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ILLINOIS STATE CHARTER SCHOOL COMMISSION 

Commission Meeting Minutes  
Tuesday, February 9, 2016  

 
The February 2016 Commission meeting was hosted at Horizon Science Academy – McKinley 
Park Campus, located at 2245 W. Pershing Road in Chicago, IL. 
 
Commission Chair, DeRonda Williams called the meeting to order at 3:02 pm.  
 
Commission Chair, DeRonda Williams announced that she was informed by Commission staff 
that Commissioner Richard Van Evera would participate in the Commission meeting via 
telephone. Due to technical difficulty, Commissioner Van Evera was unable to call into the 
meeting. 
 

I. Roll Call/Pledge of Allegiance 

Commission Chair, DeRonda Williams conducted Roll Call. Commissioner(s) Troy Ratliff, Catherine Rich, 

Dr. Kathy Robbins, Bill Farmer and Chair DeRonda Williams were in attendance.   

Also in attendance:  Commission Interim Executive Director – Hosanna Mahaley-Jones, Shenita Johnson - 

Commission Deputy Director, Treyana Burris – Commission Office & Appeals coordinator, Bertha Rios – 

School Monitoring & Compliance coordinator, and General Counsel, Lisa Scruggs.    

Pledge of Allegiance was recited by all. 

II. Consent Agenda  

Commissioner Williams asked for a motion to accept and approve the December 15, 2015 Commission 

meeting minutes. A motion was made by Commissioner Ratliff seconded by Commissioner Robbins; a 

voted was called, 5 ayes, 0 opposed. The motion to accept and approve the December 15, 2015 minutes 

passed. 

III. Public Participation 

 

Horizon Science Academy – McKinley Park representative, Ms. Richardson, provided a brief overview of 

the school and its’ achievements. She stated that the school is in its 3rd year and currently serves grades 

K-8. She also mentioned that the school is a part of Concept Schools, which has the highest college 

retention rate in the city of Chicago and is ranked number #12 out of the 120 schools located within a 3-

mile radius of the school.  

Ruchi Verma, the Deputy General Counsel of Chicago Board of Education, gave a brief statement of 

CPS’ position regarding the Commissions’ authority to accept jurisdiction over the pending appeals.   She 

indicated that the Commission is not authorized under the Charter Schools Law to accept jurisdiction 

over a Charter Campus and should not exceed that authority, as such action could be declared void by 

the court. She further stated the Commission only has the authority that the statute confers upon it and 

further encouraged the Commissioners to decline the staff’s recommendation to accept jurisdiction over 

the Betty Shabazz International Charter – Barbara A. Sizemore Academy. 
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Sarah Brennan, Founder and the current CIO (Chief Instructional Officer) of Amandla Charter School 

came before Commissioners to express that she is looking forward to the school evaluator’s site visit at 

Amandla Charter School and ultimately thanked the Commission for the efforts put forth throughout the 

appeal process. 

Regina Wall, Grandmother of Amandla student, came before the Commissioners to express her 

gratitude in the Commissions’ efforts to keep Amandla open. She indicated Amandla has done a lot for 

her grandson as he has shown improvements both academically and socially. She encouraged the 

Commissioners to keep the school open for the sake of her grandson. 

Robert Hall, Attorney for Betty Shabazz International Charter School, gave a brief statement regarding 

his client’s position that the Commission does have the authority to accept jurisdiction; however, he 

indicated that the Commission is not authorized to take over the entire charter of Betty Shabazz 

International Charter School. He encouraged the Commissioners to act within its’ authority as a 

statewide authorizer and authorize a new charter school as opposed to taking over the entire charter, as 

it would further complicate the matter. 

Christopher Norma, Teacher at Amandla Charter School, stated that he hopes the Commissioners will 

take a look at the school and understand the difference that they are trying to make in their students’ 

lives. He indicated that the staff work hard as a team to help students transition into a college 

preparatory mindset and if the school closes down, the students will begin to doubt their future. 

IV. Reports 

Report of the Chair  

Commission Chair Williams announced to the Commissioners that there have been two Commissioner 

resignations - Jaime Guzman and Sylvia Zaldivar. Chair Williams stated both be honored in the coming 

months. She confirmed the Commission membership is 7; however, ISBE and the Governor’s office is 

working to identify new appointees.  

Commission Chair Williams announced reconfiguration of Committees given recent resignations. She 

further stated later in the meeting she would ask the Commission to accept her recommendation to 

elect Commissioner Ratliff and Commissioner Robbins to the Nominating Committee.  The Commission 

Committees were appointed as follows: 

 Schools Committee – Commissioner Farmer (Chair) and Commissioner Rich 

 Operations Committee – Commissioner Ratliff (Chair) and Commissioner Robbins 

 External Relations Committee – Commissioner Sohoni (Chair) and Commissioner Van Evera 

As of this month, two officer positions Vice Chair and Secretary will be open.  

Commission Chair Williams stated once the Nominating Committee was elected, they would meet to 

develop a proposed slate of candidates. Williams invited Commissioners to provide nominations to 

Commissioner Ratliff and Commissioner Robbins. 

Report of the Operations Committee 
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Commissioner Ratliff reported that the Commission is doing well with the budget and requested a 

$50,000 increase for the 2017 fiscal year. Commissioner Ratliff also acknowledged a request to the 

Commission to waive the administrative fee, but reported to the Commissioners that the Operations 

Committee is unable to support this request due to Commission’s policy to consistently apply the fee to 

all schools. 

Commissioner Robbins further indicated that the decision was based on Commission’s sole revenue 

source, the administrative fee, which has already been accounted for in the FY 16 budget. 

Commissioner Ratliff further stated that the re quest was made because the school has had expenses 

that should have been anticipated. 

Report of the Commission Staff 

Interim Executive Director, Hosanna Mahaley-Jones reported to the Commissioners that the 

Commission is currently reviewing 4 appeals and that the Commissioners would be conducting a final 

vote on one of those appeals at the todays’ meeting. Jones announced that the Commissioners are to 

vote on the other three appeals at the next Commission Meeting in March. She also provided to the 

Commissioners information on the upcoming public hearings and Commission Meetings.  

Interim Executive Director, Hosanna Mahaley-Jones have also reported that Commission currently 

authorizes 5 Commission schools and there are two submitted material modifications and will be 

brought before the Commissioners at the appropriate time.  

The Commission has added two additional staff members. Due to the anticipation of additional staff, the 

Commission Office will also require additional space and further anticipates relocating later in the year. 

External relations have not been hindered and the staff has been able to hire vendors as needed. 

Interim Executive Director, Hosanna Mahaley-Jones provided Commissioners with a second quarter 

budget update. She further noted the increases in legal expenses were contingent upon appeals.  

Lastly, Jones noted that another appeal may be submitted next month, based on the denial of LEARN 

Charter School’s proposal to open a campus in North Chicago, IL. 

Report of the General Counsel 

General Counsel, Lisa Scruggs reported a known conflict of interest between Commissioner Aneesh 

Sohoni and the three (3) pending appeals scheduled for jurisdictional action today. Scruggs stated that 

Commissioner Sohoni recused himself as it relates to any actions on these appeals. 

The Ethics Office is requiring a new round of training; additional information will be provided to 

Commissioners as soon as possible. 

As an update on pending litigation, Scruggs stated that at the end of 2015, the appellate court ruled to 

reverse the trial court decision for Prairie Crossing Charter School but the Woodland School District 

sought leave to appeal to the Illinois Supreme Court. The hearing for LEARN Charter School - Waukegan, 

is scheduled for late March, when the court will hear oral arguments.  

V. Action Items  
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A. Adopt Recommendation to Elect Commission Officer Positions   

Commissioner Catherine Rich made a motion to elect Commissioner Ratliff and Robbins to 

serve on the Nominating Committee. The motion was seconded by Commissioner Kathryn 

Robbins.  A vote was called, 5 ayes, 0 opposed. The motion was passed to elect Commissioners 

Ratliff and Robbins to the Nominating Committee. 

 

B. Approval of Staff Recommendation to Deny Appeal SCSC 16-001  

Interim Executive Director, Hosanna Mahaley-Jones, came before the Commissioners to present 

the Commission staff recommendation to deny Appeal SCSC 16-001. She began by giving a brief 

overview of the ISCSC’s vision and mission. She further explained the current Appeal process, 

procedural history, due diligence, as well as an overview of the proposal submitted by 

Connected Futures Academy.   

As basis for the recommendation to deny Appeal SCSC 16-001, Commission staff agreed with the 

District’s concerns and further concluded that the proposal submitted by Connected Futures 

Academy does not meet the Commission’s standards. 

Managing Director, Ron Giles, came before Commissioners to give a statement in support of his 

appeal and proposal to establish the Charter School, Connected Futures Academy.  He 

encouraged the Commissioners to consider granting the appeal despite the District’s 

recommendation.  

Elisa Botello, Director, CPS Office of Innovation and Incubation, presented a statement regarding 

the Districts’ decision to deny the proposal submitted by Connected Futures Academy. She 

explained that the proposal was evaluated by a comprehensive evaluation team to review and 

develop the recommendation report to deny the submitted proposal. The District’s decision to 

deny the proposal stands on the basis of the proposed school’s failure to meet standards set 

forth in the Request for Proposals (RFP) as well as the Illinois Charter School Law.  

Commissioner Ratliff made a motion to adopt the staff recommendation to deny Appeal SCSC 

16-001. The motion was seconded by Commissioner Farmer.  

Commissioner Williams called for questions and/or discussion on the motion to deny Appeal 

SCSC 16-001. 

Commissioner Ratliff stated that innovation brings risk and a different way of doing things, he 

further indicated it is difficult to reject a proposal based on strict standards, especially when 

considering a nontraditional model. 

Ratliff also indicated that the financing issue stands out and he understands how difficult it is for 

the new school. However, he believes that the school will not persevere if it cannot support its 

financial needs to raise sufficient funds/external support, which is the basis for his vote to 

support the staff recommendation. 

Commission Chair Williams asked about the public participation at the public hearing. 

Commissioner Rich indicated there was not strong representation of community support at the 

hearing. 
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Commissioner Robbins asked the District should the Commission vote to deny the appeal, would 

Connected Futures be given the opportunity to submit another proposal. 

Elisa Botello responded that the RFP was available to submit and the deadline for Letter of 

Intent is February 22, 2016 and further stated that CFA is encouraged to apply and submit a 

revised plan. 

 

The vote was called on the motion to accept the staff’s recommendation to deny Appeal SCSC 

16-001; 5 ayes, 0 opposed. The motion was passed to deny Appeal SCSC 16-001. 

C. Accept Jurisdiction over Appeal SCSC 16-002 

Commissioner Chair, DeRonda Williams made a motion to adopt the staff’s recommendation to 

accept jurisdiction over Appeal SCSC 16-002. The motion was seconded by Commissioner Ratliff. 

Commission Chair Williams asked if there were any questions or discussion on the motion.  

Williams informed the Commissioners that the vote today was based on the accepting 

jurisdiction only and explained the Commission staff’s commitment to provide the legal 

rationale and more information of what will happen next. 

Scruggs provided explanation that the Charter Agreement is between Betty Shabazz 

International Charter School and the Chicago Board of Education; however, if the Commission 

votes to reverse the revocation decision, then the Commission assumes the entire charter.  

Commissioner Ratliff asked the District to define “school”. Ruchi Verma responded that the 

charter school is within an entire charter agreement as opposed to an attendance site under the 

charter umbrella. Attorney Bob Hall further indicated that the oldest schools within Chicago 

(including Betty Shabazz International Charter School) are subject to being closed with no 

process under CPS’ explanation of a “school” and the District’s interpretation of the replicating 

charter school law. He further explained that this particular law is intended for relief of these 

schools and referred to the Commission’s authority to uphold this law. 

A vote was called to accept jurisdiction over Appeal SCSC 16-002. 5 ayes, 0 opposed. The motion 

was passed to accept jurisdiction for Appeal SCSC 16-002. 

D. Accept Jurisdiction over Appeal SCSC 16-003 

Commission Chair, DeRonda Williams made a motion to accept jurisdiction over Appeal SCSC 16-

003. The motion was second by Commissioner Ratliff.  

 

Commission Chair Williams asked if there were any questions or discussion on the motion. There 

was no discussion and a vote was called to accept jurisdiction over Appeal SCSC 16-003. 5 ayes, 

0 opposed. The motion was passed to accept jurisdiction over Appeal SCSC 16-003. 

 

E. Accept Jurisdiction over Appeal SCSC 16-004 

Commission Chair, DeRonda Williams made a motion to accept jurisdiction over Appeal SCSC 16-

004. The motion was seconded by Commissioner Farmer.  
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Commission Chair Williams asked if there were any questions or discussion on the motion. There 

was no discussion and a vote was called to accept jurisdiction over Appeal SCSC 16-004. 5 ayes, 

0 opposed. The motion was passed to accept jurisdiction over Appeal SCSC 16-004. 

 

VI. Announcements  

 

Interim Executive Director, Hosanna Mahaley-Jones, announced that there are several 

upcoming public hearings. She further indicated that some dates listed were corrected and 

Commission staff would confirm availability of Commissioners. 

 

Commission Chair, DeRonda Williams made a motion to adjourn the meeting and Commissioner Ratliff 

seconded.  

Meeting adjourned at 4:32pm. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Attached is a copy of public comment provided by Chicago Public Schools, Deputy General Counsel, Ruchi 

Verma and opening statements provided by Connected Futures Academy, Ron Giles and Chicago Public 

Schools, Elisa Botello as it relates to Appeal SCSC 16-001. 
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Commission Chair Williams asked if there were any questions or discussion on the motion. There was no discussion and a vote was called to accept jurisdiction over Appeal SCSC 16-004. 5 ayes, 0 opposed. The motion was passed to accept jurisdiction over Appeal SCSC 16-004.



VI. Announcements 



Interim Executive Director, Hosanna Mahaley-Jones, announced that there are several upcoming public hearings. She further indicated that some dates listed were corrected and Commission staff would confirm availability of Commissioners.



Commission Chair, DeRonda Williams made a motion to adjourn the meeting and Commissioner Ratliff seconded. 

Meeting adjourned at 4:32pm.

































Attached is a copy of public comment provided by Chicago Public Schools, Deputy General Counsel, Ruchi Verma and opening statements provided by Connected Futures Academy, Ron Giles and Chicago Public Schools, Elisa Botello as it relates to Appeal SCSC 16-001.
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