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TO: Mr. Chris Fenton, 
Interim Superintendent, Grosse Pointe Public School System 
 

FROM: Mr. Kevin Sutton, 
Attorney, Miller Johnson Law Firm 

DATE: January 4, 2024 

SUBJECT: Summary of Investigation – Complaints Against Mr. Ismail 

  
Introduction 

 
This investigation summary report is written pursuant to a request by the Grosse Pointe 

Public School System (“GPPSS” or “District”) for an independent investigation into concerns 

raised by two current District employees against the President of the Board of Education 

(“Board”), Mr. Ahmed Ismail.  Specifically, Complainant #1 and Complainant #2 (collectively, 

“Complainants”) filed written complaints1 with the District’s then-Director of Human Resources 

alleging that they had been subjected to bias and/or harassment on the basis of gender.  Their 

complaints were chiefly based on comments allegedly made by Mr. Ismail to a now-former 

employee of the District as that employee was contemplating a job offer to leave GPPSS.  The 

 
1   Complainant #2 filed her initial complaint on August 27, 2023.  Complainant #2 subsequently filed multiple 
“addendums” to the initial complaint, communicated via email on August 28, 2023 [re: Sumbera], September 7, 2023 
[re: social media post], and November 5, 2023 [re: honoring retiree].  Complainant #1 filed her complaint on August 
28, 2023.  An “addendum” to the complaint was provided on September 22, 2023 [re: committee assignment].  
Additional allegations from Complainant #1 were advanced to the Investigator on November 13, 2023 [re: budget 
decisions].  See Exhibit 1 for all complaints.  [Please note that the exhibits to this report are being produced as a 
separate, confidential, and unredacted file.  Should the exhibits need to be produced to any party in the future, it is 
recommended that they be redacted in a legally compliant manner.] 
 



MEMORANDUM  PAGE 2 
 

 
 

specific allegation is that Mr. Ismail commented that the Board intended to “push out” 

Complainants from their employment with the District.2 

This matter was investigated by Mr. Kevin Sutton (“Investigator”) of the Miller Johnson 

law firm.  The report which follows summarizes the investigative efforts undertaken to review the 

allegations advanced and the conclusions reached. 

Initiation of Investigation 
  

On September 14, 2023, the Investigator was contacted by Mr. Chris Fenton (Interim 

Superintendent) and Mr. Mark McInerney of Clark Hill regarding Complainants’ complaints.  

After discussing a general overview of the allegations, the Investigator confirmed his availability 

(subject to a conflict check) and willingness to conduct the requested investigation into the 

allegations.  Mr. Fenton committed to facilitating the investigation in any way necessary, including 

the production of materials and/or securing the availability of witnesses. 

Thereafter, the Investigator made direct contact with Complainants, who indicated that they 

had retained counsel (Mr. Jeff Donahue of White Schneider) who should be contacted directly for 

the purpose of scheduling investigatory interviews.  Contact with Mr. Donahue was made and 

interviews of the Complainants scheduled.  All other witnesses were contacted directly for the 

purpose of arranging investigatory interviews, as detailed herein.  

Scope of Investigation 
 
Interviews 

Interviews were conducted with eight (8) individuals.  Because of the sensitive nature of 

the complaints, there is only one interviewee identified by name in this report, that being Mr. 

 
2   There is also an ancillary allegation that, during the same conversation, Mr. Ismail commented that so many changes 
were on the horizon for the District that they “would turn [the Deputy Superintendent] white.”  The Deputy 
Superintendent is African American. 
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Ismail, who is both the subject of the complaint and a public official.  All other individuals are 

identified with the moniker of a Complainant (#1 and #2) or a Witness (#1 through #5).  Any other 

parties identified by name were not interviewed as part of this investigation. 

Documents 

Documents were received by the Investigator from Complainants (through legal counsel), 

as well as Mr. Ismail.  The Investigator also located materials through an Internet search related to 

the persons and allegations contained within the complaints.  All of these materials were reviewed 

and considered as part of the investigation, as were the District’s policies. 

Issues 

The Complainants’ complaints, including addendums, total seven.  The key/salient 

provisions from each of those complaints include: 

Complainant #1 à 

§ Initial Complaint [August 28, 2023]: 

o “President [Ismail] is in a position of power, and these statements are 
extremely threatening, harassing, and retaliatory. He has threatened my 
career and my livelihood.” 

o “I am well aware, with the departure of the superintendent, that President 
[Ismail] now has more power over me and access to me than ever before, 
which makes his statement that much more alarming and threatening.” 

o “I believe this threat is rooted in both gender bias and in President [Ismail]’s 
dismissal of diversity and equity work.” 

o “I also believe this threat is catalyzed by the fact that I [work at a school] 
with the greatest number of African American students, students with 
special needs, and students who are socio-economically disadvantaged, and 
I have and will continue to loudly advocate for all of my students’ needs. I 
also believe President [Ismail]’s threat is rooted in the fact that North High 
School is led by three women and a black man.” 

o “I have had to make many difficult decisions regarding both staff and 
students. I firmly believe that I’m being targeted by and retaliated against 
by Mr. [Ismail] and Mr. Cotton due to several of these decisions.” 

o “In fact now, this statement to push me out is likely also grounded in my 
refusal to name a field after this coach who intentionally harmed 
marginalized students.” 
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o “It is clear that Mr. [Ismail] and Mr. Cotton would like me and North High 
School to disappear.” 
 

§ Addendum #1 [September 22, 2023]: 

o [Suggesting retaliation by Mr. Ismail]  “The language President [Ismail] 
uses in this invitation (‘In late August, I emailed the recipients of this 
email,’) is a lie and intentionally misleading.” 
 

§ Addendum #2 [November 13, 2023]: 

o “[Mr. Cotton] was frustrated that I continued to advocate for North and 
wanted me to be quiet and tell the North Community that this outcome was 
an acceptable outcome.” 
 

Complainant #2 à 

§ Initial Complaint [August 27, 2023]: 
 

o “As current President of the Board of Education, Mr. [Ismail] now sits in a 
position of increased power over my role and all administrative roles in the 
district. This increase in power renders his statements threatening to end my 
educational career even more salient.” 

o “I have had to make difficult administrative decisions regarding students 
and personnel.  Because of these past decisions, I feel I am currently being 
targeted and retaliated against by Mr. Ismail for said decisions.” 

o “I feel I am being targeted and harassed by the current school board 
hindering my ability to finish my final years of an educational career.” 
 

§ Addendum #1 [August 28, 2023]: 
 

o “In June of 2018, I terminated coach Frank Sumbera at the behest of then 
Superintendent Gary Niehaus. Mr. Sumbera had a lengthy file of issues 
going back many years regarding treatment of players and their safety. I, 
and the entire administrative team, completely agreed with the decision of 
then Superintendent Niehaus to terminate Mr. Sumbera. The Grosse Pointe 
News however did not agree with the decision and printed multiple articles 
and commentary calling into question the decision to let Mr. Sumbera go.” 
 

§ Addendum #2 [September 7, 2023]: 
 

o [Regarding a social media post around that time] “I believe his response to 
the parent and the post on social media was to portray me in a false light 
and diminish my role as [a District employee] …. Again, I believe his 
comment was intended to diminish me in my role as [a District employee] 
and to portray me in a false light to the community.” 
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§ Addendum #3 [November 5, 2023]: 

 
o [Regarding a planned recognition for a retiring employee]  “I believe this 

was another attempt by President Ismail to remove me from a process that 
should have included me and been led by my office in conjunction with the 
Board of Education.  In the past, [in similar circumstances] I was involved 
in the process and attended the board meeting to either present the award or 
in support of the [retiring person].  If the [] parent had not reached out to 
my office for details about [the retiring person’s] career I would not have 
been aware of the proclamation and would not attend the meeting on 
November 14, 2023.  I believe President Ismail excluded me from a process 
that should have included [my] department and myself [], because my 
absence would portray me in a negative light to the community for not 
attending. 
 

Based on the foregoing, the issues identified for investigation3 are as follows: 

(1) Did Mr. Ismail make comments to a then-GPPSS employee indicating that there 
was a plan or desire to “push out” Complainants from their employment with the 
District? 
a. Has the Board and/or Mr. Ismail taken any actions relative to Complainants 

indicating an attempt to terminate Complainants from their employment with 
the District? 

 
(2) Are the comments by Mr. Ismail and/or his associated actions as a member of the 

Board evidence of gender bias/harassment against the Complainants? 
 

(3) Are the comments by Mr. Ismail and/or his associated actions as a member of the 
Board in response to actions taken against Mr. Frank Sumbera, a former coach, who 
was terminated by the District? 

 
(4) After the filing of the complaints in this matter, did Mr. Ismail engage in retaliatory 

behavior towards the Complainants? 

Interviews of Complainants 
 

The interviews of Complainants were conducted in person at the offices of the Investigator 

on October 30, 2023.  Complainants were accompanied by Mr. Donahue.  No recordings of the 

interviews were made with the consent of the Investigator.  The following excerpts are intended 

 
3   The complaints submitted by Complainants were considered in their entirety, even if each distinct issue raised 
therein is not identified as a discrete issue for the investigation. 
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to provide an overview of the pertinent information shared by the Complainants.  These summaries 

are not presented as a representation of every comment, answer, or response from Complainants.  

Instead, the Investigator is presenting those statements and responses which are most relevant to 

the issues in this matter. 

Complainant #1 

§ On learning of the comments allegedly made by Mr. Ismail: 
o “We went directly to [Human Resources].” 
o “We wanted to file a formal complaint and start an investigation.” 
o Alleged comments are “a threat to my continued presence” in GPPSS. 

 
§ On “the removal of the North end”: 

o Complainant #1 indicated that “years ago” when Mr. Ismail was on the 
Board, “they wanted to remove Harper Woods from the District 
boundaries.” 

o Complainant #1 noted that, during the latest budget process, a Board 
member asked the Superintendent “how many years it would take to go 
to one high school.” 
 

§ On “gender bias and the dismissal of diversity and equity work”: 
o Complainant #1 noted that “three women and a black man” lead North 

HS. 
o “[Mr. Ismail] and [Mr. Cotton, Board member] want me to feel like I 

don’t exist.” 
o “They walk by me like I don’t exist.” 
o “I thought [Mr. Ismail] supported me.  His support of me disappeared.” 
o “I was on the last strategic plan and pushed DEI.” 

 
§ On the termination of Mr. Frank Sumbera, a former coach in the District: 

o Complaints against Mr. Sumbera were “verified through an investigation 
and personal accounts.” 

o “Some people were unhappy with that decision.” 
o “[Mr. Sumbera] has sort of a cultish following.” 
o “The paper started coming after [Complainants] after the firing.” 

§ Paper used the word “neuter” – suggesting that Complainants 
are “ball cutters,” a term they would only use, presumably, to 
describe women. 

o Mr. Sumbera’s firing was “really the first domino.” 
o “It shook the community” because it was a challenge to “bigotry and 

chauvinism.” 
o “[Complainant #2] and I became a serious threat.” 
o “We have tried to go high, while everyone else has gone low.” 
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§ On the proposed health clinic at North HS: 

o “We have a lot of kids who don’t have access to health care.” 
o “The outcomes are very positive for the schools with these clinics.” 
o “[Mr. Ismail] is taking away my ability to take care of my kids 

[students].” 
 

§ On allegations of gender harassment: 
o “There is no white male at North to choose.” 
o “I watch the way I am treated compared to [other males in the District]; 

I firmly believe it’s because I am a woman.” 
o “They call us ‘the two bitches.’” 
o “Over the course of my career, I have stood out as a strong female 

advocate.” 
o “I know I am the only woman in the room all the time.” 
o “I am looked up and down as a woman” [but not by Mr. Ismail]. 
o “I’m getting ‘Jon’d’” [suggesting that she is being forced from the District 

against her will like former Superintendent Jon Dean]. 
 
Complainant #2 
 

§ On alleged comments made by Mr. Ismail: 
o Became aware of comments and understood them to be a threat to continued 

employment; “I would no longer have a position.” 
o “Now that the Board office was squared away [with the termination of 

Jon Dean], [Complainants] were next.” 
o Staff member to whom the comments were allegedly made by Mr. Ismail 

told Complainant #2 about them after Complainant #2 filed the instant 
complaint.  Staff member confirmed that Mr. Ismail called him and 
encouraged him to stay with the District – “be patient, don’t leave, it’s a 
matter of time before you are running the District.” 
 

§ On contact with Board members: 
o “We were told not to engage with Board members.” 
o “[Mr. Ismail] would call [staff member] all the time; [Mr. Ismail] 

wanted to shoot the s--t.  [Mr. Ismail] reached out about all kinds of 
things.” 
 

§ On treatment in position: 
o “I have been scrutinized from the moment I accepted the job.” 
o “Every decision I’ve made has been criticized in the paper.” 

 
§ On allegations of gender harassment: 

o “I have made decisions in the seat that were criticized because I was a 
female.” 
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o When appointed, Mr. Ismail looked at Complainant #2’s children and said, 
“are you sure you want your mom to do this?” 

o “They want to diminish me in any way they can.” 
o “I am a strong female in a traditionally male role.” 
o “I don’t care how many times I end up in the paper.” 

 

Notable Information Obtained from Interviews 
 

With the exception of Mr. Ismail, whose interview was conducted in person, all witness 

interviews were conducted remotely (via video conference).  No recordings of the interviews were 

made with consent of the Investigator.  The following excerpts are intended to provide an overview 

of the pertinent information shared by each witness.  These summaries are not presented in the 

order in which the witnesses were interviewed, nor is every comment, answer, or response from 

each witness chronicled herein.  Instead, the Investigator is presenting those statements and 

responses which are most relevant to the issues in this matter. 

Witness #1 
The interview of Witness #1 was conducted via Zoom on December 4, 2023.  Witness #1 attended 
the interview alone. 
 

§ On present Board governance: 
o “It is bizarre; they have created shadow Board members [through the 

use of committees].” 
o “It is the Board’s prerogative to [run the day-to-day operations of the 

District].  It’s not illegal, it’s just bad governance.” 
 

§ On the North v. South dynamic as evidenced through the budget process: 
o “North had greater reductions than South.” 
o “There were things put back on the list at the last minute at South; that 

didn’t happen at North.” 
 

§ On the North v. South dynamic, generally: 
o “There is clearly a bias [on the part of the Board] towards South.  A lot 

of it is historic.” 
o “[Complainant #1] perceives everything as perpetuating a South v. 

North narrative.” 
 

§ On perceived harassment towards Complainants based on gender: 
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o “[Complainant #1] scares [Mr. Ismail] – she is articulate, direct, 
successful, and opposed to [Mr. Ismail] and [Mr. Cotton, Board 
member].” 

o “How much of it is gender?  I don’t know.” 
o “If a male was [in the same position as Complainant #1], would we have 

this animus?  Probably.” 
o “They don’t like [Complainant #1], period.” 

 
§ On Mr. Ismail’s conduct towards women, generally: 

o “Does [Mr. Ismail] treat women different than men?  Yes.  I’ve 
observed it.” 

o “[Mr. Ismail] has consistently struggled with every female Board 
member he has served with, even those who are aligned with him.” 

o “I’ve regularly seen him treat women differently” [but did not 
specifically cite instances with Complainants] 

o “[Mr. Ismail’s] bias is implicit, not overt” [but did not specifically cite 
instances with Complainants] 

 
Witness #2 
The interview of Witness #2 was conducted via Zoom on November 6, 2023.  Witness #2 attended 
the interview alone. 

 
§ On perceived harassment towards Complainants based on gender: 

o “Not necessarily.  It might be a stretch for me.” 
o “No conversations [with anyone suggesting gender harassment].” 
o “No Board commentary [with anyone suggesting gender harassment].” 
o “I’ve heard more questioning than negative commentary.  ‘Why do 

they do that?’  ‘Why did it happen that way?’  ‘Why do they feel that 
way?’” 

o “Sometimes there are things in the paper; makes you wonder – how did 
the news find out about that conversation?” 
 

§ On the North v. South dynamic in GPPSS: 
o “There are differences between North and South – students, parents, 

and funding … which comes from the parents.” 
o “South families have the tools and resources to advocate for something 

and there are direct connections to the Board.” 
o “Most of the Board are South families.” 

 
§ On the Board of Education: 

o “The old Board did not do things to lose students.” 
o “The Board is micro-managing the District.” 
o “The Board is way more in the weeds, trying to be administration.” 

 
§ On the state of financial affairs/budget process: 

o “The sky is not falling.” 
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o “Things were rocky during the budget reduction process.  Normally, 
administration would solely control the process.  This year, the Board 
wanted to cut [more than recommended by administration].” 

o “North was cut a little more than South on FTE.” 
 

§ On Mr. Ismail contacting staff: 
o “I know some of our admins are hearing directly from [Mr. Ismail].” 
o “I’ve heard [Mr. Ismail] contacted them about the future and what it 

might look like.” 
o “[Mr. Ismail] is connecting with people around the issue of their wants 

and desires.” 
o “Teachers have felt uncomfortable being contacted directly [by Mr. 

Ismail].” 
 

§ On having one high school in GPPSS: 
o “It would be harmful for our students to be into one high school 

together because of the actions of the adults running things.” 
o “There is part of the community that wouldn’t mind losing some of our 

students [from Harper Woods].” 
 

§ On issues associated with DEI: 
o “‘Equity’ is a word that can’t be spoken in Grosse Pointe.” 
o “People are fearful that if you talk a lot about DEI, [there will be 

adverse consequences].” 
o “DEI work feels like it’s not an option now [under the new Board].” 

 
Witness #3 
The interview of Witness #3 was conducted via Zoom on November 7, 2023.  Witness #3 attended 
the interview alone. 

 
§ On recent actions by the Board: 

o “Grosse Pointe knows they can’t stop diversity, but issues persist.” 
o “Some of that older belief system is on our Board now.” 
o “Board actions imply that they don’t support North.” 

 
§ On District financial health: 

o “We lost more kids than we thought we would.  We have not recouped 
the kids.” 

o “Board came in and set parameters [for budget process].” 
o “One of the Board members was talking directly to union leadership.” 

 
§ On perceived animosity/harassment towards Complainants based on gender: 

o “There could be a gender situation; I was too naïve to see it at times.” 
o “[Complainants] are very strong people.” 
o “It’s a boys world; the only way [to get] respect is to be very direct and 

assertive” [speaking to personal experiences] 
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o “I’ve never heard anyone make derogatory comments about 
[Complainants].  All of the clues are contextual.” 
 

§ Witness #3 confirmed receipt of text messages wherein alleged comments 
attributed to Mr. Ismail were shared.  Those text messages were shared with the 
Investigator.  The comments therein suggest that Mr. Ismail had offered sentiments 
during a private phone call with another individual implying that Complainant #1 
and Complainant #2 would be removed from their positions in the District. 

 
Witness #4 
The interview of Witness #4 was conducted via Zoom on November 2, 2023.  Witness #4 attended 
the interview alone. 
 

§ On perceived harassment towards Complainants based on gender: 
o “The issues [presented by Complainants] have less to do with gender 

and more to do with Frank Sumbera [former coach at North HS who 
was terminated].” 

o “I have not heard anything about [Complainants] being [terminated] 
or being on the ‘chopping block.’” 

o “There were decisions [in the budget process and otherwise] that were 
adverse to North; [Complainants] took it hard.  They felt like it was 
because North was being run by three women and one black man.  I’ve 
never heard anything like that from any decision-makers.” 

o “That connection [to gender] has not been made for me.  I’m not saying 
it’s not, but we need something to point to.” 

o “I’ve not heard anyone refer to [Complainants] as ‘the two bitches.’” 
o “I don’t think this is rooted in gender; [Mr. Ismail] just doesn’t like 

[Complainants].  We can’t do anything about who he likes and doesn’t 
like.” 

 
§ On the Board, generally: 

o “The Board has done things that have divided the community.” 
o “The Board is not governance; they are running the day-to-day 

operations.” 
 

§ On the North v. South dynamic and associated tensions: 
o “It is real.” 
o “Some of it is rooted in race.” 
o “South is the chosen one.” 
o “North feels less than; there is reinforcement for that [referring to the 

elimination of the health clinic at North, closely followed by the 
purchase of a scoreboard for South].  It definitely looks like it and feels 
like it to the people at North.” 

o “[Complainant #1] is an emotional wreck; [Complainant #1] can’t let 
go of the health clinic or the other decisions adverse to North.” 
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§ On the debate around the termination of Mr. Sumbera: 
o “[Complainants] have taken the brunt of [Sumbera’s] termination even 

though Gary [Niehaus, former Superintendent] made the decision.  
[Complainants] think it’s because they’re women.” 

o “[Complainants] did go digging.  If they didn’t push it, it wouldn’t have 
happened.  They were trying to keep kids safe – that’s the job.  The 
decision was completely student-centered.  If [Sumbera] had not been 
there for 50 years, he would have been walked out that day.” 

o “The Board is very upset about Frank Sumbera; this is common 
knowledge.” 

 
§ On efforts to name the football field after Mr. Sumbera: 

o “It’s a middle finger to [Complainants].” 
o “It doesn’t protect kids.” 
o “[Mr. Ismail] is trying to humiliate [Complainants].” 

 
Witness #5 
The interview of Witness #5 was conducted via Zoom on November 9, 2023.  Witness #5 attended 
the interview alone.  
 

§ On the North v. South dynamics: 
o “Right after [I was hired in GPPSS], lots of people contacted me.  I was 

given a minor [suggesting an academic minor] in the dynamic between 
the two schools.” 

o “There is a racial and socio-economic difference between the schools.” 
o “It’s a rivalry.” 
o “Very divisive; especially among the adults.” 

 
§ On contact with Mr. Ismail, generally: 

o “He called me about several things.” 
o “He showed up in my office a few times.” 
o “He always initiated these conversations.” 
o “I was asked to have a meeting at Mr. Cotton’s office with Mr. Ismail; 

it was a very uncomfortable situation.” 
§ During the meeting, they said they had “big plans for me” and 

asked, “what job would I want in the District?”  “I was taken 
aback; I joked and said, ‘the Big Chair.’” 

 
§ On discussion/rumors about the District consolidating positions: 

o “[Mr. Ismail] contacted me about the security of my own position when 
that came into question.” 

o “I got a call from [Mr. Ismail].  He said that they had big plans for me 
in the District, that no one could do my job the way I did.” 

o “This was at the start of the budget process, during the school year.” 
o “While I appreciated [Mr. Ismail’s] sentiments, the contract was really 

clear.” 
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§ On contact with Mr. Ismail after Witness #5 received a job offer outside GPPSS: 

o “[Mr. Ismail] called me.  He congratulated me.” 
o “[Mr. Ismail] said he didn’t want to see me go; there were big plans for 

me.” 
o “[Mr. Ismail] asked me how I would run things [in a consolidated, 

District-wide position].” 
o “[Mr. Ismail] said, ‘we are moving [the Superintendent] out; we are 

going after [Complainant #1 and Complainant #2] next.” 
o “[Mr. Ismail] also said, ‘there are going to be so many changes, [the 

Deputy Superintendent] is going to turn white.’” 
o “I won’t try to infer what [Mr. Ismail] meant.  I did not respond.” 
o “That conversation with Mr. Ismail confirmed my decision [to take a 

job outside GPPSS].” 
o “I was in a state of disbelief [about the comments made by Mr. Ismail].” 
o Witness #5 confirmed that he contemporaneously shared the comments 

made by Mr. Ismail via text message with another witness.  The text 
messages, a copy of which had already been obtained by the Investigator, 
were reviewed with Witness #5 and confirmed as authentic.   
 

§ On perceived harassment towards Complainants based on gender: 
o “Were [Mr. Ismail’s] comments based on gender?  I can’t say that.” 
o “[Mr. Ismail] held no love for either of [the Complainants].” 
o Witness #5 denied having heard anyone describe Complainants as “the two 

bitches.” 
o Witness #5 described engaging in conduct which he would be “praised for” 

while a female employee engaged in the same conduct would be called “the 
Wicked Witch of the West.”  This was “very common” according to 
Witness #5.  Such comments were not attributed to Mr. Ismail, however.  
 

§ On the overall state of affairs with the Board: 
o “Professionally speaking, the District was a f-----g dumpster fire.” 
o “There was a hostile takeover by the Board.” 
o “The dynamic of the Board was positioned to be more South leaning.” 

 
Mr. Ahmed Ismail 
Mr. Ismail was interviewed at the GPPSS Administrative Offices on November 15, 2023.  The 
interview was also attended by attorney John Kava, who was present at the request of the Board 
of Education.  Mr. Kava did not participate in the questioning of Mr. Ismail but did ask for 
clarification from Mr. Ismail on a few occasions during the interview.  No recordings of the 
interview were made with the consent of the Investigator. 
 
At the outset of the interview, Mr. Ismail provided the Investigator with a document entitled, 
“Responses to [Complainant #1] Statements.”  Therein, Mr. Ismail offered his responses to the 
statements/allegations contained within the written complaint submitted by Complainant #1.  A 
copy of the document provided by Mr. Ismail is attached hereto as Exhibit 2, along with a copy 
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of Board meeting minutes and a Detroit News article pertaining to Mr. Sumbera, which were also 
provided by Mr. Ismail. 
 

§ Mr. Ismail was asked about a quote attributed to him in the Grosse Pointe News 
from January 18, 2023 [Exhibit 3], which provided:  “I think this District can be 
what it used to be and what people expect.  People are so generous here when it 
comes to the schools and we need to give them what they deserve.” 

o “We need to focus on academics.” 
o “When I was in school here, a ‘B’ from Grosse Pointe was like an ‘A’ 

anywhere else.” 
o “We used to be top 5 in the country; now we aren’t even top 10.” 
o “We have to get ourselves back to being the premier public school 

system in Michigan.” 
o “Our focus has been spread.” 
o “Since Suzanne Klein [former Superintendent], our focus hasn’t been 

unwavering.” 
o “It has to do with leadership; a void in leadership.” 
o “There has been a big push … things like DEI, CRT, educational 

acronyms, grading for equity … there are a lot of social and political 
issues that have gotten involved that weren’t here when Suzanne 
[Klein] was.  She used to say, ‘let’s keep the main thing, the main 
thing.’” 
 

§ On tensions between North HS v. South HS: 
o “I see it mostly as athletics.” 
o “We want a superintendent who is globalizing things.”  Mr. Ismail cited 

different methodologies for grading between schools as a problem. 
o “Each school has different needs, but the framework that manages it 

all needs to be consistent.” 
o Mr. Ismail denied that there were racial tensions between schools and 

commented that there were “no issues” from a Board perspective. 
 

§ On the possibility of one high school in GPPSS: 
o “It will never happen in my lifetime.” 
o “Only if you are a kamikaze pilot.” 
o “It doesn’t make sense.” 

 
§ On the termination of Mr. Sumbera: 

o “Parent complaints, I guess.” 
o “Everything [the Board] got was after the fact.” 
o “I don’t know what the breaking point was.” 
o “I think it had to do with an interaction with a student; tossing a bat at 

him or something.” 
o “I thought [the termination] was an overreaction.” 
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o “Ultimately, it was a [Gary Niehaus, former Superintendent] decision.  
[Complainant #2] didn’t have the authority.  [Complainant #1] didn’t 
have the authority.” 

o “There’s not that type of take down without going to the top dog.” 
o “The Board was blind-sided.” 

 
§ Regarding the proposed health clinic at North HS: 

o “It was pushed through in December 2022 before the new Board 
members joined.” 

o Mr. Ismail identified that his “big problem” with the deal was the need to 
sign an agreement with Beaumont that contained a 30-day cancellation 
clause.  In the absence of that clause, Mr. Ismail indicated that he would 
have supported establishment of the health clinic. 

o When asked about Complainant #1’s communications with the Board on 
the topic, Mr. Ismail provided: 

§ “I don’t have a recollection of her being rude.” 
§ “She’s doing her job; she’s fighting for her building.  It was 

something she believed in; she had a vested interest in seeing 
it come to fruition.” 

 
§ On his relationship with Complainant #1: 

o “I have no relationship with her.” 
o “She doesn’t talk to me.” 
o “I don’t recall the last time she even said ‘hello.’” 
o “I extend a hand and she ignores me.” 
o “I don’t know what I did.” 
o “A lot of it started last year with the budget.” 

§ “She felt I was responsible for it.” 
§ “The tone of her voice at Board meetings” was disrespectful. 
§ “She could have handled herself better [in her capacity].” 
§ “She should have agreed to disagree.” 
§ “She needed to respect her Superintendent; this was his 

budget.” 
§ “I don’t think things should be confrontational.” 
§ “She was the only [person] that came to the microphone and 

complained without a solution.” 
 

§ On his relationship with Complainant #2: 
o “We have a cordial relationship.” 
o “My kids had her for class.” 
o “Definitely a better relationship [than with Complainant #1].” 
o “[Complainant #2] is a very cordial person.” 

 
§ On his communications with a staff member at South: 

o “I’m sure I contacted him; I’m sure I did.” 
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o “I talked to [staff member] about his position in the District [at the time 
of budget discussions].  [Staff member] was the low man on the totem 
pole.  I told [staff member], ‘don’t leave; you are young, we have plenty 
of people coming up on retirement.’” 

o “I became aware [staff member] was looking [for a position outside the 
District].  I called him.  I said, ‘don’t leave – we are in a situation where 
people are hitting the 30-year mark; this is a great place for you to be.’” 

o “I think [staff member] appreciated my concern; he thanked me for my 
advice.” 

o Mr. Ismail denied having used the phrase “push[ed] out” or any derivation 
of same.  He also denied suggesting that anyone would be leaving the 
employ of the District for reasons other than retirement or “natural 
attrition” in his conversation with the staff member. 

o Mr. Ismail denied having made any statement at any time suggesting that 
there would be changes in the District that would “turn [the Deputy 
Superintendent] white.” 

 
 

Applicable Policies and Regulations 
 
District Policy 5.02, Nondiscrimination, provides in pertinent part: 

 
The District shall not discriminate on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex 
(including sexual orientation or sexual identity), age, religion, height, weight, 
martial or family status, disability, military status, genetic information, or any other 
legally protected category in its programs and activities, including employment.  
Sexual harassment is a form of sex discrimination, and shall likewise not be 
permitted with respect to students or employees.  The District shall not retaliate 
against a person who reports or opposes improper discrimination or retaliation.  The 
District shall fully comply with all applicable federal and state civil rights statutes. 

 
Administrative Guideline 5.02, Nondiscrimination, provides in pertinent part: 
 

At the conclusion of the investigation, the Compliance Officer or the designee shall 
prepare and deliver a written report to the Superintendent that summarizes the 
evidence gathered during the investigation, and provides recommendations, based 
on the evidence and the definition of unlawful harassment or retaliation as provided 
in Board policy and State and Federal law, as to whether the Complainant has been 
subjected to unlawful harassment. The Compliance Officer’s recommendations 
must be based upon the totality of the circumstances, including the ages and 
maturity levels of those involved. In determining if harassment or retaliation 
occurred, a preponderance of evidence standard will be used. 
 
The Compliance Officer may consult with the Board’s legal counsel before 
finalizing the report to the Superintendent. 
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Absent extenuating circumstances, within five (5) business days of receiving the 
report of the Compliance Officer or the designee, the Superintendent must either 
issue a final decision regarding whether the complaint of harassment or retaliation 
has been substantiated or request further investigation. A copy of the 
Superintendent’s final decision will be delivered to both the Complainant and the 
Respondent. 
 
If the Superintendent requests additional investigation, the Superintendent must 
promptly specify the additional information that is to be gathered. At the conclusion 
of the additional investigation, the Superintendent must issue a final written 
decision as described above. 
 
The decision of the Superintendent shall be final. 

 
Conclusions 

 
Complainants raise a myriad of concerns that are outside the scope of this investigation, 

because they are based on local politics, historic racism, perceived sexism, employment decisions, 

Board budgetary battles, chronicles of affluence and power, or socio-economic imbalance, rather 

than the discrete issues identified by the Investigator as rooted in the written complaints submitted.  

Indeed, much of the time spent interviewing Complainants focused on those same issues, concerns, 

and grievances noted above; though none of which were the actual basis for the initial complaints.  

However, because those concerns are primarily political and historical rather than directly 

connected to the gravamen of this Complaint, they are noted here to acknowledge their existence 

and to provide context to the conclusions herein.  

The genesis of the complaints in this matter was someone telling Complainants that Mr. 

Ismail allegedly told someone else that he wanted to “push out” Complainants from the District 

or some derivation of such a comment indicating that Complainants’ employment with the District 

may be in jeopardy. The fear that the alleged threat may be true prompted the complaints, which 

do not cite a specific Board policy but contained phrases such as “gender bias,” “retaliation,” and 
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“harassment,” while expressly tying such perceived actions to the fact that the two employees who 

are the subject of the alleged comments are female.4 

The identification of motive by any investigation is a tricky proposition in the absence of 

overt acts.  No investigation and associated report can accurately or fairly read minds or decipher 

a complex network of intentions, perceived motivations, or contextual clues.  Indeed, 

investigations are limited to the gathering of evidence provided by witnesses, determinations of 

credibility, an assessment as to the overall weight of the evidence collected, and the offering of 

reasonably drawn conclusions and recommendations.  But while the scope of the investigation is 

narrower than the swath of concerns raised by Complainants, the Investigator can provide answers 

to those items identified as “Issues” in this investigative summary.   

Did Mr. Ismail make comments to a then-GPPSS employee indicating that there was a plan or 
desire to “push out” Complainants from their employment with the District? 

Mr. Ismail denied making these comments.  The staff member to whom the comments were 

allegedly made asserted that they were, in fact, made by Mr. Ismail.  In one respect, therefore, this 

becomes a “he said-he said” situation without a definitive answer.  But the fact that the staff 

member shared the comments attributed to Mr. Ismail contemporaneously with another staff 

member in text message adds credibility to the notion that they were, in fact, made by Mr. Ismail.  

Those text messages were confirmed as authentic by both staff members involved in the exchange.  

There appears to be no obvious basis for those messages to have been fabricated or comments 

attributed to Mr. Ismail for no reason.5 

 
4   Indeed, the Complainants’ complaints offer, in their own words, theories other than gender bias or discrimination 
for the actions of Mr. Ismail and the Board.  Both Complainants, but Complainant #1 in particular, point to their 
advocacy for students at North HS as the primary catalyst for any animosity directed towards them, not gender.  Other 
than advocacy, the decision impacting Mr. Sumbera is also cited; again, this has nothing to do with gender. 
   
5   Relatedly, the conclusion is the same relative to the comment relative to changes in the District turning the Deputy 
Superintendent “white.”  While not the focus of this investigation, that comment is concerning on many levels and 
may represent its own violation of District policy. 
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As such, there is, in the opinion of the Investigator, credible evidence that the comments 

were made by Mr. Ismail during what he clearly perceived to be a private conversation with a staff 

member intended to induce the staff member to stay with GPPSS.  While Mr. Ismail asserted that 

any comments about people leaving the District were in reference to retirement or natural attrition, 

it seems unlikely that the staff member would have responded in the manner noted to such 

innocuous statements.  As such, the answer to the presented question is YES. 

Has the Board and/or Mr. Ismail taken any actions relative to Complainants indicating an 
attempt to terminate Complainants from their employment with the District? 

The record evidences that both Complainants received two-year contract extensions in mid-

2023.  Both Complainants reported no record of discipline within their time with the District.  

While Complainants are understandably concerned about their continued employment in the 

District, they are under contract and can only be terminated in accordance with the express terms 

of those contracts.  Notably, such contracts are subject to MCL 380.1229 which provides that they 

may only be non-renewed for reasons that are not arbitrary and capricious.  Non-renewal of an 

employment contract solely because the employee submitted a complaint about a Board member 

would be both arbitrary and capricious, as well as unlawful retaliation.  As such, the answer to the 

presented question is NO.   

Are the comments by Mr. Ismail and/or his associated actions as a member of the Board 
evidence of gender bias/harassment against the Complainants? 

This issue is the gravamen of the Complainants’ concerns.  It is true that both Complainants  

are female.  It is clear from the record that both are accomplished, strong-willed, direct, 

professional, and fierce advocates for students and their building.  It is also true that there are 

people in this world, certain men in particular, who do not like, respect, or respond well to women 

fitting the above description.  While those with such feelings might be described as pig-headed, 

insecure, arrogant, or chauvinistic, people do have the right to feel how they want to feel.  Board 
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Policy prohibits those feelings from being the motivating factor in a decision .  Here, there is plenty 

of fodder for the notion that certain men in power in the GPPSS, including Mr. Ismail, did not 

respond well to women or appreciate their fierce advocacy.  But there still exists a chasm between 

not responding well to decisions or actions taken by a woman and allowing gender to be the 

motivating factor in, for example, budgetary decisions made at the Board table. 

On the salient issue advanced by Complainants, none of the witnesses offered direct 

evidence of discrimination or harassment, nor concurred with the notion that Complainants were 

harassed or discriminated against on the basis of gender.  Witness #1 indicated that Mr. Ismail has 

struggled with female colleagues and, from their perspective, acted differently towards females – 

but stopped short of offering any direct evidence relative to Complainants.  Witness #5 indicated 

that there was work that he would praised for when a female counterpart might be ridiculed – but 

stopped short of offering any direct evidence that Mr. Ismail engaged in such conduct.  Aside from 

those statements of limited probative value, all the witnesses generally scoffed at the notion that 

Complainants had been subjected to gender bias or harassment.  Even Complainant #1 indicated 

that she was being “Jon’d,” suggesting she was receiving the same treatment as the former 

Superintendent, Jon Dean.  If Complainant #1 was, by her own admission, being treated the same 

as a similarly situated male, she could not be the victim of gender bias or harassment.  These 

notions largely parallel the conclusions of the Investigator, who sees plenty for Complainants to 

be upset about relative to the overall state of affairs in GPPSS, but after conducting this 

investigation, is unable to substantiate an allegation of gender bias against either of the 

Complainants. 

The issues largely complained of by Complainants are about decisions being made by the 

Board which have an adverse impact on the programs/school that Complainants support.  Budget 
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cuts to North HS might be made for a host of reasons, including alleged bias on the part of the 

Board toward South HS;  it could be animus towards minority students, who compromise more of 

the North HS population than the South HS population, or it could be because South is the “the 

High” and many people in the community do not like the North HS community.  None of those 

may be good reasons to make budget decisions.  But none of them has anything to do with 

Complainants being female.  The same holds true with the elimination of a health clinic, followed 

by the quick and inexplicable actions to put up a scoreboard at South HS costing several hundred 

thousand dollars.  The optics on those transactions are, at best, curious.  But they also have nothing 

to do with Complainants being female. 

Finally, even with the conclusion that Mr. Ismail made the disputed comments to a staff 

member, there is no basis on which to conclude that the comments were rooted in gender bias or 

harassment.  Simply because the comments were made to a male staffer who Mr. Ismail desired to 

retain in the District, does not make the comments gender motivated.  Mr. Ismail acknowledged 

that he did not like the advocacy shown by Complainant #1 during the budget process.  That 

advocacy had nothing to do with gender; instead, it had everything to do with the North v. South 

paradigm.  Other witnesses opined that Mr. Ismail simply does not like Complainants, especially 

Complainant #1.  But again, that perceived dislike has not been tied to gender by anyone other 

than the Complainants.  Witness #1 even stated, “If a male was [in the same position as 

Complainant #1], would we have this animus?  Probably.”  In short, there is nothing in the record 

– no direct statements or actions – to substantiate a finding that Policy 5.02 was violated by Mr. 

Ismail.  

It should be noted that while the Investigator has concluded that the evidence does not yield 

a finding of gender bias/harassment against the Complainants by Mr. Ismail specifically, such 
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conclusion is not intended as an endorsement of the GPPSS as a socially diverse, racially conscious 

utopia.  The consternation of the Complainants and witness regarding issues of equality, especially 

relative to race, was palpable.  While those sentiments do not substantiate a finding that Policy 

5.02 was violated in this instance by Mr. Ismail, the feelings that clearly exist within the GPPSS 

can either propel the District to much-needed conversation or they can fester unaddressed, leading 

to additional issues in the future.  Notwithstanding, the answer to the presented question is NO.   

Are the comments by Mr. Ismail and/or his associated actions as a member of the Board in 
response to actions taken against Mr. Frank Sumbera, a former coach, who was terminated by 
the District? 

Based on the evidence collected, it would be hard – if not impossible – to dismiss the 

termination of Mr. Sumbera as a significant moment in the employment trajectory of both 

Complainants.  While Mr. Sumbera’s termination likely did not color every action which followed 

it, the perception of Complainants was undoubtedly impacted, even if they both continued to 

maintain their employment with the District.  The stories provided to and reviewed by the 

Investigator from the Grosse Pointe News were befuddling [Exhibit 4], both in their direct attack 

on Complainants (chiefly Complainant #2) and in the ardent support for a coach who was 

dismissed for harming children.  Seemingly, much of the GPPSS community was dismissive of 

Mr. Sumbera’s actions, as was Mr. Ismail, calling the termination an “overreaction.”  But just as 

there are those who will defend coaching legends Bobby Knight or Joe Paterno until their last 

breath, the reality is that their conduct in certain situations – notwithstanding their status as beloved 

coaches who won games and undoubtedly had a positive impact on many young people – was 

wrong when measured by any metric. 

As Complainant #1 explained, the complaints against Mr. Sumbera were “verified 

through an investigation and personal accounts,” an investigation which was spearheaded by 
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Complainants.  For additional context, the allegations included, among others:  Mr. Sumbera 

tossing a bat at a student, causing a bloody nose; coaches under Mr. Sumbera’s direction lifting up 

their shirts and telling players to “suck on my t--s because you are a p---y;” Mr. Sumbera 

grabbing a hard of hearing student and screaming at him about his inability to hear; Mr. Sumbera 

putting a player with a concussion back into a game, which led to cognitive issues; and others.  

That Mr. Ismail is aware of this information, even if it was shared after the fact by the then-

Superintendent, yet he dismisses it as an “overreaction” is troubling.  As is the notion that the 

Board might name a field in his honor.  While it is not the role of the Investigator to make a value 

judgment on such issues, it is easy to agree with the sentiment offered by Witness #4 that the 

possibility of naming a field at North HS after Mr. Sumbera is intended as a “middle finger” to 

Complainants. 

The great mystery, however, is why Complainants are being blamed by anyone for the 

dismissal of Mr. Sumbera.  Even Mr. Ismail noted that the decision was made by the former 

Superintendent Niehaus who was the “top dog” at the time.  But even with that acknowledgment, 

Mr. Ismail’s description of the circumstances leading to Mr. Sumbera’s dismissal strikes as critical 

of the process and, again, an overreaction.  As Mr. Ismail explained to the Investigator, Mr. 

Sumbera’s missteps, if any, needed to be put “into perspective,” recognizing the years Mr. 

Sumbera had been there and the respect he had in the community – “If he did something wrong, 

put him on an improvement place and correct it.”  These comments seem to be critical of the 

manner in which Complainants approached the issues with Mr. Sumbera, even if they were not the 

ultimate decision-makers relative to his continued employment with the District. 

So, while the decision to terminate resided with the “top dog,” there is little question that 

the gravity of the evidence suggests that Complainants were held to blame – at least to some extent 
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– for Mr. Sumbera’s removal from the District.  The Investigator is left to conclude that the 

termination adversely impacted Mr. Ismail’s perception of Complainants.  But that decision had 

nothing to do with gender.  Even Witness #1 admitted that had a male been in the roles occupied 

by Complainants, there still would have been issues.  Thus, the answer to the presented question 

is YES. 

After the filing of the complaints in this matter, did Mr. Ismail engage in retaliatory behavior 
towards the Complainants? 

The complaint addendums submitted by Complainants, suggest that Mr. Ismail engaged in 

retaliatory conduct after the filing of the complaints in this matter.  As to Complainant #1, the 

concern had to do with her being left off an ad hoc committee.  As to Complainant #2, the concern 

emanated from both a social media post and the recognition of a departing District employee.  In 

each instance, whether it was a case of Mr. Ismail not knowing how to act during a pending 

investigation or engaging in conduct with specific malicious intent, the examples proffered by 

Complainants are of significant concern.  While the noted conduct does not represent an unlawful 

adverse employment action, it certainly suggests an intent to not engage with Complainants as 

would be expected in the normal course of their employment. 

The Board should be advised in no uncertain terms that any actions undertaken towards 

Complainants because of their complaints in this matter will likely be determined to be retaliatory 

under Policy 5.02.  Thus, the answer to the presented question is YES. 

Other Items and Recommendations 
 

Aside from the key issues advanced in the complaints, there were a host of other issues 

raised throughout the process of the investigation which warrant attention from administration 

and/or the Board.  Offered in no particular order: 
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§ Members of the Board contacting staff directly to talk about a wide range of 

operational issues is not advised, nor is meeting with staff off-site for school 

business purposes.  As Witness #1 noted, “it’s not illegal; it’s just bad 

governance.” 

§ Clearly, there is a feeling amongst many staff that the Board has moved beyond the 

permissible scope of its authority.  The notion expressed by Witness #2 that, “the 

Board is way more in the weeds, trying to be administration,” was a sentiment 

shared by more than one witness.  This could be problematic over time and is 

something that administration and the Board should examine, particularly as a new 

Superintendent takes leadership over the District. 

§ The options for “punishing” a member of the Board for violations of policy are, of 

course, limited.  The Board may censure a member for conduct it collectively 

believes violates policy or District standards.  Removal from a committee or a 

petition to the governor for removal from the Board entirely are also options.  But 

in the final analysis, the Board and the District are left with few options to hold 

accountable a Board member who has not met the call of the office from a conduct 

perspective. 

§ As noted above, it is the Board’s discretion whether or not to honor an individual 

by naming a field or any other school building, property, or item after him or her.  

Given the circumstances surrounding Mr. Sumbera’s termination and the nature of 

the allegations advanced against him, the Board should be counseled about the 

ripple impacts of such a decision.  Indeed, in an environment where “re-
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victimization” is a hot and important topic, actions to exalt Mr. Sumbera may have 

a significant blow-back component. 

§ It is painfully evident that a significant divide exists between the North and South 

ends of the GPPSS community.  While composition of the Board is left to the 

voters, it is quite clear that a toxic cocktail of demographics, socio-economic status, 

power, influence, and support – whether perceived or real – is harming large 

segments of the school community.  And while it is possible that only those on the 

North end see an issue – very rarely do those holding all the cards perceive there to 

be any problem in the game – those on the North end clearly feel that they are 

treated as “less than” and that they have received a short end of the stick as it 

pertains to multiple budget and operational decisions.  Efforts are recommended to 

bridge this divide in a manner that might dull or even negate the sentiments that 

were expressed by all of the witnesses in this matter. 

§ We speak frequently to students about restorative efforts when communications 

have broken down and/or been strained between young people.  But restorative 

efforts are not limited to students.  Here, it certainly appears to the Investigator that 

a restorative effort should at least try to be undertaken between Mr. Ismail and 

Complainants.  While it takes willingness on both sides to meet and discuss, the 

Investigator recommends District leadership attempt to facilitate such a process. 

§ As it pertains to Complainants, their complaints in this matter and the findings of 

this investigation should be a major consideration for the District and/the Board in 

future discussions and/or contemplations about staffing, contracts, etc.  While that 

is not to say that either Complainant is “untouchable” from an employment status, 
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termination and/or non-renewal of either in the absence of compelling evidence of 

misconduct is likely to be met with claims of retaliation.  Certainly, this is 

something that the Interim Superintendent and/or new Superintendent can discuss 

with legal counsel to ascertain the full spectrum of considerations.   

Thank you for the opportunity to serve as the Investigator in this matter.   
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positions at North High School. President Ishmail is in a position of power, and these
statements are extremely threatening, harassing, and retaliatory. He has threatened my
career and my livelihood. The decisions that the current board majority have made have
caused at least four members of the Executive Administrative team to leave, including
our superintendent, Dr. Jon Dean. I am well aware, with the departure of the
superintendent, that President Ishmail now has more power over me and access to me
than ever before, which makes his statement that much more alarming and
threatening.  
 
I absolutely believe President Ishmail’s threat to be true, as his and Treasurer Cotton’s
previous behaviors have all led up to this point. I firmly believe that it is their intention to
complete this desired outcome. I believe this threat is rooted in both gender bias and in
President Ishmail’s dismissal of diversity and equity work. I also believe this threat is
catalyzed by the fact that I am the principal of the high school with the greatest number
of African American students, students with special needs, and students who are socio-
economically disadvantaged, and I have and will continue to loudly advocate for all of
my students’ needs. I also believe President Ishmail’s threat is rooted in the fact that
North High School is led by three women and a black man.  
 
I have been a Norseman for 28 years and the principal for the last 12 years. As the
leader of this school, I have had to make many difficult decisions regarding both staff
and students. I firmly believe that I’m being targeted by and retaliated against by Mr.
Ishmail and Mr. Cotton due to several of these decisions. I’m fearful that I might lose my
job and more. This is personal.  My family lives here and my kids attend school in the
Grosse Pointe Public School System. His statements don’t just threaten my job; they
threaten my family and the life I’ve established here.  
 
Mr. Cotton is the owner of the Grosse Pointe News, which has printed myriad articles
over the last six years condemning me and my leadership. He and several other board
members disagree with the removal of a coach who harmed students. In fact now, this
statement to push me out is likely also grounded in my refusal to name a field after this
coach who intentionally harmed marginalized students. These articles have attempted
to diminish my capacity to lead and therefore have lessened my ability to take care of
North High School.  
 
Shortly after the new School Board members were sworn into office in January, it
became very clear that they had a targeted, specific agenda that would lead up to the
removal of central office and building administrators. Within days of assuming office, the
Board called a special meeting to cancel a grant for a teen health clinic at North that
had been approved by the previous board.  One board member even attempted to
intentionally slander me during the board meeting and her behavior went unchecked by
President Ishmail. I believe his desire to push me out is in retaliation for my gaining a
state funded grant to take care of students.
 
The creation and implementation of this year’s budget was clearly an attack on North
High School and its staff. This year’s drastic budget reductions harmed North far more
than any other school. The North community showed up to the May 19th Board meeting
to appropriately share their concerns, and the meeting lasted nine hours. Since then,
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Mr. Cotton attempted to patronize the North community by condescendingly defining the
word “compromise” during a board meeting. Since then, the board majority has passed
several resolutions to limit and silence public comments at board meetings. It is clear
that Mr. Ishmail and Mr. Cotton would like me and North High School to disappear. They
have even discussed the possibility of closing North at several Facilities Committee
meetings.  
 
Needless to say, the behavior of Mr. Ishmail and the board majority has caused me
great distress. I am constantly fearful and anxious, and they have made going to work
extremely difficult. I have sought medical attention for my deteriorating health including
headaches, difficulty sleeping, panic attacks, digestive issues, depression, and high
blood pressure. I have had to seek medical care for all of these issues. In fact, one day
last spring at school, the school nurse was called to attend to me and my high blood
pressure and its effects. The stress this has caused has had a large negative impact on
me and my family.  
 
Please know that I am a proud Norseman. I have spent my entire career at North. I
taught English and French for fifteen years, was an AP for a year, and now I am in my
12th year as principal. I have been lauded for my many accomplishments over the
years, including earning highly effective ratings on my evaluations. I would like to finish
my career as I started it, at North, taking care of our Norsemen. Unfortunately, I feel I
am being targeted and harassed, which could end my ability to complete my career as I
started it.
 
I will be seeking my own legal counsel and am prepared to take further legal action if
President Ishmail’s statements are confirmed and steps are taken to “push me out” of
my career and life in Grosse Pointe.
 
Kate Murray
 
 
--

Kathryn C. Murray

Principal, Grosse Pointe North High School

Grosse Pointe Public School System

Our Vision: OneGP - where everyone learns, every day  

Our Mission: Promote Innovation ® Maximize Potential ® Embrace Community

313.432.3204     murrayk@gpschools.org

twitter: @katecalmurray
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Confidentiality Notice:  This message, including any attachments, is intended for the use of the
named recipient(s) and may contain confidential and/or privileged information.  ANY
unauthorized review, use, disclosure or distribution of the communication(s) is expressly
prohibited.  If you are not the intended recipient, please contact the sender by reply email and
destroy any and all copies of the original message. 
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From: Kate Murray <MurrayK@gpschools.org>
Sent: Friday, September 22, 2023 9:17 AM
To: Nicole Pilgrim <pilgrin@gpschools.org>; McInerney, Mark W. <mmcinerney@clarkhill.com>
Cc: Kate Murray <murrayk@gpschools.org>
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Subject: Fwd: Superintendent TransiIon CommiEee MeeIng
 
[External Message]

Good Morning,
I would like to add this email to my complaint.  I was not an original recipient of the email invitaIon to
be a part of the Superintendent TransiIon Ad Hoc CommiEee.  I was not invited in August.  This is the
first invitaIon I have received.  The language President Ishmail uses in this invitaIon ("In late August, I
emailed the recipients of this email,") is a lie and intenIonally misleading.  Please add this informaIon to
the invesIgaIon.
 
Kate Murray  

---------- Forwarded message ---------
From: Ahmed	Ismail <ismaila@gpschools.org>
Date: Fri, Sep 22, 2023 at 8:49 AM
Subject: Superintendent TransiIon CommiEee MeeIng
To: ChrisIan Fenton (GPPSS) <fentonc@gpschools.org>
Cc: Roy Bishop <bishopr@gpschools.org>, Howell, Keith (GPPSS) <howellk@gpschools.org>, Nicole
Pilgrim <pilgrin@gpschools.org>, Christopher Stanley <stanlec@gpschools.org>, Moussa Hamka
<hamkam@gpschools.org>, Kate Murray <MurrayK@gpschools.org>, Rodger Hunwick
<HunwicR@gpschools.org>, Jodie Randazzo <jodie.randazzo@yahoo.com>
 

Good morning, Chris,
 
In late August, I emailed the recipients of this email with an invitation to serve on
an Ad Hoc Superintendent Transition Committee.  Its purpose is to aid you in
guiding the system through the transition to our new superintendent and to share
ideas from each level of our buildings.
 
I would appreciate it if you would please connect with the recipients to work out a
date and time for our first meeting.  An hour should be more than enough time to
get the ball rolling.
 
Thank you and best wishes,
 
Ahmed
 
 
Ahmed Ismail, President
Grosse Pointe Public School System - Board of Education
313-343-9060
 
Note:		The	opinions	expressed	in	this	email	are	those	of	the	sender	and	do	not	necessarily	reflect	the	opinions	of	the	balance	of	the	Board	of	Trustees
and/or	the	administra;on	of	the	Grosse	Pointe	Public	School	System.	Emails	sent	to	or	from	this	email	address	are	accessible	by	the	public	under	the
Freedom	of	Informa;on	Act	(FOIA).

 



The exhibits attached to this email totaled more than 100 pages on the budgetary 
discussions referenced in the email.  As these materials would all be publicly available, 
they have not been included here.
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North's student to teacher raVo has historically been lower than South's due to our different student
populaVons.  Our raVo went from 20.7 to 21.9 caused by a 5.1 FTE reducVon.  This reducVon caused a
change of 1.2 in our raVon, which is significantly different from South.  
 
As I shared, Sean Co9on a9empted to humiliate and patronize me during the BOE meeVng on June
12th.  You can see his slide with the definiVon of compromise at the 48:41 mark.  He was frustrated that
I conVnued to advocate for North and wanted me to be quiet and tell the North Community that this
outcome was an acceptable outcome.  Subsequently the protocols around public comment and length of
meeVngs has changed.
 

 
 
Upon reflecVon on the above informaVon and the informaVon I shared with Kevin, I believe Sean Co9on
along with Nicole Pilgrim and Amanda Matheson should all be interviewed.
 
The final a9achment is a new resoluVon that is coming out of the Policy Commi9ee.  I most definitely
feel it will be weaponized and used against me and North.
 
Thank you,
Kate Murray
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In the past few months, the GPPSS Superintendent and several other district
administrators have left their former positions which has subsequently left few layers of
protection between building level administration and the GPPSS Board of Education. 
As current President of the Board of Education, Mr. Ishmail now sits in a position of
increased power over my role and all administrative roles in the district. This increase in
power renders his statements threatening to end my educational career even more
salient.
 
In my role as the Assistant Principal and Athletic Director at Grosse Pointe North High
School, I have had to make difficult administrative decisions regarding students and
personnel.  Because of these past decisions, I feel I am currently being targeted and
retaliated against by Mr. Ismail for said decisions.  I am fearful of the loss of my job and
feel threatened that I may be “pushed out” or removed from my AD/AP position by this
new school board.  The new treasurer of the GPPS Board is related to the ownership of
The Grosse Pointe News, which has printed several damning articles about me over the
past six years.  These articles have attempted to diminish me as an administrator, an
athletic director, and even went as far as to print my resume in an attempt to “prove”
that I was, in their opinion, not qualified to serve in the role of Assistant Principal and
Athletic Director. I believe Sean Cotton is also in a position of power and currently
threatens my educational career with GPPSS.
 
I have served Grosse Pointe Public Schools for 25 years.  I was a business educator at
Grosse Pointe North for 19 years prior to taking my current position.  I have always
been a strong, competent woman who holds true to my values and beliefs.  This has
been especially true the past six years being a woman in a traditionally male role as
athletic director.  For 25 years, I have enjoyed and looked forward to going to work
every day to serve Grosse Pointe North and I have received numerous highly effective
evaluations over my career.  I feel I am being targeted and harassed by the current
school board hindering my ability to finish my final years of an educational career.  
 
Currently, I fear my position is in jeopardy.  I am struggling to get motivated to attend
school and find little joy in my administrative role; the only thing that keeps me attending
is the quality educators and resilient students in our building. I frequently have
headaches and struggle to sleep at night.  My stress has a daily impact on my physical
health and I have a high level of anxiety and frequent depression. I am seeking therapy
to obtain coping skills and to support my mental health.   The stress and anxiety is
having a negative impact on my family and has created undue and unnecessary stress
and anxiety for them as well.
 
I will be seeking the advice of legal counsel and would pursue legal action if the Board
of Education President, Ahmed Ismail’s alleged statements are confirmed and actions
are taken to “push” me out of my educational career with Grosse Pointe Public School
System.
 
Thank you for taking the time to address and formally investigate the allegations.
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Michelle	Davis
Assistant	Principal/AthleFc	Director
Grosse	Pointe	North	High	School
CTE	Administrator	Liaison
Grosse	Pointe	Public	School	System
 
Our	Vision:	OneGP - where everyone	learns, every	day
Our	Mission:	Promote InnovaSon® Maximize PotenSal ® Embrace Community

(313) 432-3255     davism@gpschools.org

Confiden+ality	No+ce:		This	message,	including	any	a:achments,	is	intended	for	the	use	of	the	named	recipient(s)	and	may	contain	confiden+al
and/or	privileged	informa+on.		ANY	unauthorized	review,	use,	disclosure	or	distribu+on	of	the	communica+on(s)	is	expressly	prohibited.		If	you
are	not	the	intended	recipient,	please	contact	the	sender	by	reply	email	and	destroy	any	and	all	copies	of	the	original	message.	
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“no big deal.” Sean Cotton is now a member of this school board and in a direct position
of power over me. One of the ways I feel they are attempting to force me into leaving
Grosse Pointe involves this summer’s discussion, that I was recently made aware of,
which is the idea that Grosse Pointe North should now be forced to honor Mr. Sumbera
this upcoming school year. There have been discussions about naming a field or part of
a stadium after him. I do not find it coincidental that these proposals have been offered
up and pushed by the new school board in light of the fact of their stated mission to
attempt to force me out. The thought of having to stand and honor a man that was
terminated for cause five years ago has certainly added to the stress and anxiety of my
job, which I believe was precisely the point.
 
 
Michelle Davis
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(313) 432-3255     davism@gpschools.org

Confiden+ality	No+ce:		This	message,	including	any	a:achments,	is	intended	for	the	use	of	the	named	recipient(s)	and	may	contain	confiden+al	and/or	privileged
informa+on.		ANY	unauthorized	review,	use,	disclosure	or	distribu+on	of	the	communica+on(s)	is	expressly	prohibited.		If	you	are	not	the	intended	recipient,	please
contact	the	sender	by	reply	email	and	destroy	any	and	all	copies	of	the	original	message.	
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From: Michelle Davis <michelleabood5@gmail.com>
Sent: Sunday, November 5, 2023 7:45 AM
To: Jeffrey Donahue <jdonahue@whiteschneider.com>
Subject: AddiOonal InformaOon for formal complaint
 
Hello Jeff
 
Please see the informaOon below, I would like to add this to my formal complaint and the informaOon I
discussed with you and Mr. Kevin SuIon at our meeOng on October 30, 2023. 
 
November 3, 2023
 
A parent reached out to my office to inquire about statistics, records, and details with
regard to a 31 year North coach who is retiring this year, Scott Cooper. My secretary
took a message from the parent who said he was reaching out for information about
Coach Cooper because of the proclamation happening for him at the November 14,
2023 board meeting.  I was unaware of the proclamation and how it began so I returned
the parents' call.  He informed me that Board President Amhed Ismail asked him to
gather the information.  I inquired with our district office and they confirmed that
President Ahmed Ismail had asked them to put Scott Cooper's name on the calendar,
however he did not mention it was for a proclamation or that he was a North coach to
the Superintendent's secretary.  She was just asked to add Scott Cooper's name to the
agenda and schedule a 10 minute recess after President Ismail spoke for refreshments
after the presentation. The Superintendent's secretary was not aware he was a North
coach and I believe President Ismail failed to inform her because past practice would
have had her reach out to me.
 
I believe this was another attempt by President Ismail to remove me from a process that
should have included me and been led by my office in conjunction with the Board of
Education.  In the past, any time a coach has been presented with an award,
recognition, etc. I was involved in the process and attended the board meeting to either
present the award or in support of the North coach.  If the North parent had not reached
out to my office for details about Coach Cooper’s career I would not have been aware of
the proclamation and would not attend the meeting on November 14, 2023.  I believe
President Ismail excluded me from a process that should have included the North
athletic department and myself as the athletic director, because my absence would
portray me in a negative light to the community for not attending.
 
The North parent reached out to President Ismail on Friday, November 3, 2023 in an
email (to his business email not his Board of Education email), which included me, to
request President Ismail or a board member reach out to me and the North athletic
department for any details with regard to Coach Cooper’s career.  My office has not
heard from President Ismail or any other board of education member.  Please see the
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email below.
 

 

Michael Leonhard
<Michael.Leonhard@yourlowestquote.com>

Fri, Nov 3, 11:57 AM (2
days ago)

 
to

ahmed@potraitplacegp.com, davism@gpschools.org

Hello Ahmed,
I made contact with Michelle Davis and Teresa Bennett over at the North Athletic Office
about obtaining statistical information on Coach Cooper's career for the BOE
Proclamation that we spoke about being presented to him at the 11/14 BOE Meeting. 
Michelle Davis said they can help you with the needed information and to have either
yourself or whomever else from the BOE will be working on this to contact the AD Office
at North Directly at 313-432-3255. 
Thanks to all helping with this.
Michael Leonhard
 
 
 



Exhibit 2 































Exhibit 3 



Ahmed Ismail’s senior yearbook photo from Grosse Pointe
North.

Courtesy photos
Ahmed Ismail, center, with Michigan Association of School Boards Executive Director
Justin King, left, and former Grosse Pointe Public School System Superintendent
Suzanne Klein as Ismail receives his first recognition for MASB training in 2005.

Pointer of Interest: School board president reflects, looks ahead
 Open Audio Article Player

By Ted O'Neil on January 18, 2023

A middle school science project and a love of photography led to a career Ahmed Ismail enjoys so much, he says his work at The Portrait Place is his
hobby.
“The day after I had my hip replaced last November, I asked my wife to drive me to the office,” he laughed. “She wouldn’t do it, but I enjoy what I do so
much it doesn’t seem like work. I don’t golf. I used to ski but can’t do that anymore. This is my hobby.”

Ismail, now in his fourth stint on the Grosse Pointe Public School System Board of Education, was elected
president earlier this month by his colleagues.
“I think this district can be what it used to be and what people expect,” he said. “People are so generous
here when it comes to the schools and we need to give them what they deserve.”
Growing up in the Harper Woods part of GPPSS, Ismail attended Poupard Elementary School, Parcells
Middle School and Grosse Pointe High School, then was part of the first graduating class at Grosse Pointe
North High School in 1970.
His bio on the GPPSS website says he considers himself a lifelong learner.
“That comes from my father,” Ismail said. “He was an academic and instilled that in us from a very early
age.”
Imam Vehbi Ismail came to the area in the late 1940s and established the Albanian American Moslem
Society. In the 1960s, he built the Albanian Islamic Center on Harper near Allard, the area’s first mosque.
“His father’s father was the leader of all Muslims in Albania,” Ismail said. “Being the oldest son it was a
bit expected of me to follow that path, but life took a turn.”
That turn was a science fair at Parcells where Ismail decided to study the effects of radiation on fruit flies.
It helped that his mother, Betty, who still lives in the Harper Woods house where the family grew up, ran
the X-ray department at Hutzel Women’s Hospital in Detroit.
“The doctors would put my jars on the X-ray machine and then I would take photographs of the
mutations,” he recalled. “I had all these jars in the basement of this banana mush-like baby food and
that’s what the fruit flies would feed on.”
But first Ismail had to figure out how to document his research. Enter Studio Camera on Mack, then
owned by Carl Joyner.

“I hopped on my bike and rode over there and he showed me how to take photographs
through a microscope,” Ismail said. “I was fascinated. The more I learned about
photography, the more I liked it. He taught me everything he knew and I soaked it up
like a sponge.”
By high school, Joyner offered Ismail a job as a stock boy.
“I was always hanging around the place anyway so he offered me a part-time job,” he
said. “I just never left. Carl used to always tell me, ‘slow your motor and don’t be so
rambunctious.’ He was a true gentleman and a scholar. He was like a second father to
me.”
After finishing high school, Ismail thought about taking a job at Altman Camera in
Chicago, which he said was the largest camera store in the country at the time.
“Carl told me he was thinking about retiring, so he sold me his third of the business,”
Ismail said. “He had two silent partners but they didn’t really know anything about
photography.”
Ismail gave Joyner a down payment and agreed to a payment schedule.
“We went to see his attorney and the guy asked what I was putting up as security,”
Ismail said. “Carl told him I gave my word and we shook hands. That’s how you did it
in those days.”
Business took off in the 1970s as camera companies started selling automatic cameras.
“When Canon came out with the AE-1, it really set the market on fire,” Ismail said. “At
one time I had 60 people working for me and we even had a human resources

department.”
Ismail began traveling to Japan several times a year, working as a consultant for Minolta so they could better understand the American market.
“In the mid-1980s Japan developed a machine that could print a photo in an hour,” he said. “I bought one and we became the first one-hour lab in the
area. People would stand on the sidewalk and stare through the window just to watch photos being printed.”
Ismail married his wife, Mary Ann, in 1987, and they opened other one-hour photo labs around metro Detroit.
After moving back to the Pointes in 2000, Ismail decided to run for school board in 2004.
“I had so many great teachers growing up and such a great experience, I felt like I owed it to the community to get involved,” he said. “We were probably
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only the second or third Muslim family to move into the area and people were so welcoming. We were the only family on our street without a Christmas
tree in the window and no one ever said anything.”
Ismail won re-election in 2008, but a stroke in 2009 forced him to resign. It was around then he and Mary Ann scaled back their business to the current
iteration, The Portrait Place.
“It’s fun because we’ve got parents bringing in their children who we photographed as children,” he said. “Mary Ann takes most of the portraits. She’s
much better at it and far more patient than me. I work on things like retouching photos.”
Ismail was elected to the board again in 2014, but chose not to run in 2018. That changed in 2020, due in part to board decisions he didn’t agree with,
such as closing Poupard and Trombley and moving fifth graders to the middle schools.
During his various stints on the board, Ismail also has gotten involved with taking training classes through the Michigan Association of School Boards,
eventually becoming a mentor to board members in other districts. Of some 4,500 school board members statewide, only 113 have taken more MASB
training, according to the GPPSS website.
Ismail has continued his support of the district outside of his board involvement. The Ismail Family Academic Excellence Award goes to one graduating
senior at each high school every year and is done so in honor of a person Ismail thinks had a profound impact on his life. For South’s ArtFest, The Portrait
Place provides grants for complimentary printing services to top photography students.
Looking ahead to leading the board this year, Ismail said there is work to be done.
“I’ve lived in places like Birmingham and Bloomfield Hills, but nowhere are people more generous when it comes to the schools than here,” he said. “But
we’ve got challenges, especially with aging buildings.”
Ismail recently has expressed concerns about some of the spending the district has undertaken.
“We have to be very careful,” Ismail said. “Without our schools, Grosse Pointe is a
vacuum.”
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