
Amber Charter School

January Board Minutes

January 13, 2021

MEETING CHAIR:

Soledad Hiciano

MEETING SCRIBE:

Mercedes Minaya

MEETING HELD VIA ZOOM

ATTENDANCE:

Board: Soledad Hiciano, Amador Centeno, Kelly Combs, Brad Olsen, Jenna Pantel, Robyn Epps,

Brian Quillin, John Gutierrez, Miguelina German, Frank Aldridge

Staff: Vasthi Acosta, Kirsys Gomez, Heidi Hamilton, Christine Ganey, Veronica Almedina, Sasha

Elliott, Rose Castillo, Ana Vargas, Matt Bull, Gina Mellusi, Karen Drezner, Mercedes Minaya

Guests: Lisa Holtzmuller

Call to Order

Ms. Hiciano called the meeting to order at 6:10pm.

I. Check-In

Board members checked in.

II. Facilities & Finance Committees
● Mr. Centeno reported that we are close to getting all permits for Inwood.  The target date

for completion is the end of July.  Mr. Centeno reviewed the sub-lease and is comfortable

with what was included in the document.

● Mr. Olsen stated that he reviewed the documents and has been touching base with Kirsys

regarding the financial covenants.
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● Ms. Lisa Holtzmuller explained that the LLC owned by the foundation is going to be taking

out a large loan from Civic and Lisc to do construction and Amber Charter Schools will be

guaranteeing that loan.

● Ms. Lisa Holtzmuller explained that at the last meeting there was a misstep in which Dr.

Acosta who serves on the Amber Foundation Board needed to step out of the meeting

during the vote for the signature resolution along with Ms. Hiciano who also serves on the

Amber Foundation Board and  the Amber school board. Because of the conflict of interest

for both Ms. Hiciano and Dr. Acosta, per Ms. Holtzmuller, the board members will vote on

the resolution to give authorization to Mr. Centeno and Dr. Gutierrez to sign the appropriate

documents.

● Ms. Hiciano reported that Dr. Gutierrez’s term on the board needed to be renewed. She

asked for a motion.

Motion to renew Dr. Gutierrez’s term for three years:

○ Move: Amador Centeno

○ Second: Jenna Pantel

○ Aye: All

○ Nay: None

○ Abstain: None

● Ms. Hiciano and Dr. Acosta left the meeting and was placed in the waiting room.

● The resolution was presented by Ms. Holtzmuller.

● Mr. Gutierrez asked about the Unitranche loan and requested clarification if it’s the name of

the firm or the type of loan.  Ms. Hamilton explained that it is an entity that was partnered

to serve as the bank for the funds that are being distributed.

● Dr. German asked about the types of loans and interest rates.  Ms. Gomez reported that it is

two loans, one with FIF for up to $12.8M with an interest rate of 4.7% and the other with

LISC for $1.5M with an interest rate of 5.5%.  Ms. Hamilton stated that the LISC loan is a

bridge loan.

● Ms. Pantel asked if there are any areas of concern that the board needs to be aware of.

Ms. Hamilton reported that in addition to the financial cash covenants, there are other

requirements that the organization agreed to and one of them is the academic performance

and the reporting ACS will have to do and make sure they are kept up to standard.

● Mr. Olsen asked if there is an option to not spend the $13M. Ms. Hamilton reported that it is

not an option since it is needed for the construction.

● Mr. Olsen reported that when the finance committee is comfortable with the projection and

assumptions then he will be ready to sign off and move forward.  Ms. Hamilton stated that

their recommendation is for the board to authorize the execution of the resolution pending

the finance committee’s final approval and review of the financial documents.

● Mr. Aldridge stated that the board should move forward with approving the resolution with

the finance committee giving an update once all of the documents are reviewed and signed.
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● Ms. German stated that she is comfortable in voting for the resolution pending final review

and approval by the finance committee.

● Ms. Holtzmuller stated that if the board is approving the resolution subject to the finance

committee approval, then the finance committee will need to have another meeting.

Ms. Hamilton reported that the finance committee will need to meet by Friday.

● Ms. Hamilton restated the resolution to the board, authorizing the execution of the

resolution and giving Dr. Gutierrez and Mr. Centeno the authority to execute on all loan and

sub lease  documents pending review and approval by the finance committee.

● Dr. Gutierrez suggested that it would be beneficial to put an executive summary together for

any future projects.  Ms. Hamilton shared that we will add the presentation that was shown

to the Executive Committee to the dropbox.

● Mr. Centeno stated that as there are concerns around enrollment and now that we are

contemplating another middle school, it would be a good idea to review enrollment in

future board meetings so people can understand.

Motion to bring resolution to the floor:

○ Move: Miguelina German

○ Second: Frank Aldridge

○ Aye: All

○ Nay: None

○ Abstain: None

● Ms. Hiciano and Dr. Acosta returned to the meeting.

III. Education Committee

● Ms. Drezner reported on the Great Oaks fellows partnership that has a total of 18 fellows,

nine at each school working with third through fifth graders.  They will be serving the

students remotely from now until June.

IV. Executive Director Report

● Dr. Acosta reported on the Kingsbridge renewal approval in December and the expansion to

eighth grade.   Dr. Acosta gave a big shout out to Ms. Almedina and Ms. Mellusi for their

hard work in getting this renewal and expansion in grades.

● Continued Work towards a March 1st hybrid launch.

● Notified and encouraged teachers and staff of the opportunity to get vaccinated.

● Dr. Acosta reported that she, along with Ms. Almedina and Ms. Elliott, continues to

participate in the AF accelerator leadership program.

● The ACS growth model with accompanying positions were shared with the staff. There are

70 positions to be filled.
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● Dr. Acosta participated in a call with Senator Schumer where he shared the plans that they

have in the coming year.  The event was sponsored by the Hispanic Federation which ACS is

an affiliate.

● Dr. Acosta reported that they are starting with the mid-year reviews and every staff member

meets with their supervisors and to go over their strengths and challenges.

● Student recruitment has been a challenge. Ms. Ganey reported that applications are 50%

lower than last year, however, in the last couple of days there has been an uptick of 20

applications for Kindergarten at EH and KB.  Hoping to see a rise in applications as the DOE

application deadlines are December 10th through January 19th. She reported efforts in

advertisements, Spotify ads, as well as doing a raffle starting in February for any referrals

through our current Amber families.  Postcard mailings to all NYCHA housings and

MailChimp campaigns will also be conducted.  School mint, a website where families across

the city apply to charter schools,  confirmed that they are seeing a decline across the nation.

● Mr. Centeno asked what is the percentage of students accepted from the applications

received.  Ms. Ganey reported that for EH they need five applications for one seat and for

KB it is two applications for one seat.

● Dr. Acosta reported that in talking to the Latino Charter Leaders Roundtable, they are also

experiencing a similar dip in their student recruitment.

V. ACS Inwood Principal Report

● Ms. Vargas shared some highlights with Great Oaks and posting of positions for the new

school.

VI. ACS Kingsbridge Principal Report

● Ms. Mellusi reported that the students participated in a winter wonderland themed SEL

class.  Hosted a staff spotlight PD and teachers shared tools and resources that have been

helpful during remote learning.  Ms. Sandra did an art activity for the staff and taught how

to blend the primary colors and make a beautiful picture. The third graders participated in

the virtual Three Kings Day Parade.

VII.ACS East Harlem Principal Report

● Mr. Bull reported EH had their PD which followed the unconference.  The Columbia Social

Work Field Workers had the opportunity to share some best practices.  The kids loved the

Three Kings Day virtual parade.

VIII. Board Chair Report

● Ms. Hiciano reported on the CSI renewal of Kingsbridge and was very proud to be in the

presence of Ms. Elliott, Ms. Almedina, and Dr. Acosta during the meeting.

● Ms. Hiciano reported on the Charter Schools Growth Fund and explained that they are

similar to CSI and want to see how ACS is performing.
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IX. Motion to approve the December meeting minutes

○ Move: Jenna Pantel

○ Second: Brian Quillin

○ Aye: All

○ Nay: None

○ Abstain: Frank Aldridge, Soledad Hiciano, Miguelina German

X.  Motion to adjourn the meeting

○ Move: Jenna Pantel

○ Second: Frank Aldridge

○ Aye: All

○ Nay: None

○ Abstain: None

Meeting adjourned at 7:56pm
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