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IN THE CIRCUIT COURT OF THE SECOND JUDICIAL CIRCUIT, IN AND FOR 
LEON COUNTY, FLORIDA 

 
 

GABRIELLE ALBERT, CHIQUITA WOOLFORK BANKS,  CASE NO.: 
CIMONE CARTER, CATARA COLEMAN, 
RENEE DENNARD, ARIN JOHNSON,     DIVISION: CIVIL 
QUINCI MOODY, DEVIN NOBLES, JR., 
SANDRA THOMPSON, and DARNELL WALKER-JONES,       
                Plaintiffs,  
 
VS. 
 
FLORIDA A&M UNIVERSITY BOARD OF TRUSTEES, 
JAMAL A. BROWN, PH.D, individually and in his official capacity as a Representative of the 
FAMU Board of Trustees,  
NICOLE WASHINGTON, individually and in her official capacity as a Representative of the 
FAMU Board of Trustees,  
DEVERON GIBBONS, individually and in his official capacity as Trustee and representative of 
the FAMU Board of Trustees,  and in his official capacity as Chair of the FAMU Presidential 
Search Committee,  
JOHN CROSSMAN, individually and in his official capacity as a Representative of the FAMU 
Board of Trustees, 
EMERY A. GAINEY, individually and in his official capacity as a Representative of the FAMU 
Board of Trustees, 
RAPHEAL VAZQUEZ, individually and in his official capacity as a Representative of the 
FAMU Board of Trustees, 
MICHAEL WHITE, individually and in his official capacity as a Representative of the FAMU 
Board of Trustees, 
KEVIN LAWSON, individually and in his official capacity as a Representative of the FAMU 
Board of Trustees, 
BRIAN LAMB, individually and in his official capacity as Chair of the Florida Board of 
Governors and a representative of the FAMU Presidential Selection Committee, and  
ALAN LEVINE, individually and in his official capacity as Vice Chair of the Florida Board of 
Governors and a representative of the FAMU Presidential Selection Committee, 

Defendants. 
_______________________/ 
 
 
 

PETITION FOR TEMPORARY MANDATORY INJUNCTIVE RELIEF 
 

COMES NOW the above-styled Plaintiffs, by and through the undersigned Attorneys 

who specifically allege:  
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JURISDICTION AND VENUE 
 

1. This action is subject to the jurisdiction of this Honorable Court, as it seeks equitable and 

injunctive relief under Chapter 1000, Chapter 1001, and Chapter 1004, Florida Statutes, and 

pursuant to the Constitution of the State of Florida.  

2. The actions giving rise to this petition arose, accrued, or shall accrue in Tallahassee, Leon 

County, Florida.  

 

THE PARTIES 

3. The above-styled Plaintiffs are alumni donors with significant actual charitable contributions, 

positions of voluntary services, and/or other proximate ties to the FLORIDA AGRICULTURAL 

& MECHANICAL UNIVERSITY (herein referred to as “FAMU ”), a “state university” as defined 

in section 1000.21(9)(c), Florida Statutes, operating as one of 12 autonomous institutions of higher 

education in Florida, with a main campus located in Tallahassee, Leon County, Florida, and, a part 

of the collective organized as the State University System of Florida.   FAMU is further a federal 

land-grant university. Land-grant universities are public institutions of higher education in the 

United States governed by provisions of the Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890, and designated to 

receive federal resources and benefits per those federal provisions. As such, FAMU is specifically 

designated to play a significant role in advancing diversity in higher education, in facilitating more 

equitable research activities, and to conduct outreach for post-secondary education across all 

demographics, particularly in agriculture, mechanical arts, and other practical fields. 
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4. The Defendant FAMU BOARD OF TRUSTEES (“FAMU BOT”) is the governing agency of 

FAMU, the personification of Florida’s high public interest in public post-secondary education, 

established as a matter of law in the Florida Constitution at Article IX, in Section 7. Specifically, 

Article IX, Section 7(c) provides: 

  “Each local constituent university shall be administered by a board of 
trustees consisting of thirteen members dedicated to the purposes of the state 
university system. The board of governors shall establish the powers and duties of 
the boards of trustees. Each board of trustees shall consist of six citizen members 
appointed by the governor and five citizen members appointed by the board of 
governors. The appointed members shall be confirmed by the senate and serve 
staggered terms of five years as provided by law. The chair of the faculty senate, or 
the equivalent, and the president of the student body of the university shall also be 
members. “ See also section 1001.71 and 1001.72, Florida Statutes. 

 

    The FAMU BOT is based in Tallahassee, Leon County, Florida.  

5. The FLORIDA BOARD OF GOVERNORS (herein referred to as “BOG”) is a corporate body 

established in the Florida Constitution at Article IX, Section 7(d), and is comprised of seventeen 

members. The language of Article IX, Section 7(d), Florida Constitution, construed consistently 

with Chapter 1001, and Chapter 1004, Florida Statutes, makes it clear that the Board of Governors 

is tasked with the macro standards definition, oversight, regulation, and coordination of the State 

University System as a whole, rather than specific operation and administration of individual state 

universities; see section 1001.706, Florida Statutes (2025).   

6.  Defendants BRIAN LAMB and ALAN LEVINE are appointed members of the BOG, and 

hereby sued in their official capacities as representatives of the FAMU Presidential Search 

Committee, and further as Chair and Vice-Chair, respectively, of the BOG, based on actions in the 

course of the search for, and selection of the FAMU President-elect. 
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7. Defendant DEVERON GIBBONS is further sued in his official capacity as Vice-Chair and a 

representative of the FAMU BOT, and most specifically for actions as Chair of the FAMU 

Presidential Search Committee.  

8. Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, Gainey, Vazquez, White and Lawson are  

further sued based on actions taken in their official capacity as members of the FAMU BOT in the 

course of the selection of the FAMU President-elect. 

 

FACTUAL ALLEGATIONS 
 

9. The controversy in this case relates to the legal standards for governance of members of the 

State University System (“SUS”).  More specifically, the controversy is whether due process 

requriements, and specific legal standards related to the operation and administration of a SUS 

institution were met in the process to select and appoint the 13th  President of FAMU. 

10.  A complex legal governance structure exists in Florida for the governance of members of the 

SUS, including provisions of Article IX of the Florida Constitution, and further including 

provisions in Chapters 1000, 1001, and 1004, Florida Statutes, additionally in the Florida 

Administrative Code related to the BOG, and finally in internal operating procedures of each 

university.  The essential principle is that, subject to compliance with law, the detail operations 

and administration of each university rests with the local board of trustees. 

11.  On or about July 12, 2024, Dr. Larry Robinson, resigned from serving as the 12th President of 

FAMU. Following the selection of Dr. Timothy Beard to serve as Interim President the following 

August, the BOT, under the leadership of Chair Kristin Harper, announced its intent to secure a 

private search firm to help facilitate the selection of the 13th university president. 
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12. Pursuant to section 1001.741(3), Florida Statutes (2025), the FAMU BOT was required to 

adopt governing rules and procedures to guide the presidential search and selection process. The 

FAMU BOT acted in compliance with this statute to adopt the official procedures to govern the 

search and selection of the replacement for Dr. Robinson.  

13.  In January 2024, the search process commenced and circa January 14, 2024, a fifteen-member 

presidential search committee was appointed by the FAMU BOT,1  and held its initial meeting.  

 
 
 
DISRUPTIVE PATTERNS OF CONDUCT INTERFERES WITH FAIR AND 
REASONABLE SEARCH PROCESS 
 
14.  The presidential selection committee is responsible for: 

• Developing search criteria and a job description for the president. 

• Recruiting and assessing qualified candidates. 
• Recommending a list of qualified candidates to the Board of Trustees. 

 

15.  Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs allege that in an early October 2024 FAMU BOT meeting,  

Defendant Deveron Gibbons, in his capacity as Chairman of the FAMU Presidential Selection 

Committee, opined among fellow Trustees that the ideal presidential candidate may not come from 

a “traditional academic professional background.” This early opinion was in direct contradiction 

to the criteria in the rules and procedures adopted by the FAMU BOT. This unofficial conclusion, 

stated by the search committee chair, amounted to a presumptive filter of the search criteria and 

process which Plaintiffs assert thoroughly jaundiced  the process to follow. As further outlined in 

detail in the body of this complaint for injunctive relief, Defendant Gibbons engaged in a 

disruptive, and consistent pattern of conduct to make this presumption a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

 
1   See https://www.famu.edu/about-famu/leadership/office-of-the-president/presidential-search/search-
committee.php  

https://www.famu.edu/about-famu/leadership/office-of-the-president/presidential-search/search-committee.php
https://www.famu.edu/about-famu/leadership/office-of-the-president/presidential-search/search-committee.php
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16.  As one example of the disruptive pattern of conduct, in late 2024, the BOT, having initiated 

the process of hiring a search firm for recruiting and vetting of candidates, gave legal notice and 

scheduled a special FAMU BOT meeting on October 16, 2024, to make final selection of the 

search firm and move the process forward.  However, while the  BOT meeting was held via Zoom,  

and all members received notice of the meeting, a majority of trustees failed to attend, even as a 

stellar group of candidates had expressed early interest in the position; the failure of BOT members 

to attend prevented a quorum. As a result, Chair Harper was forced to postpone the meeting and 

delay the official launch of the search.  

17. Plaintiffs allege that the “no-show” strategy was deliberate to frustrate an independent and 

objective search process in compliance with the adopted FAMU BOT procedures. In the course of 

the delay, BOT members Otis Cliatt and Kenward Stone, two independent voices urging caution 

and a deliberate presidential selection process, were replaced by new members; Defendant Emery 

Gainey and Defendant Nicole Washington. A third new trustee, Earnie Ellison Jr., was appointed 

by the BOG in January of 2025 to fill a separate vacancy.  

18. In another example of the pattern of disruption in the presidential search process, on or 

about December 6, 2024, during the public BOT Meeting, held in compliance with Florida's 

Sunshine Law, Fla. Stat. § 286.011, and BOG Reg. 1.002, Chair Kristin Harper announced that a 

vote on the final selection of a search firm, had identified three top firms based on trustee 

scorecards; (i) Storbeck Diversified Search Group, (ii) Isaacson Miller, and (iii) Russell 

Reynolds, each of which had fully participated in the adopted procedures governing the selection 

process, including a scheduled Q&A session. In complete obstruction to Chair Harper’s direction 

of the meeting, Defendant Michael White introduced a new (and previously unapproved) 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion ("DEI") criteria for the candidate search firms, and demanded re-
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ranking of the existing candidates. By motion of Trustee Belvin Perry, a majority vote2 was taken 

to postpone the vote for final selection of a search firm, reopen the search to all firms, and provide 

advance written questions to allow ample time for responses. This was yet another reset and delay 

serving to circumvent a fair and reasonable competitive selection of a search firm, and ultimately 

serving to escalate the contract fees to hire a firm to an amount exceeding $75,000 (per BOG Reg. 

18.001). When the Board reconvened, Trustee White's new DEI-based recalculation elevated the 

search firm of Myers McRae from outside the top three to first place. The Board then selected 

Myers McRae despite the original rankings and statutory procurement protections. 

19. In late 2024, the Myers-McRae published a profile of the search, including the essential 

qualifications, duties and responsibilities that should be demonstrated by a successful candidate ( 

See Exhibit “A”).  The profile specifically required three objective criteria: (i) that the successful 

candidate hold a terminal degree; (ii) have experience at post-secondary research per the Carnegie 

Classification’s rubric; and (iii)  have experience with NCAA Division 1 athletics.  Additionally 

the profile required understanding of the very complicated FAMU Strategic Plan, as well as 

detailed expertise in leading a research university, and elite policy and financial planning expertise.    

20.  The Myers-McRae firm issued an advertising call for presidential candidates stating: “The 

Florida A&M University Board of Trustees is seeking the next President of Florida A&M 

University. The right candidate should have a proven track record of leadership, be a results 

driven leader who can effectively attract and manage high quality talent to enable a high-

performance culture, build consensus among stakeholders, and effectively respond to the evolving 

educational landscape…The presidency of FAMU provides a unique opportunity to lead a 

dynamic institution poised for continued growth and achievement. The new president will have an 

 
2   The motion passed 8 to 5 with Trustees (Joseph) Brown, (John) Crossman, Gibbons, Harper, (Kelvin) Lawson, 
Perry, (Nicole) Washington, and White voting in the affirmative. 
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opportunity to expand academic and research programs to meet the growing economic demands 

of Florida and the nation…The ideal candidate will be a fiscally minded, results-driven leader 

who has the proven ability to drive strategic direction with the experience and ability to integrate 

with the external constituents of the university.” 

 

SEARCH PROCESS HARMED BY FAILURES OF DUE PROCESS AND UNDUE 
SECRECY STANDARDS 
 
21.  In 2022, the BOG has determined generally that all proceedings to select university 

presidents in Florida should be exempt from the Florida’s Government “In the Sunshine” 

provisions.  In an effort to enhance the pool of candidates for candidates for presidents of state 

universities, the Legislature enacted section 1004.098, Florida Statutes, to exempt personal 

identifying information of non-finalist applicants from public records requirements.3  

22.  Over and beyond this exemption, in this presidential search the FAMU BOT, under the 

auspices of the BOG, required that all members of the FAMU Presidential Search Committee 

execute nondisclosure agreements, completely prohibiting disclosure of any information regarding 

the search process, and specifically restricting disclosure of applicants.  

23.  Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs assert that extraordinary pressure was exerted on the 

members of the search committee regarding secrecy, causing a deep chill among committee 

members to avoid risks of any disclosure of search process information.  

24.  Notwithstanding this heavy veil of secrecy over the selection process, on or about February 5, 

2025, Defendant Deveron Gibbons was quoted in the Tallahassee Democrat reiterating a 

statement from  a recent BOT virtual call; that “[t]he trend has been that a lot of these[ university 

 
3   There was a debate on this issue in the 2025 Florida Legislature, where House Bill (HB) 1321 was proposed to 
repeal this provision.  It was not enacted. 



9 
 

] presidents are coming from the business world. We found that, most of the time, they’re usually 

very good at running the administration of a university and have been able to be a lot better 

fundraisers.”  Plaintiffs allege that this formal, public statement by Defendant Gibbons was a part 

of a continuing pattern and practice to bias the selection criteria and process.  Upon reason and 

belief, Plaintiffs assert that the qualifications of the three finalists from the selection committee 

represented distinguished, extensive expertise as academic executives that met the qualifications 

stated in the initial position profile ( See Exhibit “B”).  However, these candidates were not 

steeped in private corporate experience, as opposed to candidate Marva Johnson, who was a 

corporate executive yet possessed few of the qualifications stated in the initial position profile.  

Plaintiffs assert that these public statements, arguably in violation of the nondisclosure agreement 

of Defendant Gibbons, were expressly intended to bias the selection criteria and process to favor 

candidate Marva Johnson.   

25. Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs assert that on or about March of 2025, in a private meeting 

between Gov. Ron Desantis and several members of the Florida Legislative Black Caucus, the 

topic of the candidacy of Marva Johnson as FAMU president was discussed, and unofficial 

discussions were held to gauge support for this candidacy.  Notably, at that point in time, a list of 

approximately sixty or so applicants for the position had yet to be publicly released per Florida 

law.  

26.  In April, 2025, the FAMU presidential selection process came under intense external scrutiny 

from the BOG.  At a FAMU BOT meeting in April, a FAMU Assistant General Counsel informed 

the Trustees that the BOG had opened an investigation into the presidential process.  An April, 

2025 letter from BOG Inspector General to FAMU Interim President Dr. Timothy Beard ( See 

Exhibit “C”) stated: “The Board of Governors Office has received concerns surrounding 
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confidential information related to the FAMU Presidential Search… We  [BOG] are currently 

evaluating the information and the appropriate action to take.”   The BOG requested a full list of 

search committee members who executed an NDA.  Thus at a critical juncture in the deliberations 

of the FAMU Presidential Selection Committee, the prospect of legal actions for violation of 

privacy restrictions was raised.   

27.  Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs assert that preliminary votes were held among the search 

committee members to condense the list of sixty applicants down to a list of three finalists.   

28.  On or about April 14, 2025, the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission 

of Colleges (“SACS-COC”), issued a letter of inquiry to Interim FAMU President Dr. Timothy 

Beard (See Exhibit “D”).  SACS-COC is a regional accreditation body that accredits degree-

granting higher education institutions in the Southern states and certain international institutions. 

The April 14, 2025, SACS-COC letter states in pertinent part: 

“SACSCOC has received internal institutional communications that raise 
questions about ongoing compliance with the Principles of Accreditation 
(Principles). In addition, SACSCOC learned from several members of the 
institution that a member of the FAMU Board of Trustees contacted the 
administration in what was described as an attempt to interfere with the institution's 
ability to implement its policies and procedures regarding faculty employment. The 
documents and discussion with members of the institution raise concerns about 
clear distinctions between the FAMU Board of Trustees' and the administration's 
roles and responsibilities, particularly as it relates to the administration's ability to 
implement and administer policies and the general direction set by the board 
without undue interference. In addition, the communication between a member of 
the FAMU Board of Trustees and employees of the institution…” 
 

29.  Thus, the SACS-COC inquiry introduced the prospect that the disruptive, illegal and improper 

actions of certain members of the FAMU BOT in the course of the presidential search process 

jeopardized the accreditation status of FAMU.  A responsive report is required to SACS-COS from 

FAMU on this matter by May 19, 2025. 
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30.  On or about April 22, 2025, the Tallahassee Democrat published the list of finalists prior to 

the official release, a fact that clearly suggests that some disclosure of the candidates was made, 

an apparent violation of the Non-Disclosure Agreement that Trustees signed to keep the search 

process confidential.  Defendant Gibbons gave public statements regarding the selection process 

in the article, yet issued public warnings for any member of the presidential selection committee 

and a breached of the said agreement, referencing Board of Governors Regulation 1.002. (See 

Exhibit “E”) 

31.  In additional reporting by the Tallahassee Democrat in April, 2025 ( See Exhibit “F”),  the 

significant concerns over the integrity of the presidential selection process were confirmed.  The 

reporting is clearly limited by the veil of secrecy over the process.  Still, it clearly confirmed that 

there was deep concern and angst among BOT members over external political pressures affecting 

the process, specifically pressure to add a name to the list considered for finalist.  Trustee Belvin 

Perry is quoting as stating “Things that I’ve heard, if they’re true, bring to question the credibility 

of this entire search process.” Trustee Perry and Trustee Earnie Ellison moved that the entire 

process be suspended, and an independent consultant be hired to investigate the entire selection 

process.  Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs assert that in this process, President-elect Marva 

Johnson did not emerge as a favorable candidate in the deliberations and voting, and was not voted 

onto the initial and emerging lists of finalists identified by a clear majority of the committee 

members.  

32.  Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs assert that this fact became known to parties within and 

outside of the selection committee, prior to the final vote. Further, with the final vote of the search 

committee and a list of finalists, President-elect Marva Johnson was not on the list.  
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33.  An April 28, 2025, Tallahassee Democrat article cites an anonymous sources from BOT 

members who stated that Defendant Gibbons was demanding that President-elect Marva Johnson 

be added as a fourth finalist, on a list that initially was limited to three finalists.  Upon reason and 

belief, Plaintiffs assert that consequently, the final vote of the search committee for a list of three 

finalists was recalled by disregarding the procedures adopted to govern the search process.  

Thereafter, the final vote was reconsidered. 

34.  Also, the April 28, 2025, Tallahassee Democrat article quotes Defendant Alan Levine, Vice 

Chair of the BOG and the BOG’s representative on FAMU’s presidential search committee, who 

had been reappointed to his position by Gov. Desantis in 2023.  The article quotes Defendant 

Levine from an interview by phone on that day to state: “we have four excellent candidates..”  The 

article further references communications between Defendant Levine and FAMU BOT 

Chairwoman Harper in which Defendant Levine recommends that the FAMU BOT give little 

credence to the allegations of improprieties in the selection process.  This is a stark departure from 

the position of the BOG Inspector general in earlier communications to FAMU attorneys, and a 

notable change of position after candidate Johnson was added to the list of finalists.   Upon reason 

and belief, Plaintiffs allege that President-elect Marva Johnson was added to the list of finalists 

over the adverse analysis and judgment of a majority of the members of the FAMU Presidential 

Selection Committee, and substantially by the undue influence of BOG members who were also 

members of the FAMU Presidential Selection Committee, and by Defendant Gibbons.   

35.  On or about April 22, 2025, FAMU Presidential Search Committee released a list of four 

finalists which included Dr. Rondall Allen, Provost at the University of Maryland Eastern Shore; 

Gerald Hector, Vice President for Administration and Finance at the University of Central Florida; 
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Dr. Donald Palm, Chief Operating Officer at FAMU, and Marva Johnson, telecommunications 

lobbyist.  

36.  On April 27, 2025, an article appeared in the journal Florida Politics espousing the virtues of 

then finalist Marva Johnson to fill the position of President.4   

 

FAMU BOT DECISION TO ACCEPT MARVA JOHNSON AS A FINALIST FOR THE 
POSITION OF PRESIDENT DEFIED ALL LOGIC, WAS BASED ON IMPROPER 
FACTORS, FAILED TO CONSIDER ESSENTIAL CRITERA, AND DEPARTED FROM 
THE ADOPTED RULES AND PROCEDURES GOVERNING THE PRESIDENTIAL 
SEARCH PROCESS 
 
37.  In pertinent part, the April 27, 2025, Florida Politics article stated: 

“ [ Marva] Johnson’s inclusion raised eyebrows, with the Tallahassee Democrat — 
which preempted the university in announcing the finalists — reporting rumors that 
she was a last-second addition to the field. One Trustee, former 9th Judicial Circuit 
Court Chief Judge Belvin Perry Jr., asserted that there was now a “cloud hanging” 
over the finalists…”  
 

38. On or about April 24, 2025, Trustee Earnie Ellison Jr. moved to pause the presidential search 

and hire an independent investigator to examine allegations of impropriety in the search process. 

Although Defendant Deveron Gibbons dismissed these allegations as laughable, the allegations 

took firmer root when Defendant Alan Levine began contacting FAMU Trustees during their 

official proceedings to discuss their judgment in the voting.  Specifically, upon reason and belief, 

Plaintiffs assert that as FAMU Trustees debated whether to pause the presidential search, 

Defendant Levine sent text messages to Trustee Ellison, and to Trustee Chair Kristin Harper—

requesting both to drop any discussions about investigating the search process.  Such actions are 

not only in direct conflict with the earlier official position in the BOG’s letter to FAMU, but they 

 
4   See Florida Politics, Marva Johnson may be unlikely, but she is the President FAMU needs and deserves, April 
27, 2025; https://floridapolitics.com/archives/734913-marva-johnson-may-be-unlikely-but-she-is-the-president-
famu-needs-and-deserves/  

https://floridapolitics.com/archives/734913-marva-johnson-may-be-unlikely-but-she-is-the-president-famu-needs-and-deserves/
https://floridapolitics.com/archives/734913-marva-johnson-may-be-unlikely-but-she-is-the-president-famu-needs-and-deserves/
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also call into question Defendant Levine’s fiduciary duties and whether there is a conflict of 

interest.  Additionally they also call into question compliance with Florida Statute § 286.011.  

39. Within days of moving to pause the presidential search to allow a thorough investigation of 

alleged improprieties, Trustee Earnie Ellison abruptly resigned from the FAMU BOT, largely due 

to the fact that the BOG refused to submit his name for Florida Senate confirmation, a move that 

essentially rescinded his appointment. One FAMU Trustee, former Ninth Judicial Circuit Chief 

Judge Belvin Perry, characterized Ellison’s removal as “mysterious.” The clear undercurrent of 

the concerns of Judge Perry statement was that Trustee Ellison was the victim of undue pressure 

by politically connected figures outside of the official search committee who had vested interests 

in the presidential selection process.  

40.  On or about May 6, 2025, on the day before the final vote by the FAMU BOT to select the 

13th  FAMU President, and  during the week of on-campus interviews with the four finalists, the 

BOG quickly installed a new trustee, Raphael Vazquez, to replace Trustee Ellison. Defendant 

Vazquez had neither participated in the months’ long search process or participated in any of the 

on-campus interviews, and yet, was still afforded the opportunity to cast a vote in the final 

selection—and, rather than abstain in light of the lack of time to review qualifications of all 

candidates, voted in favor of Marva Johnson. 

41.  After the list of presidential finalists was released, candidate Marva Johnson received intense 

scrutiny in the media and on social media from FAMU alumni, stakeholders, students, and 

supporters who were concerned that her objective lack of qualifications—and on campus 

interview—paled in comparison to the other three finalists. Tens of thousands signed letters, 

petitions, and made social media posts calling on Johnson to either withdraw from candidacy, or, 
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for Trustees to select one of the other three objectively qualified three candidates. (See Composite 

Exhibit “G”) 

42.  When presented with the list of finalists, Defendant FAMU BOT, knew or should have known 

of the intense overwhelming controversy regarding the integrity and authenticity of the selection 

process because a number of BOT members were also members of the FAMU Presidential 

Selection Committee.  In addition, Trustee Perry made his position very clear, stating there was 

“a cloud over the process.”  With this knowledge if the intense controversy over the process, as 

well as the SACS-COC letter of inquiry, and the legitimate assertions of other Trustees regarding 

political collusion in the process, Defendant FAMU BOT was bound by their collective fiduciary 

duties to address the prior motions by Trustees Ellison and Perry to conduct a thorough 

investigation of the entire process before moving forward.   

43.  Instead, Defendant FAMU BOT completely ignored all the controversy, and blindly moved 

forward with detailed interviews of each candidate, specifically including candidate Marva 

Johnson. These interviews further made clear the starkly diminished credentials and capabilities 

of Ms. Johnson in comparison to the other finalists. The interview and engagement proceedings 

made clear the deficiencies of Ms. Johnson in grasping the intricacies of academic administration, 

of fiscal management, and of academic research so as to meet the qualifications stated in the initial 

position profile.   

44.  With these glaring deficiencies, on May 16, 2025, Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, 

Crossman, Gainey, Vazquez, White and Lawson, in their official capacity as members of the 

FAMU BOT, voted to forward Defendant Marva Johnson for confirmation as FAMU’s 13th 

president, to be confirmed by Defendant BOG.  
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45. Plaintiffs assert that the Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, Gainey, 

Vazquez, White, Lawson, Levine and Lamb acted in concert to have Marva Johnson be included 

as a finalist, and ultimately to be selected from the list of finalists to fill the position of FAMU’s 

13th President.  In light of the  qualifications stated in the initial position profile, this  decision 

dramatically deviates from the announced qualifications expected of a successful candidate, it 

further defies all reason and logic in light of the leadership requirements of the extensive Strategic 

Plan of FAMU, and therefore it was based on improper factors, and failed to consider essential 

criteria.  The process of adding candidate Marva Johnson to the list of finalists for the position 

departed from the adopted rules and procedures adopted by the FAMU BOT to govern the 

presidential search process. 

46.  Notwithstanding these obvious, glaring irregularities, Plaintiffs allege that on May 16, 2025 – 

the very day Ms. Johnson was chosen – Florida Attorney General James Uthmeier, Gov. Desantis’s 

former Chief of Staff, publicly boasted on social media about the FAMU presidential selection by 

congratulating Marva Johnson and crediting, in his words, “Team DeSantis and the [State 

University System] for driving this home!” (See Exhibit “H”). 

47. The FAMU BOT subsequently entered deliberations to negotiate the presidential compensation  

for President-elect Johnson. Under Florida law, the State is only required to pay $200,000 of 

presidential compensation, and the presidential compensation over this threshold must be paid 

from university auxiliary resources; historically at FAMU the resource has been the FAMU 

Foundation.  In her closing remarks, prior to the vote appointing Johnson, FAMU BOT Chair 

Kristin Harper addressed the salary which was requested by President-elect in her application.  

Chair Harper announced that the salary requested by Johnson dramatically exceeded any salary 

paid in the history of presidential compensation at FAMU. Chair Harper opined further that any 
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attempt to draw the requested excess funds from the FAMU Foundation would place the 

organization in a fiscal crisis.  

48. Consistent with this concern, on or about May 29, 2025, Laurence Humphries, in his official 

capacity as a Foundation Director, moved that the auxiliary group table consideration of President-

elect Johnson’s compensation package until such time as a formal contract could be weighed by 

the group to determine if the requested funds were available to cover the full contract 

compensation.5 Plaintiff Humphries’s motion passed, and the matter was tabled to give the 

Foundation time to determine economic feasibility. 

49.  On or about June 6, 2025, despite knowing that the FAMU Foundation had yet to complete its 

financial feasibility study, Defendant BOT voted 8-3 to approve a compensation package worth 

approximately $4.8 million dollars over five years. Further, Defendant Nicole Washington issued 

a not so veiled threat of “decertifying” the Foundation if it did not accede to Defendant BOT’s 

negotiated salary.  

50.  Defendant Washington sought advice of newly appointed University General Counsel Avery 

McKnight on this point, in which McKnight advised that, "the Board (of Trustees) can require the 

Foundation to, by denying its uh suggested budget and requiring them to make changes to that 

budget consistent with the obligations contained in President-elect Johnson's contract…in 

exercising its best interest, the Board can inform the FAMU Foundation that it needs to amend its 

budget such that funds will be reallocated to fund this contract -- and as stated by Trustee 

Washington, within a certain timeframe." 

51. Plaintiffs allege this legal advice contravenes Florida Statutes §1004.28(2)(b), which holds in 

pertinent part that BOT authority over the Foundation is limited to written directives consistent 

 
5    The full contract compensation now under deliberation amounts to $4 million to $5 million range over five years 
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with Board of Governors rules; it does not permit the BOT to compel budget amendments or 

mandate specific expenditures. Invariably, the above-listed statute limits Trustee oversight to 

regulatory compliance and the use of university property and facilities, not operational budget 

control by a derivative third party.  

52. Plaintiffs allege that Florida Board of Governors Regulation 9.011, is authorized by, and 

incorporates by reference Florida Statute §1004.28, confirms that direct-support organizations 

(such as the FAMU Foundation) operate as independent entities with their own boards of directors 

responsible for fiduciary decisions, including budget allocation and expenditure authorization. 

53. Plaintiffs further allege that the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between FAMU and 

the FAMU Foundation, and the Foundation's by-laws, reserve budget approval exclusively to the 

Foundation Board, consistent with the Foundation's status as an independent Florida not-for-profit 

corporation under Chapter 617. (See Exhibit “I”) 

54. Plaintiffs also allege that, per Florida Statutes §1012.975—1012.976, presidential pay is 

capped at $200,000, and further, contributions to a presidential compensation package by any 

direct-support organization, such as the FAMU Foundation, is voluntary and subject to its 

independent financial audit review and  fiduciary processes.   Very significantly, subsection two 

(2) of Florida Statute §1012.975 provides that, if a party providing private compensation "is unable 

or unwilling to fulfill an obligation," then "public funds may not be used to fulfill such obligation." 

55.  Any external influence by the BOG regarding these operational matters are constitutionally 

restricted.  Article IX, Section 7(d) of the Florida Constitution establishes that university boards 

of trustees "administer" universities while the Board of Governors "governs" the system, with 

neither entity possessing authority to compel independent corporations (such as the FAMU 

Foundation) to make expenditures contrary to their own corporate governance structures. 
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COUNT I:  MANDATORY INJUNCTIVE RELIEF   

56.  Plaintiff restates and incorporates by reference paragraphs one (1) through 55 of the above 

complaint.  

57.  Plaintiffs assert that urgent action by this Honorable Court is nessary to to compel the FAMU 

BOT to act to engage an independent consultant to conduct a full and complete investigation of 

the entire presidential process as undertaken to appoint the 13th FAMU President.  Plaintiffs assert 

that this action is necessary for full disclosure of facts so as to analyze whether the requirements 

of law were met, and further to prevent certain injury to the governance of FAMU, and to prevent 

damage to the fiscal stability of FAMU, and further to prevent damage to the general public interest 

in the legal standards governing the selection of a president to Florida universities; see Mayor’s 

Jewelers, Inc. v. State of Cal. Public Employees’ Retirement System, 685 So. 2d 904 (Fla. 4th 

D.C.A. 1996), rev. denied, 691 So. 2d 1081 (Fla. 1997).   

58.  Members of the FAMU BOT, with first-hand knowledge of the controlling facts, have been 

forceful in calling for such an investigation.  The FAMU accreditation agency, with knowledge of 

certain controlling facts, has requested such an investigation.  Yet, a majority of the members of 

Defendant FAMU BOT have steadfastly reject these calls.    

59.  Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs assert that the calls for an investigation have been based on 

facts which imply violations of the laws governing the selection of presidents at Florida 

universities.  Thus, the FAMU corporate body, its constituencies, and the general public have a 

distinct right to ensure that the laws governing this process were not violated, and that due process 

was afforded in this process.   



20 
 

60.  Plaintiffs are obligated to fully and adequately inform this Honorable Court as to the legal 

discrepancies in the entirety of the FAMU Presidential selection process.    

 

Irreparable Harm 

61.  Irreparable injury is an injury which is of a peculiar nature, so that compensation in money 

cannot atone for it. Mullinix v. Mullinix, 182 So. 2d 268 (Fla. Dist. Ct. App. 4th Dist. 1966); First 

Nat. Bank in St. Petersburg v. Ferris, 156 So. 2d 421 (Fla. Dist. Ct. App. 2d Dist. 1963). 

62.  To allow the FAMU BOT decision to proceed without independent investigation and review 

is to inculcate this illicit conduct into the very governance of a nationally distinguished institution 

of higher learning. This result will cause Plaintiffs to suffer irreparable harm as Defendants have 

clearly demonstrated little to no regard for the fiscal health of the university. Thus, there is great 

risk that financial contributions, and volunteer efforts by Defendants will be allocated to unsound 

governance practices and therefore wasted.  Plaintiffs assert that Defendants have used an 

overbearing cloak of secrecy by weaponizing the nondisclosure agreements and masking gross 

illegal and improper conduct in the presidential search process.   

63.  Defendants have shown complete disregard for violations of law, risks to accreditation status, 

and, most specifically President-elect Marva Johnson, has demonstrated no initiative to invite 

review and audit of the presidential selection process in order to restore integrity to her 

appointment.      

64. Therefore, it seems clear that absent an order from this court, no independent review will occur, 

and the deep and long-term injury caused by this illicit process to the FAMU community and to 

the institution as a whole, and further to public education in Florida, and certainly to the 

constitutional integrity anticipated by the general public for post-secondary education, will be 
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forever buried under the cloak of secrecy which guided this FAMU presidential search process.  

This action is the only reasonable opportunity is to mandate a full, evidenced-based inquiry into 

the entire FAMU Presidential selection process; as requested by members of the FAMU BOT and 

the accreditation agency. No economic damages are rational or reasonable to address the harm that 

will suffered absent this court granting Plaintiffs prayer for relief. 

 

Risk of Fiscal Harm 

65. Plaintiffs will suffer particular, deep harm if Defendant FAMU BOT proceeds to force the 

FAMU Foundation to act in a fiscally irresponsible manner  to pay an under-qualified executive a 

salary never before paid to any executive this institution, and to do so by allocating funds obligated 

for existing priorities, to meet a compensation package beyond the ability of the university to pay.  

Defendants will suffer long-term harm as the reputation of the institution among potential 

contributors will be substantially harmed, and existing charitable contributions stand to be wasted, 

while valid academic priorities, offerings and research activities are put at risk. 

66.  Defendants have demonstrated the absolute intent to allocate funds, potentially by force if 

necessary, to pay a presidential compensation package which by all reasonable evidence poses 

great risk for the fiscal soundness of the university.  Plaintiffs assert that the facts and allegations 

stated herein offer persuasive justification for an independent fiscal analysis of the FAMU offer of 

a presidential compensation package to the President-elect.   Therefore, Petitioners assert that this 

Honorable Court should authorize the FAMU Foundation to conduct a full and complete financial 

analysis of the terms of a fiscally responsible presidential compensation package for FAMU, and 

present its findings to the FAMU BOT.  The findings of this report should be the guiding metrics 
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for a fiscally responsibility for a final FAMU presential compensation package, no matter the 

source of the funds to meet the package.   

67.  There Is No Adequate Remedy At Law To Protect Plaintiffs’ Interests:  There is no 

adequate remedy at law to reasonably address the ongoing reality and very real risk of harm in 

this matter to the FAMU corporate body, to the interests of the constituencies of FAMU, and to 

Plaintiffs.  As set forth herein, when the Board of Governors confirms the vote of the FAMU 

BOT to hire Marva Johnson as the next President of FAMU,  it represents a certification and 

stamp of approval as to the integrity of the presidential selection process.  The majority that 

voted to hire Marva Johnson has clearly given indication that it will enter into a fiscally 

irresponsible employment contract,  and once under contract as President, there would be no 

reasonable remedy for Plaintiffs to call this process into account.  

68.  Issuance of Injunctive Relief Would Not Be Adverse To Public Interest: If Defendants 

are allowed to succeed in their concerted effort, a complex legal cloud will be placed over 

FAMU, and public education generally in Florida.  By granting the remedy requested herein to 

authorize a full, independent and complete investigation of the FAMU presidential search 

process, the  Court will promote the public interest, ensure fiscal responsibility at a state-funded 

institution of higher learning, and protect the integrity of the Constitution of the State of Florida 

as it relates to higher education.   

69.  Plaintiffs have sufficiently plead the elements and supporting facts of the controversy in this 

matter in this count and in the count below and assert that there is substantial evidence, and a 

favorable result is more than likely in this matter.  Plaintiff assert that further discovery will 

disclose relevant information to support the pleadings and confirm allegations in this 

controversy. 
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WHEREFORE,  Plaintiffs respectfully request that this Honorable Court grant  mandatory 

injunctive relief requiring the FAMU BOT to engage an independent consultant to conduct a full 

investigation of the presidential selection process of the FAMU Presidential Selection Committee, 

and further investigate the FAMU BOT deliberations to appoint the President-elect, and 

specifically to take statements from members of the FAMU Presidential Selection Committee that 

are held confidential to avoid violation of the nondisclosure agreements, but with full authority to 

include pertinent findings from such statements in the final report.  Additionally, since the 

Defendants who are FAMU BOT members have been complicit in the full set of circumstances 

driving this controversy, and these same Defendants hold a majority vote on the FAMU BOT, 

Plaintiffs assert that Defendant FAMU BOT should not be in control of the selection of the 

independent consultant.  Plaintiffs request that if this Court grants the requested remedy, the 

FAMU Foundation should be authorized to select the independent consultant to conduct this 

investigation.   

Additionally, Plaintiffs further and respectfully request that this Honorable Court grant mandatory 

injunctive relief requiring the FAMU Foundation to conduct a full and complete financial analysis 

of the terms of a fiscally responsible presidential compensation package for FAMU, and present 

its findings to the FAMU BOT.  The findings of this report should be the guiding metrics for a 

fiscally responsibility final FAMU presential compensation package, no matter the source of the 

funds to meet the package. 

 

COUNT II: BREACH OF FIDUCIARY DUTY  
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70.  Plaintiffs restate and incorporate by reference the allegations in paragraphs 1 through 69 of 

the above complaint.  

71.  Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, Gainey, Vazquez, White and Lawson in 

their official capacity as members of the FAMU BOT each owe a fiduciary duty to the university. 

A university trustee's fiduciary duty encompasses three core obligations: care, loyalty, and 

obedience. These duties are legally binding, meaning trustees must prioritize the university's best 

interests above their own, or others adverse to the university. They must act with diligence, loyalty, 

and in accordance with applicable laws and institutional policies. 

72.  A breach of the university trustee’s fiduciary duty occurs when a trustee fails to act in the best 

interests of the university, its students, and its endowment. The detail elements of the university 

trustee fiduciary duty include: (i) Duty of Care: Requires exercise of reasonable care and 

diligence in managing the university's affairs, including its finances and investments; (ii) Duty 

of Loyalty: Requires acting in the best interests of the university and avoiding conflicts of 

interest; and (iii) Duty of Obedience: Requires obedience to and compliance with university's 

policies and procedures, and any applicable laws and regulations.    

73.  Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs allege that in the FAMU presidential search process, 

Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, Gainey, Vazquez, White and Lawson, each 

individually and collectively committed gross negligence in their individual and collective 

deliberation and judgment as to the best qualified candidate to serve as the 13th university 

president.  Plaintiffs allege further that  Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, 

Gainey, Vazquez, White and Lawson, each individually and collectively demonstrated gross 

disregard for the vital interests of FAMU as they shared or misused confidential information in the 
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deliberations and final decision process, actions which ultimately leveraged the best interests of 

President-elect Marva Johnson, and the best interests of the BOG, over the best interests of FAMU.  

74.  This conduct, by each Defendant/Trustee, constitutes a violation of their fiduciary duty to 

FAMU. The competence and capability of the next President of FAMU to effectively govern a 

nationally distinguished institution of higher learning, particularly in light of the complexity of 

national, state and local issues facing public universities, are clear and definitely factors in the 

assessment of the trustees’ fiduciary duties.  Thus the deliberations, judgment and ultimate decision 

to select a president are essential to the functioning and wellbeing of the university.  Should a 

president selected by a university board of trustees be so substantially ill equipped and unprepared 

to tackle the challenges of the university, to the point that it places distinct risk to the university, 

then that selection borders on an act of negligence.  Moreover, in the case of this particular set of 

circumstances, the actions of Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, Gainey, 

Vazquez, White and Lawson have caused FAMU to be thrust into the focus of national news, and 

specifically cast light upon the discrepancies of the presidential selection process, resulting in 

significant damage to FAMU’s distinguished national reputation and has eroded public trust.  

75.  Plaintiffs allege that should an independent investigation and audit of the FAMU presidential 

search process confirm that Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, Gainey, 

Vazquez, White and Lawson were knowingly complicit in, or engaged in illicit conduct which 

substantially and adversely affected the presidential selection process, then the appropriate 

remedies for the such conduct are: (i) Legal Liability: Trustees can be held personally liable for 

breaches of fiduciary duty; (ii) Damages: Those harmed by a breach may be able to sue for 

financial damages, such as lost profits or diminished asset value; and (iii) Removal from Office: 

Trustees who breach their fiduciary duties may be removed from their positions. The trustees’ 
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violation of fiduciary duties implicated in the harm in  this case cannot be adequately remedied by 

monetary damages alone because this governance structure remains, and the prospect of futher 

actions of the type demonstrated in the presidential process seems eminent.  The devaluing of the 

FAMU culture, of the FAMU students, faculty and alumni, and the disregard of long-time FAMU 

corporate supporters is particularly impactful.  

 

Proposed Florida Legislature Breach of Statutory Caps to Pay President-elect Johnson 

76.  In a late development, on or about Friday, June 13, 2025, a last minute state budget amendment 

was bumped up for approval by the House Speaker and Senate President that would allow the 

FAMU BOT to use carry forward funds to fill any gap in the president's proposed salary for the 

first year of an anticipated contract. This maneuver, if authorized, is a breach of statutory 

provisions that set a cap for state funding of presidential pay at $200,000 as delineated herein.  By 

reasons of belief, plaintiffs assert that the Defendant BOT and individual Defendant trustees, are 

seeking to evade judgment and management of FAMU executives by creating a financial deficit, 

using state distributed funds that are not earmarked for presidential salaries. 

77. When the Foundation indicated that it lacked the funds to supplement the contract that the BOT 

and Johnson entered into on June 6, 2025, Defendants responded first by threatening to take illegal 

action to decertify the Foundation as a university auxiliary/direct support organization, and then 

acted in concert to reject the Foundation proposed budget during its June 12th meeting. 

78. This clandestine state budget maneuver includes authorization for the FAMU BOT to raid the 

university reserve funds to complete the presidential compensation package. This proposed 

authorization would require no review by any university administrator, and notably would not 
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require review by the independent auditor for the university. Arguably, this provision could 

directly impact the university’s fiscal audit.  

79. This legislation is legally suspect in terms of compliance with state constitutional requirements 

for spending authority, and further suspect in light of previously cited statutes governing fiscal 

administration of state universities. 

80. Plaintiffs allege that this legislative maneuver is most telling as a breach of fiduciary duty 

because it is pure, raw retaliation against the FAMU Foundation directors, the minority of trustees, 

including Chair Harper, who have argued that the compensation package is not fiscally responsible 

for FAMU, and against the university corporate body as a whole. This maneuver seeks to mandate 

FAMU to pay a level of compensation to a newly hired employee, based on the newly  hired 

employee’s request, over objections by the employers’ executives. Most notably, this maneuver 

serves to entrench the BOT’s micromanagement on this particular issue and, if enacted and 

implemented by the FAMU BOT, would force university administrators to deal with audit 

ramifications, and possibly search for replacement funds for the reserves. 

81. Plaintiffs allege that Defendants, have turned a deaf ear to current and former trustees and 

university stakeholders and their requests to address the clear and apparent irregularities in the 

presidential search process, especially in light of  the concerns of the SACS accrediting agency, 

which conduct is inexcusable.  

82.  Plaintiffs allege further that in escalating the controversy to demand an irresponsible 

presidential compensation package, Defendants demonstrated total disregard for the legal 

standards of governance of the university.  

83. There is a dark cloud over the FAMU presidential selection process; first as to whether the 

sélection process  met the requirements of law, and further whether improprieties in the process 
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have adversely affected FAMU’s accreditation, and additionally, whether the selection decision 

was arbitrary and capricious, and finally, whether the compensation package requested by the 

appointed candidate is within the financial capacity of the university.   

84. In the face of this intense controversy, the Defendants who are members of the  FAMU BOT 

have embarked upon a clear and  deliberate pattern of conduct which is the height of fiduciary 

irresponsibility. These Defendants have discreet knowledge of the underlying facts; knowledge 

not available to the public, and they further have a clear duty to preserve the interests of FAMU in 

light of this knowledge, above any other interested party. To have persistently ignored any 

substantive inquiry into these allegations is negligent. 

 

WHEREFORE , Plaintiffs request that this Honorable Court reserve jurisdiction in this matter 

pending the final investigative report of the independent consultant authorized herein.  Should the 

final report of this investigation confirm that Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, 

Gainey, Vazquez, White and Lawson breached their fiduciary duty to the FAMU corporate body, 

Plaintiffs request that this Honorable Court impose remedies for such breach as are required by 

law.  

 

PUBLIC POLICY 

85. The public interest and sanctity of public education will be supported by granting the temporary 

mandatory relief..  

86. The fiscal integrity of state funds allocated to FAMU will be preserved.  

87. The reputation of FAMU, the professionalism of its governance, and its national stature as an 

academic institution will be revitalized. 
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Respectfully Submitted, 

By: /s/ Mutaqee Akbar, Esquire 
Akbar Thomas Law Firm 
Florida Bar No. 0819581 

M.Akbar@AkbarThomas.com
P.O. Box 10143 

Tallahassee, Florida 32303 
Tel. (850) 383-0000 
Fax: (850)561-6900 

And, 

By: /s/   Ennis Leon Jacobs, Jr. 
Law Office of Ennis Leon Jacobs, Jr., LLC 

Florida Bar No. 0714682 
P.O. Box 1101 

Tallahassee, Florida 32302 
(850) 491-2710
(850) 254-9781
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GABRIELLE ALBERT, ET. AL V. FLORIDA BOARD OF TRUSTEES, ET. AL 
PETITION FOR TEMPORARY MANDATORY INJUNCTIVE RELIEF 
 
EXHIBIT “A” 
 
FAMU Presidential Search Committee Presential search profile 
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GABRIELLE ALBERT, ET. AL V. FLORIDA BOARD OF TRUSTEES, ET. AL 
PETITION FOR TEMPORARY MANDATORY INJUNCTIVE RELIEF 
 
EXHIBIT “B” 
 
Curriculums Vitae of Finalist Selected by the FAMU Presidential Selection Committee  
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GABRIELLE ALBERT, ET. AL V. FLORIDA BOARD OF TRUSTEES, ET. AL 
PETITION FOR TEMPORARY MANDATORY INJUNCTIVE RELIEF 
 
EXHIBIT “C” 
 
Letter Dated April 21, 2025 From Florida Board of Governors to FAMU Interim President 
Timothy Beard, Ph.D. 
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GABRIELLE ALBERT, ET. AL V. FLORIDA BOARD OF TRUSTEES, ET. AL 
PETITION FOR TEMPORARY MANDATORY INJUNCTIVE RELIEF 
 
EXHIBIT “D” 
 
Letter Dated April 14, 2025 from Southern Association of Colleges and Schools to FAMU 
Interim President Timothy Beard, Ph.D 
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GABRIELLE ALBERT, ET. AL V. FLORIDA BOARD OF TRUSTEES, ET. AL 
PETITION FOR TEMPORARY MANDATORY INJUNCTIVE RELIEF 
 
EXHIBIT “E” 
 
April 22, 2025 Tallahassee Democrat article  
 
  



35 
 

GABRIELLE ALBERT, ET. AL V. FLORIDA BOARD OF TRUSTEES, ET. AL 
PETITION FOR TEMPORARY MANDATORY INJUNCTIVE RELIEF 
 
EXHIBIT “F”  COMPOSITE 
 
Tallahassee Democrat articles:  April 24, April 25, and April 28, 2025  
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GABRIELLE ALBERT, ET. AL V. FLORIDA BOARD OF TRUSTEES, ET. AL 
PETITION FOR TEMPORARY MANDATORY INJUNCTIVE RELIEF 
 
EXHIBIT “G”    
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GABRIELLE ALBERT, ET. AL V. FLORIDA BOARD OF TRUSTEES, ET. AL 
PETITION FOR TEMPORARY MANDATORY INJUNCTIVE RELIEF 
 
EXHIBIT “H”    
 
Florida Attorney General James Uthmeier post  
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GABRIELLE ALBERT, ET. AL V. FLORIDA BOARD OF TRUSTEES, ET. AL 
PETITION FOR TEMPORARY MANDATORY INJUNCTIVE RELIEF 
 
EXHIBIT “I”    
 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between FAMU and the FAMU Foundation 
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4. The Defendant FAMU BOARD OF TRUSTEES (“FAMU BOT”) is the governing agency of 

FAMU, the personification of Florida’s high public interest in public post-secondary education, 

established as a matter of law in the Florida Constitution at Article IX, in Section 7. Specifically, 

Article IX, Section 7(c) provides: 

  “Each local constituent university shall be administered by a board of 
trustees consisting of thirteen members dedicated to the purposes of the state 
university system. The board of governors shall establish the powers and duties of 
the boards of trustees. Each board of trustees shall consist of six citizen members 
appointed by the governor and five citizen members appointed by the board of 
governors. The appointed members shall be confirmed by the senate and serve 
staggered terms of five years as provided by law. The chair of the faculty senate, or 
the equivalent, and the president of the student body of the university shall also be 
members. “ See also section 1001.71 and 1001.72, Florida Statutes. 

 

    The FAMU BOT is based in Tallahassee, Leon County, Florida.  

5. The FLORIDA BOARD OF GOVERNORS (herein referred to as “BOG”) is a corporate body 

established in the Florida Constitution at Article IX, Section 7(d), and is comprised of seventeen 

members. The language of Article IX, Section 7(d), Florida Constitution, construed consistently 

with Chapter 1001, and Chapter 1004, Florida Statutes, makes it clear that the Board of Governors 

is tasked with the macro standards definition, oversight, regulation, and coordination of the State 

University System as a whole, rather than specific operation and administration of individual state 

universities; see section 1001.706, Florida Statutes (2025).   

6.  Defendants BRIAN LAMB and ALAN LEVINE are appointed members of the BOG, and 

hereby sued in their official capacities as representatives of the FAMU Presidential Search 

Committee, and further as Chair and Vice-Chair, respectively, of the BOG, based on actions in the 

course of the search for, and selection of the FAMU President-elect. 
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7. Defendant DEVERON GIBBONS is further sued in his official capacity as Vice-Chair and a 

representative of the FAMU BOT, and most specifically for actions as Chair of the FAMU 

Presidential Search Committee.  

8. Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, Gainey, Vazquez, White and Lawson are  

further sued based on actions taken in their official capacity as members of the FAMU BOT in the 

course of the selection of the FAMU President-elect. 

 

FACTUAL ALLEGATIONS 
 

9. The controversy in this case relates to the legal standards for governance of members of the 

State University System (“SUS”).  More specifically, the controversy is whether due process 

requriements, and specific legal standards related to the operation and administration of a SUS 

institution were met in the process to select and appoint the 13th  President of FAMU. 

10.  A complex legal governance structure exists in Florida for the governance of members of the 

SUS, including provisions of Article IX of the Florida Constitution, and further including 

provisions in Chapters 1000, 1001, and 1004, Florida Statutes, additionally in the Florida 

Administrative Code related to the BOG, and finally in internal operating procedures of each 

university.  The essential principle is that, subject to compliance with law, the detail operations 

and administration of each university rests with the local board of trustees. 

11.  On or about July 12, 2024, Dr. Larry Robinson, resigned from serving as the 12th President of 

FAMU. Following the selection of Dr. Timothy Beard to serve as Interim President the following 

August, the BOT, under the leadership of Chair Kristin Harper, announced its intent to secure a 

private search firm to help facilitate the selection of the 13th university president. 
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12. Pursuant to section 1001.741(3), Florida Statutes (2025), the FAMU BOT was required to 

adopt governing rules and procedures to guide the presidential search and selection process. The 

FAMU BOT acted in compliance with this statute to adopt the official procedures to govern the 

search and selection of the replacement for Dr. Robinson.  

13.  In January 2024, the search process commenced and circa January 14, 2024, a fifteen-member 

presidential search committee was appointed by the FAMU BOT,1  and held its initial meeting.  

 
 
 
DISRUPTIVE PATTERNS OF CONDUCT INTERFERES WITH FAIR AND 
REASONABLE SEARCH PROCESS 
 
14.  The presidential selection committee is responsible for: 

• Developing search criteria and a job description for the president. 

• Recruiting and assessing qualified candidates. 
• Recommending a list of qualified candidates to the Board of Trustees. 

 

15.  Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs allege that in an early October 2024 FAMU BOT meeting,  

Defendant Deveron Gibbons, in his capacity as Chairman of the FAMU Presidential Selection 

Committee, opined among fellow Trustees that the ideal presidential candidate may not come from 

a “traditional academic professional background.” This early opinion was in direct contradiction 

to the criteria in the rules and procedures adopted by the FAMU BOT. This unofficial conclusion, 

stated by the search committee chair, amounted to a presumptive filter of the search criteria and 

process which Plaintiffs assert thoroughly jaundiced  the process to follow. As further outlined in 

detail in the body of this complaint for injunctive relief, Defendant Gibbons engaged in a 

disruptive, and consistent pattern of conduct to make this presumption a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

 
1   See https://www.famu.edu/about-famu/leadership/office-of-the-president/presidential-search/search-
committee.php  

https://www.famu.edu/about-famu/leadership/office-of-the-president/presidential-search/search-committee.php
https://www.famu.edu/about-famu/leadership/office-of-the-president/presidential-search/search-committee.php
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16.  As one example of the disruptive pattern of conduct, in late 2024, the BOT, having initiated 

the process of hiring a search firm for recruiting and vetting of candidates, gave legal notice and 

scheduled a special FAMU BOT meeting on October 16, 2024, to make final selection of the 

search firm and move the process forward.  However, while the  BOT meeting was held via Zoom,  

and all members received notice of the meeting, a majority of trustees failed to attend, even as a 

stellar group of candidates had expressed early interest in the position; the failure of BOT members 

to attend prevented a quorum. As a result, Chair Harper was forced to postpone the meeting and 

delay the official launch of the search.  

17. Plaintiffs allege that the “no-show” strategy was deliberate to frustrate an independent and 

objective search process in compliance with the adopted FAMU BOT procedures. In the course of 

the delay, BOT members Otis Cliatt and Kenward Stone, two independent voices urging caution 

and a deliberate presidential selection process, were replaced by new members; Defendant Emery 

Gainey and Defendant Nicole Washington. A third new trustee, Earnie Ellison Jr., was appointed 

by the BOG in January of 2025 to fill a separate vacancy.  

18. In another example of the pattern of disruption in the presidential search process, on or 

about December 6, 2024, during the public BOT Meeting, held in compliance with Florida's 

Sunshine Law, Fla. Stat. § 286.011, and BOG Reg. 1.002, Chair Kristin Harper announced that a 

vote on the final selection of a search firm, had identified three top firms based on trustee 

scorecards; (i) Storbeck Diversified Search Group, (ii) Isaacson Miller, and (iii) Russell 

Reynolds, each of which had fully participated in the adopted procedures governing the selection 

process, including a scheduled Q&A session. In complete obstruction to Chair Harper’s direction 

of the meeting, Defendant Michael White introduced a new (and previously unapproved) 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion ("DEI") criteria for the candidate search firms, and demanded re-
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ranking of the existing candidates. By motion of Trustee Belvin Perry, a majority vote2 was taken 

to postpone the vote for final selection of a search firm, reopen the search to all firms, and provide 

advance written questions to allow ample time for responses. This was yet another reset and delay 

serving to circumvent a fair and reasonable competitive selection of a search firm, and ultimately 

serving to escalate the contract fees to hire a firm to an amount exceeding $75,000 (per BOG Reg. 

18.001). When the Board reconvened, Trustee White's new DEI-based recalculation elevated the 

search firm of Myers McRae from outside the top three to first place. The Board then selected 

Myers McRae despite the original rankings and statutory procurement protections. 

19. In late 2024, the Myers-McRae published a profile of the search, including the essential 

qualifications, duties and responsibilities that should be demonstrated by a successful candidate ( 

See Exhibit “A”).  The profile specifically required three objective criteria: (i) that the successful 

candidate hold a terminal degree; (ii) have experience at post-secondary research per the Carnegie 

Classification’s rubric; and (iii)  have experience with NCAA Division 1 athletics.  Additionally 

the profile required understanding of the very complicated FAMU Strategic Plan, as well as 

detailed expertise in leading a research university, and elite policy and financial planning expertise.    

20.  The Myers-McRae firm issued an advertising call for presidential candidates stating: “The 

Florida A&M University Board of Trustees is seeking the next President of Florida A&M 

University. The right candidate should have a proven track record of leadership, be a results 

driven leader who can effectively attract and manage high quality talent to enable a high-

performance culture, build consensus among stakeholders, and effectively respond to the evolving 

educational landscape…The presidency of FAMU provides a unique opportunity to lead a 

dynamic institution poised for continued growth and achievement. The new president will have an 

 
2   The motion passed 8 to 5 with Trustees (Joseph) Brown, (John) Crossman, Gibbons, Harper, (Kelvin) Lawson, 
Perry, (Nicole) Washington, and White voting in the affirmative. 
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opportunity to expand academic and research programs to meet the growing economic demands 

of Florida and the nation…The ideal candidate will be a fiscally minded, results-driven leader 

who has the proven ability to drive strategic direction with the experience and ability to integrate 

with the external constituents of the university.” 

 

SEARCH PROCESS HARMED BY FAILURES OF DUE PROCESS AND UNDUE 
SECRECY STANDARDS 
 
21.  In 2022, the BOG has determined generally that all proceedings to select university 

presidents in Florida should be exempt from the Florida’s Government “In the Sunshine” 

provisions.  In an effort to enhance the pool of candidates for candidates for presidents of state 

universities, the Legislature enacted section 1004.098, Florida Statutes, to exempt personal 

identifying information of non-finalist applicants from public records requirements.3  

22.  Over and beyond this exemption, in this presidential search the FAMU BOT, under the 

auspices of the BOG, required that all members of the FAMU Presidential Search Committee 

execute nondisclosure agreements, completely prohibiting disclosure of any information regarding 

the search process, and specifically restricting disclosure of applicants.  

23.  Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs assert that extraordinary pressure was exerted on the 

members of the search committee regarding secrecy, causing a deep chill among committee 

members to avoid risks of any disclosure of search process information.  

24.  Notwithstanding this heavy veil of secrecy over the selection process, on or about February 5, 

2025, Defendant Deveron Gibbons was quoted in the Tallahassee Democrat reiterating a 

statement from  a recent BOT virtual call; that “[t]he trend has been that a lot of these[ university 

 
3   There was a debate on this issue in the 2025 Florida Legislature, where House Bill (HB) 1321 was proposed to 
repeal this provision.  It was not enacted. 
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] presidents are coming from the business world. We found that, most of the time, they’re usually 

very good at running the administration of a university and have been able to be a lot better 

fundraisers.”  Plaintiffs allege that this formal, public statement by Defendant Gibbons was a part 

of a continuing pattern and practice to bias the selection criteria and process.  Upon reason and 

belief, Plaintiffs assert that the qualifications of the three finalists from the selection committee 

represented distinguished, extensive expertise as academic executives that met the qualifications 

stated in the initial position profile ( See Exhibit “B”).  However, these candidates were not 

steeped in private corporate experience, as opposed to candidate Marva Johnson, who was a 

corporate executive yet possessed few of the qualifications stated in the initial position profile.  

Plaintiffs assert that these public statements, arguably in violation of the nondisclosure agreement 

of Defendant Gibbons, were expressly intended to bias the selection criteria and process to favor 

candidate Marva Johnson.   

25. Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs assert that on or about March of 2025, in a private meeting 

between Gov. Ron Desantis and several members of the Florida Legislative Black Caucus, the 

topic of the candidacy of Marva Johnson as FAMU president was discussed, and unofficial 

discussions were held to gauge support for this candidacy.  Notably, at that point in time, a list of 

approximately sixty or so applicants for the position had yet to be publicly released per Florida 

law.  

26.  In April, 2025, the FAMU presidential selection process came under intense external scrutiny 

from the BOG.  At a FAMU BOT meeting in April, a FAMU Assistant General Counsel informed 

the Trustees that the BOG had opened an investigation into the presidential process.  An April, 

2025 letter from BOG Inspector General to FAMU Interim President Dr. Timothy Beard ( See 

Exhibit “C”) stated: “The Board of Governors Office has received concerns surrounding 
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confidential information related to the FAMU Presidential Search… We  [BOG] are currently 

evaluating the information and the appropriate action to take.”   The BOG requested a full list of 

search committee members who executed an NDA.  Thus at a critical juncture in the deliberations 

of the FAMU Presidential Selection Committee, the prospect of legal actions for violation of 

privacy restrictions was raised.   

27.  Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs assert that preliminary votes were held among the search 

committee members to condense the list of sixty applicants down to a list of three finalists.   

28.  On or about April 14, 2025, the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission 

of Colleges (“SACS-COC”), issued a letter of inquiry to Interim FAMU President Dr. Timothy 

Beard (See Exhibit “D”).  SACS-COC is a regional accreditation body that accredits degree-

granting higher education institutions in the Southern states and certain international institutions. 

The April 14, 2025, SACS-COC letter states in pertinent part: 

“SACSCOC has received internal institutional communications that raise 
questions about ongoing compliance with the Principles of Accreditation 
(Principles). In addition, SACSCOC learned from several members of the 
institution that a member of the FAMU Board of Trustees contacted the 
administration in what was described as an attempt to interfere with the institution's 
ability to implement its policies and procedures regarding faculty employment. The 
documents and discussion with members of the institution raise concerns about 
clear distinctions between the FAMU Board of Trustees' and the administration's 
roles and responsibilities, particularly as it relates to the administration's ability to 
implement and administer policies and the general direction set by the board 
without undue interference. In addition, the communication between a member of 
the FAMU Board of Trustees and employees of the institution…” 
 

29.  Thus, the SACS-COC inquiry introduced the prospect that the disruptive, illegal and improper 

actions of certain members of the FAMU BOT in the course of the presidential search process 

jeopardized the accreditation status of FAMU.  A responsive report is required to SACS-COS from 

FAMU on this matter by May 19, 2025. 
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30.  On or about April 22, 2025, the Tallahassee Democrat published the list of finalists prior to 

the official release, a fact that clearly suggests that some disclosure of the candidates was made, 

an apparent violation of the Non-Disclosure Agreement that Trustees signed to keep the search 

process confidential.  Defendant Gibbons gave public statements regarding the selection process 

in the article, yet issued public warnings for any member of the presidential selection committee 

and a breached of the said agreement, referencing Board of Governors Regulation 1.002. (See 

Exhibit “E”) 

31.  In additional reporting by the Tallahassee Democrat in April, 2025 ( See Exhibit “F”),  the 

significant concerns over the integrity of the presidential selection process were confirmed.  The 

reporting is clearly limited by the veil of secrecy over the process.  Still, it clearly confirmed that 

there was deep concern and angst among BOT members over external political pressures affecting 

the process, specifically pressure to add a name to the list considered for finalist.  Trustee Belvin 

Perry is quoting as stating “Things that I’ve heard, if they’re true, bring to question the credibility 

of this entire search process.” Trustee Perry and Trustee Earnie Ellison moved that the entire 

process be suspended, and an independent consultant be hired to investigate the entire selection 

process.  Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs assert that in this process, President-elect Marva 

Johnson did not emerge as a favorable candidate in the deliberations and voting, and was not voted 

onto the initial and emerging lists of finalists identified by a clear majority of the committee 

members.  

32.  Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs assert that this fact became known to parties within and 

outside of the selection committee, prior to the final vote. Further, with the final vote of the search 

committee and a list of finalists, President-elect Marva Johnson was not on the list.  



12 
 

33.  An April 28, 2025, Tallahassee Democrat article cites an anonymous sources from BOT 

members who stated that Defendant Gibbons was demanding that President-elect Marva Johnson 

be added as a fourth finalist, on a list that initially was limited to three finalists.  Upon reason and 

belief, Plaintiffs assert that consequently, the final vote of the search committee for a list of three 

finalists was recalled by disregarding the procedures adopted to govern the search process.  

Thereafter, the final vote was reconsidered. 

34.  Also, the April 28, 2025, Tallahassee Democrat article quotes Defendant Alan Levine, Vice 

Chair of the BOG and the BOG’s representative on FAMU’s presidential search committee, who 

had been reappointed to his position by Gov. Desantis in 2023.  The article quotes Defendant 

Levine from an interview by phone on that day to state: “we have four excellent candidates..”  The 

article further references communications between Defendant Levine and FAMU BOT 

Chairwoman Harper in which Defendant Levine recommends that the FAMU BOT give little 

credence to the allegations of improprieties in the selection process.  This is a stark departure from 

the position of the BOG Inspector general in earlier communications to FAMU attorneys, and a 

notable change of position after candidate Johnson was added to the list of finalists.   Upon reason 

and belief, Plaintiffs allege that President-elect Marva Johnson was added to the list of finalists 

over the adverse analysis and judgment of a majority of the members of the FAMU Presidential 

Selection Committee, and substantially by the undue influence of BOG members who were also 

members of the FAMU Presidential Selection Committee, and by Defendant Gibbons.   

35.  On or about April 22, 2025, FAMU Presidential Search Committee released a list of four 

finalists which included Dr. Rondall Allen, Provost at the University of Maryland Eastern Shore; 

Gerald Hector, Vice President for Administration and Finance at the University of Central Florida; 
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Dr. Donald Palm, Chief Operating Officer at FAMU, and Marva Johnson, telecommunications 

lobbyist.  

36.  On April 27, 2025, an article appeared in the journal Florida Politics espousing the virtues of 

then finalist Marva Johnson to fill the position of President.4   

 

FAMU BOT DECISION TO ACCEPT MARVA JOHNSON AS A FINALIST FOR THE 
POSITION OF PRESIDENT DEFIED ALL LOGIC, WAS BASED ON IMPROPER 
FACTORS, FAILED TO CONSIDER ESSENTIAL CRITERA, AND DEPARTED FROM 
THE ADOPTED RULES AND PROCEDURES GOVERNING THE PRESIDENTIAL 
SEARCH PROCESS 
 
37.  In pertinent part, the April 27, 2025, Florida Politics article stated: 

“ [ Marva] Johnson’s inclusion raised eyebrows, with the Tallahassee Democrat — 
which preempted the university in announcing the finalists — reporting rumors that 
she was a last-second addition to the field. One Trustee, former 9th Judicial Circuit 
Court Chief Judge Belvin Perry Jr., asserted that there was now a “cloud hanging” 
over the finalists…”  
 

38. On or about April 24, 2025, Trustee Earnie Ellison Jr. moved to pause the presidential search 

and hire an independent investigator to examine allegations of impropriety in the search process. 

Although Defendant Deveron Gibbons dismissed these allegations as laughable, the allegations 

took firmer root when Defendant Alan Levine began contacting FAMU Trustees during their 

official proceedings to discuss their judgment in the voting.  Specifically, upon reason and belief, 

Plaintiffs assert that as FAMU Trustees debated whether to pause the presidential search, 

Defendant Levine sent text messages to Trustee Ellison, and to Trustee Chair Kristin Harper—

requesting both to drop any discussions about investigating the search process.  Such actions are 

not only in direct conflict with the earlier official position in the BOG’s letter to FAMU, but they 

 
4   See Florida Politics, Marva Johnson may be unlikely, but she is the President FAMU needs and deserves, April 
27, 2025; https://floridapolitics.com/archives/734913-marva-johnson-may-be-unlikely-but-she-is-the-president-
famu-needs-and-deserves/  

https://floridapolitics.com/archives/734913-marva-johnson-may-be-unlikely-but-she-is-the-president-famu-needs-and-deserves/
https://floridapolitics.com/archives/734913-marva-johnson-may-be-unlikely-but-she-is-the-president-famu-needs-and-deserves/
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also call into question Defendant Levine’s fiduciary duties and whether there is a conflict of 

interest.  Additionally they also call into question compliance with Florida Statute § 286.011.  

39. Within days of moving to pause the presidential search to allow a thorough investigation of 

alleged improprieties, Trustee Earnie Ellison abruptly resigned from the FAMU BOT, largely due 

to the fact that the BOG refused to submit his name for Florida Senate confirmation, a move that 

essentially rescinded his appointment. One FAMU Trustee, former Ninth Judicial Circuit Chief 

Judge Belvin Perry, characterized Ellison’s removal as “mysterious.” The clear undercurrent of 

the concerns of Judge Perry statement was that Trustee Ellison was the victim of undue pressure 

by politically connected figures outside of the official search committee who had vested interests 

in the presidential selection process.  

40.  On or about May 6, 2025, on the day before the final vote by the FAMU BOT to select the 

13th  FAMU President, and  during the week of on-campus interviews with the four finalists, the 

BOG quickly installed a new trustee, Raphael Vazquez, to replace Trustee Ellison. Defendant 

Vazquez had neither participated in the months’ long search process or participated in any of the 

on-campus interviews, and yet, was still afforded the opportunity to cast a vote in the final 

selection—and, rather than abstain in light of the lack of time to review qualifications of all 

candidates, voted in favor of Marva Johnson. 

41.  After the list of presidential finalists was released, candidate Marva Johnson received intense 

scrutiny in the media and on social media from FAMU alumni, stakeholders, students, and 

supporters who were concerned that her objective lack of qualifications—and on campus 

interview—paled in comparison to the other three finalists. Tens of thousands signed letters, 

petitions, and made social media posts calling on Johnson to either withdraw from candidacy, or, 
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for Trustees to select one of the other three objectively qualified three candidates. (See Composite 

Exhibit “G”) 

42.  When presented with the list of finalists, Defendant FAMU BOT, knew or should have known 

of the intense overwhelming controversy regarding the integrity and authenticity of the selection 

process because a number of BOT members were also members of the FAMU Presidential 

Selection Committee.  In addition, Trustee Perry made his position very clear, stating there was 

“a cloud over the process.”  With this knowledge if the intense controversy over the process, as 

well as the SACS-COC letter of inquiry, and the legitimate assertions of other Trustees regarding 

political collusion in the process, Defendant FAMU BOT was bound by their collective fiduciary 

duties to address the prior motions by Trustees Ellison and Perry to conduct a thorough 

investigation of the entire process before moving forward.   

43.  Instead, Defendant FAMU BOT completely ignored all the controversy, and blindly moved 

forward with detailed interviews of each candidate, specifically including candidate Marva 

Johnson. These interviews further made clear the starkly diminished credentials and capabilities 

of Ms. Johnson in comparison to the other finalists. The interview and engagement proceedings 

made clear the deficiencies of Ms. Johnson in grasping the intricacies of academic administration, 

of fiscal management, and of academic research so as to meet the qualifications stated in the initial 

position profile.   

44.  With these glaring deficiencies, on May 16, 2025, Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, 

Crossman, Gainey, Vazquez, White and Lawson, in their official capacity as members of the 

FAMU BOT, voted to forward Defendant Marva Johnson for confirmation as FAMU’s 13th 

president, to be confirmed by Defendant BOG.  
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45. Plaintiffs assert that the Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, Gainey, 

Vazquez, White, Lawson, Levine and Lamb acted in concert to have Marva Johnson be included 

as a finalist, and ultimately to be selected from the list of finalists to fill the position of FAMU’s 

13th President.  In light of the  qualifications stated in the initial position profile, this  decision 

dramatically deviates from the announced qualifications expected of a successful candidate, it 

further defies all reason and logic in light of the leadership requirements of the extensive Strategic 

Plan of FAMU, and therefore it was based on improper factors, and failed to consider essential 

criteria.  The process of adding candidate Marva Johnson to the list of finalists for the position 

departed from the adopted rules and procedures adopted by the FAMU BOT to govern the 

presidential search process. 

46.  Notwithstanding these obvious, glaring irregularities, Plaintiffs allege that on May 16, 2025 – 

the very day Ms. Johnson was chosen – Florida Attorney General James Uthmeier, Gov. Desantis’s 

former Chief of Staff, publicly boasted on social media about the FAMU presidential selection by 

congratulating Marva Johnson and crediting, in his words, “Team DeSantis and the [State 

University System] for driving this home!” (See Exhibit “H”). 

47. The FAMU BOT subsequently entered deliberations to negotiate the presidential compensation  

for President-elect Johnson. Under Florida law, the State is only required to pay $200,000 of 

presidential compensation, and the presidential compensation over this threshold must be paid 

from university auxiliary resources; historically at FAMU the resource has been the FAMU 

Foundation.  In her closing remarks, prior to the vote appointing Johnson, FAMU BOT Chair 

Kristin Harper addressed the salary which was requested by President-elect in her application.  

Chair Harper announced that the salary requested by Johnson dramatically exceeded any salary 

paid in the history of presidential compensation at FAMU. Chair Harper opined further that any 
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attempt to draw the requested excess funds from the FAMU Foundation would place the 

organization in a fiscal crisis.  

48. Consistent with this concern, on or about May 29, 2025, Laurence Humphries, in his official 

capacity as a Foundation Director, moved that the auxiliary group table consideration of President-

elect Johnson’s compensation package until such time as a formal contract could be weighed by 

the group to determine if the requested funds were available to cover the full contract 

compensation.5 Plaintiff Humphries’s motion passed, and the matter was tabled to give the 

Foundation time to determine economic feasibility. 

49.  On or about June 6, 2025, despite knowing that the FAMU Foundation had yet to complete its 

financial feasibility study, Defendant BOT voted 8-3 to approve a compensation package worth 

approximately $4.8 million dollars over five years. Further, Defendant Nicole Washington issued 

a not so veiled threat of “decertifying” the Foundation if it did not accede to Defendant BOT’s 

negotiated salary.  

50.  Defendant Washington sought advice of newly appointed University General Counsel Avery 

McKnight on this point, in which McKnight advised that, "the Board (of Trustees) can require the 

Foundation to, by denying its uh suggested budget and requiring them to make changes to that 

budget consistent with the obligations contained in President-elect Johnson's contract…in 

exercising its best interest, the Board can inform the FAMU Foundation that it needs to amend its 

budget such that funds will be reallocated to fund this contract -- and as stated by Trustee 

Washington, within a certain timeframe." 

51. Plaintiffs allege this legal advice contravenes Florida Statutes §1004.28(2)(b), which holds in 

pertinent part that BOT authority over the Foundation is limited to written directives consistent 

 
5    The full contract compensation now under deliberation amounts to $4 million to $5 million range over five years 
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with Board of Governors rules; it does not permit the BOT to compel budget amendments or 

mandate specific expenditures. Invariably, the above-listed statute limits Trustee oversight to 

regulatory compliance and the use of university property and facilities, not operational budget 

control by a derivative third party.  

52. Plaintiffs allege that Florida Board of Governors Regulation 9.011, is authorized by, and 

incorporates by reference Florida Statute §1004.28, confirms that direct-support organizations 

(such as the FAMU Foundation) operate as independent entities with their own boards of directors 

responsible for fiduciary decisions, including budget allocation and expenditure authorization. 

53. Plaintiffs further allege that the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between FAMU and 

the FAMU Foundation, and the Foundation's by-laws, reserve budget approval exclusively to the 

Foundation Board, consistent with the Foundation's status as an independent Florida not-for-profit 

corporation under Chapter 617. (See Exhibit “I”) 

54. Plaintiffs also allege that, per Florida Statutes §1012.975—1012.976, presidential pay is 

capped at $200,000, and further, contributions to a presidential compensation package by any 

direct-support organization, such as the FAMU Foundation, is voluntary and subject to its 

independent financial audit review and  fiduciary processes.   Very significantly, subsection two 

(2) of Florida Statute §1012.975 provides that, if a party providing private compensation "is unable 

or unwilling to fulfill an obligation," then "public funds may not be used to fulfill such obligation." 

55.  Any external influence by the BOG regarding these operational matters are constitutionally 

restricted.  Article IX, Section 7(d) of the Florida Constitution establishes that university boards 

of trustees "administer" universities while the Board of Governors "governs" the system, with 

neither entity possessing authority to compel independent corporations (such as the FAMU 

Foundation) to make expenditures contrary to their own corporate governance structures. 
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COUNT I:  MANDATORY INJUNCTIVE RELIEF   

56.  Plaintiff restates and incorporates by reference paragraphs one (1) through 55 of the above 

complaint.  

57.  Plaintiffs assert that urgent action by this Honorable Court is nessary to to compel the FAMU 

BOT to act to engage an independent consultant to conduct a full and complete investigation of 

the entire presidential process as undertaken to appoint the 13th FAMU President.  Plaintiffs assert 

that this action is necessary for full disclosure of facts so as to analyze whether the requirements 

of law were met, and further to prevent certain injury to the governance of FAMU, and to prevent 

damage to the fiscal stability of FAMU, and further to prevent damage to the general public interest 

in the legal standards governing the selection of a president to Florida universities; see Mayor’s 

Jewelers, Inc. v. State of Cal. Public Employees’ Retirement System, 685 So. 2d 904 (Fla. 4th 

D.C.A. 1996), rev. denied, 691 So. 2d 1081 (Fla. 1997).   

58.  Members of the FAMU BOT, with first-hand knowledge of the controlling facts, have been 

forceful in calling for such an investigation.  The FAMU accreditation agency, with knowledge of 

certain controlling facts, has requested such an investigation.  Yet, a majority of the members of 

Defendant FAMU BOT have steadfastly reject these calls.    

59.  Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs assert that the calls for an investigation have been based on 

facts which imply violations of the laws governing the selection of presidents at Florida 

universities.  Thus, the FAMU corporate body, its constituencies, and the general public have a 

distinct right to ensure that the laws governing this process were not violated, and that due process 

was afforded in this process.   
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60.  Plaintiffs are obligated to fully and adequately inform this Honorable Court as to the legal 

discrepancies in the entirety of the FAMU Presidential selection process.    

 

Irreparable Harm 

61.  Irreparable injury is an injury which is of a peculiar nature, so that compensation in money 

cannot atone for it. Mullinix v. Mullinix, 182 So. 2d 268 (Fla. Dist. Ct. App. 4th Dist. 1966); First 

Nat. Bank in St. Petersburg v. Ferris, 156 So. 2d 421 (Fla. Dist. Ct. App. 2d Dist. 1963). 

62.  To allow the FAMU BOT decision to proceed without independent investigation and review 

is to inculcate this illicit conduct into the very governance of a nationally distinguished institution 

of higher learning. This result will cause Plaintiffs to suffer irreparable harm as Defendants have 

clearly demonstrated little to no regard for the fiscal health of the university. Thus, there is great 

risk that financial contributions, and volunteer efforts by Defendants will be allocated to unsound 

governance practices and therefore wasted.  Plaintiffs assert that Defendants have used an 

overbearing cloak of secrecy by weaponizing the nondisclosure agreements and masking gross 

illegal and improper conduct in the presidential search process.   

63.  Defendants have shown complete disregard for violations of law, risks to accreditation status, 

and, most specifically President-elect Marva Johnson, has demonstrated no initiative to invite 

review and audit of the presidential selection process in order to restore integrity to her 

appointment.      

64. Therefore, it seems clear that absent an order from this court, no independent review will occur, 

and the deep and long-term injury caused by this illicit process to the FAMU community and to 

the institution as a whole, and further to public education in Florida, and certainly to the 

constitutional integrity anticipated by the general public for post-secondary education, will be 
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forever buried under the cloak of secrecy which guided this FAMU presidential search process.  

This action is the only reasonable opportunity is to mandate a full, evidenced-based inquiry into 

the entire FAMU Presidential selection process; as requested by members of the FAMU BOT and 

the accreditation agency. No economic damages are rational or reasonable to address the harm that 

will suffered absent this court granting Plaintiffs prayer for relief. 

 

Risk of Fiscal Harm 

65. Plaintiffs will suffer particular, deep harm if Defendant FAMU BOT proceeds to force the 

FAMU Foundation to act in a fiscally irresponsible manner  to pay an under-qualified executive a 

salary never before paid to any executive this institution, and to do so by allocating funds obligated 

for existing priorities, to meet a compensation package beyond the ability of the university to pay.  

Defendants will suffer long-term harm as the reputation of the institution among potential 

contributors will be substantially harmed, and existing charitable contributions stand to be wasted, 

while valid academic priorities, offerings and research activities are put at risk. 

66.  Defendants have demonstrated the absolute intent to allocate funds, potentially by force if 

necessary, to pay a presidential compensation package which by all reasonable evidence poses 

great risk for the fiscal soundness of the university.  Plaintiffs assert that the facts and allegations 

stated herein offer persuasive justification for an independent fiscal analysis of the FAMU offer of 

a presidential compensation package to the President-elect.   Therefore, Petitioners assert that this 

Honorable Court should authorize the FAMU Foundation to conduct a full and complete financial 

analysis of the terms of a fiscally responsible presidential compensation package for FAMU, and 

present its findings to the FAMU BOT.  The findings of this report should be the guiding metrics 
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for a fiscally responsibility for a final FAMU presential compensation package, no matter the 

source of the funds to meet the package.   

67.  There Is No Adequate Remedy At Law To Protect Plaintiffs’ Interests:  There is no 

adequate remedy at law to reasonably address the ongoing reality and very real risk of harm in 

this matter to the FAMU corporate body, to the interests of the constituencies of FAMU, and to 

Plaintiffs.  As set forth herein, when the Board of Governors confirms the vote of the FAMU 

BOT to hire Marva Johnson as the next President of FAMU,  it represents a certification and 

stamp of approval as to the integrity of the presidential selection process.  The majority that 

voted to hire Marva Johnson has clearly given indication that it will enter into a fiscally 

irresponsible employment contract,  and once under contract as President, there would be no 

reasonable remedy for Plaintiffs to call this process into account.  

68.  Issuance of Injunctive Relief Would Not Be Adverse To Public Interest: If Defendants 

are allowed to succeed in their concerted effort, a complex legal cloud will be placed over 

FAMU, and public education generally in Florida.  By granting the remedy requested herein to 

authorize a full, independent and complete investigation of the FAMU presidential search 

process, the  Court will promote the public interest, ensure fiscal responsibility at a state-funded 

institution of higher learning, and protect the integrity of the Constitution of the State of Florida 

as it relates to higher education.   

69.  Plaintiffs have sufficiently plead the elements and supporting facts of the controversy in this 

matter in this count and in the count below and assert that there is substantial evidence, and a 

favorable result is more than likely in this matter.  Plaintiff assert that further discovery will 

disclose relevant information to support the pleadings and confirm allegations in this 

controversy. 
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WHEREFORE,  Plaintiffs respectfully request that this Honorable Court grant  mandatory 

injunctive relief requiring the FAMU BOT to engage an independent consultant to conduct a full 

investigation of the presidential selection process of the FAMU Presidential Selection Committee, 

and further investigate the FAMU BOT deliberations to appoint the President-elect, and 

specifically to take statements from members of the FAMU Presidential Selection Committee that 

are held confidential to avoid violation of the nondisclosure agreements, but with full authority to 

include pertinent findings from such statements in the final report.  Additionally, since the 

Defendants who are FAMU BOT members have been complicit in the full set of circumstances 

driving this controversy, and these same Defendants hold a majority vote on the FAMU BOT, 

Plaintiffs assert that Defendant FAMU BOT should not be in control of the selection of the 

independent consultant.  Plaintiffs request that if this Court grants the requested remedy, the 

FAMU Foundation should be authorized to select the independent consultant to conduct this 

investigation.   

Additionally, Plaintiffs further and respectfully request that this Honorable Court grant mandatory 

injunctive relief requiring the FAMU Foundation to conduct a full and complete financial analysis 

of the terms of a fiscally responsible presidential compensation package for FAMU, and present 

its findings to the FAMU BOT.  The findings of this report should be the guiding metrics for a 

fiscally responsibility final FAMU presential compensation package, no matter the source of the 

funds to meet the package. 

 

COUNT II: BREACH OF FIDUCIARY DUTY  
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70.  Plaintiffs restate and incorporate by reference the allegations in paragraphs 1 through 69 of 

the above complaint.  

71.  Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, Gainey, Vazquez, White and Lawson in 

their official capacity as members of the FAMU BOT each owe a fiduciary duty to the university. 

A university trustee's fiduciary duty encompasses three core obligations: care, loyalty, and 

obedience. These duties are legally binding, meaning trustees must prioritize the university's best 

interests above their own, or others adverse to the university. They must act with diligence, loyalty, 

and in accordance with applicable laws and institutional policies. 

72.  A breach of the university trustee’s fiduciary duty occurs when a trustee fails to act in the best 

interests of the university, its students, and its endowment. The detail elements of the university 

trustee fiduciary duty include: (i) Duty of Care: Requires exercise of reasonable care and 

diligence in managing the university's affairs, including its finances and investments; (ii) Duty 

of Loyalty: Requires acting in the best interests of the university and avoiding conflicts of 

interest; and (iii) Duty of Obedience: Requires obedience to and compliance with university's 

policies and procedures, and any applicable laws and regulations.    

73.  Upon reason and belief, Plaintiffs allege that in the FAMU presidential search process, 

Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, Gainey, Vazquez, White and Lawson, each 

individually and collectively committed gross negligence in their individual and collective 

deliberation and judgment as to the best qualified candidate to serve as the 13th university 

president.  Plaintiffs allege further that  Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, 

Gainey, Vazquez, White and Lawson, each individually and collectively demonstrated gross 

disregard for the vital interests of FAMU as they shared or misused confidential information in the 
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deliberations and final decision process, actions which ultimately leveraged the best interests of 

President-elect Marva Johnson, and the best interests of the BOG, over the best interests of FAMU.  

74.  This conduct, by each Defendant/Trustee, constitutes a violation of their fiduciary duty to 

FAMU. The competence and capability of the next President of FAMU to effectively govern a 

nationally distinguished institution of higher learning, particularly in light of the complexity of 

national, state and local issues facing public universities, are clear and definitely factors in the 

assessment of the trustees’ fiduciary duties.  Thus the deliberations, judgment and ultimate decision 

to select a president are essential to the functioning and wellbeing of the university.  Should a 

president selected by a university board of trustees be so substantially ill equipped and unprepared 

to tackle the challenges of the university, to the point that it places distinct risk to the university, 

then that selection borders on an act of negligence.  Moreover, in the case of this particular set of 

circumstances, the actions of Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, Gainey, 

Vazquez, White and Lawson have caused FAMU to be thrust into the focus of national news, and 

specifically cast light upon the discrepancies of the presidential selection process, resulting in 

significant damage to FAMU’s distinguished national reputation and has eroded public trust.  

75.  Plaintiffs allege that should an independent investigation and audit of the FAMU presidential 

search process confirm that Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, Gainey, 

Vazquez, White and Lawson were knowingly complicit in, or engaged in illicit conduct which 

substantially and adversely affected the presidential selection process, then the appropriate 

remedies for the such conduct are: (i) Legal Liability: Trustees can be held personally liable for 

breaches of fiduciary duty; (ii) Damages: Those harmed by a breach may be able to sue for 

financial damages, such as lost profits or diminished asset value; and (iii) Removal from Office: 

Trustees who breach their fiduciary duties may be removed from their positions. The trustees’ 
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violation of fiduciary duties implicated in the harm in  this case cannot be adequately remedied by 

monetary damages alone because this governance structure remains, and the prospect of futher 

actions of the type demonstrated in the presidential process seems eminent.  The devaluing of the 

FAMU culture, of the FAMU students, faculty and alumni, and the disregard of long-time FAMU 

corporate supporters is particularly impactful.  

 

Proposed Florida Legislature Breach of Statutory Caps to Pay President-elect Johnson 

76.  In a late development, on or about Friday, June 13, 2025, a last minute state budget amendment 

was bumped up for approval by the House Speaker and Senate President that would allow the 

FAMU BOT to use carry forward funds to fill any gap in the president's proposed salary for the 

first year of an anticipated contract. This maneuver, if authorized, is a breach of statutory 

provisions that set a cap for state funding of presidential pay at $200,000 as delineated herein.  By 

reasons of belief, plaintiffs assert that the Defendant BOT and individual Defendant trustees, are 

seeking to evade judgment and management of FAMU executives by creating a financial deficit, 

using state distributed funds that are not earmarked for presidential salaries. 

77. When the Foundation indicated that it lacked the funds to supplement the contract that the BOT 

and Johnson entered into on June 6, 2025, Defendants responded first by threatening to take illegal 

action to decertify the Foundation as a university auxiliary/direct support organization, and then 

acted in concert to reject the Foundation proposed budget during its June 12th meeting. 

78. This clandestine state budget maneuver includes authorization for the FAMU BOT to raid the 

university reserve funds to complete the presidential compensation package. This proposed 

authorization would require no review by any university administrator, and notably would not 



27 
 

require review by the independent auditor for the university. Arguably, this provision could 

directly impact the university’s fiscal audit.  

79. This legislation is legally suspect in terms of compliance with state constitutional requirements 

for spending authority, and further suspect in light of previously cited statutes governing fiscal 

administration of state universities. 

80. Plaintiffs allege that this legislative maneuver is most telling as a breach of fiduciary duty 

because it is pure, raw retaliation against the FAMU Foundation directors, the minority of trustees, 

including Chair Harper, who have argued that the compensation package is not fiscally responsible 

for FAMU, and against the university corporate body as a whole. This maneuver seeks to mandate 

FAMU to pay a level of compensation to a newly hired employee, based on the newly  hired 

employee’s request, over objections by the employers’ executives. Most notably, this maneuver 

serves to entrench the BOT’s micromanagement on this particular issue and, if enacted and 

implemented by the FAMU BOT, would force university administrators to deal with audit 

ramifications, and possibly search for replacement funds for the reserves. 

81. Plaintiffs allege that Defendants, have turned a deaf ear to current and former trustees and 

university stakeholders and their requests to address the clear and apparent irregularities in the 

presidential search process, especially in light of  the concerns of the SACS accrediting agency, 

which conduct is inexcusable.  

82.  Plaintiffs allege further that in escalating the controversy to demand an irresponsible 

presidential compensation package, Defendants demonstrated total disregard for the legal 

standards of governance of the university.  

83. There is a dark cloud over the FAMU presidential selection process; first as to whether the 

sélection process  met the requirements of law, and further whether improprieties in the process 
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have adversely affected FAMU’s accreditation, and additionally, whether the selection decision 

was arbitrary and capricious, and finally, whether the compensation package requested by the 

appointed candidate is within the financial capacity of the university.   

84. In the face of this intense controversy, the Defendants who are members of the  FAMU BOT 

have embarked upon a clear and  deliberate pattern of conduct which is the height of fiduciary 

irresponsibility. These Defendants have discreet knowledge of the underlying facts; knowledge 

not available to the public, and they further have a clear duty to preserve the interests of FAMU in 

light of this knowledge, above any other interested party. To have persistently ignored any 

substantive inquiry into these allegations is negligent. 

 

WHEREFORE , Plaintiffs request that this Honorable Court reserve jurisdiction in this matter 

pending the final investigative report of the independent consultant authorized herein.  Should the 

final report of this investigation confirm that Defendants Brown, Washington, Gibbons, Crossman, 

Gainey, Vazquez, White and Lawson breached their fiduciary duty to the FAMU corporate body, 

Plaintiffs request that this Honorable Court impose remedies for such breach as are required by 

law.  

 

PUBLIC POLICY 

85. The public interest and sanctity of public education will be supported by granting the temporary 

mandatory relief..  

86. The fiscal integrity of state funds allocated to FAMU will be preserved.  

87. The reputation of FAMU, the professionalism of its governance, and its national stature as an 

academic institution will be revitalized. 
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Respectfully Submitted, 

By: /s/ Mutaqee Akbar, Esquire 
Akbar Thomas Law Firm 
Florida Bar No. 0819581 

M.Akbar@AkbarThomas.com 
P.O. Box 10143 

Tallahassee, Florida 32303 
Tel. (850) 383-0000 
Fax: (850)561-6900 

 
And, 

 
Ennis Leon Jacobs, Jr. 

Law Office of Ennis Leon Jacobs, Jr., LLC 
Florida Bar No. 0714682 

P.O. Box 1101 
Tallahassee, Florida 32302 

(850) 491-2710 
(850) 254-9781 
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Founded in 1887, Florida Agricultural and 
Mechanical University (FAMU), located in 
Tallahassee, is the third oldest university in 
Florida’s State University System and is the state’s 
only public historically Black university. FAMU 
is an energetic and dynamic institution, acclaimed 
for the excellent achievement of its students, alumni, 
faculty, and its contribution to society in the pursuit 
of education and research. The university works 
every day to continue to propel itself to the forefront 
of innovation and scholarship.  In recent years, the 
University has doubled its research expenditures and 
outpaced its peers  in student achievement rates.
 With an enrollment of nearly 10,000 students, 
FAMU ranks among the nation’s Top 100 public 
universities in the 2025 U.S. News & World Report 
“Best Colleges” ranking, landing at #81; #3 among 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities; #1 public 
HBCU; #20 for Social Mobility; and #152 among 
National Universities. 
 FAMU’s dedication to pushing the boundaries of 
discovery propels it forward as one of the nation’s best 
public universities. Across disciplines, FAMU’s world-
class researchers seek answers to some of humanity’s 
most challenging problems, addressing issues that 
impact Florida, the nation and beyond. With $112.4M 
(FY24) in research awards, FAMU is on the precipice to 
achieve Carnegie Classification of Institutions  

of Higher Education’s highest and most coveted  
Very High Research Activity status (R1) in the next  
few years. 
 FAMU’s 14 colleges and schools, offering more than 
60 undergraduate and 40 graduate degree programs, 
through its College of Agriculture and Food Sciences, 
College of Pharmacy and Pharmaceutical Sciences, 
Institute of Public Health, College of Education, 
College of Law, College of Science and Technology, 
College of Social Sciences, Arts and Humanities, 
FAMU-FSU College of Engineering, School of Allied 
Health Sciences, School of Architecture & Engineering 
Technology, School of Business and Industry, School  
of Graduate Studies and Research, School of 
Journalism & Graphic Communications, School of 
Nursing, and School of the Environment. 
 The university offers more than 100 student 
organizations and several fraternities and sororities. 
FAMU is a member of the Southwestern Athletic 
Conference (SWAC) and fields 14 NCAA Division 1 
athletic teams.
 In addition to the main Tallahassee campus, FAMU 
has several satellite campuses across Florida. These 
include the University of Law in Orlando and the 
University of Pharmacy and Pharmaceutical Sciences, 
Institute of Public Health, which has sites in Crestview, 
Tampa, Jacksonville, and Miami.

The Florida A&M University Board of Trustees is seeking the next President of Florida A&M 
University. The right candidate should have a proven track record of leadership, be a results-driven leader 
who can effectively attract and manage high quality talent to enable a high-performance culture, build 
consensus among stakeholders, and effectively respond to the evolving educational landscape. 

ABOUT THE UNIVERSITY

FAMU VISION
Florida Agricultural and 

Mechanical University will 
be recognized as a leading 

national public university that 
is internationally renowned 

for its competitive graduates, 
transformative research,  

and innovation.
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FAMU MISSION
Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University is an 
1890 land grant, doctoral/research institution devoted 
to student success at the undergraduate, graduate, 
doctoral and professional levels. FAMU enhances the 
lives of its constituents and empowers communities 
through innovative teaching, research, scholarship, 
partnerships, and public service. The University 
continues its rich legacy and historic mission of 
educating African Americans.

FAMU VALUES
Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University 
is committed to the values of ACCOUNTABILITY, 
INCLUSION, INNNOVATION, and INTEGRITY.  
The University also values and endorses the Board  
of Governors’ Statement of Free Expression and 
expects open-minded and tolerant civil discourse  
to take place throughout the campus community.

FAMU BOARD OF TRUSTEES
The FAMU Board of Trustees is the governing body  
of the University and is charged with policymaking for 
the University. Trustees serve without compensation 
and meet at least quarterly. The president serves as 
the corporate secretary to the Board of Trustees. The 
president has the responsibility for the day-to-day 
management of the University. 

FAMU FOUNDATION
The FAMU Foundation is a non-profit organization, 
established with the specific mandate to serve as a 
custodian of contributions from the private sector, 
alumni, friends, and industry. The Foundation receives, 
invests, and administers funds. The president serves as 
an ex-officio member of the Board of Directors.
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FLORIDA A&M UNIVERSITY
INSTITUTIONAL PROFILE

2024-2025

MISSION

Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University (FAMU) is an 1890 land grant, 
doctoral/research institution devoted to student success at the undergraduate, 
graduate, doctoral and professional levels. FAMU enhances the lives of its 
constituents and empowers communities through innovative teaching, research, 
scholarship, partnerships, and public service. The University continues its rich 
legacy and historic mission of educating African Americans and embraces all 
dimensions of diversity.

STUDENT POPULATION 9,313

ACADEMIC PROFILES

Undergraduate: 81%

Graduate: 15%

Non-Degree Seeking: 4%

In-State: 76%

Out-of-State: 24%

Female: 65.51% | Male: 34.49%

Accreditation: Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC)

2024-2025

COLLEGE RANKINGS

#1 PUBLIC HBCU
6 CONSECUTIVE YEARS

#20 SOCIAL MOBILITY 

#87 BEST VALUE
AMONG NATIONAL 

UNIVERSITIES

#1 HBCU
FOR RESEARCH AND 

DEVELOPMENT 
(N.S.F.)

Fulbright HBCU 
Institutional 

Leader

To see all college rankings, visit

https://www.famu.edu/about-famu/index.php

FAMU1887 @FAMUTube1887

Famu_1887 @FAMU_1887

CONTACT US:

For inquiries and further information, please reach out to us:
Email: info@famu.edu
Phone: +1 (850) 599-3000
Website: www.famu.edu

Majors Academic Area

College of Social Sciences, Arts and Humanities

School of Business and Industry

College of Science and Technology

School of Allied Health Sciences

College of Engineering

College of Pharmacy and Pharmaceutical Sciences

School of Journalism and Graphic Communication

School of Nursing

College of Education

College of Agriculture and Food Sciences

College of Law

School of Architecture

Unidentified

School of the Environment

FAMU - FSU Co-Op

2,036

1,163

1,136

1,104

118

36

511

481

618

439

371

352

335

313

300

DEGREES / CERTIFICATES 

2,138 AWARDS CONFERRED

41
Doctoral 
Research

209
Doctoral 

Professional

281
Master's

1,587
Bachelor's

20
Associate's

PERCENT OF DEGREES AWARDED BY GENDER

68%

32%

2023-2024 figures are comprised of Summer 2023, Fall 2023, and 
Spring 2024 Terms.

RESEARCH AND GIVING | FY 2023

$69.9M
Total Research

Expenditures

$26.9M
Annual Giving

$124.1M

$162.9M

Endowment Value

Investment Value

#81 TOP PUBLIC SCHOOL
AMONG NATIONAL 

UNIVERSITIES

INSTITUTIONAL PROFILE, FY24–25
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The presidency at Florida A&M University 
(FAMU) provides a unique opportunity to lead a 
dynamic institution poised for continued growth 
and achievement. The new president will have 
an opportunity to expand academic and research 
programs to meet the growing economic demands of 
Florida and the nation. 
 FAMU seeks a bold, innovative, inspirational, 
and strategic visionary who will be an unwavering 
champion for students and the programs that have 
driven the institution’s momentum. 
 The ideal candidate will be a fiscally minded, 
results-driven leader who has the proven ability to 
drive strategic direction with the experience and 
ability to integrate with the external constituents of 
the university. They must inspire excellence in others 
and bring exceptional experience and enthusiasm 
for leadership within and beyond the walls of the 
institution.  

 Moreover, the candidate must possess the presence, 
communication skills, and eagerness to actively engage 
in fundraising and to promote the university externally. 
The successful candidate must exhibit the highest level 
of integrity, earn and maintain public trust, and show a 
commitment to transparency, ethical leadership, shared 
governance, and free expression.
 With a focus on continuous improvement and 
upward trajectory, the President will be a problem-
solver, a listener, and an innovator. The President will 
drive the University’s continued progress as outlined 
in the 2022–27 Boldly Striking Strategic Plan and 
the Florida Board of Governors’ Strategic Plan 
by enhancing the quality of the student educational 
experience, elevating FAMU’s performance on internal 
and external metrics, and fostering faculty excellence.

FAMU Boldly Striking Strategic Plan
Click to download the plan

Florida Board of Governor’s 2023 Strategic Plan 
Click to download the draft copy

THE OPPORTUNITY

https://www.famu.edu/about-famu/strategic-plan/docs/StrategicPlan.pdf
https://www.flbog.edu/
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 A confident and perceptive administrator who can 
make difficult decisions and pursue strategic courses 
of action, the President will work collaboratively with 
others, internally and externally, finding common 
ground among diverse viewpoints. The President 
will value the contributions of faculty and staff while 
seeking to advance FAMU’s mission and goals to  
new levels. 
 The President will understand the significant role 
the institution plays in the community at large and will 
have an active presence in the community promoting 
partnerships, seeking support, and developing 
relationships that benefit the University, its students, 
and its employees. He or she will also be visible and 
active on all campuses. 

Essential Duties & Responsibilities 
Leadership and Administration 
•  Strategic Leadership: Assumes full responsibility for 

the organization, administration, and leadership of 
the University. Provides leadership for the academic 
programs and student support services. 

•  Policy and Planning: Makes policy recommendations 
to the Board of Trustees on all matters affecting the 
university and recognizes their oversight. Conducts 
appropriate planning for the University.

•  Performance Improvement: Continually assesses 
productivity, student success, and financial metrics to 
enhance the University’s performance according to 
the Florida Board of Governors’ performance funding 
metrics. 

Florida Board of Governor’s 2023 Metrics 
Click to download the draft copy 

Financial Management and Fundraising 
•  Financial Oversight: Possesses a thorough 

understanding of various funding models with a 
history of sound financial management. 

•  Fundraising and Grants: Directs and supports 
fundraising and grant solicitation activities to 
enhance financial resources available for programs 
and services. 

Community and Partnerships 
•  Partnership Building: Promotes partnerships with 

businesses, educational agencies, civic organizations, 
military bases, and community groups to benefit the 
University and community. 

•  Advocacy: Advocates on behalf of the University 
with state and federal governments for the benefit of 
the University.

•  Community Engagement: Provides leadership 
for the University’s involvement and support in 
community activities. Acts as the public relations 
contact for the University. 

https://www.flbog.edu/
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Compliance and Policy 
•  Policy Adherence: Adheres to and ensures 

compliance with all University and Board policies in 
accordance with Florida Statutes and the State Board 
of Governors. Exercises broad discretionary power to 
carry out BOT policy. Serves as Corporate Secretary 
for the Board of Trustees, engaging in policy 
recommendations. 

•  Legal and Accreditation Compliance: Ensures 
familiarity with institutional, NCAA, and athletic 
accreditation processes and legal requirements, 
administering contracts, and recommending site 
locations and utilization in compliance  
with regulations. 

Faculty and Staff Development 
•  Professional Development: Commits to professional 

development and success for all faculty and staff, 
fostering an entrepreneurial spirit and an institutional 
climate of professionalism. 

Additional Responsibilities 
•  Performs other similar related duties as may be 

delegated by the Board of Trustees, including lending 
influence in the development of higher education on 
local, state, and national levels. 

Qualifications & Experience
Educational Requirements 
•  Terminal degree or significant professional 

achievement, recognition, and prestige are required.
•  Combined administrative and academic experience at 

a research university and experience with D1 athletics 
are preferred. 

•  Individuals with the requisite leadership experience 
in education, industry, government, the military, or 
other sectors and whose experience will further the 
mission of Florida A&M University will be given full 
consideration. 
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Tallahassee is the site of the Florida State Capitol, 
Supreme Court of Florida, Florida Governor’s Mansion, 
and nearly 30 state agency headquarters as well as 
Florida A&M University. 
 The city is a recognized regional center for scientific 
research, and home to the National High Magnetic 
Field Laboratory. In 2015, Tallahassee was awarded the 
All-America City Award by the National Civic League 
for the second time.
 Close to the Gulf of Mexico, there is a plethora 
of things to do in Tallahassee. Great adventures and 
sites include the beaches, the Tallahassee Museum, the 
Florida History Museum, St. Marks National Wildlife 
Refuge, Mission St. Luis de Apalachee, St. Marks 

Lighthouse, the Tallahassee Automobile Museum, the 
Florida Historic Capitol Museum, Railroad Square 
Art District, the Meek-Eaton Black Archives Research 
Center and Museum at FAMU, the Goodwood 
Museum and Gardens, Alfred B. Maclay Gardens 
State Park, Cascades Park, and many more walking 
and biking trails, outdoor exploration, and activities. 
Restaurants and shops are plentiful and superb.
 Tallahassee is also known for its fabulous festivals 
and events, such as the Tallahassee Food and Wine 
Festival, the Greek Food Festival, the Harambee 
Festival, Springtime Tallahassee, First Friday festivals  
at Railroad Square, and Downtown Getdowns. 

TALLAHASSEE, FLORIDA
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The Florida A&M University (FAMU) is committed, as evident in our policies, principles and practices, to an educational environment and 
equal opportunity workplace wherein each member of the University community is free from any form of harassment and discrimination. 
Therefore, the University prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, religion, color, age, disability, sex, sexual harassment, sexual orientation, 
gender identity, gender expression, marital status, national origin, genetic information, and veteran status, or any other legally protected group 
status (including Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972), in accordance with state and federal laws. Discriminatory conduct in the 
form of sexual misconduct, including sexual harassment, sexual assault, domestic and dating violence, and stalking, is also prohibited.

Applications
1) All application packets must include the following: 
 a) Cover letter that describes strengths, skills, and knowledge that will benefit this position  
 b) Current curriculum vitae or résumé
 c)  At least five references with full contact information including e-mail (References will not be contacted  

without consent from applicant.) 
A background and criminal report will be conducted on the finalists selected for campus interviews. 

2)  Submit application materials online, preferably as PDFs. Additional information  
is requested with the submission of materials. For best consideration,  
complete applications should be received before March 14, 2025.

Nominations
Submit nominations with complete contact and e-mail information  
for the individual being nominated.

Consultants
Kenny Daugherty, President of Myers McRae Executive Search and Consulting, is conducting this search with 
Brianna Douglas, Vice President, assisting. Request a conversation at KennyDaugherty@myersmcrae.com. 

(478) 330-6222    MyersMcRae.com

Application & Nomination Process
Confidential inquiries are welcomed, and nominations are invited.

NOMINATE HERE

APPLY HERE

https://www.myersmcrae.com/
mailto:kennydaugherty@myersmcrae.com
https://jobs.crelate.com/portal/myersmcraeexecutivesearch/job/hso13jhrik4a9g6h1esxf67coe
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=HhWEP4ng4Em-YtU531bz6wtk_NLi9f9Ni9VQ1bKpE6BUOUxaQTVBR1ZNV1YyTTNBNUUzVkhIVlJEOC4u&web=1&wdLOR=c697C5780-32F5-0941-A38B-B58DC04C5ADB&route=shorturl
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Curriculums Vitae of Finalists Selected by the FAMU Presidential Selection Committee 
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Letter Dated April 21, 2025 From Florida Board of Governors to FAMU Interim President 
Timothy Beard, Ph.D. 
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Letter Dated April 14, 2025 from Southern Association of Colleges and Schools to FAMU 
Interim President Timothy Beard, Ph.D 
 
  



SACS(?COCTM
SOUTHERN ASSOCIATION OF COLLEGES AND SCHOOLS

COMMISSION ON COLLEGES

April 14, 2025

Dr. Timothy Beard
Interim President
Florida A&M University
1601 South Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd.
Tallahassee, FL 32307-3100

Dear Dr. Beard:

The Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC)
policy, “Unsolicited Information” (available at www.sacscoc.org), stipulates that the Commission
give appropriate consideration to significant accreditation-related unsolicited information
revealed about an institution between periods of scheduled review. This policy affords the
institution an opportunity to respond to concerns raised by the review of unsolicited information.

SACSCOC has received internal institutional communications that raise questions about
ongoing compliance with the Principles of Accreditation (Principles). In addition, SACSCOC
learned from several members of the institution that a member of the FAMU Board of Trustees
contacted the administration in what was described as an attempt to interfere with the
institution’s ability to implement its policies and procedures regarding faculty employment. The
documents and discussion with members of the institution raise concerns about clear
distinctions between the FAMU Board of Trustees’ and the administration’s roles and
responsibilities, particularly as it relates to the administration’s ability to implement and
administer policies and the general direction set by the board without undue interference. In
addition, the communication between a member of the FAMU Board of Trustees and employees
of the institution appear to call into question adherence to the Board’s Conflict of Interest Policy,
specifically “[t]rustees shall act in good faith, with due regard to the interest of the University,
and shall comply with the fiduciary principles and laws set forth in the Code of Ethics for Public
Officers and Employees...” outlined in Article 6.1, Conflict of Interest, of the FAMU Board of
Trustees Operating Procedures.

In light of these circumstances, and in accordance with SACSCOC policy and procedures, I am
requesting that the institution prepare a report that explains and documents the extent of its
compliance with the following standards of the Principles of Accreditation:

Standard 4.2.b (Boardladministrative distinction and shared governance)
This standard expects the institution’s governing board to ensure a clear and appropriate
distinction between the policy-making function of the board and the responsibility of the
administration and faculty to administer and implement policy.

Standard 4.2.d (Conflict of Interest)
This standard expects the institution’s governing board to define and address potential conflict
of interest for its members.

1866 Southern Lane • Decatur, Georgia 30033-4097 . Telephone 404/679-4500 • Fax 404/679-4558
www.sacscoc.org
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In addition, please provide a narrative and supporting documentation addressing any
additional information related to the received internal documents and communications that may
impact the institution and its compliance with the Principles of Accreditation. A copy of the
Principles is available on our website.

Please submit a copy of the institution’s response to this letter as a zipped file via the
Institutional Portal by May 19, 2025.

Upon receipt of the institution’s response, staff will review and determine whether the
information is of factual substance and related to accreditation. If so, the staff will forward
unsolicited information and documentation, along with the institution’s response to the
SACSCOC Board of Trustees for review. Or it is possible that the SACS000 President could
authorize a Special Committee to review the institution’s compliance with the Principles.

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at (404) 679-4501, ext. 4540.

Sincer

eoffrey C. KIe , D.
SACSCOC Vice President

GCK: ktf

cc: Dr. Belle S. Wheelan, President, SACSCOC
Mrs. Kristin Harper, Board Chair, Florida A&M University
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6/16/25, 11:44 AMFAMU's presidential search committee selects four final candidates

Page 1 of 5https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/04/21/fa…sidential-search-committee-select-four-final-candidates/83200175007/

FAMU NEWS

FAMU search committee identifies four
final candidates for president. Here's
who they are

April 21, 2025 Updated April 22, 2025, 7:27 a.m. ET

Florida A&M University's presidential search committee has narrowed its
applicants for president down to an unranked list of four final candidates amid
preliminary discussions in the Rattler community of who was in the running. 

“There was a great pool of candidates,” the committee’s chair Deveron Gibbons,
who also serves as vice chair of FAMU’s Board of Trustees, told the Tallahassee
Democrat April 21. “It was a very hard selection process, but it was very open and
transparent. I felt like everybody worked very hard to try to find the four most
competent people to lead FAMU.” 

According to a prepared message that FAMU’s Deputy General Counsel Iris A.
Elijah shared with the search committee April 21 on behalf of Gibbons – and that

Tarah Jean

Tallahassee Democrat

Key Points
FAMU's presidential search committee has narrowed the applicant pool to four finalists.

Public forums with the candidates are scheduled for the week of May 12.

The selection process has faced scrutiny and speculation regarding the inclusion of certain candidates.

AI-assisted summary

https://www.tallahassee.com/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/04/19/famu-to-hold-town-hall-on-campus-safety-following-fsu-mass-shooting/83160935007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/04/15/florida-am-presidential-search-names-emerge-despite-secrecy/83032172007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/04/16/famu-board-of-trustees-meeting-postponed-because-of-zoom-outage/83105900007/
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is expected to be posted on the university’s presidential search website – the four
final candidates are: 

Rondall Allen, Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs, University of
Maryland Eastern Shore
Gerald Hector, Senior Vice President for Administration and Finance,
University of Central Florida 
Marva Johnson, Group Vice President, State Government Affairs, Charter
Communications 
Donald Palm, Executive Vice President and Chief Operating Officer, FAMU 

The names were identified by the Tallahassee Democrat on April 15.

“The finalists are a cross section of the very best people to lead Florida A&M into
the future,” Gibbons told the Democrat. “FAMU is a launching pad for so many
leaders across America and the globe, so we really want to get the best and
brightest to lead it and build on the excellence of the past, the current and the
future state of FAMU's brand.” 

FAMU’s search comes after former President Larry Robinson stepped down last
year following a major multi-million-dollar gift mishandling, where
an investigation report found the donation to be 'fraudulent.' Interim
President Timothy Beard has been serving in the role since August for a one-year
term. 

Although candidates’ information was not yet disclosed to the public during the
15-member search committee’s closed sessions earlier this month where first-
round interviews were conducted, the four final candidates were all among the
names that have been mentioned prominently in texts and conversations in the
FAMU community. 

https://www.famu.edu/about-famu/leadership/office-of-the-president/presidential-search/index.php
https://wwwcp.umes.edu/
https://www.ucf.edu/
https://corporate.charter.com/about-charter
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2023/06/28/famu-names-donald-palm-as-the-newexecutive-vp-and-chief-operating-officer-replacing-maurice-edington/70350140007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/04/15/florida-am-presidential-search-names-emerge-despite-secrecy/83032172007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/2025/02/14/former-famu-president-larry-robinson-gets-key-to-city-of-tallahassee/78605751007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2024/08/06/donation-to-florida-am-from-gregory-gerami-fraudulent-report-says/74685364007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/01/15/famu-interim-president-timothy-beard-gives-speech-at-mlk-celebration/77603429007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2024/12/04/famu-board-chair-appoints-presidential-search-committee-members/76743630007/
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State Rep. Gallop Franklin II, D-Tallahassee, was also believed to be a
prospective contender in the search. But his name is not included in the
unranked list of finalists, which comes during a time when a series of Republican
politicians are being selected to lead public colleges or universities under Gov.
Ron DeSantis.

More: FAMU's closed search for its next president: Who may be in the running?

There has been wide speculation that Gibbons insisted on adding Johnson –
a former Florida Board of Education chair who has been appointed to board
positions in the past under both former Gov. Rick Scott and DeSantis – to what
was initially a list of three final candidates that committee members interviewed
and voted on during closed sessions in a downtown Tallahassee office space.

But Gibbons says there were “no issues with the process whatsoever.” 

“The process worked just like it was supposed to,” Gibbons said. “It's unfortunate
that people don't know what they're talking about. We were all bound by NDAs
(nondisclosure agreements), and I would hope that people are not violating the
NDA because what I have seen and what I have heard is not accurate related to
the process.” 

Under Florida Board of Governors Regulation 1.002, part of the presidential
search process requires university trustee boards to present their final list of
candidates to Board of Governors Chair Brian Lamb for review and approval.
Details of when this step was taken during FAMU’s search ahead of the four
finalists being announced are unclear. 

More: Board of Governors’ tight control over president searches raises concerns from

trustees

https://www.tallahassee.com/story/opinion/2024/07/22/famu-today-tomorrow-and-forever-gallop-franklin-ii/74474011007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/state/2025/03/26/trend-under-desantis-tap-politicians-to-lead-florida-universities/82367361007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/04/15/florida-am-presidential-search-names-emerge-despite-secrecy/83032172007/
https://www.flbog.edu/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/1.002-Draft.pdf
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/state/2023/11/17/florida-higher-education-board-again-picks-brian-lamb-for-chair/71588123007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/2024/09/19/board-of-governors-approves-presidential-search-selection-amendments/75288867007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/2024/09/19/board-of-governors-approves-presidential-search-selection-amendments/75288867007/
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Although the university planned to announce the final candidates sooner,
Gibbons told the Democrat the announcement was held back to be “sensitive to
the issues that were going on with our neighbor next door,” referring to the April
17 mass shooting at Florida State University that left two dead and six injured. 

“Last week's shocking and tragic events on the campus of our next-door neighbor
Florida State University have underscored the importance of a strong and
permanent leader for our own institution,” Gibbons said in his prepared message.
“We share their pain and pray for healing for the entire FSU community.” 

Related news: After shooting, a subdued return for FSU students with tears and flower-lined

walkways

As FAMU moves on with its presidential search, the four candidates will
participate in public forums during the week of May 12 for the university
community to get to know them and explore their vision for the institution. The
next steps of the process would then consist of the Board of Trustees voting on
the selection of the president before the Florida Board of Governors votes on
whether to confirm the selected candidate.

Tarah Jean is a reporter for the Tallahassee Democrat. She can be reached
at tjean@tallahassee.com. Follow her on X: @tarahjean_.

https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/2025/04/21/tallahassee-memorial-hospital-releasing-florida-state-shooting-victims/83157338007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/fsu-news/2025/04/21/florida-state-students-return-to-class-four-days-after-mass-shooting/83195101007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/fsu-news/2025/04/21/florida-state-students-return-to-class-four-days-after-mass-shooting/83195101007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/03/27/florida-am-university-extends-search-for-new-president-campus-visits-delayed/82649422007/
mailto:tjean@tallahassee.com
https://twitter.com/tarahjean_?lang=en
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FAMU NEWS

Florida A&M presidential search
continues as scrutiny over process
intensifies
'Things that I’ve heard, if they’re true, ...question the credibility of this entire search
process,' one trustee said.

April 24, 2025, 7:00 p.m. ET

Florida A&M University’s ongoing presidential search was thrown into a tailspin
with its credibility being questioned, all while a bombshell announcement was
made about the Board of Governors investigating allegations involving the
process. 

Amid the efforts of some trustees to pause the presidential search, which ended
up failing in an 8–5 vote during the FAMU Board of Trustees’ April 24 virtual
meeting, circulating rumors were brought to the table about premature salary

Tarah Jean

Tallahassee Democrat

Key Points
Florida A&M University's presidential search is facing scrutiny amid allegations of irregularities.

Some trustees called for a pause to the search and an independent investigation, but the motion failed.

Four finalists are proceeding with campus visits and open forums.
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negotiations and search committee members being pressured to add an extra
candidate to an unranked list of finalists that was recently announced. 

But FAMU’s interim Vice President, General Counsel Shira Thomas, who initially
indicated that the Board of Governors has opened an investigation, later referred
to a letter from the board, saying its inquiry to the university “speaks to
confidentiality regarding the presidential search” and does not address the
specific allegations that were raised.

Thomas caught trustees off guard, with some – including FAMU Board of
Trustees Chair Kristin Harper – frustrated about not being made aware until the
meeting.

At the same time, in a text message to Harper at noon during the April 24
meeting, Florida Board of Governors Vice Chair Alan Levine – who is also on
FAMU’s 15-member presidential search committee – said statements being made
about the governing board’s concerns with the search are “patently untrue,”
ultimately calling the university out for the inaccuracy.

“I participated in every meeting of the search committee, observed the process,
provided input related to our regulations and reported to the Chancellor (Ray
Rodrigues) that, based on my observations, this process was handled absolutely
in compliance with our regulations,” Levine told Harper in the text message, later
obtained by the Tallahassee Democrat. 

“Absolutely no one speaks for the BOG but the BOG, and it is not fair or
appropriate for anyone on the FAMU board to attempt to do so,” he added.
“There is no reason to delay this search. Doing so would be a mistake and would
have no basis.”
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Despite claims that none of the rumored issues have occurred during the search,
a few trustees expressed concerns about the process – including FAMU trustee
Belvin Perry, who supported an initial motion that trustee Earnie Ellison made to
halt the search altogether and hire an independent consultant to investigate it.

“Things that I’ve heard, if they’re true, bring to question the credibility of this
entire search process,” Perry said. “If we don’t clear this cloud that’s out there,
then whoever comes in as the next president is going to have a cloud over them,
and whoever that person is will not have the faith and the confidence of the
FAMU family.” 

The board’s discussion came after speculation that FAMU board Vice Chair
Deveron Gibbons insisted on adding Marva Johnson – a former Florida Board of
Education chair also appointed to other boards by both former Gov. Rick Scott
and current Gov. Ron DeSantis – to what was initially a list of three final
candidates committee members interviewed and voted on during closed
sessions. 

Gibbons told the board the search process is “well run” and has been going “very
smoothly.” 

“It is apparent to me that folks are making things up (and) putting it on social
media to sway the board,” Gibbons said in the virtual meeting after he left the
Zoom call for several minutes when it was initially time for him to provide
updates on the search. “I can assure you that all of these innuendos and rumors
that are flying around are not accurate in any way, shape or form.”  

More: FAMU search committee identifies four final candidates for president. Here's who they

are

https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/04/21/famus-presidential-search-committee-select-four-final-candidates/83200175007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/04/21/famus-presidential-search-committee-select-four-final-candidates/83200175007/
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Besides Johnson, the unranked list of the four final candidates include:

Rondall Allen, Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs, University of
Maryland Eastern Shore.
Gerald Hector, Senior Vice President for Administration and
Finance, University of Central Florida.
Donald Palm, FAMU’s executive vice president and chief operating officer.

All of the finalists save for Johnson have experience as a university administrator.
She is group vice president of state government affairs for Charter
Communications, an internet and cable TV concerns that operates under the
Spectrum brand name.

As the search continues despite trustees Perry, Ellison, Craig Reed, Natlie
Figgers and board chair Kristin Harper voting in support of a pause, the
university is working on having its 13th leader named by this summer.

The search follows former President Larry Robinson’s resignation last year.
Interim President Timothy Beard has been serving in the role since August for a
one-year term. 

FAMU board chair: 'There may be a rumor mill”

Ahead of the board's vote regarding whether the search should continue or be
paused, FAMU board members such as trustees Kelvin Lawson, Michael White
and Loryn May – FAMU's Student Government Association president – did not
see a need for the process to come to a halt. 

“I just caution us to not be overly influenced by the court of public opinion,”
Lawson said. 

https://wwwcp.umes.edu/
https://www.ucf.edu/
https://corporate.charter.com/about-charter
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/2025/02/14/former-famu-president-larry-robinson-gets-key-to-city-of-tallahassee/78605751007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/01/15/famu-interim-president-timothy-beard-gives-speech-at-mlk-celebration/77603429007/
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The suggestion of pausing the presidential search also comes after Leon County
District 1 Commissioner Bill Proctor wrote a letter to the Board of Governors and
FAMU’s Board of Trustees April 23, urging them to suspend the search and
calling the process the “Hanky Panky Express.” 

More: FAMU president search draws fire: Leon Commissioner Bill Proctor flags weak finalist

pick

“Certainly, there may be a rumor mill, and I believe that when questions are
raised – whether it be by the public, the media or a member of this body – we
have an obligation to address those questions,” Harper said. “Anything less, in
my opinion, would risk undermining the credibility both of the search and
ultimately, the confidence that's placed in this board.” 

But Harper later questioned how the finalists’ names were made public by the
Tallahassee Democrat before the university’s announcement.

"How were the names of the supposed finalists announced in the Tallahassee
Democrat before interviews took place?" she said. "How were the names of the
actual finalists communicated in the Tallahassee Democrat this past Monday
before the university issued an official media release regarding this process?

"Tell me how that happened when there's a nondisclosure agreement that
everyone who is associated with this search process signed," she added.

FAMU campus visits, open forums underway as search
continues

From the start of the board meeting, discussions began regarding the presidential
search as individuals such as FAMU Foundation Board member Chekesha Kidd
shared public comments about the process. 

https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/04/23/bill-proctor-blasts-famu-search-says-one-finalist-lacks-credentials/83239266007/
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Kidd – who started a petition calling for a transparent selection process – also
referred to an “Unsolicited Information Request” letter Beard received from
the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on
Colleges (SACSCOC) regarding concerns about an unnamed FAMU trustee
interfering with "faculty employment.” 

The letter, dated April 14, was not specific about what had happened, including
whether it was connected to the university’s ongoing presidential search. In
Beard's presentation to the board, he briefly addressed the letter, saying that a
report will be sent to the commission by May 19.

While trustee Reed asked what the commission's inquiry focused on, Beard
reiterated the language in the letter and did not offer any additional insight.

“The presidential search process and recent SACS inquiry raise concerns about
whether merits and qualifications are truly driving this selection,” Kidd told the
board. “The (candidates') actual experiences – not promises and potential –
should determine your decision.” 

In addition, Kidd suggested Palm as “the right candidate” to be FAMU’s next
leader, whereas FAMU alumna Erinn Tucker-Oluwole shared public comments to
support Allen for the role.

What's next

As the search moves on with its four final candidates, here is a timeline of who
the university will be hosting for campus visits and open forums ahead of a May
16 FAMU Board of Trustees meeting for a vote. 

Monday, May 12: Rondall Allen. 
Tuesday, May 13: Gerald Hector.

https://www.change.org/p/petition-to-the-florida-a-m-university-board-of-trustees-regarding-the-presidential-search
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/04/23/sacs-agency-requests-famu-report-after-getting-unsolicited-information/83231995007/
https://sacscoc.org/
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Wednesday, May 14: Marva Johnson.
Thursday, May 15: Donald Palm.

Tarah Jean is a reporter for the Tallahassee Democrat. She can be reached
at tjean@tallahassee.com. Follow her on X: @tarahjean_.

mailto:tjean@tallahassee.com
https://twitter.com/tarahjean_?lang=en
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FAMU NEWS

FAMU presidential search now faces
review by state Board of Governors
Despite a few trustees pushing for the search to be paused, most board members voted in
favor of continuing the process.

April 28, 2025 Updated April 29, 2025, 11:03 a.m. ET

Florida A&M University’s presidential search is under scrutiny as the Florida
Board of Governors has asked for a list of individuals who signed nondisclosure
agreements (NDAs) as part of the process.

But the requests don't stop there. The governing board has also asked FAMU for
access to a video of the presidential search committee’s closed meeting where
members voted on an unranked list of four final candidates.

Tarah Jean

Tallahassee Democrat

Key Points
Florida A&M University's presidential search is under scrutiny by the Florida Board of Governors over concerns
about confidentiality.

The Board of Governors requested information regarding individuals signing NDAs and video footage of the
search committee's closed meeting.

Rumors of leaks, premature salary negotiations, and pressure to add a specific candidate to the finalist list are
circulating.
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While an April 21 letter about the NDAs was addressed to FAMU interim
President Timothy Beard, a separate letter dated April 23 regarding video footage
of the committee’s closed session was sent to FAMU’s interim General Counsel
Shira Thomas, who dropped a bombshell on university trustees in an April 24
meeting when she said the Board of Governors has opened an investigation on
the search. 

“The Board of Governors Office has received concerns surrounding confidential
information related to the FAMU Presidential Search,” Board of Governors’
Inspector General and Director of Compliance Julie Leftheris told Beard in the
April 21 letter. “We are currently evaluating the information and the appropriate
action to take.”

Both letters were obtained by the Tallahassee Democrat following FAMU’s virtual
board meeting April 24, where Thomas – who initially indicated an investigation
by the Board of Governors – later said the governing board’s inquiry “speaks to
confidentiality regarding the presidential search.”

On April 15, the Democrat reported a list of names being discussed by the Rattler
community as likely candidates for the job – and most of those names ended up
being on the list of finalists released to the public. In 2022, Florida enacted a law
making most of the public university presidential search process confidential,
save for finalists. 

In a text message to FAMU Board of Trustees Chair Kristin Harper, Board of
Governors Vice Chair Alan Levine – who also serves on FAMU’s 15-member
presidential search committee – said that statements being made about the
governing board’s concerns with the search are “patently untrue.”

https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/04/24/tensions-rise-as-famu-board-rejects-pause-in-president-search-process/83236520007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/04/15/florida-am-presidential-search-names-emerge-despite-secrecy/83032172007/
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At the same time, Levine says the confidentiality issue that the Board of
Governors is taking into consideration is “separate and distinct” from the search
committee following procedures for selecting the final candidates, which he says
was “100% done by the book.”

“I think we have four excellent candidates,” Levine told the Democrat during a
phone call April 28. “The only thing I’m concerned by is that the names of the
candidates were leaked out before we even interviewed them.” 

“Anybody who violated their nondisclosure also violated the law by doing so,” he
added. “It’s unfair to the candidates who entered the process by virtue of a
promise that their name was going to be held confidential.”

According to Board of Governors Regulation 1.002 on presidential searches and
selections, "Failure to abide by the requirements of the non-disclosure agreement
may subject an individual to civil or criminal penalties under Florida’s Sunshine
Laws."

The concerns and requests for more information also come as
circulating rumors are on the forefront of discussions about the FAMU search,
including claims of premature salary negotiations and search committee
members being pressured to add an extra candidate to an unranked list of
finalists that was recently announced. 

Discussions at the trustees' April 24 meeting came after speculation that FAMU
board Vice Chair Deveron Gibbons insisted on adding Marva Johnson – a former
Florida Board of Education chair also appointed to other boards by both former
Gov. Rick Scott and current Gov. Ron DeSantis – to what was initially a list of
three final candidates committee members interviewed and voted on during
closed sessions.

https://www.flbog.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Updated-1.002-post-10_18_24-meeting-with-amendments-approved.pdf
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/04/15/florida-am-presidential-search-names-emerge-despite-secrecy/83032172007/
https://www.tallahassee.com/story/news/local/famu-news/2025/04/21/famus-presidential-search-committee-select-four-final-candidates/83200175007/
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Although Gibbons is aware of the claims, he has not admitted to them and said
during the Thursday trustees meeting "all of these innuendos and rumors that are
flying around are not accurate in any way, shape or form."

Despite a few trustees pushing for the search to be paused, most board members
voted in favor of continuing the process. “In this case, the violation of the
nondisclosure agreement didn’t have a bearing on the process,” Levine told the
Democrat. “There’s no reason to have halted the process.”

Besides Johnson – who is currently group vice president of state government
affairs for Charter Communications, an internet and cable TV concerns that
operates under the Spectrum brand name – the unranked list of the four final
candidates include:

Rondall Allen, Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs, University of
Maryland Eastern Shore. 
Gerald Hector, Senior Vice President for Administration and
Finance, University of Central Florida. 
Donald Palm, FAMU’s executive vice president and chief operating officer.

After hearing discussions in the community and on social media about the lack of
transparency in the presidential search, Levine says he encouraged Florida State
University System Chancellor Ray Rodrigues to review the videos of the search
committee’s meeting to validate his report about the “integrity of the process,
which is indisputable.” 

“This is not an investigation,” Levine said. “This is the chancellor literally just
validating what I shared with him.” 

https://corporate.charter.com/about-charter
https://wwwcp.umes.edu/
https://www.ucf.edu/
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It is unclear what the Board of Governors’ next steps will be after reviewing the
requested information. As FAMU moves forward with the search for its new
leader, campus visits and public forums are scheduled to be held May 12 to May
15.

Tarah Jean is a reporter for the Tallahassee Democrat. She can be reached
at tjean@tallahassee.com. Follow her on X: @tarahjean_.

mailto:tjean@tallahassee.com
https://twitter.com/tarahjean_?lang=en
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EXHIBIT “G”   

FAMU Presidential Search Committee Nondisclosure Agreement
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EXHIBIT “H”    
 
Florida Attorney General James Uthmeier post  
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EXHIBIT “I”    
 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between FAMU and the FAMU Foundation 


























