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Aspire Trade High School BOD Meeting Minutes


Location: ATHS Cafeteria
Date: March 25, 2025
Time: 6:30 pm – 7:50 pm


In Attendance

Board Chair – Derek Partee 

Vice Chair – Heidi Bertino-Daum

Treasurer - Jenny Miller

Secretary – Heath Edmiston

Principal – Jennifer Nichols


Agenda Items

1.) Review and Approve February 25, 2025 Minutes.

Motion: Jenny Miller: Motion to approve as written. Heath Edmiston seconds the motion. 
Motion Approved: Voted Yes: Derek Partee, Heath Edmiston, Heidi Bertino-Daum and Jenny Miller.

2.) Students enrolled for 2025-2026

9th Grade – 87 out of 150 seats filled.
10th Grade – 22 out of 50 seats filled.

We have been doing tours, and we are adding more tour dates. 


3.) Vertex Education Proposal for enrolling additional students

The board was emailed the contract from Vertex to review before the meeting. We had asked for references from Vertex to hear what other schools thought of them. We did receive 3 schools to contact but none of them are located in North Carolina. Heath feels the cost is very expensive and they offer no guarantee on outcomes. Derek has multiple questions about the contract and would like a more detailed breakdown of their costs. Jennifer estimates it ends up costing about $1,000 per child they recruit for us. Crystal will set up a zoom call with the board and Vertex so we can meet with them to get more of our questions answered. Derek feels the proposal is impressive if we can guarantee it works. 

4.) School Events
Dance March 28, 2025 6:00 pm – 8:00 pm
Trade Demo in Denver March 29, 2025 from 10:00 am to 2:00 pm
Huntersville Spring Fling May 3, 2025 from 11:00 am to 3:00 pm

The dance is this Friday night. We have asked the core content teachers to attend and the trade teachers to attend the Trade Demo on Saturday. 

Regarding the event in Denver this Saturday – we are attending because we have a few students from Denver, but we can definitely recruit more students from Denver. We’ll have a big tent at the event and our trade teachers will be doing demos throughout the day. Mr. Crabill (Director of CTE) said Mass Acceleration Motorsports may want to partner with us on future events. He said they will have a lot of cool cars there.

The Huntersville Spring Fling is a fundraiser for the Halton School but an opportunity to show off ATHS.  Heidi stated that Huntersville used to host this event previously and when they stopped, we jumped at the chance to continue it on our campus. We are looking for vendors to set up booths and we are hoping our trade partners will also set up booths. It is an easy way for people to visit and tour our school. We will have food trucks coming and it is open to the whole community. Derek asked if we are promoting this on social media and Heidi replied yes, that Saige is helping us. 

5.) Funding Update
Bond Funds Released – April bond payment was made.
               Non-bond funds released to the Foundation - $250,000 deposited to ATHS account.
               
All bonds have been released. We are using it to pay our building bond (mortgage) payment for ATHS each month and it should be enough to make the monthly payments through September.  When the non-bond funds were released to the Foundation, we deposited $250,000 in ATHS’s account. We are still continuing to get our LEA funding in arrears. 


6.) Public Comments

Parent – I appreciate the school's mission and want to see it succeed. My child has not had academic or disciplinary issues but is unhappy. High teacher turnover and administrative decisions seem to be negatively impacting school morale and student learning.
My concerns include:
· A lack of physical activity opportunities, which could help reduce behavior issues, especially in a school with a high number of boys.
· The use of broad disciplinary measures, such as a blanket suspension threat to an entire class, including students not involved in misconduct.
· Lunch detentions being assigned without prior warnings.
· A lack of student and family feedback mechanisms, such as surveys, to assess overall satisfaction.
I believe the teachers are dedicated and effective, but administrative decisions hinder the school's potential. Addressing these concerns could improve student experience and retention.

Parent – We were referred to this school by the previous speaker, and our son transferred from Hopewell High School. However, we feel the quality of education here is inadequate.
Key concerns include:
· A recent quiz (distributed to the board) that does not reflect rigorous academic standards.
· Difficulty receiving school communications, requiring multiple requests to be added to the parent email list.
· Lack of responsiveness from administration, including three unanswered emails to Ms. Nichols.
· High teacher turnover—his Entrepreneurship class has had three different teachers this year.
· Minimal academic challenge—he completes assignments in minutes and remains disengaged in most classes, except for HVAC.
Due to these issues, we will not be re-enrolling him next year.

Parent  – I share the concerns expressed by the previous speakers. Efforts to establish a PTA have not progressed, limiting parent involvement. Additionally, there have been no fire, tornado, or active shooter drills, raising serious safety concerns. The recent removal of student cell phones has further contributed to a sense of insecurity for my student. Addressing these issues is essential to ensuring a safe and supportive school environment.

Parent – I fully support the concerns raised by the previous speakers. I appreciate the dedication of the teachers and believe in the school’s mission. I recognize the challenges of running a new school, but I urge the administration and board to actively listen, respond to parent concerns, and improve communication, including timely email responses. The recent transition of the culinary chef teacher was well handled—this approach should be applied to all teacher turnovers. Above all, the focus should remain on the students, not just the operational aspects of the school.

Derek Partee – We thank you all for coming in. We agree with you that the students are very important. Please continue to contact us. You should have my email (on the website), and I will always get back to you. 

Kelly Peterson (New teacher mentor and World History teacher) – Teacher turnover is a challenge at many charter schools, but with a staff of only 25, it is more noticeable to parents. While turnover rates may be similar to CMS, their larger staff makes it less apparent. Due to privacy concerns, we cannot disclose reasons for staff departures. I understand parents’ concerns, and I’ve experienced firsthand that not every school is the right fit for every student—my own daughter chose not to return last year. However, our content teachers work hard on lesson plans, and Ms. Nichols ensures we have the necessary curriculum and materials.
Regarding the third-block class mentioned earlier, that group has significant behavior challenges. Even my husband, a patient and experienced substitute, found it difficult to manage. Ms. Nichols’ intervention was likely necessary. Additionally, third-block classes are stacked and tend to be more challenging, but this should improve next year with additional blocks. I agree that more student assemblies and safety drills would be beneficial.


Rosalind Smith (Science Teacher)

What I heard when listening to the parent feedback is “standards”. We need to set them for the staff we hire and the kids we enroll. If you are looking for a college prep school and are a scholar ATHS is not a good fit for you. We need to do more background checks on our teachers. The parents spoke about their concerns regarding the administration because that is where the standards are set. Derek Partee – I agree with you when we hire, we need to vet our teachers more thoroughly. Deception is rampant. Every teacher we hire has “great potential” but then we have to fire them. For an instructor to smell like weed – we should have caught that. We need to improve our hiring processes. I am a former homicide detective and I am trained in interrogation techniques. I can see when someone is lying. Kelly Peterson – I agree – up north where I am from you have to meet with everyone when you interview – the Principal, the Vice-Principal, the parents – you have to teach a demo lesson that is observed. We need to do more probationary periods – where the new teacher comes in as a substitute before they are hired. That helps set expectations for the students and parents also, that this teacher is being reviewed first before they are hired. Derek Partee – Another issue is our references. No one gives accurate/truthful references, and they pass along bad teachers from school to school. We fired a teacher for grooming a student and I know they are now teaching at another school, and that risk is still there. Heidi Bertino – Daum – References are not always accurate, and we check them, but the previous schools don’t give us the full story. The shortage of teachers is everywhere – CMS currently has 480 vacancies. Some of our teachers have to leave for reasons they didn’t anticipate like their own or a family member’s health issue. Jennifer Nichols – I find our best teachers have often been referred by our current teachers. Kelly Peterson – Can we look at our hiring process and revamp it to include being interviewed by more staff and perhaps a demo lesson?

Colby Boucher (Plumbing Teacher) – We (the CTE teachers) are very happy to have Mr. Crabill supporting us as Director of CTE.  I believe we have had many drills. The reason the children are upset at the administration is because the administration is the one that disciplines them, they become “the bad guy”. Mr. Crabill (Director CTE) – I agree – we changed our tardy policy to a lunch time detention – previously the student would be in ISS all day. They would lose instruction time. We are trying to prepare them to be ready to go to work in the trades. This is a consequence that is meaningful to them. Jennifer Nichols - We have 31-35 tardy kids every day. The lunchtime detention is being complained about to the parents because it matters to the kids as a consequence. We did communicate this change and new policy with our parents. Heidi Bertino-Daum – We are trying to make these kids accountable now. They need to be on time. They will lose their apprenticeships and their jobs if they are late.

Davi Racquer (Director of IT & Compliance) My husband Rob and I are both retired, and we chose to work here out of genuine passion for this school. Despite holding advanced degrees, I accepted a front desk position when I started because I am passionate about this school. We sacrifice time with our five children to support the school, often working until 6:00 or 7:00 PM alongside the administration team. Ms. Nichols has a very compassionate side and believes in the potential of the people she hires. In terms of safety, we have conducted three fire drills and two lockdown drills this year, and all are up-to-date with the required protocols. Often when parents attend disciplinary meetings with their child, the child expresses frustration and the parents become confrontational. The parent and child often resist disciplinary measures. They do not partner with us to correct behavioral issues.  We are actively screening students for behavioral issues to help reduce these problems. Regarding communication, I always resolve any issue quickly—for example, the email problem the parent asked about was fixed once we identified the parent had entered an extra letter in their email address.

Robert Racquer (Director of Facilities and Transportation) Davi and I care deeply about this school – I took a job cleaning and as a bus driver when I was first hired, just to have the opportunity to work here. I am very sad when the parents say they think we are not here for their kids. 

Kelly Peterson – I have worked in schools where teachers are not good, but the administration lets them stay on. It decreases the morale of teachers who are working really hard to see that. That doesn’t happen here. Ms. Nichol’s has high standards for our teachers, and she will not keep them on staff if they are not performing. 


7.) Schedule April meeting
Our next meeting is scheduled for Tuesday, April 22nd at 5:00 in the ATHS cafeteria


8.) Adjourn Meeting
We will have our closed session at the April 22 meeting.
Motion: Jenny Miller: Motion to adjourn. Heath Edmiston seconds the motion. Motion Approved: Voted Yes: Heidi Bertino-Daum, Derek Partee, Heath Edmiston, and Jenny Miller.
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