities and 
civic improvement.  

GOAL C2. 
Strengthen reciprocal partnerships that leverage 
Charlotte’s assets to create collective impact.

Objective C2.1. 
Strengthen the institutional infrastructure for high-
impact, reciprocal partnerships. 

Action C2.1.1. Enhance Charlotte’s position as 
a key regional leader bringing together civic, 
social, cultural and industrial partners to address 
complex, community-identified social needs and 
challenges. 

Action C2.1.2. Streamline institutional pathways 
to foster reciprocal partnerships between external 
partners and university expertise, student talent 
and facility assets for community improvement. 

Objective C2.2. 
Advance regional growth and social vitality through 
public- and private-sector alliances.

Action C2.2.1. Catalyze economic development 
and human capital initiatives by anchoring 
innovation spaces, such as the North Tryon Tech 
Hub, through mutually beneficial industrial and 
civic partnerships.

Action C2.2.2. Enhance regional social vitality by 
integrating university expertise, library resources 
and arts programming into the civic landscape 
through collaborative partnerships that improve 
community well-being and intellectual life.

THE STRATEGIC PLAN
DRIVE PROGRESS FOR 
CHARLOTTE, THE STATE 
OF NORTH CAROLINA 
AND BEYONDC.
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GOAL C3. 
Extend educational opportunities and broaden labor-
market responsiveness to strengthen the region’s and 
state’s economic resilience and civic vitality. 

Objective C3.1.  
Cultivate college and career readiness among PK–12 
students and their schools to strengthen regional 
talent pipelines.

Action C3.1.1. Inspire PK–12 students across the 
region and state to pursue education through 
meaningful engagement with Charlotte’s 
academic community and campus experiences.

Action C3.1.2. Collaborate with PK–12 institutions 
to enhance teaching practices, broaden 
disciplinary expertise and develop educator 
skills in literacy, computational thinking and 
applications of artificial intelligence and its 
responsible use.

Action C3.1.3. Co-create pathways with Charlotte-
region educators to connect talented high school 
students to Charlotte’s majors and align high 
school curricula with Charlotte’s expectations for 
preparation.

Objective C3.2. 
Lead the region as the primary partner for workforce 
agility and human capital development. 

Action C3.2.1. Offer market-driven credentials 
and fast-response upskilling through in-person, 
online and tailored programs that respond to the 
metropolitan labor market.

Action C3.2.2. Anchor the state-wide market in 
industry-aligned, non-degree and customized 
credentials for leadership development and 
emerging careers.

Action C3.2.3. Adapt workforce training to align 
with population and labor-market trends, ensuring 
Charlotte’s professional services are responsive to 
local and industry needs.

GOAL C4. 
Enrich the region’s cultural, intellectual and 
community life through partnership and engagement.

Objective C4.1. Promote initiatives that enhance 
social cohesion, regional vitality and the preservation 
of shared history.

Action C4.1.1. Expedite collaborative scholarship 
and engagement efforts that respond to evolving 
community interests and needs.

Action C4.1.2. Expand engagement with cultural 
and community organizations to co-develop 
programs that enhance the region’s intellectual, 
arts, cultural and historical life.

Action C4.1.3. Preserve regional history through 
archival research, library special collections and 
collaborations with community organizations and 
historical sites. 

Objective C4.2. Cultivate an institutional culture 
of service that empowers University community 
members to contribute to regional vitality and 
prosperity.

Action C4.2.1. Encourage faculty, staff students 
to contribute to their communities through 
volunteerism by integrating service-based 
professional development, non-financial 
incentives formal recognition, advancing a 
university-wide commitment to service.

Action C4.2.2. Bridge university expertise with 
regional needs by encouraging faculty, staff and 
students to apply their specialized professional 
skills to the technical and strategic challenges of 
local nonprofit and civic organizations.
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THE STRATEGIC PLAN

GOAL D1. 
Build a vibrant, sustainable campus community that 
attracts talented individuals and fosters professional 
excellence in a dynamic environment.

Objective D1.1. 
Nurture a culture of professional excellence to drive 
institutional vitality and the attraction and retention 
of top talent across all university functions. 

Action D1.1.1. Align recruitment, compensation 
packages and workload expectations with the 
standards of leading public research universities 
to fuel the institutional capacity needed to 
achieve national prominence.

Action D1.1.2. Embed faculty and staff well-being 
into the fabric of university policies, practices and 
leadership priorities.    

Action D1.1.3. Streamline institutional agility and 
professional sustainability by simplifying policies, 
governance and administrative systems to boost 
transparency and further enhance operational 
efficiency.

Action D1.1.4. Empower academic leadership 
and supervisory and administrative excellence 
through targeted training and development to 
support the growth of faculty and staff.

Objective D1.2. 
Equip our entire campus community to excel in 
delivering world-class education, transformative 
research and the essential services that sustain them.

Action D1.2.1. Bolster faculty and staff success 
through strategic hiring, clear career pathways 
and comprehensive mentorship for evidence-
based teaching and collaborative research.

Action D1.2.2. Accelerate digital transformation 
through a unified enterprise platform and data 
strategy to eliminate fragmented systems and 
provide a seamless experience for students, 
faculty and staff.

Action D1.2.3. Equip educators to deliver 
career-oriented learning by incorporating global 
engagement, innovative thinking and emerging 
technologies into curricula.

Action D1.2.4. Incorporate the responsible 
and ethical use of artificial intelligence and 
advanced digital fluencies into research and 
teaching workflows, university operations and 
administration and curricula.

Objective D1.3. 
Unite the university community with a supportive 
campus environment based on mutual support and 
shared success.

Action D1.3.1. Extend mentorship networks 
and cross-unit communities to strengthen 
relationships and eliminate silos across roles, 
departments and divisions.

Action D1.3.2. Reinforce Charlotte’s identity 
through shared traditions and engagement in 
athletics, bands, performance groups, the arts, 
the Botanical Gardens and cultural activities that 
foster pride and community

Action D1.3.3. Engage Charlotte community 
members and partners to achieve regional 
sustainability success outcomes collaboratively.

Action D1.3.4. Enrich the full-week campus 
experience by enhancing housing, dining, amenities, 
activities, safety, engagement and belonging.

Objective D1.4. 
Celebrate the contributions and vitality of the people 
who power Charlotte’s mission.

Action D1.4.1. Expand the recognition of faculty, 
staff and student excellence through awards, 
high-profile recognition events and external 
communications that honor them.

Action D1.4.2. Publicize nominations and increase 
visibility for prestigious external awards, honors 
and leadership roles that elevate Charlotte’s 
reputation.

EXPEDITE 
CHARLOTTE’S 
ASCENT TO NATIONAL 
DISTINCTIOND.
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GOAL D2. 
Drive national distinction by positioning Charlotte 
among the top 50 public national universities13 by 
2030. 

Objective D2.1. 
Catalyze Charlotte’s rise to the top levels of 
recognized excellence through the strategic 
expansion of signature programs. 

Action D2.1.1. Achieve national recognition for 
signature academic programs and research 
centers by recruiting top talent and empowering 
faculty leaders for world-class research and 
creative excellence.

Action D2.1.2. Invest in the infrastructure and 
resources necessary to enhance excellence in 
research and teaching across both established 
and emerging research centers.

Objective D2.2. 
Build long-term preeminence by elevating academic 
programs and research centers to national distinction 
in frontier fields.

Action D2.2.1. Build high-impact centers that 
drive leadership in artificial intelligence and 
emerging technologies and foster transformative 
innovation with strong ethical foundations.

Action D2.2.2. Design and steward 
interdisciplinary, innovation-driven programs that 
accelerate new discoveries addressing complex 
societal and industrial needs.

GOAL D3. 
Foster lifelong alumni pride, connection and 
investment that enhance Charlotte’s reputation and 
support community.

Objective D3.1.  
Ignite lifelong alumni pride, sense of belonging and 
sustained connection to Charlotte.

Action D3.1.1. Promote traditions that foster 
lifelong affinity and commitment.

Action D3.1.2. Expand and solidify alumni 
networks to enhance career mobility, student-to-
professional transitions and institutional loyalty 
through affinity groups, regional hubs and peer-
to-peer connections.

Objective D3.2.  
Empower alumni as advocates, mentors and investors 
in Charlotte’s success.

Action D3.2.1. Link alumni with students through 
mentoring, internships, career pathways and 
experiential partnerships.

Action D3.2.2. Mobilize alumni as visible 
ambassadors who boost Charlotte’s reputation 
through advocacy, philanthropy and participation.

GOAL D4.  
Amplify Charlotte’s national standing by aligning 
institutional visibility and campus vibrancy to drive 
philanthropic investment and global impact.

Objective D4.1. 
Increase external awareness, preference and 
confidence for Charlotte.

Action D4.1.1. Magnify Charlotte’s presence and 
performance in high-credibility external arenas, 
including media, national rankings and peer 
comparisons.

Action D4.1.2. Invigorate digital engagement, 
branding and messaging to align with how 
audiences search for, evaluate and engage with 
institutions.

Action D4.1.3. Enlist institutional leaders, alumni 
and partners as visible advocates who expand 
Charlotte’s reach and influence.

Objective D4.2. 
Fuel institutional distinction through bold, strategic 
philanthropic investments. 

Action D4.2.1. Secure transformational gifts and 
endowments that build long-term institutional 
capacity in alignment with the University’s mission.

Action D4.2.2. Grow and broaden the donor base 
to accelerate support for research and creative 
excellence, student achievement and the institutional 
resources that empower faculty and staff.

Objective D4.3. 
Position Charlotte as a vibrant destination that boosts 
community pride and attracts external engagement.

Action D4.3.1. Feature athletics, arts, culture, 
library, Botanical Gardens and other iconic 
campus spaces as ways to express Charlotte’s 
identity and community pride.

Action D4.3.2. Host conferences, gatherings 
and major events that draw large audiences and 
support the faculty and staff who organize them 
on campus.

Action D4.3.3. Collaborate with national, 
international and Olympic sports organizations to 
host elite events that increase Charlotte’s visibility.
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The University will use a variety of metrics to monitor progress toward the accomplishment 
of The Charlotte Difference: A Plan for National Distinction. The Board of Trustees will use 
the metrics below to measure overall success. Additionally, various management levels 
within the University will use additional metrics to determine the impact of implementation 
efforts as the plan progresses so that adjustments may be made to improve results. 

MEASURING SUCCESS

BASELINE 2030-2031
TARGETS

Total Enrollment

Undergraduate Enrollment

Graduate Enrollment

Online Enrollment

4-Year Graduation Rate 
For undergraduate students who start at  
Charlotte and graduate anywhere in the U.S.

Graduation Rate 
For undergraduate students who start  
and finish at Charlotte

National University Ranking

Public National University Ranking

Federal Debt Load 
Undergraduate students who start here as  
new freshmen

Student Satisfaction  

Internships

Federal and Other Research Expenditures

Tenure Track Faculty

Patents Filed & Issued

Top 50 Ranked Graduate Programs

Amount Raised Annually in New Cash and Pledges

Endowment Per Student

Alumni Engagement

NCAA/Post-Season Appearances (Revenue Sports)

Service Hours on Engagement Activities

SUCCESS  
METRIC

32,207

26,213

5,994

2,900

60.3%

68.2%

143rd

74th

$19.2K

72.2%

59%

$94.9M

721

Filed: 77 | Issued: 4

11

$102.93M

$12.8K

29%

0

89,825

35,000

28,000

7,000

5,400

63.7%

74%

102nd

50th

$18.7K

80%

70%

$102M

818

Filed: 325 | Issued: 68

20

$125M

$15.3K

38%

2

100,000
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GLOSSARY
1 UNC Charlotte and Charlotte: Throughout this plan, “Charlotte” refers to the University of North Carolina at 
Charlotte. To maintain clarity, references to the surrounding metropolitan area are denoted as the “Charlotte 
region.”  

2 The Charlotte Model for Student Success is Charlotte’s holistic framework designed to help students achieve 
success at every stage of their college experience, from discovering their purpose to transitioning to post-
graduation life. The University of North Carolina at Charlotte. (2025, December 8). The Charlotte Model: Helping 
students find success through a unified approach. https://inside.charlotte.edu/2025/12/08/the-charlotte-model-
helping-students-find-success-through-a-unified-approach/  Student success is the intentional pursuit of timely 
degree completion through the holistic development of every student academically, professionally and personally. 
It blends high-quality learning experiences, strong support networks and meaningful engagement opportunities 
that equip graduates to thrive in careers, contribute to their communities and lead in a rapidly changing global 
world. The University of North Carolina at Charlotte. (2026, February 19). Charlotte Model Working Group. 

3 Charlotte’s General Education program is a baccalaureate degree requirement for all undergraduate students 
that is organized around the four Charlotte core competencies. General education courses introduce students 
to the competencies in different disciplinary contexts and provide opportunities to practice them. This provides 
students with a breadth of knowledge across various disciplines. The University of North Carolina at Charlotte. 
(n.d.). General Education Curriculum: Develop breadth in general education courses. https://uge.charlotte.edu/
charlotte-core/general-education-curriculum 

4 The Charlotte Core Competencies provide Charlotte undergraduate students with an overarching and 
interconnected learning experience by intentionally integrating the four competencies: Communication, Critical 
Thinking, Engagement across Perspectives and Quantitative/Data. The four competencies form connections 
between general education courses, major courses and co-curricular activities, with general education providing 
the foundation on which the majors and co-curriculum build. Charlotte’s four core competencies are highly 
valued, durable and transferable. They prepare our students to be successful college graduates, versatile career 
professionals and engaged citizens and community members. The University of North Carolina at Charlotte. (n.d.). 
Preparing students for success in college, work and life. https://uge.charlotte.edu/charlotte-core/ 

5 The major represents a degree-seeking student’s primary field of study. The University of North Carolina 
at Charlotte. (2018, November 29, revised). II. Policy statement: Major. https://provost.charlotte.edu/policies-
procedures/academic-policies-and-procedures/definition-undergraduate-majors-minors/ 

6 Experiential Learning. These opportunities, designed to enhance and broaden student learning, encompass 
a wide variety of options, including but not limited to research, creative projects, entrepreneurship, peer 
mentoring, study abroad programs, student teaching, service and community-engaged learning, in-person and 
virtual exchanges, experiences in business-university partnerships, honors programs, career preparation and 
development and student employment as internship-worthy experiences. Internships are perhaps the most 
popular form of experiential learning. “We have found that engaging in experiential learning, whether it be a 
semester-long internship or participating in a case challenge, provides students with greater clarity of career 
direction, academic decisions and increased confidence in the strengths they can leverage in the world.” The 
University of North Carolina at Charlotte. (n.d.). Office of Undergraduate Education: Experiential learning. https://uge.
charlotte.edu/thrive-charlotte/experiential-learning/ 

7 Internships include all experiences that provide career exploration and preparation, offering opportunities to 
gain experience and develop industry-specific skills. UNC Charlotte broadly defines an internship as a short-
term, fixed work experience in a professional setting that enhances classroom learning. Internships are a form of 
experiential learning. Charlotte guarantees access to internships, but securing a specific internship still requires 
students to apply, interview and be chosen by the employer program. The University of North Carolina at Charlotte. 
(n.d.). Career Center: Skills & experience: Classroom to career. https://career.charlotte.edu/skills-experience. 
Understanding Internship Opportunities   https://career.charlotte.edu/students-alumni/gain-experience-intern/
understanding-internship-opportunities#:~:text=Are%20internships%20guaranteed%20for%20every,by%20
the%20employer%20or%20program. Frequently asked questions.  https://careerdocs.charlotte.edu/pdfs/
experientialeducation/Student%20FAQ%20-%20Internships%20(2018-02-28).pdf
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8 Sections of this plan’s Areas B, C and D align with Charlotte’s university-wide research strategic plan, which sets 
a research vision for the entire campus community and builds on the original Shaping What’s Next: UNC Charlotte 
Strategic Plan 2021-2032 (SWN). The collaborative 16-month effort incorporated input from nearly 4,000 members 
of the campus community and external partners. Serving as the University’s research strategic plan, the RSWN 
strategic objectives for building a world-class research university are incorporated into this University’s strategic 
plan, ensuring clarity of alignment and detailed implementation actions beyond what is available in this university-
level plan. The University of North Carolina at Charlotte. (2022). The Division of Research, UNC Charlotte’s Research 
Strategic Plan 2022-2032 (RSWN). https://research.charlotte.edu/unc-charlotte-research-strategic-plan/  

9 Research is fundamental to Charlotte’s mission: “We value research in all its forms, including scholarly 
inquiry, discovery, exploration, innovation, entrepreneurship, creative activities, community engagement and/
or interdisciplinary endeavors.” The University of North Carolina at Charlotte. (n.d.). The Division of Research, 
Research Shaping What’s Next: UNC Charlotte’s Research Strategic Plan 2022-2032 (RSWN): Glossary. https://
research.charlotte.edu/unc-charlotte-research-strategic-plan/

10 Signature Research Strengths are broad thematic pillars in which Charlotte has already achieved national 
distinction and seeks to accelerate them. Evolving from several prior designations, these fields are prioritized for 
strategic investment and resource allocation to accelerate our ascent toward the highest ranks of public research 
universities. While departments and colleges may adapt these definitions to fit their specific disciplines, these 
“signature” designations remain dynamic — evolving alongside faculty expertise, grant success and scholarly 
impact.

11 Restricted research involves research with limitations affecting participation, data access and dissemination of 
findings. Classified research is the research restricted to facilities and individuals with U.S. government security 
clearances.

12 North Carolina’s Urban Research University. Charlotte is North Carolina’s designated urban research university. 
It leverages its location in the state’s largest city to offer internationally competitive programs of research and 
creative activity, exemplary undergraduate, graduate and professional programs and a focused set of community 
engagement initiatives. UNC Charlotte maintains a particular commitment to addressing the cultural, economic, 
educational, environmental, health and social needs of the greater Charlotte region. The University of North 
Carolina at Charlotte. (n.d.). North Carolina’s urban research university. https://partnerships.charlotte.edu/about-
orp/ncs-urban-research-university/. The University of North Carolina System. (n.d.) Welcome to Niner Nation – 
Home of the Charlotte 49ers. UNC Charlotte – UNC System. The UNC Charlotte homepage provides further context: 
https://www.charlotte.edu/

13 Public National University is a designation signifying a university’s placement within the premier tier of 
American higher education, specifically defined by the U.S. News & World Report’s “Top 50 Public National 
Universities” ranking. This metric evaluates institutional performance across key indicators of student success, 
faculty resources, research excellence and peer reputation. U.S. News & World Report. (2025). Best National 
University Rankings. https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/rankings/national-universities/public 

GLOSSARY






