
   
 

   
 

 
 

Voorhees University Charter Institute of Learning  
Board Meeting  

 
Thursday, February 19, 2026 

10:00 AM 
Lawrence Memorial Auditorium, Massachusetts Hall, Voorhees University 

(Virtual) 
Meeting Minutes  

Application Review & Evaluator Training Session 

 

Meeting Date:  To Be Confirmed (January 
2026 Session / Training) 

Meeting Type:  Regular Board Meeting 
with Evaluator Training 

Organization:  Voorhees University 
Charter Institute of Learning 

Next Meeting:  Wednesday, March 19, 
2026 (Virtual) 

Minutes Approved From:  January 15, 
2026 (Approved without changes) 

Final Decision Meeting:  April 16, 2026 — 
Public Hearing 

I.  CALL TO ORDER & OPENING 

President Hopkins called the meeting to order and welcomed all attendees. A moment of 
silence was observed in memory of Reverend Jesse Johnson. President Hopkins welcomed 
board members and outlined the mission and vision of the Voorhees University Charter 
Institute of Learning, reaffirming the board's collective commitment to prioritizing student 
success and building a legacy of excellence in public education through rigorous and 
transparent charter authorizing. 



   
 

   
 

II.  ATTENDANCE & INTRODUCTIONS 

• BOARD OF DIRECTORS  
o Officer Dr. Ronnie Hopkins, Chairman, President of Voorhees University - 

Present 
o Dr. Edward Hill, Chief Academic Officer - Present 
o V. Diane O’Berry, Chief Financial - Present 
o Dr. Gwenda Greene, Public Member - Present 
o Dr. Damara Hightower Mitchell, Public Member – Present  
o Dr. William H. Whitaker Jr., Public Member – Present  
o Dr. Thelma Sojourner, Public Member – Absent 
o Dr. Anthony Pittman Public Member - Present  

• STAFF ADVISOR  
o Dr. Windy Stephenson, Founding Executive Director of VU Charter Institute of 

Learning – Present 
o Elliot Smalley — Staff / Board Support 

• Other Guest 
o Jay Whalen — Director of Authorizer & School Quality, NAXA (Training 

Facilitator) 
o Melissa DeWalk — Public Charter Alliance of South Carolina (welcomed 

during the session) 

III.  AGENDA ADOPTION & APPROVAL OF PRIOR MINUTES 

The board adopted the meeting agenda as presented. Minutes from the January 15, 2026 
board meeting were reviewed and approved without changes or corrections.  

IV.  STAFF & OPERATIONAL UPDATE 

Charter Institute Status Report — Dr. Stevenson & Mr. Smalley 

Dr. Stevenson and Mr. Smalley presented a comprehensive update on recent actions taken 
by Charter Institute staff, including the following: 

• Application completeness checks have been completed for all submitted charter 
school applications. 

• Evaluation teams have been finalized in partnership with NASCA and UNCF. 

• The independent application review process has formally begun. 



   
 

   
 

• Training sessions for all evaluators have been scheduled and are underway. 

Transfer Schools Status 

Dr. Mitchell confirmed that there are currently zero schools in the transfer pipeline. While a 
transfer policy was passed by the board, no schools are actively transferring at this time. 

V.  CHARTER SCHOOL APPLICATION REVIEW TIMELINE 

The board reviewed the full application review timeline. The following schedule governs the 
process leading to the April 16, 2026 public hearing and final decisions:  

Phase Activity Deadline / Date 

Phase 1 Evaluators complete independent 
review and scoring of all applications 
using the South Carolina rubric 

By March 11, 2026 

Phase 2 Evaluation teams conduct synthesis 
discussions, norm scoring, and 
capacity interviews with each 
applicant group 

March 11–25, 2026 

Phase 3 Evaluators revise scores based on 
capacity interviews, reach final 
consensus scores, and draft 
recommendation reports 

By March 25, 2026 

Phase 4 Final recommendation reports 
transmitted to board members for 
review 

Prior to April 16, 2026 



   
 

   
 

Phase 5 — FINAL Public hearing and board deliberation; 
final decisions on each application 

April 16, 2026 

 

VI.  CHARTER SCHOOL AUTHORIZATION PROCESS — EVALUATOR TRAINING 

Presented by Jay Whalen, Director of Authorizer & School Quality, NAXA 

Jay Whalen conducted a comprehensive training session for the board and evaluation 
teams on the charter school application review and authorization process. Key 
components of the training included: 

Evaluation Framework 

• Applications are evaluated by three trained evaluators using the state-approved 
South Carolina rubric. 

• Each rubric section receives one of four ratings: Meets the Standard, Partially Meets, 
Does Not Meet, or Falls Far Below the Standard. 

• Evaluation teams will conduct capacity interviews with founding teams in mid-
March prior to finalizing scores. 

Board Role in the Process 

• The board's role is limited to reviewing recommendation reports and participating in 
the April 16 public hearing. 

• Board members will have access to all application materials well in advance of the 
public hearing. 

• The board must hold a public hearing before making final decisions on any 
application. 

• The standard for approval is that an application must demonstrate a substantial 
likelihood of success and the capacity to establish a viable school. 

Legal & Procedural Requirements 



   
 

   
 

• The 90-day review window governs the overall authorization timeline. 

• If any application is denied on April 16, a notice of denial must be filed with the 
South Carolina Department of Education within 10 days, including all stated 
reasons for denial. 

• The process is designed to be rigorous, transparent, and defensible against 
Administrative Law Court (ALC) review. 

Board Member Questions & Discussion 

• Thelma requested copies of the presentation slides. Jay Whalen confirmed copies 
would be distributed to all board members. 

• President Hopkins acknowledged the mission-driven nature of applicants and 
expressed gratitude for the clear guidelines and expertise provided. 

• Jay Whalen thanked board members for their commitment and time dedicated to 
the evaluation process. 

 

VII.  CONFLICT OF INTEREST DISCLOSURES 

In accordance with board governance requirements, the following conflicts of interest and 
recusals were identified and formally disclosed: 

Individual Application / Conflict Required Action 

President 
Hopkins 

C.R. Neuroscience 
Academy Application 

Must recuse from all review, 
deliberation, and voting on this 
application. 

Elliot 
Smalley 

Excel Application (prior 
affiliation) 

Must firewall from all involvement in 
review and deliberation of this 
application. 



   
 

   
 

Dr. Damara 
Hightower 
Mitchell 

Potential connections 
disclosed — details 
under review 

All relevant information to be shared with 
board for review prior to April 16 decision 
deadline. 

Jay Whalen confirmed that all disclosed conflict information will be compiled and shared 
with the full board prior to the April 16 decision deadline. Jay assured the board that 
appropriate protocols are in place to ensure fairness and legal defensibility.  

VIII.  ACTION ITEMS & ASSIGNMENTS 

The following action items were identified and assigned. All board members and staff are 
responsible for completing assigned tasks within the stated timelines. 

Responsible 
Party 

Action Required Due Date 

Evaluation Team 
(Dr. Stevenson, 
Mr. Smalley & 
Board 
Evaluators) 

Complete independent review and scoring 
of all charter school applications using the 
South Carolina rubric 

March 11, 2026 

Evaluation Teams 
Conduct synthesis discussions, norm 
scoring, and capacity interviews with each 
applicant group 

March 11–25, 2026 

Evaluation Teams 

Finalize consensus scores, make score 
revisions based on capacity interviews, and 
draft final recommendation reports for each 
application 

March 25, 2026 



   
 

   
 

Evaluation Teams 
Submit final recommendation reports to all 
board members 

Prior to April 16 

Board Members 
(Evaluators) 

Review one or two-page summary of 
detailed application phases, if distributed by 
Mr. Smalley 

Upon receipt 

Jay Whalen 
(NAXA) 

Provide copies of training presentation slides 
to all board members 

Promptly 

Dr. Stevenson / 
Staff 

Provide all board members with access to 
complete application materials 

Well before April 
16 

Dr. Stevenson / 
Staff 

Provide board with information on any board 
member connections to applicants for 
disclosure review 

Prior to April 16 

All Board 
Members 

Review recommendation reports and 
application materials; prepare questions for 
April 16 public hearing and decision-making 

By April 16, 2026 

President 
Hopkins 

Recuse from reviewing and voting on C.R. 
Neuroscience Academy application (conflict 
of interest) 

Ongoing 

Elliot Smalley 
Firewall from all involvement in review and 
deliberation of the Excel application (prior 
affiliation) 

Ongoing 



   
 

   
 

Dr. Stevenson / 
Staff 

If any application denied on April 16, file 
notice of denial with the SC Dept. of 
Education, including all reasons 

Within 10 days of 
April 16 

Dr. Stevenson / 
Staff 

Provide due diligence reports on any existing 
operators to evaluation teams as needed 

As applicable 

Dr. Stevenson / 
Staff 

Prepare logistics and scheduling for March 
19 virtual meeting and April 16 public 
hearing 

Ongoing 

 

IX.  CLOSING REMARKS & ADJOURNMENT 

The board expressed appreciation for the thorough training provided by Jay Whalen and the 
NAXA team. Melissa DeWalk from the Public Charter Alliance of South Carolina was 
warmly welcomed. The session concluded with a reminder from President Hopkins of the 
institute's core mission: to prioritize students' interests, maintain objectivity and fairness 
throughout the evaluation process, and build a lasting legacy of excellence in public 
education through thoughtful charter authorizing. 

Upcoming Meeting Schedule 

• Next Virtual Meeting: Wednesday, March 19, 2026 

• Final Public Hearing & Board Decisions: April 16, 2026 — Location TBD 

 

 Carlos DuBois 

Board Secretary / Recording Officer 

Date: 2/19/2026 

  

Board Chair / President Hopkins 

Date of Approval: _______________ 



   
 

   
 

These minutes are considered DRAFT until formally reviewed and approved by the Board of 
Directors at the next duly convened meeting. 

 

 

 
 

 


