
 

 
Horse Creek Academy 

1200 Toolebeck Road, Aiken, SC 29803 
 

 
December __, 2021 

 
 
 

VIA E-MAIL (hellams@erskine.edu) 
Charter Institute at Erskine Board of Directors 
Attn: Dr. Tom Hellams, Board Chair 
1201 Main Street, Suite 300 
Columbia, SC 29201 
 
Dear Charter Institute at Erskine Board of Directors: 

The purpose of this letter is to follow up on previous correspondence from the 
Horse Creek Academy Board of Directors (the “HCA Board”) to the Charter Institute at Erskine 
Board of Directors (the “Institute Board”) dated November 2, 2021, in which our HCA Board 
informed the Institute Board that we are requesting a transfer of Horse Creek Academy’s charter 
with the Charter Institute at Erskine (the “Institute”) to the Limestone Charter Association 
(“Limestone”) effective July 1, 2022. A copy of our letter to the Institute Board requesting a 
transfer of our charter and describing the reasons for our request is attached hereto. (Exhibit 1, 
letter from HCA Board to Institute Board requesting transfer dated November 2, 2021). To date, 
we have not received any response from the Institute Board.  

As a status update, on November 17, 2021, the Limestone Board of Directors 
heard and unanimously approved our Board’s request to transfer our charter to Limestone 
effective July 1, 2022.  We would greatly appreciate the Institute Board letting us know when it 
will hear from our Board regarding our request to transfer Horse Creek Academy’s charter to 
Limestone. 

Lastly, you may not be aware of this, but on November 23, 2021, we received a 
letter from an Institute staff member purporting to deny our Board’s request to the Institute 
Board to transfer our charter to Limestone.  Much of the information in the letter from the 
Institute staff member regarding HCA was factually inaccurate and/or misleading.  A copy of the 
letter from the Institute staff member purporting to deny our Board’s transfer request is attached 
hereto. (Exhibit 2, letter from Institute staff member dated November 23, 2021).  Just as a 
teacher or staff member at Horse Creek Academy would not be authorized to request a transfer 
of Horse Creek Academy’s charter to a different authorizer, we assume the Institute Board has 
not attempted to delegate its authority to hear our transfer request to an Institute staff member. 
Moreover, it is our understanding that the Institute Board has not even met since November 2, 
2021, when our Board sent the Institute Board a request to transfer our charter to Limestone. 
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Accordingly, please let us know when the Institute Board will hear our request to transfer our 
charter to Limestone.  

In closing, we look forward to presenting our request to your Board, and we will 
be glad to answer any questions your Board has about our request to transfer our charter to 
Limestone when your Board hears our request.  

Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Horse Creek Academy Board of Directors 

 
c:  HCA Board Members 
 Dr. Ann Marie Taylor, School Leader 
 
 
  



 

 
Horse Creek Academy 

1200 Toolebeck Road, Aiken, SC 29803 
 

 
November 2, 2021 

 
 
 

VIA E-MAIL (hellams@erskine.edu) 
Charter Institute at Erskine Board of Directors 
Attn: Dr. Tom Hellams, Board Chair 
1201 Main Street, Suite 300 
Columbia, SC 29201 
 
Dear Charter Institute at Erskine Board of Directors: 

This letter is written on behalf of the Horse Creek Academy (“HCA”) Board of 
Directors (the “HCA Board”). At our Board Meeting on October 25, 2021, the HCA Board voted 
to request a transfer of its existing charter from the Charter Institute at Erskine (the “Institute”) to 
Limestone Charter Association (“Limestone”) effective July 1, 2022. We anticipate that the 
Limestone Charter Association Board of Directors (the “Limestone Board”) will hear the HCA 
Board’s request during the Limestone Board’s November meeting. The purpose of this letter is to 
inform you of the HCA Board’s decision and the reasoning therefore and to respectfully request 
that the Institute’s Board of Directors (the “Institute Board”) consider during its December 
meeting HCA’s request to transfer its existing charter to the Limestone Board.  

By way of background, HCA was founded in 2002 in Aiken under the name 
Midland Valley Preparatory School.  As our school grew and our needs expanded, HCA moved 
to a new facility on its current site and changed its name to Horse Creek Academy. Our mission 
at HCA is to create a challenging learning environment with high academic and social 
expectations through developmentally appropriate, flexible, and innovative instruction that 
allows each student to realize and confidently possess their full potential. We believe that 
enthusiasm for education by everyone in a child’s life directly impacts the child’s enthusiasm for 
learning, so we strive to actively involve students’ families, teachers, and the surrounding 
community in the educational process. 

HCA’s success is exemplified not only by our long history serving the Aiken area, 
but also by our continuous growth over two decades. When HCA opened, it served less than 100 
students. Since 2002, HCA has grown to serve over 1000 students in grades Pre-K through 10, 
and we will add 11th and 12th grades over the next two years to serve students through high 
school graduation. This outstanding growth has required HCA to expand its administrative and 
teaching staff and construct additional facility space, which is secured through bonds issued by 
the South Carolina Jobs-Economic Development Authority. While we are grateful for the 
opportunity to directly impact so many students, we are most proud of the individual growth we 
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observe in each of our students, many of whom struggled in the traditional school setting. At 
HCA, these students have formed positive relationships with teachers and peers and are now 
more engaged in the learning process. Creating positive experiences with students who were 
previously discouraged or disengaged is one of the greatest accomplishments we have and can 
achieve as educators.  

REASONS FOR TRANSFER 

The primary reasons the HCA Board seeks to establish a relationship with 
Limestone as its charter school sponsor are as follows:  

(1) HCA Desires to Partner with an Authorizer Whose Leadership Has 
Extensive Education Experience. 

HCA desires to have a relationship with a sponsor whose leaders have spent their 
careers in education.  Limestone’s Superintendent, Angel Malone, has spent her entire career in 
education. She most recently served as the Director of the Office of Career and Technical 
Education for the South Carolina State Department of Education (“SCDE”), and she has also 
served as a classroom teacher, an instructional coach, and an administrator. Most importantly to 
HCA, Ms. Malone served as the founding school leader of a very successful charter school in 
Orangeburg, South Carolina, for several years. Ms. Malone’s experience operating a charter 
school gives her a unique understanding of the challenges educators face and the support needed 
from a charter school sponsor to establish and maintain healthy relationships and help schools 
achieve educational success. HCA is excited to work with a Superintendent who can draw upon 
her personal experiences to assist HCA in confronting and resolving challenges. HCA’s school 
leader, especially, is looking forward to engaging in a productive relationship with Ms. Malone, 
who can serve as a female mentor and can share her advice and guidance in leading a successful 
charter school.  

The HCA Board was pleased to meet Ms. Malone on her recent visit to our 
school. Ms. Malone quickly commented on the positive school culture that HCA has created and 
was impressed by the overwhelmingly positive results from our recent student engagement 
surveys. It was apparent to us immediately that Ms. Malone is truly focused on student success 
and is authentic in her commitment to educating our young people.  

(2) The Institute and HCA Have Philosophical Differences Regarding 
How Charter Schools Should Operate. 

The Institute has not embraced and supported HCA as a unique and autonomous 
educational entity.  Instead, the Institute has attempted to manage HCA in such a way that 
removes the autonomy granted to HCA through the Charter Schools Act. Over the past year, it 
has been HCA’s experience that the Institute operates more similarly to a traditional school 
district in that it sees the charter schools it sponsors as merely being subordinates of the sponsor. 
For example, the Institute’s administration met with the HCA Board during the 2020-2021 
school year and presented financial policies the Institute’s administration had adopted. During 
that meeting, the Institute’s administration took an unnecessary and threatening approach in 
which it informed the HCA Board that if it did not adopt the policies the Institute had drafted—
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without any discussion or input from the HCA Board—HCA would risk losing its charter. The 
Institute attempted to force other schools to adopt the same fiscal policies, word-for-word, 
without regard to differences in the schools’ budgets, enrollments, or financial needs. While the 
HCA Board agrees that having strong fiscal policies in place is paramount to being fiscally 
responsible, we absolutely disagreed with the Institute’s administration’s position that the HCA 
Board has no autonomy over the school’s own policies.  

The Institute’s top-down philosophy of charter school sponsorship is also 
reflected in how the Institute’s administration judges a school’s performance. HCA serves a 
student population that overwhelmingly qualifies as being in poverty, and during the pandemic, 
many of our students had to find public places with free access to WiFi to attend virtual classes 
because they do not have internet access at home. Some of our families recounted to us having to 
sit in restaurant parking lots to access the Internet so their student could attend class. In addition 
to HCA’s high poverty rate, approximately 12% of all HCA students have IEPs, which increases 
to 28% of our high school students. Despite these challenges, HCA has been successful in 
getting these students excited about school and engaged in educational activities. Many of our 
students who were suffering academically, socially, and emotionally in the traditional school 
setting now look forward to coming to HCA and engaging with the curriculum all while building 
relationships with teachers and peers. While HCA certainly agrees that academic performance is 
important, it is not the only factor in assessing student growth and well-being.  

Over the summer, HCA’s school leader and Board met with the Institute’s 
administration to discuss the school’s test scores during the pandemic. During that meeting, the 
Institute’s Superintendent described the social and emotional growth of HCA students during the 
pandemic as “false successes.” Instead of celebrating HCA’s achievements, the Institute 
dismissed them because they are not directly tied to academic performance data on the state 
report card and standardized testing. Moreover, the Institute compared HCA’s test data to all of 
the other schools the Institute sponsors. Comparing the performance of HCA’s test data to other 
schools the Institute sponsors is irrelevant because in doing so, the Institute fails to account for 
differences in the schools’ missions, student populations, communities, testing, curriculum, and 
goals.  

In summary, our Board believes that a charter school and its sponsor mutually 
agree to enter into a contractual relationship with one another.  The charter school retains 
autonomy to govern itself through its Board of Directors.  The charter school seeks to deliver the 
goals and objectives set forth in its charter to its students, families, and community.  The sponsor 
supports the charter school, communicates effectively with the charter school, monitors the 
charter school’s performance, and holds the charter school accountable to applicable laws and 
standards, as necessary, in accordance with the Act.  We do not believe that HCA is 
“subordinate” to its sponsor or required to adopt unreasonable or standardized sponsor policies 
not applicable to our school’s autonomous governance preferences.   

The HCA Board’s philosophical beliefs on the relationship between a charter 
school and its sponsor are more closely aligned to Limestone, which has pledged to recognize 
each school’s autonomy and communicate effectively with the schools that it sponsors, without 
making unnecessary threats and derogatory comments.  Further, Limestone will embrace HCA’s 
unique approach to educating the whole student, consider HCA’s specific circumstances and 
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goals in assessing the school’s performance, and prioritize effective communication with the 
HCA Board and HCA’s school leader. 

(3) The Institute’s Administration has not Supported HCA, as previously 
promised. 

Over the past year, the Institute’s administration has become increasingly 
adversarial towards HCA, and as a result, HCA’s relationship with the CIE has become 
unworkably strained. When HCA considered transferring from Aiken County Public School 
District to the Institute, the HCA Board and administration felt that the Institute would embrace 
HCA’s educational programming and support HCA. In fact, in HCA’s transfer letter to the 
Institute written in September 2019, HCA stated that it was “confident the Institute will look for 
innovative ways to support HCA in delivering our school’s mission to students.” So far, the 
reality has not matched our expectations.  

HCA has not felt supported by the Institute in its efforts to reach our charter goals. 
On several occasions, the Institute’s administration has attempted to bully HCA’s Board and 
school leader into taking certain actions or else risk having its charter revoked.  Moreover, when 
HCA’s school leader expressed dissent with a decision made by the Institute’s administration, 
the Institute’s administration attempted to undermine her leadership in communications to the 
HCA Board.  

Additionally, there is a lack of communication from the Institute’s staff on 
matters that are vital to HCA’s success, including funding, as will be explained in more detail 
below. Instead of clearly communicating requirements on various matters, the Institute has 
implemented several overly burdensome and bureaucratic processes, which require excessive 
and unnecessary work for HCA’s administration. These processes are pulling our school 
administration’s time and attention away from our students, which is not only where HCA’s 
administrators thrive but where they are most needed.  Complying with the Institute’s 
unnecessary bureaucratic requirements, with little support from the Institute, is time-consuming 
and inefficient and has caused low morale among HCA’s staff. In short, HCA’s actual 
experience with the Institute as its sponsor is a far cry from the support and communication that 
the Institute touted when it marketed itself to HCA as a sponsor option. 

(4) The Institute Has Failed to Effectively Communicate with HCA 
Regarding Funding Matters, Which Has Resulted in Significant Financial Losses for HCA. 

Lack of communication from the Institute staff has resulted in HCA losing 
valuable funding it otherwise would have qualified for under CERDEP and the IDEA. HCA has 
offered a 4K program since its inception because the Aiken area is in tremendous need of 
preschool offerings. For many years, HCA qualified for funding from the State under the 
CERDEP program. HCA has communicated to the Institute multiple times that it hosts a full-day 
4K program, including allocating funds in its annual budget that is submitted to the Institute and 
including 4K on its enrollment projections. Prior to transferring to the Institute, CERDEP was 
the only source of funding HCA received for its 4K program.  
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Shortly after the 2020-2021 school year began, HCA contacted the Institute’s 
finance department to ask about its receipt of CERDEP funds. The Institute’s finance 
department’s responses to HCA’s inquiries and requests for updates amounted to “we’re looking 
into this” and “we should have an update soon.” On November 19, 2020, after confirming that 
HCA’s 4K students were all coded correctly in PowerSchool, the Institute’s finance department 
responded that it “should have updates for [the school] next week.” After HCA’s months-long 
request for information, the Institute informed HCA that the Institute did not qualify for 
CERDEP funding, which resulted in a six-figure financial loss for HCA. Apparently, HCA could 
not receive CERDEP funds because the Institute’s percentage of Pupils in Poverty did not meet 
the threshold under CERDEP. Why it took the Institute months to inform HCA that the Institute 
did not qualify for CERDEP funds when the Institute should have had the information to make 
this determination within weeks of the start of the 2020-2021 school year remains a grave 
concern for the HCA Board, especially in light of the Institute’s continued responsibility to 
distribute funds to its sponsored schools in a timely manner. 

As a result of the loss of CERDEP funds, HCA had no pre-k funding for the 
2020-2021 school year and could only feasibly offer a tuition-based 4K program for the 2021-
2022 school year.  In January 2021, HCA amended its charter to reflect this change. It is HCA’s 
understanding from correspondence with representatives of the SCDE that state budget proviso 
1.56, enacted for the 2020-2021 and 2021-2022 school years, enables schools to qualify for 
CERDEP funds based on the individual school’s poverty level and not the Institute’s. Still, 
because of this breakdown in communication from the Institute, HCA lost six figures in funding 
in connection with HCA’s pre-k program during the 2020-2021 school year.    

Additionally, the Institute failed to adequately communicate with HCA regarding 
its allocated IDEA funds approved for reimbursement, which resulted in a loss to HCA of over 
$65,000.00. Prior to the beginning of the 2020-2021 school year, HCA posted a position for a 
Speech Therapist and received applications from two candidates. After the chosen candidate 
accepted HCA’s offer, HCA and the speech therapist signed a contract for services. 
Subsequently, on September 4, 2020, HCA submitted its IDEA plan to the Institute, which 
included the contract for speech therapy services, an expense that is typically approved and 
reimbursed with IDEA funds. In January 2021, the Institute sent a memo to school leaders 
indicating what IDEA funds had and had not been approved for their school. The memo 
indicated that a large portion of the funds HCA had requested had not yet been approved and that 
HCA was required to submit a Sole Source Statement.  HCA complied with the Institute’s 
request and submitted a Sole Source Statement within days of receiving the January memo 
because the Institute said it was required, even though the process for hiring the speech therapist 
was not a sole source process.  

HCA’s school leader received updates from the Institute about HCA’s federal 
reimbursements in March and April 2021, respectively. The updates showed that no IDEA funds 
had been approved and reimbursed to HCA at that time. HCA’s school leader, who spent her 
career in special education and completed many IDEA reimbursement submittals prior to 
becoming HCA’s school leader, did not find these memos unusual because typically, all funds 
had to be fully expended before they would be reimbursed under IDEA. The updates sent by the 
Institute to HCA’s school leader in March and April 2021 provided no other information about 
the status of HCA’s submittals. Importantly, the Institute’s updates did not include information 
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about funds being denied or any indication that further action was needed for IDEA funds to be 
approved.   

All financial reimbursement requests, including those for IDEA funds, are 
submitted to the Institute through a computer program called SmartFusion. SmartFusion, as 
stated by the Institute’s Chief of Finance, “only allows for one email to be the contact informing 
if the reimbursement requests were either approved, sent back for missing documentations, 
and/or denied.” HCA’s financial services provider, a third party, was listed as the SmartFusion 
contact, and the Institute’s staff seemed to be aware that HCA’s third-party financial services 
provider was HCA’s contact. Apparently, the Institute communicated only in SmartFusion that 
the sole source statement HCA submitted for its speech therapy provider needed additional 
information. To be clear, the Institute did not provide HCA with any direct notice that the 
Institute needed additional information to approve HCA’s IDEA reimbursements.  As a result, 
HCA’s school leader was not informed that HCA’s IDEA reimbursements were not approved 
until after the deadline to submit documents had passed.  Ironically, in an email to HCA’s school 
leader about this very issue on September 20, 2021, the Institute’s Chief of Finance explained 
that by having only one contact in SmartFusion, “This process also eliminates the risk of the 
responsible party not being notified . . . .”  Nonetheless, the Institute’s failure to effectively 
communicate with HCA regarding its IDEA reimbursement requests cost HCA over $65,000.00. 

The inability to receive CERDEP and IDEA funds were a huge financial loss to 
HCA for the 2020-2021 school year. The lack of communication and clarity from the Institute on 
these two sources of funding significantly concerns HCA, and similar issues are becoming 
evident for other sources of funding through the Institute. Namely, the Institute has failed to 
clearly communicate its requirements for its schools to receive ESSER funds, and adding to that 
issue, has changed its requirements several times. When the Institute has communicated with 
HCA about ESSER funds requirements, some of those communications have not been timely. 
For example, HCA submitted expense reimbursement requests to the Institute well in advance of 
the deadline for submissions, but the Institute waited until the last minute to deny HCA’s 
request, thereby denying HCA the opportunity to revise its submission.  

As HCA’s local education agency, it is the Institute’s responsibility to thoroughly 
understand the requirements for available school funds and to timely and clearly communicate 
with HCA about funding sources and requirements. HCA believes the Institute has provided poor 
and inefficient service with regard to state and federal funds, which has resulted in substantial 
frustration and financial loss to HCA. The HCA Board seeks to avoid any additional losses of 
critical funding needed to serve its students.    

(5) The Institute’s Lack of Support Has Negatively Impacted HCA’s 
Performance.  

A school’s performance is a culmination and careful balance of many factors, 
including employee quality, staff morale, available funding, and implementation of programming 
best suited for the school. This is especially true for charter schools that, by nature, must lean on 
its internal staff to complete many of the tasks that are often handled by a district office in the 
traditional public school setting, and HCA is no different. The Institute’s administration has 
criticized HCA’s academic performance during the 2020-2021 school year. We absolutely 
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believe academic performance is important, and we acknowledge that HCA has room for 
improvement from last year’s academic results. HCA’s school leader has reflected on and 
implemented ways that the HCA team can work to improve the school’s academic performance 
and has set goals for the HCA team to strive for in 2021-2022.  

We would be remiss, however, if we did not acknowledge that the lack of support 
from the Institute over the past year has contributed to HCA’s shortcomings. As previously 
described, the Institute deprived HCA of critical funding it relies on to implement its special 
education and 4K programming. The Institute imposed confusing processes and created tons of 
unnecessary paperwork for HCA’s staff to complete, diverting HCA’s staff from focusing on the 
tasks that best help HCA’s students succeed in the classroom. The Institute also attempted to 
impose mandates and policies on HCA without regard for the school’s individual needs. Further 
the Institute’s administration communicated in a threatening and derogatory manner at times to 
our Board members and to HCA’s school leader.  Throughout it all, the Institute has not 
communicated adequately with HCA staff on processes and requirements. As a result, HCA’s 
staff have felt confused and frustrated and have suffered from lower morale than in years past. 
Each of the issues HCA has experienced because of the Institute over the past year—lack of 
funding, overly burdensome and unnecessary processes, lack of autonomy, failure to 
communicate adequately, poor morale—affected HCA’s ability to implement its programming to 
the best of its ability.  

HCA believes that adequate support from its sponsor is vital to the school’s 
success—academic or otherwise. Because HCA has not found this support from the Institute, 
HCA wishes to transfer its charter to Limestone in hopes of a stronger and more supportive 
sponsor-school relationship that will help HCA continue to succeed. 

CONCLUSION 

We would respectfully request that the Institute Board consider HCA’s request to 
transfer its existing charter at the Institute Board’s December meeting. Representatives of our 
school board and our school leader will plan to be present to provide additional information to 
the Institute Board and answer any questions you may have.  

Thank you for your assistance and consideration of HCA’s request. If you have 
any questions, please feel free to contact me.    

Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Kevin Murray,  
HCA Board Chair 

 
c:  HCA Board Members 
 Dr. Ann Marie Taylor, School Leader 
 



 

 

 

  

  

 

23 November 2021 

Horse Creek Academy 

Kevin Murray, Chairman of the Board of Directors 

Dr. Ann Marie Taylor, Principal  

1200 Toolebeck Road 

Aiken, SC 29803  

 

RE: Request to Transfer to Limestone Charter Association 

Dear School Leader and Board Members: 

The Charter Institute at Erskine (“Charter Institute” or “Institute) is the charter school Sponsor and Authorizer of 

your School, Horse Creek Academy (“School”).  In accordance with the South Carolina Charter Schools Act of 

1996 as amended located at S.C. Code Ann. § 59-40-10 et seq. (the “Act”), the Sponsor of the charter is the charter 

school’s local education agency (“LEA”) and a charter school is a school within that LEA.   

The Institute is in receipt of the School’s request to transfer its charter to the Limestone Charter Association that 

was submitted on November 2, 2021.   

The Act and the charter contract executed between the School and the Institute require both parties to the contract 

to agree to a transfer or assignment of the charter. This letter is to inform you that the Institute has denied your 

request to transfer for the 2022-2023 school year.   

A summary of the reasons for the denial of Horse Creek’s transfer request are as follows:  

S.C. Charter Schools Act                                                                                                                                             

Pursuant to S.C. Code § 59-40-115 of the Act, “A charter school may terminate its charter with a Sponsor before 

the ten-year term of contract if all parties under contract with the charter school agree to the dissolution.”  S.C. 

Code § 59-40-115 (emphasis added).  The Institute is a party to your charter contract and has not agreed to the 

dissolution as required by state law.   

Charter Contract 

Pursuant to Section 14.2 of the Charter Contract between the Institute and School, “Neither party to this Contract 

shall assign or attempt to assign any rights, benefits, or obligations accruing to the party under this Contract unless 

the other party agrees in writing to such assignment.” (Contract, Sect. 14.2 (emphasis added).) 

The Institute is a party to the charter contract and does not agree to the assignment or dissolution of the contract. 

 

VAMSHI RUDRAPATI 
Director 

1201 Main Street, Suite 300, Columbia, SC 29201 



South Carolina General Assembly Legislative Audit Council Report 

In June 2021, the South Carolina General Assembly Legislative Audit Council (“LAC”) issued a Report on the 

South Carolina Public Charter School District (the “District”), which expressed several concerns and 

recommendations related to South Carolina charter schools and charter school Authorizers (the “LAC Report”).  

The LAC expressed serious concerns in its Report about Authorizer Shopping, and stated: 

“…‘Authorizer Shopping’ occurs when an underperforming charter school ‘attempts to transfer to a new 

Authorizer to avoid accountability measures,’ such as school closure. This phenomenon presents a serious 

challenge to accountability efforts and overall charter school quality.”  (LAC Report, p. 23.)   

The LAC Report further noted: 

“According to state law, a charter school can terminate its contract with one Authorizer and apply to 

transfer its remaining time to another ‘if all parties under contract with the charter school agree to the 

dissolution.’”  (Id.)   

Specific to the schools that transferred from SCPCSD to the Institute in 2017, the LAC Report noted in that case 

the transfers aligned with state law as the District agreed to allow the schools to transfer to the Institute, noting:  

“The District entered mediation with these schools and signed memoranda of agreement with them 

dictating the process by which they would end their relationships with the District.”  (Id.)   

The LAC Report further noted that, although the Institute and District signed a Joint Memorandum of Agreement 

agreeing to suspend all school transfers,  

“this is only a temporary measure and does not guarantee Authorizer shopping will not happen in the 

future.  More entities may apply to become statewide Authorizers in the future, and more Authorizers 

raise the risk of Authorizer shopping.”  (Id. at p. 24.) 

As you are aware, were Horse Creek to transfer to Limestone next year, this would constitute the school’s third 

Authorizer in the last four years.     

Timeliness of Transfer Request 

Pursuant to Section 1.2 of the charter contract between the Institute and the School, “…the School must comply 

with all applicable and reasonable Sponsor policies and procedures, as amended from time to time, as well as all 

federal statutes and regulations applicable to public charter schools.” (Contract, Sect. 1.2.)   

In response to the LAC Report, the Institute and District adopted Transfer Policies to ensure schools could not 

seek to transfer Authorizers in an attempt to escape accountability.  The Institute’s Transfer Policy was adopted 

by the Institute Board on August 11, 2021.  The Transfer Policy has a September 1 deadline to receive transfer 

requests.  This date aligns with requirements related to the legislative budget process.   

The School’s transfer request was submitted many weeks after the September 1st deadline and is therefore 

ineligible for consideration for the coming (2022-23) school year.  In alignment with the Transfer Policy, the 

Institute will place the School’s request on a Board meeting agenda in the fall of 2022 with a potential effective 

date for transfer for the 2023-2024 school year. 

Institute’s Support for the School  

The School’s transfer request letter states that the School has not “felt supported.”  However, when the School 

completed surveys on the Institute Student Services team, the Institute was rated at the highest level with positive 

comments.  Specifically, on May 21, 2021, the School awarded the Institute the highest ratings for school support 

including assessing communication, understanding of information, friendliness, access to information, and 



receiving timely information. Again, in this school year the feedback provided via a survey on September 20, 

2021 by the School rated the Institute a perfect 5 out of 5 for the level of support that has been provided.   

On June 11, 2021 the School completed the Institute Team Quality Survey and awarded an “Extremely Effective” 

rating for all departments. (See Survey, Appendix A.)  

School Autonomy 

 

The Institute is required by law to hold schools accountable based on their academic performance on state 

assessments.  The School’s leadership has made public statements that indicate a different philosophy which 

places a lesser emphasis on academic results. While Charter Schools are afforded a higher level of local autonomy 

than traditional public schools, they are not autonomous from the requirements of South Carolina law, the charter, 

or the charter contract which allows the school to exist.   

 

Additional Concerns 

 

The following are some of the concerns the Institute has shared with the School during its regular data meetings. 

As you are aware, these meetings are conducted to not only hold schools accountable for their academic 

performance but to also support them by analyzing root cause(s) for the academic challenges so that Schools can 

make meaningful improvement.  

 

Grade Inflation 

As a part of Horse Creek’s data meetings, the Institute analyzed how students performed in the classroom against 

how they performed on the South Carolina State Assessments.  These State assessments reveal a student’s true 

knowledge against the standards of grade level content.  (See Assessment, Appendix B.) 

• 28 percent of Horse Creek students were issued an “A” in the classroom; however, only 7 percent earned 

“Exceeds Expectations” on the State Assessment (an “A” equivalent).   

o A classroom grade inflation of 299 percent 

• 50 percent of Horse Creek students were issued a “B” or “C” in the classroom however only 30 percent 

earned “Meets Expectations” on the State Assessment (“B” or “C” equivalent).   

o A classroom grade inflation of 73 percent 

• 18 percent of Horse Creek students were issued a “D” in the classroom however 38 percent earned 

“Approaches Expectations” on the State Assessment (“D” equivalent). 

o A classroom grade deflation of 112 percent 

• Only 4 percent of Horse Creek students were issued an “F” in the classroom however 26 percent earned 

“Does Not Meet Expectations” on the State Assessment. 

o A classroom grade deflation of 617 percent 

In summary, Horse Creek appears to be systematically and drastically over-representing to families the percentage 

of their students who are excelling academically and likewise drastically underrepresenting the percentage of 

students who are failing.   

Academic Performance 

According to SC Code of Laws 59-40-20, one of the purposes of charter schools is to improve student learning 

and to assist South Carolina in reaching academic excellence. Currently, Horse Creek Academy is failing to meet 

this statutory requirement.  The school is underperforming Aiken County School District in Elementary 

Mathematics, Middle School English Language Arts, and Middle School Mathematics.     

 

 



 

Teacher Certification  

According to SC Code of Laws 59-40-50(B)(5), a charter school may hire noncertified teachers in a ratio of up 

to twenty-five percent of its entire teacher staff.  On many occasions, School leadership has declared that Horse 

Creek Academy has an extensive waiting list of teachers desiring to join the School’s staff.  However, Horse 

Creek Academy’s current teacher composition is only 58.7 percent certified teachers and 41.3 percent noncertified 

teachers.  219 of Horse Creek’s 530 classes currently do not have a certified teacher.     

Minority Student Performance   

Approximately a year ago, the Institute leadership noticed that there was no African American representation on 

the School’s leadership team. The Institute suggested including an African American team member on the 

leadership team.  Today, Horse Creek Academy is the only school in the Institute’s portfolio that has been placed 

on the State Department of Education’s Additional Targeted Support and Improvement Schools (ATSI) list as a 

result of academic struggles with the School’s African American students. (See SCDE letter, Appendix C.) 

 

Summary 

As an Authorizer, the Institute must fulfill the requirements set forth in state law.  The law requires that charter 

schools, like Horse Creek Academy, meet the academic and governance expectations of the state.  Additionally, 

the LAC has made it clear that the Legislature has no desire to see schools attempting to transfer Authorizers to 

escape accountability.  Authorizer Shopping is not beneficial for students or taxpayers.   

The Institute is still committed to working with Horse Creek Academy to ensure that the children of your 

community receive the education they deserve.  Please let me know when you are available to meet so that we 

can collectively work on a path forward for your school and the wonderful students of Horse Creek Academy.   

 

Sincerely, 

 

Vamshi Rudrapti, Director 

 

cc: Cameron Runyan, Superintendent 
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Select Your School Name Horse Creek Academy

Please rate the support provided from
Institute Leadership (Cameron Runyan
and Vamshi Rudrapati)?

5 - Extremely Effective

Please rate the support provided from
the Department of Accountability
(Richard Melzer and Kusuma
Buddhiraju)?

5 - Extremely Effective

Please rate the support provided from
the Department of School Support
(Christy Junkins and Sherri Herbst)?

5 - Extremely Effective

Please rate the support provided from
the Department of PowerSchool (Jason
Jones)?

5 - Extremely Effective

Please rate the support provided from
the Department of Authorization (Kirby
Jerry and Grace Rubenzer)?

5 - Extremely Effective

Please rate the support provided from
the Department of Communications
(Ashley Epperson and Jacob Carter)?

5 - Extremely Effective

Please rate the support provided from
the Department of Federal Programs
(Haley Perez, Ashley Sturkie, Sarah
Shealy, and Sally Fickling)?

5 - Extremely Effective

Please rate the support provided from
the Department of Finance (Ciera Bing,
John Li, and Charity Glasgow)?

5 - Extremely Effective

Please rate the support provided from
the Department of Human Resources
and Benefits (Paula Gray and Robbie
Anderson)?

5 - Extremely Effective

Please rate the support provided from
the Department of Student Services
(Celina Patton, Laura Merrick, and Kathy
Griffin)?

5 - Extremely Effective
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Please rate the support provided from
the Department of Student Services -
MTSS (Sophie Ellis)?

5 - Extremely Effective

As you know, the Institute works hard to
eliminate burdensome requirements for
our schools that are not required by
external agencies, laws and the like.  In
an effort to ensure that we are
continuing to fulfill our commitment in
this area, please provide any examples
of requirements from the Institute that
you believe may not be required by
charter, state, or federal law, or
fulfillment of Authorizer/LEA
obligations. Please ensure that any
requirements mentioned were
requested by one of the above
departments.

Unsure 

Please provide any additional feedback
using the text box below.

Thank you.  I really need some additional help with the ESSR funds! :) 



Horse Creek Academy
Grade Inflation 2020-2021

Class State Class State Class State Class State
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Class Grades & State Grades Across the School 2020-2021

Class
State

Does Not Meet Approaches Meets Exceeds

299% Inflation72.5% Inflation112% Deflation617% Deflation
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STATE OF SOUTH CAROLINA 

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

MOLLY M. SPEARMAN 

STATE SUPERINTENDENT OF EDUCATION 

RUTLEDGE BUILDING · 1429 SENATE STREET · COLUMBIA, SC 29201 

PHONE: 803-734-8500 · FAX 803-734-3389 · ED.SC.GOV 

 

 

MEMORANDUM 

 

 
TO: Additional Targeted Support and Improvement School Superintendents 

 

FROM: Kimberly Mack, Director, Office of School Transformation 

 Sarah Longshore, Director, Office of Federal and State Accountability   

 

DATE: March 2021 

 

RE: 2020-2021 Additional Targeted Support & Improvement Federal Funding  

 

 

The purpose of this memo is to outline the 2020-2021 federal funding and requirements 

for Additional Targeted Support and Improvement Schools (ATSI) in your district 

identified in April of 2019.  As a reminder, South Carolina’s new Every Student Succeeds 

Act Consolidated (ESSA) plan defines ATSI schools as follows: 

 Any Title I or Non-Title I school with one or more subgroup(s) of students 

performing at or below the all student group at the 5th percentile for that 

respective school type (elementary, middle, or high) 

 Subgroups that meet the minimum n-size requirement in any of the categories 

below are subject to analysis for identification: 

o Students with disabilities; 

o Students with limited English proficiency 

o Students of poverty 

o Students of all racial groups/ethnicities 

 

The South Carolina Department of Education (SCDE) will identify ATSI schools 

(schools with low-performing subgroups) every three years. In accordance with the 

approved ESSA waiver from March 27, 2020, all schools “identified for comprehensive 

or targeted support and improvement or additional targeted support and improvement in 

the 2019-2020 school year will maintain that identification status in the 2020-2021 

school year and continue to receive supports and interventions consistent with the 

school’s support and improvement plan in the 2020-2021 school year.” 
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Memorandum 

Page 2 

March 2021 

 

In the April 2019 identification, the following school(s) in Charter Institute at Erskine 

met the criteria for ATSI and are again eligible for federal improvement funding for the 

2020-2021 school year: 

 

 Students with Disabilities 
 Mevers School of Excellence 

 Black 
 Horse Creek Academy 

 

2020-2021 Requirements 

As outlined in ESSA and South Carolina’s ESSA Plan, districts are required to work with 

their schools identified as having low-performing subgroups (ATSI).  To support this 

work, districts must submit an application to the Office of Federal and State 

Accountability, for federal funds to improve outcomes for the applicable subgroup(s).   

 

Each school district is eligible to receive 2020-2021 federal improvement dollars based 

on the following formula: 

 $36.00 per pupil based on the previous 135 Day Count + $30,000 per school. The 

breakdown for each school is included in the table below.  

 

School 

135 Day 

Count 

Per pupil 

($36.00)  

Per School 

($30,000) 

School 

Total 

Horse Creek Academy 553 $19,908 $30,000 $49,908 

Mevers School Of Excellence 781 $28,116 $30,000 $58,116 

District Total $108,024 

 

 Applications for these funds are now available in GEMS.  We are asking districts 

to submit their applications, sign and return the GAN by April 15, 2021.  

 Districts must update and include at least one goal in their District Strategic 

Plan that addresses the identified subgroup.  

 Funds must be expended by September 30, 2022 and final claims made by the 

date that will be issued on the Grant Award Notification (GAN). 

 

Districts are encouraged to consider: 

 Partnering with other districts or working collaboratively through existing 

consortia to develop and implement common evidence-based interventions, 

practices, and strategies as you work to improve outcomes for the applicable 

subgroup(s);  

 Identifying ways of braiding and blending funds provided under ESSA along with 

funds provided under other federal sources (such as funds provided under the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act); and/or 

 Implementing district-wide evidence-based programs or initiatives that target the 

low performing subgroup(s).  



Memorandum 

Page 3 

March 2021 

 

 

We are committed to providing technical assistance that builds the capacity of leaders 

and makes a positive impact on student achievement! If you have immediate concerns or 

questions, please feel free to email Kimberly Mack at kemack@ed.sc.gov, or by phone at 

(803) 734-5849.  

       

 

 

 

CC:  

John R. Payne, Deputy, Division of Federal Programs, Accountability & School 

Improvement 
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