Imani Institute appeals revocation of its charter
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GREENSBORO - The Imani Institute on Thursday appealed the State Board of Education's decision to revoke the school's charter for failing to file financial audits. 

School and state officials say Imani's former accountant embezzled money from the school, contributing to the delayed audits.

Greensboro accountant Paul F. Callaway Jr. admitted in a letter to Imani on Feb. 28 that he misappropriated money for federal payroll tax from 1999 to April 2003. He did not specify an amount.

Neither Callaway nor the man he identified as his attorney returned a call Thursday.

The school still doesn't know how much was taken, said Ronald Smith, chairman of Imani's board of directors. He said Thursday that no money had been returned.

Imani has not filed audits for 2001-02 through 2004-05. Callaway was slow to relinquish needed information to auditors, Smith said.

The school, which serves about 130 students in sixth through eighth grade, became the county's first charter school in 1998. Charter schools are privately run public schools that charge no tuition and receive tax dollars.

Officials watched helplessly last week as the state board cited the tardy audits as it voted to revoke the school's charter.

"You had no control over what was going on," Smith said. "So it's quite frustrating."

Imani hired a new accountant and may hire an auditing firm that has said it can finish the school's audits within six months, Smith said.

Smith hopes those details, which he feels the full state board did not have access to last week, will help Imani win its appeal.

The state board likely will discuss the appeal at its August meeting, said Jack Moyer, director of the state Office of Charter Schools. He also believes the accountant's actions delayed the school's audits.

Imani will continue to hold tryouts for extracurriculars and proceed as if school will open this fall, Smith said.

Smith said he did not know what led Callaway to take the money.

Callaway apologized in his letter, blaming his actions on a perceived personal financial crisis.

"I have agonized over this moment for many years now, and regret I did not have the courage to step forward before now," he wrote. "Though inadequate, an apology is all I have to offer."

He also wrote that he planned to plead guilty for his actions and had notified the Criminal Investigation Division of the Internal Revenue Service in October .

Officials there would neither confirm nor deny an investigation.

Callaway's accounting license expired June 30, but he has until the end of July to reapply, said Lisa Hearne, communications manager with the state Board of Certified Public Accountant Examiners.

Callaway, who has been a certified accountant since 1987, remains listed as active in the board's records.

Meanwhile, parents such as Cynthia Brown hope the school will open this fall. Her son, Bakari Owens, 13, is a rising eighth-grader. He has been at the school since sixth grade.

"One of the reasons I love the school, they really put a lot of focus on the children," Brown said. "They make sure they call me to see what the problem is or to let me know what's going on."

Brown doesn't know what she'll do if Imani closes.

"I feel like my options are cut short because I can't afford a private school," she said, "but I really don't want him to go back to the public schools."



Contact Jennifer Fernandez at 373-7064 or jfernandez @news-record.com 

Memo:  * School officials are proceeding as if Imani will reopen in the fall. 

Edition:  High Point
Section:  Triad
Page:  B3

Dateline:  GREENSBORO 

Copyright (c) 2006 Greensboro News & Record

