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Voorhees University Charter Institute of Learning 

Board Meeting Minutes 

Thursday, April 16, 2026  |  10:00 a.m. 

Lawrence Memorial Auditorium — Massachusetts Hall  |  Denmark, SC 

2026 Application Cycle — Public Hearings & Final Authorization Decisions 

Meeting Type Regular Board Meeting — In Person (Zoom available) 

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

Scribe Carlos DuBois, Board Liaison 

Minutes Approved March 19, 2026 Minutes — Reviewed and Approved 

FOIA Notice Publicly noticed per South Carolina Freedom of Information Act. 

Next Meeting Thursday, May 21, 2026 — Virtual 

 

BOARD MEMBERS & STAFF PRESENT 

Name Role / Title 

Board of Directors 

Dr. Ronnie Hopkins Chairman / President, Voorhees University 

Dr. Edward Hill Vice Chair / Chief Academic Officer 

V. Diane O'Berry Chief Financial Officer 

Dr. Gwenda Greene Public Member 

Dr. Damara Hightower Mitchell Public Member 

Dr. William H. Whitaker, Jr. Public Member 

Dr. Anthony Pittman Public Member 

Dr. Thelma Sojourner Public Member 

Staff & Advisors 

Dr. Windy Stephenson Founding Executive Director, VU-CIL 

Elliot Smalley Interim Executive Director / Staff Support 

Carlos DuBois Board Liaison / Scribe 

All Board members were present. A quorum was confirmed. 

 

I.  CALL TO ORDER, INVOCATION & MISSION 

Dr. Ronnie Hopkins called the meeting to order, welcomed Board members, staff, applicant teams, and members 
of the public, and acknowledged the meeting as a significant milestone — the conclusion of VU-CIL's second full 
charter application cycle. An invocation was offered, followed by a mission reflection: 

"The mission of the Voorhees University Charter Institute of Learning is to authorize and support high-quality 
charter schools advancing equity and student success. Our vision is to build a national model of HBCU-
based authorizing grounded in excellence, innovation, and integrity." 
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II.  AGENDA ADOPTION, MINUTES & DISCLOSURES 

Two applicants formally withdrew their applications prior to the hearing; the agenda was amended accordingly: 

• Palmetto Excel Academy — Withdrew; no hearing held. 

• The Pivot Schools — Withdrew; no hearing held. 

The amended agenda (three hearings) was adopted by roll call vote. Minutes from the March 19, 2026 meeting 
were approved without changes. 

 

Conflicts of interest disclosed and noted for the record: 

• Dr. Ronnie Hopkins recused from all deliberation and voting on C.R. Neal Academy. Dr. Edward Hill (Vice 
Chair) presided during that hearing. Dr. Hopkins exited the room and returned after the vote. 

• Elliot Smalley's previously disclosed firewall from the Excel application was rendered moot by that 
applicant's withdrawal. 

 

III.  HEARING PROCESS 

Dr. Hopkins explained the standard hearing process used for each application: 

• Staff presents their recommendation based on the evaluation rubric. 

• Applicant team delivers a 7-minute presentation. 

• Board members ask questions of the applicant. 

• Board deliberates independently and votes by roll call. 

The Board could choose to Approve (with standard conditions), Approve (with standard and school-specific 
conditions), or Deny. School-specific conditions, if applicable, are developed collaboratively during the contracting 
process after approval. 

 

IV.  2026 APPLICATION CYCLE — PUBLIC HEARINGS 

Three public hearings were conducted in alphabetical order. 

 

Hearing 1  |  Coastal Dream Academy  |  Myrtle Beach, SC  |  K–8 (Year 1: K–2, 60 students; Full: 
295) 

Evaluation summary: The application demonstrated significant gaps across educational planning and business 
readiness. Key areas rated Does Not Meet or Falls Far Below the Standard included community need evidence, 
curriculum model, employee planning, enrollment planning, budget and finance, facilities, and insurance 
coverage. Board questions focused on evidence of family demand, coherence of the instructional model, long-
term facility planning, board independence, and financial viability. 

 

Coastal Dream Academy  →  DENIED 

 

Hearing 2  |  Coastal Preparatory Academy  |  North Charleston, SC  |  9–12 (Year 1: 250 
students; Full: 500)  |  Applicant participated virtually 

Evaluation summary: The application showed mixed results. Areas of strength included employee qualifications 
and student conduct policies. Significant gaps remained in community need, educational structure, goals and 
assessment, budget and finance, and enrollment projections. Board questions addressed Year 1 enrollment 
evidence, the independence-heavy online learning model, obligations to students with disabilities under IDEA, 
board expertise gaps, and financial contingency planning. 

 

Coastal Preparatory Academy  →  DENIED 
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Hearing 3  |  C.R. Neal Academy  |  Columbia, SC  |  6–12 (Year 1: Grades 6 & 9, 260 students; 
Full: 910)  |  Presiding: Dr. Edward Hill (Vice Chair) 

Evaluation summary: The application demonstrated overall readiness across most evaluation areas, with the 
majority of criteria rated Meets the Standard. Notable strength was shown in community need, curriculum, 
educational structure, professional development, special populations, governance, leadership, staffing, 
enrollment, and business planning. One area (Goals, Objectives & Assessment Plan) was rated Does Not Meet 
the Standard; two areas (EMO/CMO structure and transportation) rated Partially Meets. Board questions focused 
on differentiating outcomes from the broader Rooted Schools network, Year 1 implementation priorities, governing 
board oversight structure, early performance indicators, and execution across dual entry points (6th and 9th 
grade). 

 

C.R. Neal Academy  →  APPROVED — with Standard and School-Specific Conditions 

Note: School-specific conditions will be developed collaboratively with C.R. Neal Academy during the charter 
contracting process. 

 

V.  2026 APPLICATION CYCLE — SUMMARY OF DECISIONS 

Applicant Location Grades / 
Capacity 

Board Decision 

Coastal Dream Academy Myrtle Beach, SC K–8 (up to 295) DENIED 

Coastal Preparatory 
Academy 

North 
Charleston, SC 

9–12 (up to 500) DENIED 

C.R. Neal Academy Columbia, SC 6–12 (up to 910) APPROVED* 

Palmetto Excel Academy — — WITHDREW 

The Pivot Schools — — WITHDREW 

 

*C.R. Neal Academy is the sole school authorized in the 2026 application cycle. Charter contracting begins 
immediately. 

 

VI.  CLOSING REMARKS & ADJOURNMENT 

Dr. Hopkins offered a closing charge to the Board and thanked all members, staff, applicant teams, and remote 
viewers: 

"Today represents a huge step in the continued building of this Institute and its historic role in expanding 
opportunity for students and families of South Carolina. Let us continue to build a legacy of excellence and 
integrity in public education." 

A motion to adjourn was made, seconded, and approved by roll call vote. 

 

VII.  ACTION ITEMS 

Responsible Party Action Required Due Date 

Dr. Stephenson / 
Staff 

File notice of denial — Coastal Dream Academy — 
with SC Dept. of Education (include all stated 
reasons) 

Within 10 days of 
April 16 
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Dr. Stephenson / 
Staff 

File notice of denial — Coastal Preparatory Academy 
— with SC Dept. of Education (include all stated 
reasons) 

Within 10 days of 
April 16 

Dr. Stephenson / 
Staff 

Begin charter contracting process with C.R. Neal 
Academy; develop school-specific conditions 
collaboratively 

Immediately 

Jay Whalen / Dr. 
Stephenson 

Convene budget workshop in May — review four-
year budget and staffing model 

May 2026 

Jay Whalen Establish charter contract review subcommittee; 
arrange legal review by charter law expert 

Prior to May 21 

Jay Whalen Send draft four-year budget, staffing model, and LEA 
responsibilities memo to the Board 

Prior to May 21 

President Hopkins / 
Grooms 

Move forward with VU-CIL 501(c) status and 
Executive Director search for summer hire 

Summer 2026 

All Board Members Attend next virtual Board meeting May 21, 2026 

 

ADJOURNMENT & APPROVAL 

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

 

 

________________________________               ________________________________ 

Board Acting Secretary — Carlos DuBois                   Board Chair — Dr. Ronnie Hopkins 

Date: 4/16/2026                                            Date of Approval: ________________ 

 

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


