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Dr. Ronnie Hopkins, Chairman of the Board, Presiding 

Application Review & Charter Institute Planning Session 

Meeting Type Regular Board Meeting — Virtual (Zoom) 

Organization Voorhees University Charter Institute of Learning (VU-CIL) 

Scribe Carlos DuBois, Board Liaison 

Minutes 

Approved 
February 19, 2026 Minutes — Reviewed and Approved 

Next Meeting Thursday, April 16, 2026 — In Person, Voorhees University (Public Hearing 

& Final Decisions) 

FOIA Notice This meeting was publicly noticed in accordance with the South Carolina 

Freedom of Information Act (FOIA). 

 

I.  CALL TO ORDER & WELCOME 

Dr. Ronnie Hopkins, Chairman of the Board, called the meeting to order at 10:01 a.m. on Thursday, 

March 19, 2026. Dr. Hopkins welcomed all board members and attendees, provided opening remarks 

framing the purpose of the meeting, and offered a brief reflection on VU-CIL's mission and its public 

service role in authorizing high-quality charter schools across South Carolina. 
Dr. Hopkins reaffirmed the Board's commitment to excellence, integrity, and equity in all authorizing 

decisions emphasizing the unique and consequential role of the Institute as a Local Education Agency 

(LEA) in the state. 
 
 

II.  ROLL CALL & CONFIRMATION OF QUORUM 



   
 

   
 

Roll call was conducted by Mr. Carlos DuBois, Board Liaison. A quorum was confirmed in accordance 

with VU-CIL bylaws. 

Name Role / Title Status 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

Dr. Ronnie Hopkins Chairman — President, Voorhees 

University 
Present 

Dr. Edward Hill Chief Academic Officer Present 

V. Diane O'Berry Chief Financial Officer Present 

Dr. Gwenda Greene Public Member Present 

Dr. Damara Hightower Mitchell Public Member Present 

Dr. William H. Whitaker, Jr. Public Member Present 

Dr. Anthony Pittman Public Member Absent 

Dr. Thelma Sojourner Public Member Absent 

STAFF & ADVISORS 

Dr. Windy Stephenson Founding Executive Director, VU 

Charter Institute of Learning 
Present 

Elliot Smalley Staff / Board Support Present 

Carlos DuBois Board Liaison / Scribe Present 

GUESTS 

Jay Whalen Director of Authorizer & School 

Quality, NAXA (Facilitator) 
Present 

 

III.  RECOGNITION OF MEDIA ATTENDANCE & PUBLIC COMMENT 

Dr. Hopkins noted for the record: "For the record, if we have any members of the media present, we 

welcome you and thank you for observing today's meeting." 

Public Comment Period: Board members of the public were provided an opportunity to address the Board 

in accordance with S.C. Code § 59-40-35(C). Speakers are limited to three (3) minutes each. No public 

comment was received at this meeting. 

IV.  INVOCATION & MISSION REFLECTION 

An invocation was offered. Dr. Hopkins provided a brief mission reflection, centering the Board's work 

around VU-CIL's commitment to empowering and supporting high-quality public charter schools across 

South Carolina, with an unwavering focus on student success. 



   
 

   
 

 

V.  ADOPTION OF AGENDA & APPROVAL OF MINUTES 

The Board adopted the meeting agenda as presented. Minutes from the February 19, 2026 Board 

Meeting were reviewed. A motion was made and seconded to approve the minutes. The minutes were 

approved without changes or corrections. 

VI.  EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR'S REPORT 

Presented by: Dr. Windy Stephenson, Founding Executive Director | Mr. Elliot Smalley | 

Mr. Jay Whalen, NAXA 
 

A.  Capacity Building & Evaluation Process Update — Dr. Stephenson & Mr. Smalley 

• 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. 

• Preparation calls with NASCA have been completed with all applicants. 

• Formal capacity interviews are underway, assessing applicants' readiness in governance, 

academic programming, operations, and financial sustainability. 

B.  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 seeking transfer at this time. 

C.  Charter School Application Review Timeline 
The Board reviewed the full application review timeline governing 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 

 

VII.  DISCUSSION — AUTHORIZING RESPONSIBILITIES & KEY WORK 

STREAMS 

Presented by: Jay Whalen, Director of Authorizer & School Quality, NAXA | Elliot Smalley 

 

A.  Hearing Protocol & April 16 Preparation 
Elliot outlined the hearing protocol for the April 16 public hearing, which will follow a structure similar to 

the previous year: 

• Presentations from both the Board and applicant teams. 

• Board questions and deliberation following applicant presentations. 

• Final board votes on each charter school application. 

• The hearing schedule and protocol will be shared with all applicant groups to ensure all parties 

are prepared. 

B.  Key Work Streams — Building a Sustainable Charter Authorizer 
The team reviewed key work streams needed to establish VU-CIL as a sustainable charter authorizer 

over the next 15–17 months, including: 

• Governance development 

• Performance framework creation 

• Monitoring systems development 

• LEA infrastructure setup 

C.  Charter Contract Template 
Jay Whalen mention a draft charter contract based on South Carolina's model contract. Key points: 

• A board subcommittee is proposed to review the draft charter contract alongside legal expertise. 

• Jay will formally reach out to board members to establish the subcommittee and arrange for legal 

review by a charter law expert. 

• Jay to send the draft contract to the Board for review. 

D.  Four-Year Budget & Staffing Model 
Jay Whalen presented a four-year budget and staffing model for the Institute, covering Year Zero (pre-

opening) through Years One through Three: 

• A proposed budget workshop is planned for May (after the April 16 meeting) to review and make 

key budget and personnel decisions. 

• The subcommittee or a larger board presence will convene for the budget workshop. 

• Jay Whalen to send the draft four-year budget, staffing model, and a memo outlining authorizing 

and LEA responsibilities to the board for review. 



   
 

   
 

 

E.  Goodwill Agreement Review 
The board raised a question regarding whether a management agreement (or similar agreement) exists 

between an applicant and Goodwill. Jay committed to investigating and confirming whether such an 

agreement exists, and if not submitted, will determine whether the applicant should be given an 

opportunity to submit it prior to the next session. 
 

F.  Board Role & Standard for Approval 

• 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: An application must demonstrate a substantial likelihood of success 

and the capacity to establish a viable school. 

• The process is designed to be rigorous, transparent, and defensible against Administrative Law 

Court (ALC) review. 

 

G.  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. 

 

H.  NASCA Third Thursdays — Professional Development 

• Dr. Windy Stephenson to send the link for NASCA's Third Thursdays professional development 

session to any board member who requests it. 

 

VIII.  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. Appropriate protocols are in place to ensure fairness and 

legal defensibility. 
 

IX.  OTHER BUSINESS 

• Next In-Person Meeting Confirmed: Thursday, April 16, 2026, at Voorhees University. All board 

members are requested to arrive a few minutes before 10:00 a.m. to allow for organization and 

preparation. 

• Board members are to review evaluation reports and recommendation materials when distributed 

and prepare questions for the April 16 meeting. 

X.  CLOSING REMARKS & ADJOURNMENT 

Dr. Hopkins offered a closing charge to the Board: 
"Let us continue to build a legacy of excellence and integrity in public education through the work 

we authorize and the values we uphold." 
There being no further business, Dr. Hopkins adjourned the meeting. 

 

XI.  ACTION ITEMS SUMMARY 

All responsible parties are expected to complete assigned tasks within the stated timelines. 

Responsible 

Party 
Action Required Due Date 

Jay Whalen Investigate and confirm whether a management 

agreement exists between the applicant and 

Goodwill; if not submitted, determine if applicant 

should have an opportunity to submit before 

next session 

Prior to April 16 

Elliot & Team Share hearing protocol and schedule with all 

applicant groups to ensure preparedness for 

April 16 public hearings 

ASAP 



   
 

   
 

Jay Whalen Formally reach out to board members to 

establish charter contract review subcommittee; 

arrange legal review by charter law expert 

Prior to April 16 

Jay Whalen Send draft four-year budget, staffing model, and 

LEA responsibilities memo to the board for 

review 

Prior to April 16 

Jay / Board Convene budget workshop in May (after April 

16 meeting) — subcommittee or larger board 

presence 

May 2026 

All Board 

Members 
Review evaluation reports and recommendation 

materials when distributed; prepare questions 

for April 16 public hearing 

By April 16, 2026 

Dr. Windy 

Stephenson 
Send NASCA Third Thursdays session link to 

any board member who requests it 
Upon request 

All Board 

Members 
Arrive a few minutes before 10:00 a.m. for in-

person April 16 board meeting 
April 16, 2026 

President 

Hopkins 
Recuse from all review, deliberation, and voting 

on C.R. Neuroscience Academy application 
Ongoing 

Elliot Smalley Firewall from all involvement in review and 

deliberation of the Excel application 
Ongoing 

Transmit final recommendation reports to all 

board members 
Prior to April 16, 

2026 

Ensure all board members have access to 

complete application materials 
Well before April 16 

Compile and share all conflict of interest 

information with the full board 
Prior to April 16, 

2026 

Prepare logistics and scheduling for April 16 in-

person public hearing 
Ongoing 

If any application denied on April 16, file notice 

of denial with SC Dept. of Education within 10 

days, including all stated reasons 

Within 10 days of 

April 16 

 

ADJOURNMENT & APPROVAL 

These minutes are considered DRAFT until formally reviewed and approved by the Board of Directors at 

the next duly convened meeting. 
 
 

Dr. Stephenson /
Staff

Dr. Stephenson /
Staff

Dr. Stephenson /
Staff

Dr. Stephenson /
Staff

Dr. Stephenson /
Staff



   
 

   
 

________________________________               ________________________________ 
Board Secretary — Carlos DuBois                   Board Chair — Dr. Ronnie Hopkins 
Date: 3/19/2026                                            Date of Approval: ________________ 

 
These minutes are DRAFT and pending formal approval by the Board of Directors at the next duly convened meeting. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 


