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THE STATE OF SOUTH CAROLINA 
In the Court of Appeals 

____________________ 

APPEAL FROM CHARLESTON COUNTY 
Court of Common Pleas 

Honorable Robert J. Bonds, Circuit Court Judge 
____________________ 

 
Appellate Case No. 2026-001286 

Civil Action No. 2026-CP-10-01436 
____________________ 

Dr. Brian McClure, 
Appellant, 

v. 
Charleston County School District, Charleston County School District Education Foundation, 

Leah Whatley, Michelle Leber, Keith Grybowski, Carlotte Bailey, and Pamela McKinney, 
Respondents. 

____________________ 
 

APPELLANT’S MOTION FOR JUDICIAL NOTICE 
__________________ 

      
   TO THE HONORABLE JUDGES OF THE SOUTH CAROLINA COURT OF APPEALS: 

Appellant Dr. Brian McClure moves pursuant to Rule 201 of the South Carolina Rules of 

Evidence (“SCRE”), and Rule 240 of the South Carolina Appellate Court Rules (”SCACR”), for 

judicial notice of the official issuance, date, authorship, and contents of the South Carolina Office 

of the State Inspector General’s (“SCOIG”) publicly issued August 2026 report concerning the 

Charleston County School District Board of Trustees, Case No. 2026-0007-I (the “Report”).  

Appellant does not ask the Court to accept as true any reasonably disputed factual finding 

contained in the Report or to enlarge the evidentiary record on the merits. Appellant seeks only 

the Court’s recognition that the Report was officially issued and that it expressly identifies FOIA-

compliance concerns, including concerns regarding improper quorums and prior warnings 

concerning FOIA compliance. 

Sep 21 2026



2 

The requested notice is limited to objectively verifiable matters appearing in an official 

publication of a state oversight agency and is offered for the limited purpose of informing the 

Court’s consideration of the necessity, scope, and appropriateness of prospective equitable relief 

already requested in this appeal. In support, Appellant states: 

1. This appeal concerns the April 6, 2026, denial of preliminary injunctive relief and the May 1, 

2026, denial of reconsideration in an action challenging the Board’s February 25, 2026, 

appointment of Michelle Faust to the CCSD Education Foundation. Appellant’s principal 

statutory argument is that the Board took final action on an unlisted nominee without 

complying with S.C. Code Ann. § 30-4-80(A). 

2. After Appellant filed his Initial Brief, the South Carolina Office of the State Inspector General 

(“SCOIG”) publicly issued the Report titled Investigation of the Charleston County School 

District Board of Trustees for Potential Misconduct, Disclosure of Confidential Information 

and Adverse Fiscal Impacts. The Report bears an August 2026 date and identifies itself as 

SCOIG Case No. 2026-0007-I. A complete copy of the publicly released redacted Report is 

submitted as Exhibit A pursuant to Rule 240(c)(3), SCACR. 

3. The Report expressly addresses FOIA compliance. Section III.E, at page 6, is titled “Freedom 

of Information Act Violations – Improper Quorums” and discusses full-Board electronic 

communications, prior warnings regarding FOIA compliance, and the importance of avoiding 

deliberations outside properly noticed public meetings. Finding #2, at page 20, likewise 

identifies improper quorums under S.C. Code Ann. § 30-4-20(d) among the policy violations 

found by SCOIG and recommends annual Board policy training. 

4. Appellant requests judicial notice only of the Report’s official existence, issuance, date, 

authorship, and the fact that the Report contains the identified statements regarding FOIA 
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compliance. Appellant does not ask the Court to judicially notice the truth of disputed 

allegations, to find that any particular Respondent participated in an unlawful meeting, or to 

conclude that the Report itself establishes the illegality of the Faust appointment. 

5. Rule 201(b), SCRE, permits judicial notice of facts that are not subject to reasonable dispute 

because they are capable of accurate and ready determination from sources whose accuracy 

cannot reasonably be questioned. Rule 201(f), SCRE further provides that judicial notice may 

be taken at any stage of the proceeding. The existence and contents of an official SCOIG 

publication can be verified directly from the publication itself and the agency’s official source. 

6. The Report is also relevant because it provides official context concerning the governance 

environment in which the events underlying this appeal occurred. The Report addresses the 

same Board of Trustees and identifies broader concerns relating to Board governance, 

compliance with the Freedom of Information Act, improper quorums, and prior notice to the 

Board concerning its FOIA obligations. Appellant does not ask this Court to treat those 

investigative conclusions as proof that Respondents committed the particular FOIA violation 

presented in this appeal, nor does Appellant seek to supplement the merits record with disputed 

factual findings. Rather, the Report is relevant because it confirms that the State Inspector 

General, in an official investigation issued after the circuit-court proceedings, independently 

identified FOIA compliance and Board-governance concerns involving the same public body. 

That circumstance provides useful context for understanding why the notice and transparency 

issues presented here are not merely abstract or technical concerns, while leaving the merits of 

Appellant’s specific claim to be decided solely on the record properly before the Court. 

7. Appellant’s position has been that meaningful public notice and compliance with FOIA’s 

procedural safeguards are necessary to preserve public confidence in the Board’s actions. The 
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subsequent issuance of an official state report identifying continuing FOIA-related governance 

concerns does not prove Appellant’s underlying claim, but it bears on the practical significance 

of those safeguards and the public-interest context in which the requested relief is considered. 

8. The Report was not before the circuit court. Appellant therefore does not contend that the 

Report belongs in the ordinary Record on Appeal by virtue of this motion. See Rule 210(c), 

SCACR. Rather, Appellant submits the Report as supporting documentation under Rule 

240(c)(3), SCACR, and requests only the limited judicial notice described above. 

9. Respondents remain entitled to be heard concerning the propriety and scope of judicial notice. 

Rule 201(e), SCRE; Rule 240, SCACR. The limited request preserves that opportunity while 

avoiding any attempt to adjudicate contested facts through judicial notice. 

STANDARD 

This motion presents an original request for appellate judicial notice rather than a challenge 

to a lower court’s ruling on judicial notice. Rule 201, SCRE, therefore supplies the governing 

standard. 

Rule 201 applies to judicial notice of adjudicative facts. A noticed fact must not be subject 

to reasonable dispute because it is either generally known within the trial court’s territorial 

jurisdiction or capable of accurate and ready determination from sources whose accuracy cannot 

reasonably be questioned. Rule 201, SCRE. 

A court may take judicial notice on its own initiative and must take judicial notice when a party 

requests it and supplies the necessary information. Rule 201, SCRE. Judicial notice may be taken 

at any stage of the proceeding. Bowers v. Bowers, 349 S.C. 85, 93 (2002). 

The standard is especially exacting when judicial notice is first requested on appeal. 

Original appellate judicial notice of adjudicative facts is limited to matters that are indisputable 
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because notice on appeal may deprive the adverse party of an opportunity to contest the matter and 

may conflict with the principle that appellate review ordinarily is limited to the record. Masters v. 

Rodgers Dev. Group, 283 S.C. 251, 256 (1984). Nevertheless, an appellate court may notice a 

matter that was not before the lower court when the matter is indisputable. Wise v. Wise, 394 S.C. 

591, 600 (2011) 

ARGUMENT 

I. THE OFFICIAL ISSUANCE AND CONTENTS OF THE REPORT ARE 
CAPABLE OF ACCURATE AND READY DETERMINATION. 

Rule 201(b), SCRE, governs judicial notice of adjudicative facts and permits notice of a 

fact not subject to reasonable dispute because it is either generally known or capable of accurate 

and ready determination by resort to sources whose accuracy cannot reasonably be questioned. 

Rule 201(d) provides that a court shall take judicial notice when requested by a party and supplied 

with the necessary information, while Rule 201(f) permits judicial notice at any stage of a 

proceeding. Rule 201(e) preserves the opposing party’s opportunity to be heard concerning both 

the propriety of notice and the tenor of the matter noticed. 

The matters proposed for notice here are narrow and objectively verifiable: 1) SCOIG 

issued the Report concerning the Charleston County School District Board of Trustees; 2) the 

Report is dated August 2026 and is identified as Case No. 2026-0007-I; and, 3) the Report contains 

specific sections addressing FOIA compliance. The Report itself identifies its issuing agency, title, 

case number, date, scope, methodology, findings, and recommendations. Those attributes can be 

determined directly from the official publication without resolving a disputed historical fact. 

The distinction between noticing the existence and contents of an official publication and 

accepting the truth of the publication’s disputed factual conclusions is central to this motion. 

Appellant seeks only judicial notice that the report exists. The Court need not determine whether 
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every underlying event described by SCOIG occurred or decide whether any individual 

Respondent committed a separate FOIA violation identified by the Report. Appellant only seeks 

the Court recognize that the State’s designated oversight office officially published the identified 

FOIA-compliance concerns involved the Charleston County School District. 

The Report is submitted pursuant to Rule 240(c)(3), SCACR, because it post-dates the 

proceedings below and is not contained in the Record on Appeal. Appellant acknowledges Rule 

210(c), SCACR, which provides that the Record on Appeal shall not include matter that was not 

presented to the lower court or tribunal. This motion does not seek to place the Report into the 

record for its merits, but instead to make clear the public interest issue that transcends Appellants’ 

underlying claims.   

II. THE EXISTENCE OF AN OFFICIAL, PUBLISHED FOIA-COMPLIANCE 
CONCERN BEARS ON THE LIMITED PROSPECTIVE RELIEF 
REQUESTED. 

The Report’s FOIA discussion concerns the same public body whose compliance with 

FOIA is at issue in this appeal. At page 6, SCOIG identifies multiple instances of Board electronic 

communications despite prior warnings, discusses the statutory definition of a meeting, and 

emphasizes the importance of avoiding deliberations outside properly noticed public meetings. At 

page 20, SCOIG again identifies improper quorums under FOIA and recommends annual policy 

training. Report 6, 20. 

Appellant does not offer those passages as proof that the Board violated FOIA during the 

February 25, 2026, meeting at issue here. The likelihood of success question remains grounded in 

the record developed in the circuit court including the posted agenda, the testimony, the Board 

meeting materials, and the statutory arguments already presented in the briefs. The Report is 

relevant because Respondents contend that judicial intervention would be unnecessary or contrary 

to the public interest. The existence of an official state oversight report expressly documenting 
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FOIA-compliance concerns provides context for the Court’s consideration of whether narrowly 

tailored prospective relief would protect, rather than disserve, the public interest. 

South Carolina FOIA itself reflects the importance of open public business. S.C. Code Ann. 

§ 30-4-15 declares the General Assembly’s policy that public business be performed in an open 

and public manner. Section 30-4-100(A) provides for appropriate equitable relief and states that a 

violation of the chapter must be considered an irreparable injury for which no adequate remedy at 

law exists. The requested judicial notice does not alter the elements governing preliminary relief; 

it simply permits the Court to recognize an official, later-published compliance concern when 

considering the prospective remedy already requested. 

The requested inference is therefore limited. If the existing appellate record establishes the 

prerequisites for relief, the Report’s official issuance and stated FOIA concerns support careful 

consideration of a narrowly tailored remedy rather than dismissal of the controversy as a purely 

personal disagreement over an unsuccessful nomination. The Court remains free to determine 

independently whether relief is warranted and, if so, what relief is appropriate. 

 

 

III. THE LIMITED REQUEST PRESERVES THE COURT’S INDEPENDENT 
REVIEW AND AVOIDS EXPANDING THE RECORD. 

Appellant does not ask the Court to adopt SCOIG’s characterization of the parties, its 

assessment of disputed events, or its conclusions regarding any separate alleged violation. The 

legal questions presented in this appeal are whether the Board’s February 25, 2026, action 

complied with S.C. Code Ann. § 30-4-80(A), and whether the circuit court properly denied 

preliminary relief. These questions remain for judicial determination based on the existing record 
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and governing law. The requested judicial notice merely recognizes that the Report exists and 

raises issued related to FOIA. 

If the Court concludes that any proposed use of the Report would require resolution of a 

reasonably disputed adjudicative fact, Appellant respectfully requests that judicial notice be 

confined to the indisputable matters identified in this motion: the Report’s official issuance, date, 

authorship, and the fact that the Report contains the identified FOIA-compliance statements. 

CONCLUSION 

For these reasons, Appellant respectfully requests that the Court take judicial notice that 

the South Carolina Office of the State Inspector General officially issued the August 2026 Report 

concerning the Charleston County School District Board of Trustees, Case No. 2026-0007-I, and 

that the Report expressly identifies FOIA-compliance concerns, including improper quorums and 

prior warnings concerning FOIA compliance. Appellant further requests that the Court consider 

the existence of that official, published concern solely in evaluating the necessity, scope, and 

appropriateness of prospective equitable relief already requested in this appeal. Appellant does not 

seek judicial notice of the truth of any reasonably disputed factual finding contained in the Report 

and does not seek to enlarge the merits record. 

 
Respectfully submitted, 
/s/ Emmanuel J. Ferguson, Sr. 
Emmanuel J. Ferguson, Sr. 
S.C. Bar No. 81431 
FERGUSON LAW AND MEDIATION, LLC 
171 Church Street, Suite 160 
Charleston, South Carolina 29401 
Telephone: (843) 491-4890 
emmanuel@fergusonlaborlaw.com 
Attorney for Appellant 

 
Charleston, South Carolina 
September 21, 2026  
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I. Introduction 

The South Carolina Office of the State Inspector General (SCOIG) was established by the South Carolina 
General Assembly in 2012 (Act No. 105) for the purpose of investigating and addressing allegations of fraud, 
waste, abuse, mismanagement and misconduct in agencies, specifically the executive branch of state 
government. 

The SCOIG’s authorities are found in S.C. Code § 1-6-10 et seq.  In 2022, the South Carolina General 
Assembly passed S. 202 (Act No. 223) that expanded the SCOIG’s authority to investigate public schools and 
school districts, public charter schools and authorizers, and voluntary associations that establish and enforce 
bylaws or rules for interscholastic sports competition for public secondary schools. 

By letter dated 1/15/2026, South Carolina Governor Henry McMaster requested the SCOIG to initiate an 
investigation, review, and analysis of the Charleston County School District (District) Board of Trustees 
(Board) regarding various allegations and concerns of potential mismanagement, misconduct, violations of state 
or federal law, or wrongdoing.  Specifically, the SCOIG was requested to investigate the District’s Board and 
determine if one or more Board members “willfully commit[ed] or engage[d] in an act of malfeasance, 
misfeasance, chronic unexcused absenteeism, conflicts of interest, misconduct in office, or persistent neglect of 
duty in office” pursuant to S.C. Code § 59-19-60. 

This investigation focused on the broader issues confronting the District in the areas of Board misconduct, 
disclosure of confidential information, interference with District operations and adverse fiscal impacts caused 
by one or more Board members.  The report is not intended to address every individual complaint or issue 
conveyed to the SCOIG but provides a road map for the Board members and District leadership to improve in 
its delivery of quality education to its students in a unified effort. 

Notwithstanding, this investigation determined sufficient probable cause existed to recommend that Governor 
McMaster consider the utilization of S.C. Code § 59-19-60 for the removal of a Board member. 

The SCOIG extends its appreciation to District superintendent Anita Huggins, Board chair Pamela McKinney, 
District staff, and Board members for their cooperation and intentionality of seeking solutions to the issues 
identified by the SCOIG.  The SCOIG also extends its appreciation to current and former teachers and 
administrators, and to the parents and constituents in the District for the candor, courage and valuable input 
provided to the SCOIG during this investigation. 
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II. Background 

A. Predicate 

By letter dated 1/15/2026, South Carolina Governor Henry McMaster requested the South Carolina Office of 
the State Inspector General (SCOIG) to initiate an investigation, review, and analysis of the Charleston County 
School District (District) regarding various allegations and concerns of potential mismanagement, misconduct, 
violations of state or federal law, or wrongdoing.  Specifically, the SCOIG was requested to investigate the 
District’s Board of Trustees (Board) and determine if one or more Board members “willfully commit[ed] or 
engage[d] in an act of malfeasance, misfeasance, chronic unexcused absenteeism, conflicts of interest, 
misconduct in office, or persistent neglect of duty in office” pursuant to S.C. Code § 59-19-60. 1 

B. Scope and Objectives 

The scope of the investigation examined the effectiveness and efficiency of the Board with particular focus on 
intra-Board conduct and relations, District operations, potential Board misconduct and/or interference with 
District operations particularly in the expenditure of funds and procurement not otherwise budgeted or 
approved.  The investigation focused on the District’s Board for leadership related matters that negatively 
affected the District’s ability to conduct, manage, and oversee its affairs in an appropriate and effective manner.  
The period of review for the Board covered the period of 11/7/2022 through the public release of this report.  

C. Methodology 

The SCOIG reviewed relevant documentation comprised of Board policies and procedures, District policies and 
procedures, finance and procurement records, vendor contracts, reports, emails and text messages provided in 
discovery by the District and other non-District entities. 

The SCOIG interviewed Board members (under oath), knowledgeable District staff, members of the public, 
subject matter experts and people who initiated confidential contact with the SCOIG.  In addition, the SCOIG 
reviewed applicable state and federal laws, regulations and policies. 

Reviews and investigations by the SCOIG are conducted in accordance with professional standards set forth by 
the Association of Inspectors General’s Principles and Standards for Offices of Inspector General, often 
referred to as the “Green Book.”  This investigation used the preponderance of evidence standard. 

D. Charleston County School District 

The District is the second largest school district in the state and located in Charleston, South Carolina.  The 
District provided a broad range of general and specialized educational services and programs to support 
academic, career and personal development.  The District facilitates instruction for over 51,000 students in 53 
Child Development/Head Start facilities, pre-kindergarten through grade twelve in 46 elementary schools, 13 
middle schools, 17 high schools and nine charter schools.  The District received funding through state 
appropriations, federal government programs and its local tax base.  During the 2025-26 school year, the Day-
45 enrollment for the District was 50,538 students, with 23,561 identified as pupils in poverty. 

 
1 Pursuant to S.C. Code § 1-6-35(A)(1)(B), the Governor may request the SCOIG to investigate a public school district in writing with 
an articulable basis of any alleged wrongdoing. 
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Anita Huggins began her tenure as acting superintendent on 9/25/2023 and became District superintendent on 
2/6/2024.  For the 2025–26 school year, superintendent Huggins supervised 6,804 staff, including 3,826 non- 
certified teachers, 435 certified teachers and 2,543 administrative and support staff. 

III. Board of Trustees 

The District was governed by a Board comprised of nine (9) members, each representing a single-member 
district within Charleston County as defined by South Carolina state law and District policy.  Members serve 
four-year staggered terms to ensure continuity so that not all seats are up for election at one time.  During this 
investigation, Pamela McKinney was Board chair for the 2025-2026 school year, and the Board was constituted 
as follows: 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*Kevin Hollinshead resigned on 3/17/2026. 
**Craig Logan sworn in on 6/22/2026 following a special election to fill the District 4 vacancy. 

 
The Board operated in accordance with the S.C. Code - Title 59, Chapter 19 - School Trustees as referenced in 
the Board policy BBA Board Powers and Duties.  The Board had fiscal autonomy to approve and administer the 
District’s budget.  The Board approved an $868,503,047 budget for the 2025-2026  school year. 

A. Board Oversight and Roles 

A school board's primary duty is to supervise the public school district in compliance with national and state 
regulations.  The Board functioned as a governance committee and established the District's overarching vision 
and objectives.2 

Board members were aligned as to the role of the Board with most of the members in agreement that the most 
important role of the Board is to hire the superintendent, vote on a balanced budget, and update or create policy 
as needed.  The Board held regularly scheduled meetings to discuss agenda items ranging from evaluation of the 
superintendent, approval of budgets, acknowledging special recognitions, as well as inviting comments from the 
public. 

 

 

 
2 See policy BA - Board Purpose. 

Board of Trustees District Current Term 
Keith Grybowski 1 11/2022 - 11/2026 
Carolina Jewett 2 11/2024 - 11/2028 
Pamela McKinney (Board Chair) 3 11/2022 - 11/2026 
Kevin Hollinshead 4   11/2024 - 11/2028* 
Craig Logan 4      6/2026 - 11/2028** 
Carlotte Bailey (Vice-Chair) 5 11/2022 - 11/2026 
Michele Leber 6 11/2024 - 11/2028 
Leah Whatley 7 11/2022 - 11/2026 
Darlene Dunmeyer-Roberson 8 11/2022 - 11/2028 
Dr. Carol Tempel 9 11/2022 - 11/2026 
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B. Board Member Procurement (P-card) Purchases and Travel Expenses 

A review of the District’s procurement (P-card) purchases for the Board and Board travel expenses did not 
identify any material issues.  The District maintains established procurement and travel polices, and the review 
found no material deviations from those policies. 

C. Board – Superintendent Relationship 

The SCOIG reviewed numerous email correspondence forwarded to Board members from the superintendent.  
This email correspondence ranged from policy clarification, strategic planning, event recognition and 
constituent concerns, among others. 

The SCOIG observed that, while most Board members’ email communications with the superintendent were 
professional in nature, one or more Board members’ responses on several occasions reflected a more adversarial 
tone.  Among the examples included: 

• “Return to Sender,” 
• Direct communication with District staff on constituent concerns, and 
• Assertions that the superintendent chastised a Board member and that the superintendent accused 

a Board member of intimidating or harassing District staff. 

Superintendent Huggins is the Board secretary.  One of the duties of this position is to notify Board members 
when Board policies may have been violated, such as an email sent by a Board member as “Reply All” that 
violates the improper quorum provision within the South Carolina Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) or when 
a Board member contacts the District’s outside counsel in an individual capacity.  Board policy BB dictates that 
Board members “…acting as individuals have no authority over personnel or school affairs, nor may they bind 
the district in any way.”  In these instances, superintendent Huggins is acting in the capacity as Board secretary, 
not as the employee of the Board. 

D. Board Decorum and Dysfunction 

The SCOIG observed significant communication challenges and a lack of trust among Board members.  These 
communication challenges included multiple Board members’ failure to follow policy or communication 
protocols that caused the Board’s inconsistent application of policies and procedures established for the District 
and Board member behavior and decorum. 

The Board failed to follow Board policy BC - Board Meeting Protocol,” which, inter alia, provided the 
following rules of decorum shall be observed: 

“Refrain from… 
• Irrelevant, repetitive, overly long comments or comments of a personally 

attacking nature 
• Conduct that disrupts or impedes the orderly conduct of the meeting” 

Board member interviews revealed a significant conviction that Board behavior negatively impacted Board 
governance and operations.  Board members showed an apparent lack of respect towards each other that 
fostered a mutual disregard in making logical board decisions that impact constituents represented by Board 
members.  Some of the Board members accused each other of voting based on political party ties, being bullied, 
and being criticized for voting against individuals of their own race. 
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The SCOIG noted that the terms "The Left" and "The Right" were frequently used.  It was implied that the 
Board members made decisions based more on their own political allegiance than on what was best for the 
students and constituents they represented. 

The Board failed to follow Board policy BCA - Board Member Code of Ethics, which, inter alia, provided the 
following rules of decorum shall be observed:  

“A board member shall honor the high responsibility that his/her membership demands by doing the 
following… 

• Placing children’s interest above partisan or other political interests.” 

E. Freedom of Information Act Violations – Improper Quorums 

The SCOIG identified multiple instances in which one or more Board members used the “Reply All” function 
to communicate with the full Board regarding District business.  These communications occurred despite 
previous warnings that such exchanges could implicate FOIA by involving a quorum of board members outside 
a properly noticed public meeting.  Under S.C. Code § 30-4-20(d), a “meeting” includes the convening of a 
quorum by means of electronic equipment to discuss or act upon matters within the Board’s jurisdiction.  
Additionally, S.C. Code § 30-4-20(c) states that communication relating to official public business may 
constitute public records subject to disclosure under FOIA. 

The Board had previously been placed on notice regarding its obligations under FOIA.  In August 2022, South 
Carolina Attorney General Alan Wilson issued a formal warning to the District’s Board over FOIA compliance.  
The District acknowledged violating FOIA and took corrective action.  More recently, the Board was again 
challenged in litigation alleging FOIA violations involving private deliberations and actions taken without 
proper public notice.  Collectively, these events demonstrate that the Board had prior notice of its obligations 
under FOIA and the importance of avoiding communication that could reasonably be perceived as deliberations 
outside a properly noticed public meeting. 

F. Unnecessary Attorney/Client Consultation Costs 

The SCOIG received allegations that one or more Board members improperly caused excessive legal fees to the 
District.  Consistent with South Carolina law, Board policy BB clearly states: 

“All powers of the board lie in its action as a body.  Board members acting as individuals have no 
authority over personnel or school affairs, nor may they bind the district in any way.” 

The SCOIG analyzed billing records regarding the District’s outside legal counsel(s).  This analysis – for the 
period of October 2023 through April 2026 – determined that the District was billed $74,384.20 related to legal 
services initiated by a single Board member who acted unilaterally without the consent of the Board body in 
violation of Board policy BB. 

Despite repeated notifications to all Board members to follow Board policy BB the individual Board member 
continued to contact outside counsel in an individual capacity and caused the District to expend funds for 
unauthorized legal services.  Most recently, the Board chair instructed outside counsel to accept inquiries only 
from the Board chair or the superintendent to curtail unauthorized expenditures of District funds. 
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Board policy BCA states: "In order to build and maintain productive and effective relationships among 
themselves and with the superintendent and staff, board members shall maintain a system of communication 
and interaction that builds upon mutual respect and trust by, among other things: recognizing that authority 
rests only with the board in official meetings and that the individual board member has no legal status to bind 
the board outside such meetings." [SCOIG emphasis] 

Board policy BDG refers to "general counsel" and "outside counsel" as distinct roles.  The superintendent 
appears to be the only person "authorized to communicate" with both.  Nonetheless, there appears to be no 
express authority for any individual Board member to direct "general counsel" or "outside counsel" – absent a 
function of the "Board" via majority consent.  Board policy BIE provides personal liability protection when 
acting within the authority of the Board as a body. 

Similarly, the District’s legal counsel – when communicating with one or more Board members – regularly 
included a closing remark welcoming further discussion, e.g., “please do not hesitate to contact me if there are 
any questions.” 

In the absence of clearly defined contractual terms setting clear boundaries with outside counsel and delineation 
of responsibilities for in-house counsel and outside counsel, the District incurred unnecessary legal expenses.  
The services performed by outside and in-house counsel duplicated the scope of work intended for in-house 
counsel.  The District paid more than $6 million to outside counsel for advice to Board members, school 
personnel, to draft agendas and attend Board meetings from 2022 to June 2026.  Nonetheless, the SCOIG 
recommends certain changes to Board policies to limit any Board member from being able to incur legal 
expenses when not acting as the Board chair and/or at the consent of the Board as a body. 

IV. Unauthorized Disclosure of Confidential Information 

A. Disclosure of Executive Session Material by a Board Member 

The SCOIG received allegations that one or more Board members improperly shared confidential Board 
information in violation of Board policy BCA3 and/or BE4 that included executive session information.  
Specifically, the allegation was that one or more Board members forwarded otherwise confidential District 
emails to external email addresses. 

Pursuant to S.C. Code § 1-6-50(A) and § 1-6-20(E), the District provided the SCOIG with substantial 
documentation consisting of email records of District Board members.  The SCOIG reviewed the records for 
evidence that Board members improperly forwarded otherwise confidential and/or privileged materials to 
external (personal) email addresses.  The SCOIG’s analysis identified instances in which confidential and/or 
privileged information was forwarded to external addresses. 

Substantial probable cause existed that the alleged disclosure of confidential executive session information was 
accurate and factored into a federal grand jury indictment of a District Board member for bribery that disclosed 
confidential Board information to a District vendor.  See, Indictment, p. 9, United States v. Kevin Dion 
Hollinshead, No. 2:26-cr-00174-CRI (D.S.C. March 3, 2026) on the following page. 

 

 
3 Board policy BCA stated in part: “board members shall maintain …. the confidentiality appropriate to sensitive issues and 
information, especially those matters discussed in executive session.” 
4 Board policy BE stated in part: “Board members and other persons attending are duty-bound not to disclose matters discussed in 
executive session.” 
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As indicated in paragraph #34 of the indictment, the grand jurors determined that a fellow Board member 
participated in the disclosure of confidential executive session information.  Regardless, the grand jury found 
that probable cause existed that substantiated the allegation of disclosure of confidential executive session 
information by a Board member. 

B. Unauthorized Disclosure of Confidential Information to News Media Outlets and District Vendor 

An SCOIG review of the District Board members’ emails revealed only two instances occurred whereby Board 
members forwarded items to their personal email addresses.  By stark contrast, most of the identifiable 
forwarded emails were to news media outlets and an established District vendor’s email address for Next Level 
Educational Services, LLC (Next Level) by a single Board member. 

The SCOIG confirmed the vendor application for Next Level and determined through the South Carolina 
Enterprise Information System (SCEIS) that Next Level was a state vendor with SCEIS vendor # 7000243768, 
owned and operated by the current District  Board member,   (See below) 
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From the District’s perspective, “***********@gmail.com” was not a personal email address but was the 
registered official contact for a District vendor.  Trustee  shared confidential and/or privileged Board 
information with a vendor (i.e., Next Level), which violated the Board member’s fiduciary duties by giving 
inside information and afforded the vendor an unfair advantage in a contractual matter with the District.5 

Tables 1 and 2 set forth instances of unauthorized disclosures by Trustee  involving confidential 
information and attorney-client privileged communications sent to news media outlets on ten (10) occasions and 
a District vendor on 28 occasions. 

Table 1 
 

Date Day Time News Outlets Emailed 
1 8/4/2023 Friday 4:09:00 AM Live 5 News: WCSC 
2 3/5/2024 Tuesday 9:16:10 AM The Post and Courier 
3 3/5/2024 Tuesday 6:44:53 PM Live 5 News: WCSC 
4 12/5/2025 Friday 12:13:08 PM Live 5 News: WCSC 
5 12/6/2025 Saturday 9:35:20 AM The Post and Courier 
6 12/10/2025 Wednesday 5:18:41 AM Live 5 News: WCSC 
7 12/10/2025 Wednesday 8:00:00 AM The Post and Courier 
8 12/10/2025 Wednesday 4:34:53 PM The Post and Courier 
9 12/10/2025 Wednesday 4:36:53 PM Live 5 News: WCSC 

10 12/10/2025 Wednesday 4:44:32 PM Live 5 News: WCSC 
 

Table 2 
 

Date Day Time Email Address 
1 2/15/2023 Wednesday 9:30:37 AM ***********@gmail.com 
2 2/16/2023 Thursday 9:46:59 PM ***********@gmail.com 
3 6/1/2023 Thursday 2:29:39 PM ***********@gmail.com 
4 9/21/2023 Thursday 5:52:46 PM ***********@gmail.com 
5 1/7/2024 Sunday 4:07:35 PM ***********@gmail.com 
6 2/6/2024 Tuesday 4:19:42 PM ***********@gmail.com 
7 2/8/2024 Thursday 12:33:55 AM ***********@gmail.com 
8 5/16/2024 Thursday 2:17:10 PM ***********@gmail.com 
9 5/17/2024 Friday 10:44:02 AM ***********@gmail.com 
10 5/19/2024 Sunday 8:17:46 AM ***********@gmail.com 
11 5/20/2024 Monday 11:18:20 AM ***********@gmail.com 
12 11/20/2024 Wednesday 3:15:17 PM ***********@gmail.com 
13 4/22/2025 Tuesday 12:54:34 AM ***********@gmail.com 
14 5/14/2025 Wednesday 6:29:38 AM ***********@gmail.com 
15 7/29/2025 Tuesday 4:47:50 AM ***********@gmail.com 
16 9/8/2025 Monday 11:39:46 PM ***********@gmail.com 
17 10/11/2025 Saturday 9:40:32 AM ***********@gmail.com 
18 10/22/2025 Wednesday 3:08:48 PM ***********@gmail.com 

 
5 See also, United States v. Kevin Dion Hollinshead. 
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19 12/3/2025 Wednesday 8:51:06 AM ***********@gmail.com 
20 12/5/2025 Friday 6:28:23 PM ***********@gmail.com 
21 12/7/2025 Sunday 2:40:47 PM ***********@gmail.com 
22 12/8/2025 Monday 11:55:42 AM ***********@gmail.com 
23 12/9/2025 Tuesday 1:20:52 PM ***********@gmail.com 
24 12/10/2025 Wednesday 5:24:59 AM ***********@gmail.com 
25 12/10/2025 Wednesday 5:46:59 AM ***********@gmail.com 
26 12/10/2025 Wednesday 4:52:45 PM ***********@gmail.com 
27 12/10/2025 Wednesday 8:39:01 PM ***********@gmail.com 
28 12/10/2025 Wednesday 8:39:24 PM ***********@gmail.com 

 

V. Board Member Violations of Law and Board Policies 

A. Conflict of Interest – Violation of the Ethics Act and Board Policies BCB and BCA 

The SCOIG received information that a District Board member violated Board policies BCB6 and/or BCA7 and 
directly sought to have a District school engage the Board member’s prior campaign manager in a procurement 
matter.  Similarly, according to S.C. Code § 1-6-30(C), the SCOIG received information alleging violation(s) of 
a statute or rule relating to the purchase of goods or services by a person who had a business relationship with 
the District, i.e., District vendor # 54611. 

The SCOIG reviewed documents provided by the District regarding vendor # 54611, aka, the Circle of Life 
Foundation (Circle of Life), which operated as a 501(c)(3) non-profit, but under the professional social worker 
license of “Aaron S. White, MSW, LISW-CP” that charged the District “$216 per pupil/hour.” 

By email dated 5/5/2023, Trustee  utilized  official District email and directed a District school 
principal to meet with the vendor and “let him know your availability the week of May 15” in further violation 
of Board policies BCB and BCA. 

 
6 Board policy BCB stated: “No board member may knowingly use the board member's position to obtain an economic interest for the 
board member, a family member, an individual with whom the board member is associated, or a business with which the board 
member is associated.” 
7 Board policy BCA stated: “[B]oard members shall maintain a system of communication and interaction that builds upon mutual 
respect and trust by, among other things: … refraining from attempting to personally direct any part of the operational organization.” 
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Records reviewed by the SCOIG demonstrated that Aaron White secured a visit to the school for over five (5) 
hours because of Trustee  email directive to a District staff member.8  The District’s visitation 
logging system [Raptor] captured the below log entry associated with White. 

 

The SCOIG observed official records that Aaron White was associated with and served as the campaign 
manager for Trustee  during  2022 election campaign for a seat on the District’s Board.9  The SC 
Ethics Public Reporting data for the Board member identified the following entries: 

 
Trustee  email not only violated Board policy BCB when as a Board member  “is associated” 
with the person/vendor seeking an economic benefit from the District, but potentially violated S.C. Code § 8-
13-700(B) of the State Ethics Act that states in part…”No public official, public member…may make, 
participate in making or in any way attempt to use his office…to influence a governmental decision in which 
he…an individual with whom he is associated, or a business with which he is associated has an economic 
interest…10 

 
8 Per the Raptor system User Guide, p. 55: “By default, Raptor is configured to automatically sign out all visitors 5:00 PM.” As such, 
whenever the visitor sign out time was precisely “5:00 PM” it was likely because the visitor failed to properly sign out when they left. 
9 The SCOIG reviewed available South Carolina Department of Revenue records and confirmed the “$8,000 Campaign Management 
Fee” was not disclosed as 2022 income by Aaron White. 
10 See generally, State Ethics Commission decision and order, C2014-156, Griswold v. Loftis (October 26, 2016). 

Trustee X

Trustee X

Trustee X



 

12 

B. Failure to File Multiple South Carolina Tax Returns and Report More Than $248,000 of Income 

In early 2022, Trustee  dba, Next Level (a District vendor) obtained money under false pretenses via 
fraudulent invoicing scheme(s) as set forth in Section V, Part D of this report. 

The W-9 form submitted to the District on behalf of Next Level indicated that although the “Business name” 
was “Next Level Educational Services, LLC,” the “Name (as shown on your income tax return)” was “  

  Similarly, the SCOIG observed EFT payment documents from the District indicated that the “Pay 
To the Order Of” field stated: “   DBA NEXT LEVEL EDUCATIONAL SERVICES LLC.”  
Accordingly, the payments from the District to the vendor were ultimately personal income to “  

 

The SCOIG reviewed available South Carolina Department of Revenue (SCDOR) records (as of 8/5/2026) and 
was unable to conclude that Trustee  properly reported District payments received by Next Level to 
SCDOR for tax year 2022.  Trustee  filed  2022 tax return (MFJ – married filing joint) with 
SCDOR on or about 3/28/2024. 

Based on a review and comparison of District vendor payments made to Trustee  dba, Next Level and 
SCDOR records determined that more than $248,000 in income was not reported to SCDOR based on the 
following: 

• For tax years 2019-2021, Trustee  as a District vendor, failed to file tax returns and 
report income of more than $195,400, 

• For tax year 2022, Trustee  as a current District Board member, underreported  
income by more than $43,000 when  MFJ tax return was filed on or about 3/28/2024, and 

• For tax year 2024, Trustee  as a current District Board member, failed to file a tax 
return and report income of $9,600 received as a District Board member. 

C. Fraudulent VA Mortgage Loan or Failure to Maintain District Residence? 

The SCOIG received information that alleged Trustee  did not reside in Charleston County but in 
Dorchester County when  filed for a District Board position and was subsequently elected to the District 
Board in November 2022. 

The SCOIG reviewed South Carolina State Election Commission records for Trustee  including FRM 
1008-200912 aka “Statement of Intention of Candidacy” dated “04/15/2022” at “12:28 pm.”  The document, 
under oath, lists Trustee  address as: “  Royal Harbor Rd Hollywood 29449.” 

The SCOIG reviewed publicly available records of the Charleston County Register of Deeds and identified 
Trustee  current address of “  Farm House Rd, Ravenel, South Carolina 29470.”  However, this 
search identified additional mortgage documents dated “August 18, 2023” [Book 1199 Page 308] that attested 
that the legal residence for Trustee  was elsewhere in the state and not within Charleston County prior 
to the purchase of the residence in Ravenel, South Carolina: 
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According to the Dorchester real property tax records, “  Dawnshire Ct., Summerville, South Carolina 
29485” was TMS#:1710601011000: a 2-story 2,161 square foot residential property built in 1976 located in 
Dorchester County. 

Additionally, the SCOIG reviewed official public records that identified Trustee  was “a citizen and 
resident of Charleston County, South Carolina and has been so in excess of one year prior to [9/30/2021]” and 
established  South Carolina residency before 9/30/2020. 11 

The SCOIG analysis determined the mortgage documents related to a VA mortgage loan for Trustee  
current address in Charleston County identified  residence in Dorchester County for the relevant period 
leading up to the date of the mortgage, i.e., 8/18/2023.12  Trustee  own sworn statement on the VA 
mortgage loan declared that on or about 8/18/2023,  resided at “  Dawnshire Ct., Summerville, South 
Carolina 29485” and therefore was not a qualified elector for the District.  The sworn declaration was made in 
furtherance of a material transaction, i.e., “$790,000.00.” 

As such, Trustee  either committed VA mortgage loan fraud by attesting  resided in Dorchester 
County on 8/18/2023 when  actually resided at  Royal Harbor Road, Hollywood, SC (Charleston 
County), a violation of 18 U.S.C. §1014 (bank fraud) and 18 U.S.C. §1001 (false statement), or  vacated  
District Board position when  moved to  Dawnshire Ct., Summerville, SC (Dorchester County) between 

 November 2022 election to the District’s Board and  purchase of  Farm House Road, Ravenell, SC 
(Charleston County) on or about 8/18/2023. 

S.C. Att’y Gen. Op. (June 11, 2021) explains: “It is this Office's opinion that a board member of the School 
District of Pickens County would likewise vacate or forfeit his office by operation of law if she fails to maintain 
her residence in the district from which she was elected.” See also, S.C. Code § 7-1-25(A) and § (D)(3).  
Serving while disqualified constitutes misconduct in office and persistent neglect of the duties of the office. 

D. Fraudulent Billing and Potential Misuse of Title I Funds as a District Vendor 

An SCOIG review of the District’s transparency reports identified $239,103.65 was paid to Trustee  
through two service agreements as a District vendor prior to  election to the District’s Board.  The service 
agreements provided educational support services through the school counseling department to assist students 
with at-risk characteristics and behaviors and determine critical needs of potential high school dropouts to 
become successful in school.  The SCOIG identified the following District service agreements with Next Level: 

• 02001484, dated 10/25/2019, which stated “compensation for services during each term or 
extension thereof, CCSD shall reimburse the Contractor a not-to-exceed fee” of $43,200. 

• 2100680, dated 08/12/2020, which stated “compensation for services during each term or 
extension thereof, CCSD shall reimburse the Contractor a not-to-exceed fee” of $42,000.13  

 
11 Dorchester County Family Court (2021DR181192). 
12 Section (§) 8 of the mortgage documents stated: “Borrower will be in Default if, during the Loan application process, Borrower or 
any persons or entities acting at Borrower's direction or with Borrower's knowledge or consent gave materially false, misleading, or 
inaccurate information or statements to Lender…” See also, § I. 
13 Both Next Level service agreement(s) utilized an address at “1805 Clemson Road #290148, Suite 120, Columbia, SC 29229.”  Suite 
120 did not exist and #290148 was a Post Office Box (PO Box) at the Sandhills Post Office located at 1805 Clemson Road. 
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The District informed the SCOIG that “Title 1” funds were utilized for payment of Next Level: “PO#2001484” 
and split funded between Funds 371 and 201 which are EIA Palmetto Priority and Title I, respectively.14  Title I 
funds are statutorily authorized to provide additional educational assistance to children from low-income 
families to help them meet challenging state academic standards. 

The SCOIG reviewed all available District records for Next Level and immediately identified items of concern.  
For example, the marketing materials provided to the District by Next Level stated: “NLES is licensed to 
conduct business in the State of South Carolina by the South Carolina State Corporation Commission.”  No 
such entity exists in South Carolina government. 

1. Fraudulent Line Items on Multiple Next Level Invoices 

Invoice #033 dated 5/27/2022, contained multiple late fees related to an “April 18, 2022” invoice(s).  Apart 
from the multiple references for services and/or fees related to “April 18, 2022” on Next Level’s invoice #033 - 
a 10% late fee applied after 30 days was a violation of section (§) 45 of the District Procurement Code and S.C. 
Code § 11-35-45(B). 

A 10% fee compounded monthly equates to an effective annual rate [EAR] of 216.9% in interest [{EAR} = (((1 
+ 10%)^(365/30)) – 1)].  If only 39 actual days had lapsed, yet three (3) compounded 10% monthly late fees 
were assessed – then the invoice is potentially fraudulent.  Invoice #033 was dated (5/27/2022), a mere 39 days 
from “April 18, 2022.” 

 
14 The District informed the SCOIG that PO#2202980 used “EIA Priority” funds; PO#2100680 “was Title I funded.” 
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The District identified an earlier version of Next Level’s invoice #033 for the SCOIG’s review (dated 5/23/2022 
and due 5/23/2022) that was for $22,265.39.  There was no item #6 on the earlier version of invoice #033 but 
was added later.  The District provided the following email: 
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The records reviewed by the SCOIG indicated that the amended version of invoice #033 occurred after the 
vendor informed the District: “This is my final attempt to collect payment from you.”  The attachment to the 
email “Invoice – 033.pdf” [size “129k”] was the version of invoice #033 that did not list line item #6.  The 
properties of the PDF indicated it was created “5/23/2022 7:43:44 PM.” 

The amended version of invoice #033 (dated 5/27/2022) added an additional 5% after the vendor’s statement: 
“This is my final attempt to collect payment from you.”  This represented 10% compounding per “30 days” late 
fee calculations for at least three (3) iterations even though there were only 39 days between 5/27/2022 and 
4/18/2022. 

Next Level exploited the weaknesses in the District’s accounts payable processes that allowed illegal late fees 
stacked into items #3, #4, #5, and #6 on invoice #033 after the successful receipt of an illegal late fee on invoice 
#022.  The SCOIG observed that the processing remarks on invoice #033 stated “ok to receive and pay per 
John Cobb.”  The District confirmed that Next Level was paid $23,378.65 for invoice #033 via EFT #140691 
on 6/9/2022. 

The District informed the SCOIG that the District’s procurement official was on leave pending an investigation 
for improperly disclosing procurement information to Trustee   The SCOIG further observed District 
records indicated that the District official who gave the “ok” to pay the illegal late fees was the executive 
director for federal programs. 15 

In addition, Next Level invoice #029 dated 2/23/2022, submitted to the District for “$20,000.00” claimed to be 
for “Educational Support Services: SJHS Educational Support Services SY 2021” without any dates of service 
indicated on the invoice.  The SCOIG observed the following eight invoices totaled $87,632.00 from this same 
vendor claiming services rendered over eleven months in 2021:  

• #016 - $11,250 – January 2021 
• #017 - $12,000 – February 2021 
• #018 - $4,406.25 – March 2021 
• #019 - $9,750 – Aril 2021 
• #020 - $7,500 – May 2021 
• #021 - $5,000 – May and June 2021  
• #022 - $13,200 – June 2021 
• #027 - $24,525.75 – August, September, October, November, and December 2021 

 

Next Level’s potential fraudulent submission of the invoice(s) and the resulting payment using Title I funds 
caused a direct waste of educational funds.  Next Level caused the District to improperly disburse these funds 
and deprived eligible low-income students of critical services such as targeted tutoring, instructional materials, 
and smaller class sizes.  This misuse not only adversely affected student academic outcomes but also 
undermined the program’s core objective of narrowing achievement gaps and exposed education funds to 
increased risk of waste, fraud, and abuse. 

 
15 John Cobb, Executive Director for Federal Programs. 
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2. Effective Annual Rate of 216.9% “Late Fee” Charged by Next Level 

The SCOIG analysis identified several areas of concern and questioned the integrity of the vendor’s billing 
practices.  According to the District Procurement Code, and consistent with S.C. Code § 11-35-45(B), the 
maximum allowable late payment fee is 15% APR. (See below) 

 

The SCOIG reviewed the service agreements and accompanying extensions between the District and Next 
Level and determined that two Next Level invoices sought illegal late payment fees totaling $7,850.32 as 
depicted on invoices #022 and #033: 

 

For invoice #22, line item #1, in the amount of $12,000, was for “Dates of Services: June 1 – 30, 2021.”  This 
line item claimed 16 days at $750 per day for the period of 6/1-30/2021.  However, invoice #021, dated 
6/22/2021, included eight days of service for June 2021 (6/3-4, 10-11, 16-19/2021).  The SCOIG concluded 
there is a high risk that the District may have been billed twice for days of alleged service in June 2021 (16 days 
for invoice #022 and 8 days for invoice #021 for a total of 24 days in June 2021). 
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For invoice #022, line item #2, a late fee in the amount of $1,200 was assessed for August 2020 and June 2021.  
The SCOIG determined the $1,200 was simply 10% of the $12,000 for line item #1.  The description of line 
item #2 referenced a payment for “August 2020 and June 2021.”  The SCOIG determined the following: 

• Invoice #010, dated 8/19/2020, was for 13 days of service at $750 per day ($9,750) for the period 
of 8/3-7, 10-14, 17-19/2020.  The District’s records show that Next Level was previously paid 
for invoice #010 in August 2020. 

• Invoice #011 dated 9/18/2020, was for eight days of service in August 2020 at $750 per day 
($6,000) for the period of 8/20-21, 24-28, 31/2020.  The District’s records show that Next Level 
was paid for invoice #011 in September of 2020.16 

No documentation existed that supports or substantiates the legitimacy of a vendor charging the District a late 
fee for a payment that was actually paid approximately ten (10) months earlier in August 2020.  Additionally, 
no documentation existed that supports a “late” notice on 7/12/2021 for alleged services rendered in June 2021 
when June 2021 was invoiced twice by invoice #021 dated 6/22/2021 and again by invoice #022 dated 
7/12/2021 – even assuming a 10% per month late fee was acceptable. 

E. Improper Procurement Process Associated with Board Member – Circle of Life Foundation 

As previously established in Section V, Part A of this report, the campaign manager for Trustee  was 
affiliated with Circle of Life, a District vendor.  Circle of Life was a Summerville, South Carolina-based 
nonprofit organization registered on 3/29/2023.  The organization offered mentorship, mental health and 
wellness, and wraparound services to underserved communities.  Aaron White served as the executive 
director/president, with Eugene White serving as vice-president. 
On 1/12/2024, the District advertised solicitation P2419 for “Student Services for Mentoring, Academic Support 
and Mental Health Wellness” for at-risk students for holistic, individualized support plans designed for youths 
with complex behavioral or mental health challenges. 

The SCOIG determined there was no executed contract and therefore no “contractual parameters.”  The District 
advised the SCOIG that: “They issued an intent to award, but no contract was awarded.”17  As one District 
employee questioned: “When I look at this proposal, (20-30 students between St. John's and Haut Gap), I don't 
see anything unique that Mr. White would be doing that our internal staff couldn't already do? (including direct 
services).  Do you?”18 

A summary analysis of the Circle of Life procurement identified the following improper procurement practices: 

• Violation of District procurement code and S.C. Code §§ 11-35-20 and 11-35-30 
o S.C. Code §§ 11-35-20, 11-35-30 requires good faith, fairness, and ethical conduct. 
o Aaron White visited a District school for several hours on 1/26/2024 (during the open RFP 

period) and submitted a revised proposal afterward—an opportunity not afforded other 
offerors in violation of the District’s procurement code and RFP non-contact rules. 

• Improper use of public resources – vendor obtained testimonial from a District employee 
o Aaron White solicited a letter of support from a District employee using District resources 

and included it in the official RFP response—an improper use of public resources. 
• Invoice payment discrepancies and inflated charges 

 
16 The total for invoice #011 was $15,750; 8 days in August and 13 days in September 2020.  
17 The District explained that the “procurement official resigned in the midst of an investigation partially related to [Circle of Life].” 
18 Email dated 7/20/2023 @ 4:51:37 AM from District executive director of Student Support Services. 
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o Circle of Life received a total of $64,584 (299 pupil-hours at $216) for group session services 
that were billed per student – an effective rate up to nine (9) times the South Carolina 
Department of Health and Human Services (SCDHHS) group psychotherapy benchmark of 
$23.78 per person/hour. 

o On one verified date (3.8 hours on site), the invoice charged $1,944 versus an SCDHHS 
group-psychotherapy benchmark of approximately $813—a 139% markup.  Arrangement 
lacked adequate documentation and oversight to prevent inflated charges to public funds. 

o Multiple billed dates had no corresponding visitor-log entries. 
• Failure to conduct background checks of all vendor employees in contact with students 

o Circle of Life (registered only in March 2023) provided no background checks, insurance, 
and evidence of prior successful implementation as required by the RFP; a failure of 
compliance with RFP provisions. 

o No evidence existed that the District conducted background checks, obtained parental 
consent, or executed a formal contract. 

• Public access to student protected information 
o A Google Drive link was created at the vendor’s request that shared a publicly accessible 

information of full student names, parent contacts, schedules, and sensitive behavioral/family 
notes that remained accessible to the public through the URL in violation of the Family 
Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA); links were deactivated only after SCOIG 
notification. 

• Exploitation of District student photos and student client testimonials 
o Vendor’s performance report contained student photographs and handwritten testimonials 

that were obtained without documented FERPA releases. 
o Solicitation of testimonials from current minor clients in a school setting violates National 

Association of Social Workers, American Counseling Association, and South Carolina 
social-work ethical standards. 

o Vendor met with students alone on District property with no staff present and no background 
checks on file. 

• Inure to the benefit of any private shareholder or individual 
o The vendor misrepresented District payments on IRS Form 990 as “payroll” contributions 

rather than invoiced services. 
o Aaron and Eugene White were the sole officers and the individuals that delivered the services 

to the District. 
o High risk of impermissible private inurement under 501(c)(3) rules. 

VI. Findings and Recommendations 

Finding #1: The SCOIG identified acts of malfeasance, misfeasance, conflicts of interest, policy violations, 
misconduct in office, and neglect of duty in office demonstrated by Trustee  in the following areas: 

• Disclosure of executive session information 
• Disclosure of confidential and/or privileged Board information to news media outlets and a 

District vendor 
• Violation of the Ethics Act and Board policies/Use of Board position for personal gain 
• Failure to report taxable income as a District vendor and Board member 
• Failure to participate in the evaluation process of the superintendent 
• Fraudulent billing of services as a vendor of the District 
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• Fraudulent VA mortgage loan and/or violation of the residency requirement for a school board 
member 

Taken together, the actions demonstrate willful misconduct in office and persistent neglect of Trustee 
 fundamental obligations of loyalty, confidentiality, and impartial governance.  Under S.C. Code § 

59-19-60, such conduct furnishes grounds for the Governor to remove Trustee  after notice and an 
opportunity to be heard. 

Recommendation #1:  The SCOIG recommends that pursuant to the provisions of S.C. Code § 59-19-
60, the Governor consider removing Trustee  from the District’s Board of Trustees. 

Finding #2:  The SCOIG identified repeated violations of Board policies by one or more Board members, 
inadvertent and/or intentional, irrespective of advice given by legal counsel to adhere to Board policies and 
repeated notifications provided by the Board secretary.  Among these policy violations are: 

• Direct contact with District staff in operational matters. 
• Direct contact with District staff in procurement matters. 
• Direct contact with outside legal counsel in an individual capacity that incurred costs to the 

District in violation of Policy BB. 
• Irrelevant or disruptive behavior in Board meetings in violation of policies BCA and BC. 
• Improper quorums in violation of S.C. Code § 30-4-20(d) of the FOIA. 
• Unauthorized disclosure of confidential information in violation of Policy BE. 

Recommendation #2a:  The SCOIG recommends that all Board members receive annual training on all 
Board policies with particular emphasis on their oversight and fiduciary roles, duty of confidentiality 
and policies BE, BCA and BC. 

Recommendation #2b:  The SCOIG recommends the District provide members with guidance and 
caution against Board members directly or indirectly lobbying for vendors or others who seek to do 
business with the District. 

Finding #3:  The SCOIG determined the contractual agreement between the District, and its outside legal 
counsel was ambiguous in its language that allowed one or more Board members to engage the outside counsel 
in an individual capacity that resulted in the expenditure of more than $74,384 by the District without the 
consent of the Board body in violation of policies BB and BIE. 

Recommendation #3:  Based on the review of the current District policies, the SCOIG recommends the 
following changes to improve District Board policies: 

• The SCOIG recommends the District modify its existing contract with outside counsel and Board 
policy to prohibit any individual Board member from being able to incur legal expenses when 
not acting as the Board chair and/or at the consent of the Board as a body. 

• The SCOIG recommends that the District set clear legal boundaries describing who is primarily 
responsible for categories of legal work, i.e., internal or outside counsel. 

• The SCOIG recommends that the District designate who will advise the Board regarding 
meetings and any conflicts that may arise, i.e., internal or outside counsel. 

Finding #4:  The SCOIG determined that confidential and/or attorney-client privileged Board information was 
disclosed to a vendor and the media by one or more Board members which violated their fiduciary duties.  The 

Trustee X
Trustee X

Trustee X
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integrity of the District’s information control was compromised by these disclosures and violated District 
policies BCA and BE. 

 
Recommendation #4:  The SCOIG recommends the Board amend policy BCA to incorporate explicit 
and binding rules for verified allegations of wrongdoing by Board members. 

 
Finding #5:  The SCOIG identified numerous examples of unlawful billing practices by two vendors that 
maintained a business affiliation with a Board member, i.e., Next Level Educational Services, LLC (Next 
Level) and Circle of Life Foundation (Circle of Life).  A review of the District’s procurement records for these 
two vendors identified double-billing errors, exorbitant late-fee billings, and undue influence by a Board 
member through direct contact with a District principal, all in violation of the District’s procurement code, 
policy BCA and the State Ethics Act. 

Recommendation #5a:  The SCOIG recommends that District procurement and finance personnel 
receive remedial training as to what is acceptable for the District to pay. 

Recommendation #5b:  The SCOIG recommends that the District engage a qualified forensic auditor to 
evaluate all the invoices and payments for Next Level to ensure the District’s payments were proper.  
Additionally, the SCOIG recommends that the District pursue all legal remedies that may be available to 
recoup any improper charges. 

Recommendation #5c:  The SCOIG recommends that the District consider any applicable debarment 
procedures relating to any vendor that may have willfully violated the procurement process. 

Recommendation #5d:  Pursuant to S.C. Code § 1-6-40(B), the SCOIG shall refer this matter to the 
appropriate law enforcement and prosecuting authority to ascertain whether a violation of S.C. Code 16-
13-240 [Obtaining Signature or Property by False Pretenses] occurred if the submission of a fraudulent 
invoice resulted in the improper disbursement of $43,378.65 in public funds. 

Finding #6:  During the review of the Circle of Life procurement review, the SCOIG identified weaknesses in 
its vetting process while the vendor was engaged with District students.  These weaknesses included: 

• Background checks were not conducted of Circle of Life staff. 
• District staff did not observe the engagement of Circle of Life staff and District students. 

Recommendation #6:  The SCOIG recommends that the District consider the following: 

• Re-evaluate the District’s background check process and procedures for vendors to ensure that 
background checks are fully conducted both at the outset of engagement and at least annually for 
outside vendors who enter school grounds during school hours and particularly when engaging 
with students. 

• Adding language to any vendor contract that a vendor confirms it is in full compliance with all 
applicable licensing and tax reporting. 

• Re-evaluate the District’s processes and procedures whenever a vendor seeks to meet with 
students (individually or as a group) alone without any observation by District staff. 

• Analyze the implications of this counseling service and – if warranted – report gross violations to 
the appropriate professional licensing board. 
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• Pursue a refund from this vendor if the services were not rendered in compliance with applicable 
ethical standards. 

• Notify the parents of the students who may have certain remedies if the services did not comply 
with applicable ethical standards. 

• Require all District employees and Board members to execute an annual attestation that they do 
NOT have any affiliation or financial benefit from any District vendor/contractor. 

VII. Summary Justification for Removal of a Board Member 

The suspension or removal of an elected or appointed official from office by the Governor of South Carolina 
occurs after the individual has been charged with a felony crime.  This authority is set forth in Article VI, 
Section 8 of the South Carolina Constitution.  During his tenure in office, Governor McMaster issued 31 
suspensions/removals of elected or appointed officials and rescinded seven of these.  Two suspension/removals 
and two reinstatements were attributed to public school board members. 

In 2022, S.C. Code § 59-19-60 was amended to provide authority to the Governor for the removal of school 
district trustees for certain enumerated provisions.  S.C. Code § 59-19-60 (Removal of trustees; vacancies) 
states as follows: 

Notwithstanding any provision of law to the contrary, school district trustees who wilfully 
commit or engage in an act of malfeasance, misfeasance, chronic unexcused absenteeism, 
conflicts of interest, misconduct in office, or persistent neglect of duty in office [SCOIG 
emphasis], or are deemed medically incompetent or medically incapacitated, are subject to 
removal by the Governor upon any of the foregoing causes being made to appear to the 
satisfaction of the Governor.  Before removing any such officer, the Governor shall inform him 
in writing of the specific charges brought against him and give him an opportunity on 
reasonable notice to be heard.  Vacancies occurring in the membership of any board of trustees 
for any cause shall be filled for the unexpired term in the same manner as provided for full-
term appointments. 

A. Summary of Violations of Unauthorized Disclosures, Board Policies, Federal And State Laws 

Subject: Trustee X  |  Charleston County School District (CCSD) Board of Trustees 

# Allegation Applicable Law / Policy Occurrences / 
Period 

Source & Key Evidence 

1 Unauthorized disclosure of 
confidential / attorney-
client privileged 
information 

• Common Law Misconduct in Office 
and/or S.C. Code § 8-1-80 (Misconduct 
of Public Officers) 
• Board Policy BCA – Board Member 
Code of Ethics 

38 occurrences 
Feb 2023 – Dec 2025 

Emails forwarded to news outlets (10) and a 
vendor email address (28) 

2 Unauthorized disclosure of 
Executive Session 
discussions and 
communications 

• Board Policy BCA – Board Member 
Code of Ethics 
• Board Policy BE – Board Meetings 
Policy 

Not separately quantified Closely related to Allegation 1; specific 
instance-level detail not provided in source 
data 
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3 Conflict of interest / ethics 
violation / use of Board 
position for personal gain 

• S.C. Code § 8-13-700(B) 
• Board Policy BCA – Board Member 
Code of Ethics 
• Board Policy BCB – Board Member 
Conflict of Interest 

May 5, 2023 Email from Trustee X to CCSD principal 

4 Disruptive conduct during 
Board meetings 

• Board Policy BC – Board Meeting 
Protocol 
• Board Policy BE – Board Meetings 
Policy 

Nov 3, 2025 
Feb 25, 2026 

11/3/2025 Regular & Special Called Meeting 
video (~4:50) – parliamentarian issue 
2/25/2026 Board Meeting video (2:50:36) – 
Education Foundation Nominee 
2/25/2026 Board Meeting Minutes Item 12.B 

5 Failure to file taxes and 
related tax violations 

• S.C. Code § 12-54-43 (Failure to File) 
• S.C. Code § 12-54-44 (Willfulness) 
• S.C. Code § 12-54-155 (Under 
Reporting) 
• S.C. Code § 8-1-100 (Removal for 
Indictment) 

2019–2022: $238,703.65 
2024: $9,600.00 

Tax records and Vendor invoices (District 
payments to Trustee X, d/b/a Vendor) 

6 Refusal to participate in 
Superintendent evaluation 

• Board Policy BBA – Board Powers 
and Duties 
• Board Policy CBI – Evaluation of the 
Superintendent 
• S.C. Code § 59-19-80 
• S.C. Code § 59-19-90 

May 23, 2026 Email from Trustee X 

7 Fraudulent billing as a 
District vendor 

• District Procurement Code 
• S.C. Code § 11-35-45(B) 
• S.C. Code § 16-13-240  

Invoice #022 – 7/12/2021 
Invoice #029 – 2/23/2022 
Invoice #033 – 5/27/2022 

Invoice #022 
Invoice #029   
Invoice #033 

8-A Mortgage Fraud / 
Conspiracy to Commit 
Mortgage Fraud -
Alternative Residency 
Issue(s) 

18 U.S.C. §1014 (bank fraud) and 18 
U.S.C. §1001 (false statement) 

Aug 18, 2023 Charleston County ROD Book 1199 Page 
308 

8-B Violation of the residency 
requirement for Board 
membership - Alternative 
to Mortgage Fraud 

• S.C. Code § 7-1-25(A) and (D)(3) 
• S.C. Const. art. XVII, § 1 and art. VI 

2023 – 2026 Residency status throughout the relevant 
period - Charleston County ROD Book 1199 
Page 308 

 

Additional Observations & Context 
• Allegation 1 tracking: Detailed occurrence log (Date; Method of Transmission; Recipient; Offense type – ACP / Exec. Sess. / other) available in Report body. Board Members A–H recorded 
as none based on SCOIG analysis of emails provided by the District.  
• Allegation 5 tax notes: Subject was possibly a resident of another state for a minor portion of the relevant years. Services underlying the payments were performed in South Carolina; 
apportionment of that income stream to the South Carolina Department of Revenue is proper. 
One or more links to SCOIG source material(s) are encrypted to preclude public disclosure.  

B. Misconduct in Office and Persistent Neglect of Duty 

A school-district trustee who willfully commits or engages in malfeasance, misfeasance, misconduct in office, 
or persistent neglect of duty is subject to removal by the Governor.  As enumerated in the summary of 
violations chart in Section A, Trustee  violated various District Board policies and state law when  

• Disclosed attorney/client communications and executive session materials to news media outlets 
on ten occasions and a District vendor on 28 occasions. 

• Violated S.C. Code § 8-13-700(B) of the State Ethics Act and Board policy BCB when  sent 
an email directive to a District principal to meet with  former campaign manager that secured 

Trustee X
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a multi-hour school visit in a procurement matter.  The use of  Board position to influence a 
governmental decision with an associated individual constitutes misconduct in office and 
misfeasance. 

• Failed to file income tax returns with SCDOR for multiple years as a District vendor and Board 
member that included the failure to report more than $248,000 in income in violation of Title 12, 
Chapter 6 of the S.C. Code of Laws. 

• Submitted fraudulent invoices to the District as a vendor. 
• Submitted a false statement on a VA mortgage loan application in violation of 18 U.S.C. §1014 

and §1001, which also established Trustee  did not live in the District  for a period of 
time subsequent to  election to the Board. 

• Violated Board policy CBI [Evaluation of the Superintendent] when on 5/23/2026, Trustee 
 stated to the Board chair …“I will not be participating in this process…” in the following 

District email: 

 

Trustee X

Trustee X
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The SCOIG notes that Trustee  is SCSBA Board of Directors for:“Region 2: Charleston.”19  Trustee 
 collateral duty as the Region 2 SCSBA director was funded by District appropriations.  This duty to 

supervise the superintendent was confirmed by longstanding SCSBA guidance and local board policy.20  
Trustee  written refusal to participate in the District Board’s formal superintendent evaluation 
process represented a direct abdication of a core statutory duty. 

All of the above factors embodied “fraud, waste, abuse, mismanagement, misconduct, [and] violations of state 
or federal law” per S.C. Code § 1-6-20(B).  Accordingly, this provides independent grounds for removal of 
Trustee  by the Governor under S.C. Code § 59-19-60. 

VIII. Way Forward 

The SCOIG team observed years of archived District Board meeting videos and attended several Board 
meetings in person during this investigation.  All of which demonstrated countless hours spent on bickering 
amongst Board members attempting to engage in hyper technical application of Robert’s Rules of Order and 
arguing about whether Board action(s) were legally sufficient despite perceived subjective defects of 
parliamentarian “order.”  While Robert’s Rules of Order may be a helpful guide for conducting orderly 
meetings, it has no independent legal effect or binding consequences that would invalidate the actions of a 
majority of duly elected quorum of school board members lawfully operating in open session under applicable 
state law. 

Picayune, intra-Board squabbling accomplishes nothing but greatly distracts from the District’s highest priority 
– student achievement and preparing the future leaders of our communities.  This was no more evident than the 
dispute over an individual’s failed nomination for the District’s foundation board that caused the District’s 
expenditure of financial resources in legal representation in court based on a majority Board decision. 

Even more important is the District should not be viewed by businesses, non-profit organizations or 
entrepreneurs as the “pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.”  It is disturbing when the District’s procurement 
process is manipulated to benefit a few self-interests instead of benefiting the District’s goals and its students.  
The fact that a federal grand jury identified the unlawful disclosure of executive session material by a District 
Board member to an outside entity regarding a procurement matter underscores the reason that Governor 
McMaster requested an investigation of the District’s Board. 

A Board that is unified, focused on academic achievement and supportive of the superintendent can have its 
greatest impact on the future success of its students.  To do anything else is a disservice to the students, parents 
and taxpayers of the District. 

The SCOIG extends its appreciation to District superintendent Anita Huggins, Board chair Pamela McKinney, 
District staff, and Board members for their cooperation and intentionality of seeking solutions to the issues 
identified by the SCOIG.  The SCOIG also extends its appreciation to current and former teachers and 
administrators, and to the parents and constituents in the District for the candor, courage and valuable input 
provided to the SCOIG during this investigation.  

 
19 https://scsba.org/about-us/board-of-directors/ 
20 https://scsba.org/general/roles and responsibilites of a school board member.pdf, https://scsba.org/board member roles and 
responsibilities/2025/02/.pdf, https://scsba.org/board & superintendent relations-law policy & contract/2023/02/.pdf.  
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APPENDIX A – CIRCLE OF LIFE PROCURMENT ANALYSIS 

A. Good Faith and the Procurement Code 

The stated purpose of the South Carolina Consolidated Procurement Code (CPC) is to “to ensure the fair and 
equitable treatment of all persons who deal with the procurement system which will promote increased public 
confidence in the procedures followed in public procurement [and] to provide safeguards for the maintenance 
of a procurement system of quality and integrity with clearly defined rules for ethical behavior on the part of all 
persons engaged in the public procurement process…”  S.C. Code § 11-35-20(2)(f) and (g).1 

S.C. Code § 11-35-30: “Obligation of good faith.  Every contract or duty within this code imposes an obligation 
of good faith in its negotiation, performance or enforcement." Good faith" means honesty in fact in the conduct 
or transaction concerned and the observance of reasonable commercial standards of fair dealing.” 

The official District Request for Proposal (RFP) P2419 listed a bid/submittal due date of 1/25/2024: 

 

The relevant published timeline for this RFP was:

 
1 The District Consolidated Procurement Code (District Procurement Code) was “substantially similar to the provisions of the South 
Carolina Consolidated Procurement Code and the regulations promulgated thereunder…” and the SCOIG references herein were to 
the statutory code for ease of reference. Article 1 § 10(3) of the District Procurement Code. 
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On 1/25/2024, via “Amendment 1,” Solicitation P2419 changed the offer submission date to 1/31/2024 by 
2:00PM. 

Aaron White, on behalf of Circle of Life submitted multiple proposals – agreeing “to be bound by the terms of 
the Solicitation” with one executed 1/17/2024 and another executed 1/29/2024: 
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Multiple versions of the Total Estimated Program Costs were observed by the SCOIG within the District’s 
procurement records: 

  

Page 7 of the RFP required that: “No company should contact District staff directly. … Answers to any 
questions submitted will be sent to all companies via solicitation amendment.”  The Intent to Award was 
posted by the District on 2/16/2024: 

 

The SCOIG observed District visitation records indicated that executive director Aaron White, one of the three 
(3) offerors, visited the “Main Office” of a District school for several hours on 1/26/2024: 
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The SCOIG observed email records related to Aaron White with a subject line of “School Visit for Circle of 
Life” dated 1/19/2024 through 1/25/2024 – indicating that the officers of Circle of Life would be visiting the 
school: 

 

The 1/26/2024 visit occurred one day after the District’s “Amendment 1” to the solicitation P2419 on 
1/25/2024.  This amendment changed the offer submission deadline date to 1/31/2024.  Aaron White submitted 
a proposal to the District on behalf of Circle of Life – dated 1/29/2024 (following the original Circle of Life 
offer/proposal dated 1/17/2024). 

The SCOIG identified this “visit” by an offeror during the RFP process to be a direct violation of the District 
Procurement Code, particularly when other vendors were not afforded the same opportunity.  Additionally, the 
offer/proposal dated 1/29/2024 submitted by Aaron White on behalf of Circle of Life occurred after he sought 
and received an unfair advantage compared to other offerors - the express purpose of the 1/26/2024 “visit” to 
the school as described in the above email. 

The SCOIG observed another email sent by Aaron White with the subject line: “Update on Circle of Life 
proposal” dated 1/31/2024 at 11:06AM.  This occurred hours prior to the offer deadline of “January 31, 2024, 
by 2:00PM.” 
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This represented a direct violation of the terms of the RFP process that the offeror submitted: 

 

Specifically, the stated purpose of the visit (“some time to visit the school, be observers, and spend some time in 
the building during the school day”) was to obtain and/or influence information directly relevant to most of the 
scoring factors for the RFP process (items 1 and 2, totaling 70/100 points): 
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The RFP encouraged participation by Small, Women, and Minority Owned Business Enterprises (SWMBE), 
stating, “Charleston County School District encourages SWMBE businesses to participate in the solicitation 
process.”2  Under S.C. Code § 11-5-1520(9)(c ), SWMBE status is used as a preference when a tie occurs 
between bids.  However, in the evaluation of this RFP, Circle of Life’s minority-owned status was specifically 
identified as a strength of the proposal submitted by the winning bidder, as reflected in the scoring 
documentation below:   

 

When an offeror elects to submit an offer/proposal in response to an RFP, that submission becomes a “form” 
required by the laws of this State through the operation of S.C. Code 11-35-5340.  Any misleading or false 
information provided in the offer/proposal subjects the offeror to perjury as a potential consequence.  As “[i]t is 
unlawful for a person to willfully give false, misleading, or incomplete information on a document, record, 
report, or form required by the laws of this State.” 

B. District Vendor Seeking Testimonial from a District Employee 

In the supporting documentation submitted by Circle of Life were several letters in support of the proposal.  
One letter was solicited by Aaron White from a District employee using District resources: 

 
2 Solicitation P2419 (p. 14) 
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The use of District resources to endorse a vendor and for that vendor to utilize the District employee testimonial 
in official responsive submissions during the RFP process was improper.  See generally, S.C. Code § 11-35-
20(2)(b), (f), (g); § 11-35-30.  
 

C. Comparison of $23.78 per person/hr versus “$216 per pupil/hr” 

The performance report submitted to the District by Circle of Life included a breakdown of the costs for 
invoices #001, #002, #003, #004, #005, #006, and #007 (totaling $47,520 paid by the District, e.g. 
$881.30+$45,357+$1,281.70): 
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The SCOIG observed several line items totaling $4,104 on invoices #002 and #005 that did not correspond to 
any records of school visits per the available entries for Aaron White on the District’s Raptor system: 

 

For the SCOIG analysis of the District’s Raptor visitor log records for Aaron White, an initial random date was 
selected from the dates on the visitor logs, i.e. 03/25/2024: 

 

Per the Raptor system User Guide, p. 55: “By default, Raptor is configured to automatically sign out all visitors 
5:00 PM.”  As such, whenever the visitor sign out time was precisely “5:00 PM” it was likely because the 
visitor failed to properly sign out when they left.  Accordingly, the SCOIG selected a different date from the 
Raptor visitor log for Aaron White that did not indicate a sign out time of precisely “5:00 PM”, i.e. 5/6/2024: 

 

For 5/6/2024, the invoice (#005) reflected the following line item: 

 

The 5/6/2024 visitor log reflected 3.8 hours [9:52 AM → 1:40 PM = 3 hours 48 minutes] of presence in the 
school on 5/6/2024, whereas invoice #005 reflects “9” as the quantity at “$216 per pupil/hr” totaling $1,944.00. 
Accordingly, “9” did not correspond to hours compared to the visitor log records for Aaron White.  Thus, the 
SCOIG was unable to reconcile the “hr” portion of the billing description of “$216 per pupil/hr” based solely 
on the invoice(s). 

For comparison, using the “Group psychotherapy” represented by billing code 90853 on the South Carolina 
Department of Health and Human Services (SCDHHS) Licensed Independent Practitioner Fee Schedule at 
$23.78 per hour per person as a benchmark; for 9 students serviced by a counselor for 3.8 hours, at $23.78 per 
hour per person is $813.28.  The invoiced amount of $1,944, a difference of $1,130.72 - represented a 139.03% 
increase compared to the SCDHHS listed rate. 
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D. Background Checks of All Vendor Employees Coming in Contact with Students 

According to “Tab B” of the District Procurement Services Request documentation the following was 
specifically listed as required documentation from offerors: 

 

See also, RFP P2419 (page 17) for background check requirements. 

The response to the RFP submitted by Aaron White on behalf of Circle of Life lacked the required 
documentation of “background checks of all [vendor] employees coming in contact with students.”3 
Accordingly, the offer was technically non-compliant and should have been rejected.4 

Based on interviews with senior District officials and a review of documents provided by the District, the 
SCOIG review found no evidence that the District executed a formal contract with Circle of Life, obtained 
parental consent forms or provided notification to parents of participating students, or conducted backgrounds 
checks on Aaron White and Eugene White. 

The RFP required “[t]he Contractor shall provide General Liability and other Insurance as listed herein.” RFP, 
page 11.  There was no insurance documentation provided by one or more offerors, their submissions should 
have been deemed non-compliant and rejected. 

E. “Spreadsheet With Notes” 

The SCOIG reviewed District email records and observed several instances of a public facing google drive link 
that contained the full name as well as grade levels, etc., for the Circle of Life participants [District students], 
e.g., “FINAL Spring 2024 Mentoring List (for Staff).”5  The SCOIG review of these email discussions 
determined at no point did any of the licensed professionals – including the highly paid alleged expert - raise 
any concerns about placing this sensitive information on a publicly available internet link.6 
 
The SCOIG observed an active, publicly available Google Drive link: “FINAL SJHS Spring 2024 Mentoring 
List” that contained several tabs [aka sheets] within the spreadsheet with rows containing the full names of 
students, schedules, parent contact information and a column labeled “Notes from Nominator.” This contained 
highly sensitive information regarding each student; one generic example was: “Academic and behavior 
concerns.  Grandmother is concerned as well.  Recent family death. -- Family trauma, behavioral concerns.”7/8  
 

 
3 See generally S.C. Code § 59-19-117(B). 
4 The other categories of required documentation were similarly non-existent, e.g., “evidence of successful implantation within the 
past 5 years” as the Circle of Life Foundation was officially registered with the SC Secretary of State on 3/29/2023. 
5 The SCOIG appreciated the District’s prompt attention to the situation once advised of it by the SCOIG – the links were deactivated. 
6 U.S. Code of Regulations 34 CFR § 99.31(a)(1)(ii) states: “An educational agency or institution must use reasonable methods to 
ensure that school officials obtain access to only those education records in which they have legitimate educational interests. An 
educational agency or institution that does not use physical or technological access controls must ensure that its administrative policy 
for controlling access to education records is effective…” 
7 https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1t0odA9e30zq8YvNabYu******* [redacted by SCOIG]. 
8 https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1B51kzXSk7u5Jk6mvtvcmy6E-NHhKFf94TcgOC******* [redacted by SCOIG]. 
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The SCOIG was aware of the District use of Google as an IT infrastructure provider, and normally robust 
security was in place by default.  However, to make the link visible to the vendor (who specifically requested “a 
spreadsheet with notes”), a public link was necessary to accommodate the vendor that was not within the 
District ecosystem.  
 
A senior District official involved in this process informed the SCOIG that they felt compelled to use this 
vendor because of the pressure applied by the District Board member who directed the initial interaction 
between the school and the vendor.  It was this direction by the District Board member that permitted the 
vendor to gain access and eventually circumvent the statutory procurement process.  

The SCOIG reviewed certain District email records showing that this vendor received open access to sensitive 
student data:  

• email dated “2/22/2024 @ 8:33:38 AM From: Aaron White <aswhite2@coastal.edu To: 
kaytie_widener@charleston.k12.sc.us ... Subject: Re: Counseling Dept. Collaboration.”   

• another internal District email dated 2/29/2024 stated: “Yes, any grade level, gender, 
demographic as far as I know so far.  I would submit any students that you can think of and I will 
let the facilitators narrow the list down as needed.” 

The SCOIG concluded that the tab with parental contact information made per the vendor’s request created a 
high risk of exploitation in that it could be used by the vendor to directly solicit services from the parents. A 
person/entity could utilize the information for blackmail/extortion. 

F. Invoiced Payments 

The SCOIG observed ten (10) invoices (#001 - #010) submitted by Aaron White to the District.  Invoices #008 
and #009 were not paid by the District and invoice #010 was submitted for new services rendered, and 
adjustments from alleged services originally claimed on invoices #008 and #009.  The amount invoiced and 
paid (excluding unpaid invoices #008 and #009) totaled $64,584.00.  At a billing rate of $216 “per pupil/hr”, 
the charges equate to 299 pupil hours of social work services allegedly rendered at District schools on District 
students. 
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For comparison, the SCOIG reviewed the available SCDHHS Licensed Independent Practitioner Fee Schedule.  
The average master’s level reimbursement (“HO”) rate was approximately $91.29.  An hourly rate of $216 
represented a significant departure from $91.29, particularly from a “non-profit” type foundation when 
providing services to children from low-income families.  However, SCOIG was informed, and the invoices 
confirmed, that these were alleged group type counseling services billed at $216 “per pupil/hr” with up to 19 
students per group session.9  Invoice #001 is shown below as an example: 

 

For comparison, “Group psychotherapy” represented by billing code 90853 on the SCDHHS Licensed 
Independent Practitioner Fee Schedule is $23.78 per hour per person.  The billed hourly rate of $216 “per 
pupil/hr” reflects an 808.32% increase over the expected rate of $23.78, equivalent to approximately 9.08 times 
the original amount.10 

This wraparound counselor conducted group sessions with students on school grounds and billed the District at 
an hourly rate per participating student, resulting in multiplied charges (e.g., 10x for a group of 10) for the same 
session time.  While per-participant billing aligns with some clinical and Medicaid practices for documented 
individual services in groups, this arrangement requires robust contract specifications, per-student 
documentation of necessity and progress, and oversight to prevent potential waste or inflated costs to public 
funds. 

 

 
9 Invoice #010 had a line item for $4,104 for $216 per hour for 19 students at St. John’s High School on 10/25/2024.  
10 This vendor also claimed to be entitled to an additional "late fee of 10% will be charged for payments not received prior to 30 days 
after invoice date.” 
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G. District Student Photos and Student Client Testimonials - Exploitation 

The SCOIG observed emails between the District and Circle of Life discussing procurement/contract issues. 
Eventually, Circle of Life submitted a document labeled “Circle of Life CCSD FY24 Performance Report.pdf” 
via email dated 3/5/2026.  The 15-page PDF explained, in part, the “Target Population” and the “Needs 
Assessment”: 

 

Circle of Life took numerous photographs of students during these sessions and incorporated them into the 
performance report without documented Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) releases or 
evidence of compliance with disclosure exceptions (e.g., school official/contractor provisions under a qualifying 
written agreement).  Student images in a counseling context likely constitute education records when 
maintained or shared with the District, raising compliance risks under FERPA regarding consent, authorized 
use, and protection of sensitive personally identifiable information. 

The performance report also included multiple handwritten testimonial messages from the students themselves 
(“Program impact in their own words…”).  This practice appears to involve solicitation from clients in a school 
setting - creating a captive audience with inherent power imbalances - and professional ethical standards. See: 

• National Association of Social Workers Code of Ethics: Ethical Standards 407(b): “Social 
workers should not engage in solicitation of testimonial endorsements (including solicitation of 
consent to use a client’s prior statement as a testimonial endorsement) from current clients or 
from other people who, because of their particular circumstances, are vulnerable to undue 
influence.” 

• American Counseling Association 2014 Code of Ethics – Professional Responsibility Section 
C.3.b.), which prohibit soliciting testimonials from vulnerable current or former clients due to 
risks of undue influence and exploitation. 

• S.C. Code of Regs § 110-20(5): “A social worker shall not exploit his professional relationships 
with clients (or former clients), supervisor, students, employees, or research participants, 
sexually or otherwise.” 

Collectively, these practices highlight potential gaps in vendor contract terms, documentation, privacy 
safeguards, and ethical oversight for services involving vulnerable students.  Such issues could expose the 
District to compliance violations, reputational harm, licensing concerns for the provider, and inefficient use of 
resources.  Further review of contracts, records, and related policies by the District was warranted.  The District 
informed the SCOIG that it had no records of any background check(s) being conducted for the individual(s) 
associated with this vendor that met with District students on District properties during District school hours.11  

 
11 S.C. Code § 59-19-117.  
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District personnel informed the SCOIG (and the photos in the performance report confirm) that this vendor met 
with students without any presence whatsoever of District staff. 

H. Inure to the Benefit of Any Private Shareholder or Individual 

According to the vendor application submitted to the District, the president and vice-president of Circle of Life 
were “Aaron White” and “Eugene White” respectively: 

 

According to one or more of the student testimonials contained in the performance report, the services were 
rendered by “Aaron and Eugene” who were the sole officers of the Circle of Life; District management and the 
Board should evaluate these arrangements to confirm that all payments represented reasonable compensation 
for actual services rendered and were supported by appropriate governance and documentation.  A detailed 
analysis of the Circle of Life’s financials and potential inurement concerns was beyond the scope of SCOIG’s 
investigation. 

The SCOIG identified a high risk that services provided by a Circle of Life member may have created an 
impermissible inurement of the organization’s earnings, contrary to 501(c)(3) standards.12 

The SCOIG reviewed publicly available tax documents for Circle of Life on via the Internal Revenue Service 
(IRS) website.  The 2024 990-PF for Circle of Life Foundation contained the following information regarding 
revenue [“contributions”] received for calendar year 2024: 

 

The $57,520 was broken down on the schedule as follows: 

 
12 As the IRS explains: “A section 501(c)(3) organization must not be organized or operated for the benefit of private interests, such 
as the creator or the creator's family, shareholders of the organization, other designated individuals, or persons controlled directly or 
indirectly by such private interests.  No part of the net earnings of a section 501(c)(3) organization may inure to the benefit of any 
private shareholder or individual.  A private shareholder or individual is a person having a personal and private interest in the 
activities of the organization.”  
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The Circle of Life was paid $47,520 by the District via invoices #001 - #007 which was not consistent with a 
“payroll” type of contribution.13  Listing it as such falsely implies that District employees elected to contribute 
to the Circle of Life via payroll deduction(s), whereas the $47,520 was for invoiced services. 

The SCOIG reviewed the publicly available 2024 990 for Kiawah Cares Foundation and confirmed that $10,000 
was listed as a cash type grant to Circle of Life Foundation: 

 

However, the contribution from Kiawah Cares Foundation to Circle of Life Foundation is referenced as 
“Program Sponsorship and Support”, there was nothing to reflect a “Payroll” type contribution. 

Expenses were listed as $55,357 and described below: 

 

According to the “Performance Report” submitted by Circle of Life, the following claim was made regarding 
2024 activity: “Circle of Life donated $1,000 to the family of [a student] to assist with … expenses.”  The Circle 
of Life’s claim that it donated $1,000 to a student’s family for expenses in 2024 is suspect because no grants to 
individuals appear in Part XIV of its 2024 Form 990-PF, the schedule on which private foundations are required 
to report all grants and contributions paid during the tax year.14 

 
13 The IRS Instructions for Schedule B (Form 990) (12/2024) stated: “If an employee’s cash contribution was forwarded by an 
employer (indirect contribution), check the “Payroll” box.” 
14 There existed a similarly named entity: “Circle of Life Therapy and Consulting, LLC” with Aaron White as the Registered Agent - 
per SCSOS records.  However, this LLC version of “Circle of Life” did not exist until 10/2/2025 and could not have made said 
donation. 
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The SCOIG also reviewed the tax documents for the Circle of Life for 2025 which contained the following 
information regarding revenue [“contributions”] received for calendar year 2025: 

 

The amount listed was paid to the Circle of Life by the District via invoice #010 dated 11/14/2024 for services 
provided on 10/11/2024 and 10/25/2024.  Listing it as a “Payroll” type of contribution falsely implies that 
District employees elected to contribute to the Circle of Life via payroll deduction(s), whereas the $17,064 was 
for invoiced services. 

 





