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 BLUE RIDGE COMMUNITY COLLEGE BOARD OF TRUSTEES  
MEETING MINUTES – March 9, 2026 ~ 11:30 a.m.  

Henderson County Campus, Patton Building, Room #120 
 

Item  Description 

MEMBERS PRESENT Vivian Bolaños, Dr. John Bryant, Chip Gould, Mike Hawkins, Dr. Jennifer Hensley,  
Dr. Jan King, Kelly Leonard, Dr. Arthur Pearsall, Mike Pressley, Richard Rhodes, 
William Robinson, and  Brian Traylor 
 

MEMBERS ABSENT Nathan Kennedy, Dina Moffitt and Dr. Brian Weaver 
  

OTHERS PRESENT Carolyn Alley, Lorri Allison, Leigh Angel, Kirsten Bunch, Dr. Monica Carpenter, Dr. 
Laura Leatherwood, Dr. Chad Merrill, Tammy Pryor, Ben Rickert, Tonya Stephens, 
Jamie Wiener, Dr. Connie Wolfe, Steve Young, and College Attorney Dean Shatley  

 
CALL TO ORDER 
AND WELCOME 

Board of Trustees Chairman Gould called the meeting to order at approximately 
11:30 a.m. President Leatherwood thanked the board for its service and recognized 
several recent achievements: 

• Trustee Dr. Jennifer Hensley received the State Auditor’s Cardinal Award for 
excellence in budgeting and Hurricane Helene recovery efforts 

• Trustee Dr. Jan King will be inducted into the Henderson County Public 
Schools Foundation Hall of Fame 

• Instructor Tonya Stephens received the North Carolina Community College 
System Excellence in Teaching Award, selected statewide 

• Instructor Leigh Angel, Dean of Health Sciences, was recognized for serving 
on a Duke University–hosted nursing workforce panel in Washington, D.C., 
as the sole representative from North Carolina’s community college system 
 

ETHICS STATEMENT 
 

Mr. Gould read the Ethics Statement. No conflicts were reported. 

APPROVAL OF 
AGENDA 

The meeting agenda was approved on a motion by Ms. Bolaños, seconded by Dr. 
Bryant, and carried unanimously. 
  

APPROVAL OF 
CONSENT AGENDA 

The consent agenda included a revised bereavement leave procedure increasing 
employee bereavement leave from three to five days to align with state policy and 
practices at peer institutions. The Consent Agenda was approved following a motion 
by Ms. Bolaños, seconded by Dr. Pearsall. The motion passed unanimously. Items 
included: 

• Approval of Minutes – January 12, 2026, Meeting – regular session 
• Approval of 2026-2027 Board of Trustees Meeting Calendar 
• 2025 CE/EWD and Basic Skills Class Visitation Internal Audit 
• 2026-2030 Strategic Plan Update 
• Procedure 3.7.8 Bereavement Leave 
• Human Resources New Employees Report 

 



  
 

Blue Ridge Community College Board of Trustees OPEN Session Meeting Minutes March 9, 2026, Page 2 of 6 

Item  Description 

COMMITTEE 
REPORTS 

Finance Committee 
Finance Committee member Kelly Leonard called for approval of February 24, 2026, 
joint committees meeting minutes by members of the Finance and Facilities 
Committees. The minutes were unanimously approved on a motion by Ms. Bolaños, 
seconded by Dr. Pearsall.  
 
Mr. Leonard and VP for Finance/CIO Alley reviewed all agenda items. Supporting 
reports were posted to the online portal for review prior to the meeting. Several 
items were highlighted including: 

• Financial Statements as of January 31, 2026 
o Additional allocations received since the last meeting 
o Institutional checking, Money Market accounts and STIF balances  
o Interest earned and efforts to maximize interest earned 
o Balance in fund 09 was acknowledged and explained 

• Student Activity Fee Increase Resolution 
o The student activity fee resolution was presented and discussed 
o The State Board of Community Colleges voted to amend the State 

Board Code to increase the cap on student activity fees and link 
future hikes to the Consumer Price Index (CPI) 

o In alignment with the amended State Board Code, the trustees were 
asked to authorize an increase of the student activity fee from $50 
to $51.35, effective 2026-2027 and each year thereafter as per State 
Board Code 

 
By direction of the Finance Committee, Mr. Leonard moved to approve the Student 
Activity Fee Resolution as presented. As the motion came from the Committee, no 
second was needed. The motion passed without opposition. 
 

• Hurricane Helene Update 
o Ms. Alley provided an informational update regarding the North 

Carolina State Auditor’s review of Hurricane Helene Mental Health 
Funds distributed to select community colleges 

o The College was among the institutions reviewed and submitted a 
response to the Auditor’s Office after following System Office 
guidance and obtaining pre-approval for the expenditures in 
question 

o A portion of the expenditure has been reclassified 
o No further communication has been received, and no additional 

questions are anticipated 
• Financial Statement Audit 

o The Office of the State Auditor audits the College’s financial 
statements every other year 

o The College’s audit for the year ended June 30, 2025, has been 
completed with no findings 

o Expecting audit report to be released by the end of the week 
• Transylvania County (TC) 2026-2027 Operating and Capital Budget 

Requests: 
 $746,559 – Operating 
 $76,500 – Capital Projects 



  
 

Blue Ridge Community College Board of Trustees OPEN Session Meeting Minutes March 9, 2026, Page 3 of 6 

Item  Description 

 $50,800,000 – New Campus 
o Letter from Transylvania County (posted to the meeting portal) 

 TC expects no more than 2% increase in natural growth 
 No intent to propose any additional tax increase in fiscal 

year 2027 
 Increases exceeding 2% are highly unlikely to make the 

recommended budget and require justification 
 Any increase exceeding 2% will only be considered if 

accompanied by a board resolution in support of a tax 
increase 

o Requested increases over the prior year were justified/explained 
 

Mr. Leonard shared that when discussion ended in the Committee meeting, the 
Committee members reached consensus that although much more is needed to 
meet the current capital project needs at the Transylvania County campus, it would 
be fruitless to ask for more than the 2% limit over the prior year’s request based on 
the letter received from the Transylvania County Manager dated February 20, 2026. 

 
Then, by direction of the Finance Committee, Mr. Leonard moved to approve the 
2026-2027 Operating and Capital budget requests for Transylvania County as 
presented. As the motion came from the Committee, no second was needed. The 
motion passed without opposition. 
 
Facilities Committee 
Facilities Committee Chair Mike Pressley recognized Executive Vice President Dr. 
Chad Merrill to discuss the 2026-2027 Transylvania County capital projects list. 
Dr. Merrill noted the list was reviewed by the Facilities Committee and complied 
with the Transylvania County Manager’s 2% funding increase limit, allowing an 
estimated $76,500 request. The list included a $50 million placeholder for a future 
campus facility, reflecting long‑term planning needs, while the current request 
focused on immediate maintenance and safety priorities. Nearly $700,000 in 
additional capital needs were identified, with alternative funding sources being 
explored due to Transylvania County capital budget constraints. 
 
On behalf of the Facilities Committee, Mr. Pressley moved to approve the 2026–
2027 Transylvania County capital projects list as presented. The motion, presented 
as a committee recommendation, required no second and was approved 
unanimously. 
 
Other Facilities Updates:  

• Henderson County Board of Commissioners Joint Facilities meeting 
February 27, 2026 

o Meeting requested by Henderson County Commissioners  
o Topics included: Budget requests, Maintenance Building project, 

and approximately $2.3 million in MRTS projects 
o County officials are supportive of the College and its projects 

• Maintenance Building project has entered the kickoff phase; expect to break 
ground this fall 
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• Discussions with Henderson County officials regarding potential pickleball 
courts included in the College’s master plan 

• The emergency radio repeater project has been removed from the County’s 
immediate planning horizon due to funding limitations 

• Update on ongoing operations at the Hurricane Helene debris field, noting 
significant improvement to the site 

• Patton parking lot repair (FEMA reimbursement) is pending final federal 
approval and will not be started before May graduation 

 
COLLEGE REPORTS President’s Report – by Dr. Laura B. Leatherwood 

The President’s written report was uploaded to meeting portal for review prior to 
the meeting. Additional updates included: 
 
Performance Bonus 

• A $1,500 performance-based bonus will be awarded to eligible employees 
in March and was announced at a campus-wide meeting March 6th 

• The bonus is typically awarded in November; hurricane-related losses 
created uncertainty this year 

• Following enrollment declines after the hurricane, improved enrollment and 
expense management over the past year made the bonus possible 

• With the General Assembly unable to pass a budget, the additional funding 
may provide timely support to employees 
 

EDA Grant Project – Health Science Center 
• The College’s Master Plan identifies the need to expand Health Science 

programs and space 
• The College is completing a Preliminary Engineering Report (PER) for a 

potential EDA Implementation Grant 
• Henderson County is participating in preliminary discussions 
• The project is being developed in collaboration with Land of Sky Council of 

Governments, which selected the College to serve as a regional center 
• While grant funding is not guaranteed, the planning work is necessary 

regardless to support future expansion 
• Project priorities may shift based on funding availability 

 
Transylvania County Campus Leadership 

• Jessica Edney will begin work as Campus Director for the Transylvania 
County Campus on April 1 

• A Henderson County native, she joins the College from NC State 
Cooperative Extension and has prior experience in higher education and 
secondary education 

• A community reception will be held in Brevard in early April 
• Dr. Chad Merrill was recognized for his leadership during the search process 

which included more than 77 applicants and multiple interviews 

Transylvania County Campus Comprehensive Presentation and Discussion 
• A comprehensive presentation was provided to establish a shared 

understanding of the Transylvania County Campus’s history, current 
conditions, challenges, and future needs 
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• The campus history was reviewed, including early instructional locations, and 
the completion of the Applied Technology Building that enabled the 
offering of full degree programs 

• The campus has operated under multi‑campus status since 2010, which 
requires maintaining a minimum enrollment of 300 budget FTE; sustaining 
this level has become increasingly challenging 

• The primary instructional facility is a former elementary school built in 1951, 
which is unappealing to high school graduates when selecting a college 

• The current campus site is landlocked, with limited expansion capacity due 
to infrastructure constraints, location of roadways and drainage limitations 

• Planning efforts with Transylvania County officials and a citizen Capital 
Projects Committee began in 2021 and included evaluation of campus 
needs, space limitations, and potential future sites 

• The committee concluded that additional space is needed, that program 
opportunities have been lost due to facility constraints, and that planning for 
a new campus facility is urgent 

• Independent assessments have indicated the existing facility is at or near the 
end of its useful life; the College is awaiting the results of the facility 
assessment initiated by Transylvania County 

• Current academic and workforce programs offered at the campus were 
reviewed, along with enrollment trends 

• While recent enrollment declines were noted, Career and College Promise 
dual enrollment has rebounded to pre‑hurricane levels, indicating growth 
potential 

• Strategies to strengthen enrollment and community engagement were 
outlined, including expanded high school partnerships and providing 
workforce‑aligned programming 

• County funding trends were reviewed, showing modest operational 
increases (approximately 1.5% each year over time) and largely flat capital 
support that has not kept pace with inflation 

• Trustees were reminded that a request for a special allocation for a new 
Transylvania County campus has been included in the College’s legislative 
priorities for several consecutive years 

• Key risks were identified and discussed while the campus was emphasized as 
a critical contributor to workforce development, economic development, 
and community services in Transylvania County 
 

Student Government Association (SGA) Report  
• SGA President William Robinson reported that nine student engagement 

events have occurred since the previous meeting 
• The upcoming SGA meeting will be held at the Transylvania County campus 

in accordance with a new constitutional requirement 
• The three campus SGAs have been consolidated into one organization 
• The new Student Life Coordinator has joined the College 

 
OLD BUSINESS None. 
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NEW BUSINESS Trustee Board Interest Survey 
A form was distributed to solicit areas of board service interest for 2026-2027. 
Results will be tabulated and shared with the Nominating Committee and the Board 
Chairman. 
 
Board Self-Evaluation Survey 
A link to the annual self-evaluation survey will be emailed by Tammy Pryor on March 
10, 2026. Surveys should be completed by March 31, 2026. 
 
NCACCT Law/Legislative Seminar 
Mr. Gould announced that the NCACCT Law/Legislative Seminar has been 
scheduled for April 22-24, 2026, in Raleigh. Interested Trustees were instructed to 
be in contact with Dr. Leatherwood or Tammy Pryor for more information. 
 

CLOSED SESSION The Blue Ridge Community College Board of Trustees entered closed session on a 
motion pursuant to G.S. 143-318.11(a)(1), to prevent the disclosure of confidential 
personnel information pursuant to G.S. 115D-27, and 318.11(a)(3), to prevent 
disclosure of confidential attorney-client communications at approximately 12:52 
p.m. The motion was made by Dr. King, seconded by Mr. Leonard, and passed 
without opposition. 
 

RETURN TO OPEN 
SESSION 

Dr. Bryant moved the Board go back into open session at approximately 1:10 p.m. 
Seconded by Ms. Bolaños. Motion was approved. 
 
The Chair stated that President’s Evaluation Committee recommends the approval 
of a contract extension through June 30, 2030, for Dr. Leatherwood and contract 
amendments as discussed in closed session. The motion is coming from committee 
and does not need a second. 
 
The Chair called for discussion and a vote. The motion was approved. 
 
Dr. Leatherwood was welcomed back into the meeting. Dr. Bryant shared that the 
Board approved the Committee’s recommendation for contract amendments and 
thanked Dr. Leatherwood for her service to the College. Dr. Leatherwood thanked 
the Board. 
 

COMMENTS AND 
ADJOURNMENT 

Mr. Bolaños moved to adjourn the meeting at 1:15 p.m. Seconded by Mr. Leonard. 
Motion was approved. Meeting Adjourned. 

 
 
 
 
 

John B. “Chip” Gould, Chairman  

 
 
 
 
 

Dr. Laura B. Leatherwood, Secretary 
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