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October 6, 2025 

For more than a year, Lakewood’s school board has engaged in a closed-door 
process to shutter a newly built elementary school.  This entire process was premised on 
stale data and kicked oƯ in isolation, without any strategic plan for the future of the district1 
or much less any clear plan for what happens to the new elementary building once closed.  
No meaningful eƯort was made to evaluate any scenarios that involved keeping all schools 
open, or to assess the value that Lakewood’s nationally unique neighborhood school 
system provides to the community.  

As the issues with this process became more widely known over the past year, the 
school board attempted to distance itself from the process by telling the public that any of 
its involvement was “just observing” and “information gathering.”   The community has 
been told that a “community” task force of peers, representing a diverse cross-section of 
our community, was led by the Superintendent and explored all options openly and 
independent of school board influence. 

After a review of certain public records, it is clear that this narrative was untrue.2  It is 
clear that not only was the school board actively involved in every step of the elementary 
closure process but that it violated Ohio law on numerous occasions in its eƯorts to keep 
its deliberations and the true intent of this process hidden from the public.  If that wasn’t 
bad enough, school board leadership worked with the administration to push a public 
relations narrative designed to gaslight the community into embracing its malfeasance.  In 
attempt to defend its course of action, much of the media generated by the Lakewood City 
School District over the past year has painted the public narrative that Lakewood’s schools 
are in a perpetual decline and that the district needs to shed assets to be good fiscal 
stewards.   

 
1 Lakewood’s last strategic plan was published in 2022 and expired this year.  It did not identify any enrollment 
challenges, fiscal challenges, or desire to repurpose any schools. See the 2022 Strategic Plan available here. 
2 A repository of these records can be downloaded here.  The bates numbers referenced in the exhibits to this 
letter correspond to those records.  
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Regardless of whether the district votes to close a school or halts this process for 
further study prior to the school board election in a few weeks, the community needs to 
understand what really happened here.  At a time when communities like Lakewood need 
to be coming together for many reasons, our top two school board leaders decided to rip 
our community apart.  As it turns out, it was for no reason at all.3   

Friends of Lakewood Schools, a nonprofit entity formed in May 2025 to support and 
advocate for the long-term success of the Lakewood City School District, has collaborated 
with many community stakeholders over the past five months to gather perspectives and 
information to help shed light on the elementary closure process and, as a result, school 
board leadership generally.  Significant and concerning information has emerged from this 
initial information, demonstrating both a repeated pattern of misleading the public and of 
violating Ohio laws meant to avoid these exact situations.  While many more questions 
remain to be answered – and we believe significant additional issues will be identified 
based on the limited information gathered to date, and what that information implies about 
records not yet obtained – we feel it is imperative that the community is able to ascertain 
some of this information that their school board has intentionally withheld from them.4  

 
3 Much can be said about the inappropriateness of conducting this type of myopic review of elementary 
schools alone without a proper strategic plan in place for the district. But even if one is willing to look at this 
issue in isolation as the school board has proposed, it turns out their own data completely refutes the 
underlying theory they have been pushing for the past year.  Task force member Zach Robock recently 
published an excellent analysis of the district’s own information in the Lakewood Observer.  You can read that 
here. Further we note that the enrollment data the district presented to the Elementary Facilities Task Force 
(ETF) at its first meeting in August 2024 was based on data prepared in 2022 and originally used “for insurance 
purposes” that year.  The district had more recent figures, but it decided to use the COVID data anyway, 
presumably because it better fit the narrative they were trying to spin to the ETF that enrollment was falling 
precipitously at the elementary level and closing an elementary was the only responsible choice.   
4 Based on the volume of identifiable but missing records and clear violations of Ohio’s sunshine laws 
identified to date, we believe that any litigation over this matter would result in significant additional items 
being identified. While approximately 10,000 pages of public records have been provided to date in response 
to certain requests, we note that approximately half of these records are unresponsive “clutter” added to the 
response (e.g. providing publicly available state legislative budget documents multiple times that are ~1,000 
pages each, including thousands of pages of the exact same post card that was distributed by the district to 
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We highlight here just a few of the findings that demonstrate how the school board 
manipulated this process from start to finish to achieve its predetermined outcome and to 
then pass it oƯ as a “community” decision.  Had the school board just come clean with the 
public at the outset of what is inevitably a diƯicult discussion in the best-case scenario, we 
believe that much of the community conflict and reputational damage that the school 
board has inflicted on itself and our community could have been mitigated.  Our hope in 
publishing this information is that, by shedding light on this otherwise dark period, 
Lakewood residents will be in a better position to engage with their elected school board 
leaders and can begin to rebuild a culture of trust and transparency that puts Lakewood on 
a path to long-term success for our schools and our children.  

1. The Elementary Task Force process was constructed and managed contrary to 
Ohio law.   

Records show that the school board was intimately involved in creating the task 
force,5 appointing its members,6 and designing the limited elementary school-closure 
scenarios presented to the task force,7 and that the school board actively attended and 
deliberated on substantive policy issues during closed-door meetings. 

We want to acknowledge here that approximately 50 very intelligent and engaged 
community members spent extensive time reviewing, evaluating and deliberating on the 
information presented to them by the school board and superintendent throughout a nearly 

 
all households in Lakewood, etc.).  At the same time, many relevant and responsive records appear to have 
been omitted from the requests.   
5 On numerous occasions in 2024 and 2025 the school board stated the obvious – that they had created the 
task force – before abruptly shifting the message in mid May 2025 to distance themselves from the task force 
and label it as a task force of the superintendent. For instance, as late as the school board meeting held on 
May 5, 2025, Board President Nora Katzenberger stated that “the Superintendent and the Board formed the 
Task Force.” See Board YouTube Channel for May 5, 2025 Meeting at 1:42:18. 
6 See Exhibit A attached hereto for relevant correspondence.   
7 In an email dated March 14, 2025, Board President Nora Katzenberger stated “…when we asked FutureThink 
to develop draft scenarios as a starting point for the Task Force, we gave them parameters they needed to 
follow.”  
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year-long task force process.  We thank these community members for their engagement of 
their time and perspective in that process.  The issues identified with the elementary task 
force process are exclusively directed at the publicly elected school board members and 
their top administration, not the teachers, staƯ, task force members, PTA members, or any 
other valued community member engaged in this process, all of whom we know care 
deeply about Lakewood’s schools regardless of where they stand on this topic.  The 
records suggest that the school board may have misled these well intentioned and 
intelligent community members, who no doubt believed that their work was well founded 
and based on data and information they should be able to trust their school board and 
administration to provide to them objectively.  In fact, the evidence suggests that the 
process was improperly established and managed by the school board leadership from 
start to finish.  

It is clear from numerous records that the task force was eƯectively a delegated 
public body “of” the school board, deliberating on significant issues of public policy 
entrusted to our elected leaders, and not an advisory committee convened solely by 
Superintendent Niedzwiecki.  This is a significant distinction, because meetings of public 
bodies are required to be held open to the public and properly noticed under Ohio’s Open 
Meetings Act (referred to herein as “sunshine laws”).8  The task force meetings, therefore, 
were subject to the sunshine laws and required to be held open for the public.  The task 
force meetings were closed to the public and there was no notice given to the public of the 
task force meetings.9 

Records also clearly demonstrate that the Board’s presence, often with more than a 
quorum, at multiple task force meetings did not constitute mere “information gathering” 
sessions.  Active deliberations in fact happened among a majority of the school board at 

 
8 See Ohio Revised Code Section 121.22.  
9 See Exhibit B attached hereto for relevant correspondence.   
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task force meetings that were intentionally closed to the public and covered topics of 
school policy that are of great public importance.10 

The violations of Ohio law evident in just a small sampling of public records 
prompted Friends of Lakewood Schools to send requests for additional public records that 
were related to the issues identified in those initial records.11  What became clear from 
reviewing these initial public records was that: (1) the school board had made extensive 
eƯorts to hide their deliberations on the school closure topic from the public, often using 
improperly held board executive sessions for this purpose; (2) rather than asking these 
intelligent and engaged community members to conduct an open and objective analysis of 
options, including evaluation of options that keep all schools open, the task force was 
constituted to provide a “community” varnish and given data that was stale and 
information that was intentionally packaged to allow the task force to arrive at only one 
conclusion; and (3) that the school board kicked oƯ this entire school closure process in a 
vacuum, without any strategic plan or facilities master planning eƯort12 that is customary 

 
10 At the September 25, 2024 task force meeting, with at least a majority of the Board present, the draft task 
force report states:  “The third meeting of the Elementary Facilities Task Force on September 25, 2024, 
marked a shift from information gathering to active analysis. This session focused on facilitating in-depth, 
small-group discussions of the seven initial reconfiguration scenarios that had been presented in August. 
This meeting was designed to encourage Task Force members to critically examine the implications of each 
option…”  At least a majority of the school board members were present in this meeting.  
11 We note that at recent school board meetings, certain board members have bemoaned the fact that many 
groups have requested public records related to this process.  While we understand that this can be a time 
consuming exercise for limited school staƯ, we note that the school board also has a leadership role in 
avoiding these exact situations by adhering to sunshine laws and best practices in board governance.  In this 
case, it is the school board’s eƯorts to hide their deliberations over a decision that is of great importance to 
the public that generated numerous requests for records by many diƯerent individuals.  It should be no 
surprise that, when the community sensed something was amiss in how this process was proceeding and 
when multiple task force members were raising alarm bells, that the public would seek to understand what 
was going on behind the scenes.  The best way for the school board to avoid putting unnecessary public 
records response burden on its staƯ (as well as avoiding needless legal expenses) is to operate in compliance 
with law and to engage their constituents in good faith.   
12 Public school boards are required by Ohio law to engage in strategic oversight and planning. See O.A.C. 
Rule 3301-35-2.  Moreover, governance and strategic planning are the two most basic and important 
functions for the controlling body of any organization. The last strategic plan the district published was in 
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when a school district makes decisions of this magnitude that will impact the community 
for several decades.13 

As a result of the above, Friends of Lakewood Schools was formed as an Ohio 
nonprofit entity in May 2025 by Lakewood residents in order to support and advocate for 
the long-term success of the Lakewood City School District.  A key function of Friends of 
Lakewood Schools is to promote and advocate for strategic planning, good governance, 
community engagement and accountability within the Lakewood Schools and by the 
Lakewood Board of Education.  At the same time, we recognize that the biggest threats to 
Lakewood’s unique public school system are coming from our state legislature and federal 
government, which at the moment are actively working to dismantle public schools.   This 
dynamic – of witnessing poor leadership over our precious school resources at the local 
level, combined with a full-on attack on public schools from state and federal government 
– convinced our stakeholders that a locally based nonprofit was needed to advocate for 
Lakewood’s public schools at all levels, to incubate new ideas and develop strategies for 
supporting Lakewood’s schools over the long term.  

2. The school board dictated the final scenarios for the task force to review during 
closed-door meetings that violated Ohio’s sunshine laws.  

 
2022.  It was explicitly stated to be a “three-year strategic plan” and expired this year.  The 2022 Strategic Plan 
made no mention of concerns about enrollment, elementary or otherwise.  No mention of fiscal concerns.  
No mention of a desire to open a centralized preschool.  No mention of closing one of the three newly built 
elementary schools. See the 2022 Strategic Plan available here (“The Lakewood City Schools in early 2022 
embarked on a process to develop a three-year strategic plan that will be the District's roadmap for the years 
ahead.”). 
13 We note that board member Coleen Clark-Sutton did request that the task force initially be tasked with 
creating a 10-year master plan. See email from Colleen Clark-Sutton to Superintendent Niedzwiecki on 
September 6, 2024, stating that “Are you and the Board (including me) open to this Task Force recommending 
a 10-year plan of action, so we don’t have to do this again, if our population continues to decline? I think this 
can broaden people’s understanding of demographic shifts. Also, it ‘might’ lessen the burden on all of us 
about the closing of one (1) school, if one (1) school is part of a larger plan.”  This request was evidently 
rejected by her colleagues.  
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Residents who have been following this process likely believe that the 
Superintendent and consultants proposed seven (7) school closure scenarios for the task 
force to evaluate when it started in August 2024.  Public records demonstrate, however, 
that the final scenarios presented to the task force likely were dictated by the school board 
directly during a closed-door executive session of the school board, which is a violation of 
Ohio’s sunshine laws.  

After months of work between the consultant FutureThink and the Superintendent 
and Treasurer, only five (5) scenarios were planned for presentation to the task force at their 
first meeting on August 28, 2024.  All of those five scenarios developed by school 
administration included school closures.  None of them included a “redistrict only” 
scenario or a standalone closure of Lincoln.  These same five scenarios were developed, 
finalized and summarized with PowerPoint presentations and talking points for months up 
until about a week prior to the task force kicking oƯ on August 28, 2024.  

On August 19, 2024, a few hours prior to a school board meeting that night, 
Treasurer Kent Zeman responds to FutureThink’s final five-scenario proposal by saying 
“Looks perfect.”  To which, FutureThink responds indicating they will prepare a slide show 
of the executive summary “for tonight’s meeting.”14  The school board meeting that 
occurred a few hours later on August 19, 2024, contained no public discussion of the task 
force process let alone specific scenarios for school closures.  What did occur just prior to 
the public board meeting that night was a closed-door executive session that lasted an 
hour and a half.  No notice was provided to allow this executive session to cover school 
‘repurposing’ or to review the scenarios to be presented to the task force the following 
week.  Nor could an executive session have been called for this purpose, as holding closed-
door meetings on these topics is not permitted by Ohio’s sunshine laws.15 

 
14 See Exhibit C attached hereto.  
15 Under Ohio’s sunshine laws, school boards are only allowed to meet in closed-door executive sessions to 
discuss a very limited set of sensitive topics. Evaluating scenarios for repurposing an elementary school are 
not one of those permitted topics and, therefore, any discussion of the scenarios to be presented to the task 
force would be in violation of Ohio’s sunshine laws. See Ohio Revised Code Section 121.22 specifying the 
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What happened immediately after this closed-door school board meeting was a 
frantic eƯort by FutureThink to prepare two additional scenarios: “Scenario 1” for 
closing Lincoln and a “Scenario 7” for only redistricting.16  These final two scenarios that 
came out of the August 19, 2024 board executive session were then slapped together in 
less than a week, while the other five scenarios had been developed by the administration 
and FutureThink over the prior several months based on criteria provided by the district.17 

In an email explaining why Lincoln was not included in the five (5) scenarios, 
FutureThink stated:  

“I think the reasons we didn’t include [Lincoln] are that it makes the imbalance 
of enrollment between schools worse and it doesn’t smooth out the boundaries 
along the major thoroughfares. Additionally, we talked about Roosevelt and 
Grant being the #1 and #2 options.”18 

 
limited exceptions that allow a school board to meet in executive session outside of the general mandate for 
open public meetings.   
16 During a school board meeting on May 5, 2025, board member Colleen Clark-Sutton stated “If I were Queen 
of Lakewood, my proposal is already dead. The one that I was interested in, that I thought ‘Oh, maybe that 
would be a good idea’ when we first looked at stuƯ, that’s not even on the table. There’s been some change 
and there’s been a lot of information that has been accumulated throughout this entire process.”  It is unclear 
whether Mrs. Clark-Sutton was acknowledging that she was the one who requested that Scenario 7 
(Redistrict Only) be added to the task force process during the August 19, 2024 executive session, and 
therefore that her comments meant that redistricting alone was “no longer on the table,” or if she had 
proposed another scenario to her board colleagues in executive session that never saw the light of day.  Either 
way, it is clear that extensive deliberations over the various repurposing scenarios occurred during closed-
door executive sessions that violated Ohio’s sunshine laws.  
17 It appears that the school board also dictated these original criteria that were used by FutureThink to arrive 
at its original five (5) recommended scenarios. In an email dated March 14, 2025, Board President Nora 
Katzenberger stated “…when we asked FutureThink to develop draft scenarios as a starting point for the Task 
Force, we gave them parameters they needed to follow.”  We are left to assume that when the school board 
realized that its criteria resulted in Lincoln not being considered for closure, or the more publicly palatable 
scenario of redistricting, these two scenarios were added to give the impression that a closure was not a 
foregone conclusion and to reassure the Roosevelt and Grant communities that Lincoln was not left out for 
political reasons.  
18 See Exhibit C attached hereto.  
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After receiving this summary from FutureThink, Superintendent Niedzwiecki then 
sends it up to the school board on August 23, 2024, stating that “Lincoln will be added as 
one of the scenarios.”  This was five days prior to the first meeting of the task force while all 
other scenarios (two scenarios for closing Roosevelt and one for closing Grant) had been 
prepared and evaluated for months.19 

The dialogue surrounding the addition of Scenario 7 (redistrict only) to the task force 
process suggests that it was an afterthought given very little consideration by the 
administration, likely proposed only as a way to convince the public that redistricting alone 
was considered before closing a school.  The records show that the Scenario 7 that was 
developed in less than a week was intentionally designed to “illustrate that keeping all 
seven buildings as elementary buildings is ineƯicient.”20   

What these records show should be appalling to all Lakewood residents and 
taxpayers, not just school parents.  No good faith eƯort was ever made to evaluate how 
keeping Lakewood’s seven neighborhood elementary schools operating could work among 
other priorities.  Both Scenarios 1 (repurpose Lincoln) and Scenario 7 (redistrict only) were 
added in a haphazard manner at the final hour after an illegal executive session held by the 

 
19 We note that, while FutureThink had developed two scenarios for closing Roosevelt based on criteria 
established by the district, the task force ultimately provided no votes for closing Roosevelt.  All of the school 
closure votes were targeted at Grant and Lincoln, which the Superintendent reiterated to media was still her 
only focus as of October 1, 2025.  It has been brought to our attention that the President of the Lakewood 
Teacher’s Association (the teacher’s union for Lakewood City School District) is also a teacher at Roosevelt 
Elementary School.  The LTA President has since rolled out full throated public endorsements of the school 
board and their conduct during this process, while the task force populated with several LTA members 
produced no votes for closing her school.  It has also been brought to our attention that numerous teachers 
within the district are fearful that they will be retaliated against, potentially leading to a loss of their job, if they 
voice any questions or concern publicly with the school board or district leadership.  We understand that LTA 
leadership has made it clear to teachers that the union will not support them if they are retaliated against by 
the district for speaking out publicly against district policy.  
20 On August 22, 2024 just six days prior to the first task force meeting, FutureThink reported to Treasurer 
Zeman to state that they were “still working on keeping all schools open scenario” that came out of the 
August 19, 2024 executive session of the board.  Treasurer Zeman replied by suggesting additional criteria 
that “would further illustrate that keeping all seven buildings as elementary buildings is ineƯicient.” 
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board, where it appears they changed the criteria they had originally given the 
administration and consultants that resulted in the original five scenarios FutureThink had 
proposed.21 

3. The School Board met improperly in executive session to discuss how to handle 
the results of an updated enrollment study that undercut the entire rationale for 
the task force.  

Despite hand picking the vast majority of the members and tightly controlling the 
scenarios and information flow to the task force, several gtask force members decided to 
ask some basic questions of the data and limited scenarios they were being presented.  
This push, both from task force members as well as an increasing volume of questions and 
concern raised by the public, prompted the district to prepare an updated enrollment study 
in late 2024.22  This updated study was first prepared by FutureThink on November 7, 2024, 
then eventually released to the task force three months later on February 19, 2025.  
President Nora Katzenberger spoke at this task force meeting when the updated study was 
revealed.23   

The problem with this updated enrollment study was that it undercut much of the 
district’s rationale for even engaging in the elementary closure process.  The study showed, 
as the task force members and community members had suspected, that enrollment 

 
21 In an email dated March 14, 2025, Board President Nora Katzenberger stated “…when we asked FutureThink 
to develop draft scenarios as a starting point for the Task Force, we gave them parameters they needed to 
follow.”  The “parameters” that President Katzenberger appears to be referencing here are the same 
parameters that FutureThink is referring to when they stated that Lincoln was not included for closure 
because it did not meet the parameters of balancing enrollment and smoothing the district lines along major 
thoroughfares.  These parameters appear to have been changed again when Treasurer Zeman added criteria 
to show that the “redistrict only” Scenario 7  “would further illustrate that keeping all seven buildings as 
elementary buildings is ineƯicient.” 
22 Task force member Zach Robock has written extensively regarding the gaps in planning during the task force 
process. His summary of the issues identified in the updated 2025 enrollment study and capacity study are 
summarized in an article available here: Task Force Member Speaks Out: "Not a single one of the district’s 6 
scenarios can be implemented as proposed" 
23 See minutes from the February 19, 2025 task force meeting, available here.  
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wasn’t declining, it was stabilizing and even growing at the elementary level over the past 
four years since the height of COVID.24  Buildings enrollments were not inequitably 
balanced, they actually fit nicely within all of the stated criteria the district sought to 
achieve.25  And minor redistricting eƯorts could smooth this even further without pain to 
the community.  

Had the school board gone into this process with any sort of real plan and honest 
intentions – at minimum, asking for legitimate, broad community input at the outset and 
doing an updated enrollment study rather than relying on stale peak COVID-era data – they 
would have halted the process before even convening the task force.  Ideally they would 
have also adopted a strategic plan for the district and a proper master facility plan.  

But not this school board.  At all opportunities where other publicly elected 
representatives might have pumped the breaks and reset the dialogue with the community, 
this school board leadership decided to plow ahead and massage this unhelpful data with 
public relations spin.  Rather than transparently present this information to the community 
and engage in an honest discussion, talking points were developed to hide the 
inconvenient truth that the study showed. This was done not only for the general public but 
also for the task force presentations, which intentionally left out the key takeaway from the 
study.  It wasn’t until task force members digested the study, asked questions and 
demanded that the district update the public summaries with non-misleading information, 
that we first learned that enrollment was not declining, it had in fact stabilized over the past 
several years.  And the all-consuming data point the school board relies on for charting the 
district’s future – the birth to kindergarten retention rate – was at a 10 year high!26  

 
24 See analysis of enrollment and capacity data, available here.  
25 Task force member Zach Robock recently published an excellent analysis of the district’s own information 
in the Lakewood Observer.  You can read that here. 
26 See analysis of enrollment trends based on the district’s data presented to the task force, available here. 
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Shortly after the truth behind the updated enrollment study emerged, the school 
board held another executive session on February 25, 2025 to review the situation behind 
closed doors.27  This meeting was yet another violation of Ohio sunshine laws.  

The school board had another perfect opportunity to reset the dialogue at this point.  
But they chose again to plow ahead.  At the next several public meetings, they rolled out 
their talking points and asked their friends to help reinforce these in public comments.  
They aggressively deployed insulting and condescending talking points like “change is 
hard” and “kids are resilient” in attempt to shore up support for a task force process that 
was increasingly taking on water.  Stakeholders raising legitimate questions about their 
elected leaders’ actions were painted in district media statements as a “small group” of 
“concerned parents” to imply that these stakeholders were just emotional about their kids’ 
elementary closing, unable to see the big picture as clearly as the school board.    

4. School Board leadership steered the entire task force process from behind the 
scenes, including in drafting the task force report (to be issued to itself).  

It is noteworthy that the school board has tried for the past five months to convince 
the public that it had no involvement in the task force process, insisting on multiple 
occasions that it did not even review the task force report.28  School board leadership even 
disingenuously riled up their friends who populated the task force by convincing them that 
their “voices were silenced” when the school board was forced to abruptly jettison the 

 
27 See Exhibit D, showing multiple board executive sessions occurred on February 25, 2025 and for the next 
few board meetings where the enrollment study and capacity figures were reviewed by the school board for 
hours behind closed doors.  None of this deliberation was ever done publicly, as required by Ohio law.  It was 
always held in private.  
28 At a school board meeting on August 18, 2025, Vice President Betsy Shaughnessy stated, “I have not read 
the final task force report, much as I would love to, or received a copy due to the demand letter.”  At a school 
board meeting on May 5, 2025, board member Colleen Clark Sutton stated “We didn’t go to the last two [task 
force] meetings because they were working on the report. We’re not helping write the report. We are receiving 
the report.”  Such lines were repeated by multiple school board members on numerous occasions throughout 
the summer of 2025.  
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entire task force process due to numerous legal violations evident in the task force 
process.   

In reality, text messages show that Superintendent Niedzwiecki sent copies of the 
final task force report to school board leadership.29  These messages clearly show that not 
only did the school board populate the task force mostly with their friends and employees, 
and then participate in most of their formative meetings, but that the school board was 
also involved in reviewing and commenting on the very report that the Superintendent 
would be making back to the school board in recommending which school to close.   

Rather than coming clean with the community and admitting what had become 
obvious for months – that the task force was a charade concocted by the school board to 
provide a “community” veneer to a decision they already made to close an elementary 
school – the school board chose to roll out a “shoot the messenger” public relations 
strategy.  In the process, they lied to the public and their friends who they convinced to 
publicly defend their actions and to attack the integrity and intentions of anyone who dared 
criticize their publicly elected oƯicials for what was clearly a terribly botched (and illegal) 
process.  

5. After abandoning the task force, the district scrambled to find after-the-fact 
justifications for why it should close a school, including fiscal responsibility 
and threats from the state budget process. 

After being forced to abruptly jettison the entire task force process because it was 
illegally convened and managed in violation of Ohio’s sunshine laws, the school board 
spent the summer coming up with new after-the-fact justifications for its haphazard eƯort 
to close an elementary school.  With the “Lakewood is dying” and perpetual declining 
enrollment narrative now in substantial question, the state budget and “fiscal 

 
29 See Exhibit E attached hereto.  
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responsibility” became a very convenient new boogie man upon which to hang this 
decision.30  

Much can be said about how fiscally irresponsible it is to operate a school district of 
this size without any strategic plan or facilities master plan in place, or how a newly built 
school building could be selected for decommissioning without any plan or financial 
analysis for why or what comes next.31  But for simplicity, we highlight here the school 
board’s own determinations of what is financially “material” to the district.  And in this light 
alone, it is clear that the school board’s claims that closing an elementary school in this 
manner is in fact “immaterial” to the district.  So immaterial in fact, if it were one of the 
numerous financial and accounting issues identified by the school district’s outside 
auditors, it would never even be mentioned in an audit report.  

During the last financial audit for last year in 2024, the school’s auditors reported to 
the school board that: “During our review […], we noted that the following funds had total 
expenditures that exceeded final appropriations [by over $2.4MM], which is contrary to 
Ohio Revised Code Section 5705.41(B):”32  The auditor goes on to recommend that  “the 
District exercise due care to ensure total expenditures do not exceed final appropriations. 

 
30 We acknowledge that the threats by the Ohio legislature, and more recently the federal government, to 
public education are very real.  And this years’ state budget yielded many new and egregious eƯorts to 
dismantle public education and benefit non-public schools.  A large part of the purpose of this nonprofit 
organization is to incubate solutions and implement strategies to counteract that exact threat.  The public 
relations blitz deployed by the district on this topic, however, only served to mislead the public into believing 
that these threats constituted an appropriate after-the-fact justification for the district’s improper and 
haphazard elementary closure process.  See here for more specific examples.  This eƯort is counter to the 
values school board leadership espouses, and it is important that the public is able to distinguish these 
things if we are to make any progress in protecting Lakewood’s cherished public schools from these external 
threats.  
31 The destruction of community value, educational and formative value to young children, and property 
values to local residents have been covered extensively in other public commentary.  See the Preserve 
Lakewood Schools news section for large volumes of public commentary and analysis on these topics.  
32 See Exhibit F attached hereto.   
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This will assist the District in avoiding negative fund balances and also ensure the District is 
in compliance with Ohio Revised Code Section 5705.41(B).” 

The school board’s outside auditor identified over $2.4MM of funds being 
overspent versus budget in the last fiscal year alone. The auditor’s letter also 
identifies “uncorrected misstatements” of over $1.25MM in the last fiscal year alone, 
and recommends the district put corrective controls in place to prevent these 
misstatements in the future.   Yet, these items were deemed “immaterial, both 
individually and in the aggregate” to the district’s financial statements as part of 
financial statements approved by the school board.  

Despite several of these items being flagged by auditors as violations of Ohio law 
and representing over $3.5MM in aggregate of budget overruns and misstatements of 
financials, these items were deemed by the school board to be “immaterial” to the 
district’s financial picture.  At the same time, the school board leadership has spent the 
past year, untold amounts of consulting and staƯ dollars, gaslighting the community that 
destroying the fabric of our neighborhood schools is all a necessary act of “fiscal 
responsibility” for what is projected to be about $750,000 in savings per year, less than one 
percent of the school district’s more than $85MM annual operating expense load.  

In other words, the financial errors and budget overruns which were deemed 
immaterial by the school board when overseeing the district’s financial performance, 
represent over 4.5 times the projected savings that the district is projecting as savings 
from closing an elementary school.  And we note that the district’s  cost-savings 
projections are subject to substantial question and lack of supporting information, most 
notably that the district has provided zero weight to any of the value that walkable, 
neighborhood schools provide to the community, child development and property values in 
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the city, or provided any capital or operating budget for what is to happen with the 
shuttered school building.33    

Despite stating on multiple occasions that the elementary closure process is not 
about financial concerns, school board members continue to talk up the significance of 
closing an elementary school on the district’s budget.  The misleading nature of this public 
relations eƯort has somehow convinced many in the community that closing a school will 
allow the district to avoid a levy in 2026.  This couldn’t be further from the truth, as a 
substantial levy likely will be needed in next year, and closing a school will not have a 
material impact on the dollar amount needed when all appropriate factors are 
considered.34 

6. After abruptly abandoning the entire task force process, the school board rolls 
out a second even more haphazard process to vote on school closure before 
the November 4, 2025 school board elections.   

When the school board made clear that they had no interest in listening to the 
outpouring of legitimate community questions and concern raised by their own task force 

 
33 The projected cost savings figures produced by the district are misleading, particularly when presented as 
such in isolation, for several reasons. Most importantly, zero financial analysis or projections have been 
provided for the future use of the school being shuttered.  The district has made oƯ-hand references that (if a 
centralized preschool is the ultimate choice, which is entirely unclear) then it might be run in a cost neutral 
manner to the district.  Zero financial information has been oƯered to substantiate this claim.  More 
importantly, no financial analysis has been done of the potential capital expenditures that will be required to 
convert a current elementary into the future preschool / recreational center / other uses that have been 
contemplated.  For example, Grant elementary and Lincoln elementary while similar in size are very diƯerent 
in construction and layout, have very diƯerent neighborhood orientations and parking / traƯic flow situations.  
It appears that none of this analysis has ever been conducted, or if it has it has been hidden from public 
records request attempting to obtain this information.  Let  alone made public in any manner that would allow 
the school board to state with any confidence that repurposing a school into “some to-be-defined future use” 
would in any way save the district money.  
34 To be fair to the district, they have never (to our knowledge) publicly claimed that closing a school would 
avoid the need for a levy in 2026.  But nonetheless the public relations messaging has resulted in many in the 
community believing that to be the case, or at least believing that the levy will be materially smaller because 
of a school closure decision.  As demonstrated above, that public perception appears to be unfounded.  
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members and hundreds of residents, Friends of Lakewood Schools sent a demand letter to 
the school board on May 14, 2025.  The purpose of a demand letter is to put the receiving 
party on notice that they have violated the law and to work in good faith to avoid 
unnecessary litigation.  As a nonprofit formed to advocate for the success of Lakewood’s 
public school system, such a lawsuit is the last thing that any community member or 
advocacy group – and one would hope, the school board – would want to see.  

The demand letter essentially asked the school board for two simple things: (1) 
Don’t move forward with closing a school on the half-baked and illegally formed task force 
process that yielded what appears to have been the pre-determined result dictated by the 
school board; and (2) Adopt a proper strategic plan, one that sets a clear vision and 
priorities for the entire district and informs a process like elementary closure with proper 
planning, prior to making a decision of this magnitude.  

Both in the original demand letter and in multiple conversations with the school 
board’s counsel over the summer, Friends of Lakewood Schols sought to meet and discuss 
how these demands could be met and entirely unnecessary litigation avoided.  All of those 
requests for meetings were denied.  The school board implicitly acknowledged that the 
task force process was illegal by immediately halting all task force work and soon after 
throwing out the entirety of the prior years’ work.   

Rather than take the appropriate next step of adopting a strategic plan for the entire 
district, and take the time to engage with the community objectively, the school board 
chose to kick oƯ the 2025 school year with a new and even more haphazard  process to 
rush to a school closure vote just before the school board election on November 4th. 

It appears that this decision to rush out a second and even quicker process may 
have been made based on political realities.  The school board appears to be under the 
impression that the community will reward them for having rambled through a decision to 
close an elementary school.  We trust that the community will not easily look past all of the 
glaring governance breaches that have been uncovered during the past year.  These issues 
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go to the overall heart of school board function and the culture of leadership in our great 
city’s public schools.    

Therefore, we think it is important for the community to see some of the dialogue 
that was uncovered in the public records provided to date.  While some of these items may 
not be legal violations in themselves, they demonstrate a toxic leadership culture within 
the school board and administration which permeates to issues far beyond school 
facilities.  These candid conversations appear to reflect the school board’s feelings toward 
many of their constituents and their role in charting a vision for the community’s future that 
represents the will of those constituents.   

One topic that has frustrated many community members is that the school board 
refuses to engage openly and transparently with community concerns.  School board 
meetings are highly structured with public comment tightly constrained, allowing no direct 
feedback or engagement with elected oƯicials, emails to school board members and 
administration on policy topics receive canned responses, and prepared public relations 
statements are rolled out that often reframe legitimate questions and concerns into self-
serving “spin” and talking points that the district is attempting to drive with the public.  

Perhaps the most recent and poignant example of the culture of fear and silence 
created by school board leadership occurred at the school board meeting on September 2, 
2025.  When one school board member (Colleen Clark-Sutton) attempted to respond to a 
question from the public at this meeting, school board president Nora Katzenberger 
audibly silenced her and cut oƯ the eƯort.35  To see how other public bodies handle public 
questions and concerns, all one needs to do is look over at the Lakewood City Council 
meeting occurring at the same night, in the same town, at the same time.  During that 

 
35 See the School Board Meeting video from September 2, 2025 available on the District’s Youtube Channel 
here starting at 54:38. Board member Colleen Clark-Sutton said “So, I know we’re not supposed to talk, but..” 
To which President Nora Katzenberg immediately jumped in to cut her oƯ saying “Collen, No!” prompting an 
audible sigh by Clark-Sutton, herself an elected leader tasked to represent her constituents.   
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meeting, various council members engaged with multiple public commenters on a number 
of topics, whether they agreed with the commenter or not.   

Current school board Vice President, Betsy Shaughnessy, who was President when 
she voted to close Grant over 15 years ago,36 has shown similar indignation with school 
parents and concerned residents.  In text messages to her school board colleagues, she 
declared that she was:  

“Tired of the focus on parents who can stroll to a school a block away and chat with 
other parents.”37 

Vice President Shaughnessy has been on the school board for over 30 years.  Not 
only did she lead the school board into voting to close Grant elementary originally fifteen 
years ago, which was ultimately unwound by a subsequent vote of the school board when 
deciding to rebuild the current Grant building.  The process that led to her voting to close 
Grant fifteen years ago was ensnared in nearly identical accusations of closed-door 
meetings and deliberations that violated Ohio’s sunshine laws.38  

Another school board member, when the school board was drafting a heavily biased 
community survey that was sent to every household in the district early this year, said to 
her colleagues:  

“I believe the statistic is something like only 15-16% of all Lakewood households 
have school-aged children in our public schools. Our levy (and other topics) 
messaging needs to reach beyond the engaged elementary parents […] Their ability 
to express their love for their individual elementary school communities can not be a 
major factor in making our decision.” 39 

 
36 See Cleveland.com story “Lakewood School Board Votes to Close Grant Elementary” dated February 18, 
2010, available here.  
37 See Exhibit G attached hereto. 
38 See Lakewood Observer article “School Closing Fiasco” dated February 24, 2010, available here.  
39 See Exhibit H attached hereto.  
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The issues identified with school board leadership throughout the past year go well 
beyond the elementary closure dialogue.  They go to the heart of good governance and the 
culture of our public schools.  School Board President Nora Katzenberger and Vice 
President Betsy Shaughnessy, while no doubt highly intelligent and well-intended people 
who have done great service for Lakewood including its schools over the years, have 
nonetheless created a culture of fear in our teachers, a culture of closed-door decision 
making, and a culture of gaslighting the public with district communications.  This culture 
has allegedly gone to the level of instigating friends and supporters to intimidate and smear 
the reputations of people who dare to question their actions as our elected leaders. 

This is authoritarian behavior.  It is bad for our schools, bad for our kids and bad for 
our community.  Even if a recommendation is made to defer on closing a school at the 11th 
hour, what we have learned about school board leadership over the past year and the toxic 
culture they have created within our schools must be addressed.    

Over the past year, Lakewood residents have shown they care deeply about their 
schools, that they are engaged and willing to hold their elected oƯicials accountable when 
they breach the trust that the community places in them.  Now is one of those times.  We 
trust that with the information contained in this letter as well as their own independent 
evaluation of our school board leadership, Lakewood residents will be able to make an 
informed decision on how to move forward to ensure the health and vitality of our 
community, our schools and our children for many years to come.   
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EXHIBITS 
 

See attached. 

 



 
 

 

 

Note: The bates numbers used in the following exhibits correspond to the records 
produced by the Lakewood City School District and are available for download here.  
For ease of reference, we have assembled screenshots captured from those records 
in the exhibits below.  

Exhibit A 
See for example the following items. Many more are contained in the full records file:  

1. LKWD_004158 – Email from Superintendent Niedzwiecki to City Councilwoman 
Cindy Stregbig noting that school board Vice President Betsy Shaughnessy 
requested her to participate in the task force process.  
“Hi Cindy… Betsy asked that I invite you to our task force...”  

 

2. LKWD_000054 – Text message from board member Colleen Clark-Sutton to 
Superintendent Niedzwiecki on May 8, 2024: “Hi Maggie, I’d love to chat with out 
about the upcoming Task Force invitation list and scope of their time commitment 
before you send this out to people.”  

3. Email 3 – From Superintendent Niedzwiecki dated July 11, 2024, noting that she 
“spoke to Mr. Callahan today and he wanted me to resend the invite for our Facilities 
Taskforce again. We would really like you to participate if you are available.”  

 

  



 
 

 

 

Exhibit B 
See LKWD_000022 – Text messages show Colleen Clark-Sutton inquiring with her fellow 
board members whether the task force meetings are open to the public. Superintendent 
Niedzwiecki responds that “No, they haven’t been and I do not recommend it. We will not 
get any work done.”  

 

1.  

  



 
 

 

 

Exhibit C 
 

See bates numbered pages from LKWD_000148 to 000192 showing the dialogue between 
FutureThink and the administration just prior to the August 19, 2024 executive session of 
the school board.  

 



 
 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

August 23, 2024, just prior to the first ETF meeting on August 28, 2024, Superintendent 
Niedzwiecki sends a weekly memo to the entire school board, wherein she reports on 
FutureThink’s rationale for not including a Lincoln stand-alone closure scenario.  And then 
states that a Lincoln closure scenario will be added nonetheless.  

 

  



 
 

 

 

Exhibit D 
 

See for example:  

LKWD_004115 – February 7, 2025 weekly memo from Superintendent Niedzwiecki to the 
school board, including a presentation from the City seeking to relocate city hall to the old 
Grant properties, stating:  “We can discuss the logistics at our next executive meeting.”  

 

LKWD_0000020 – February 25, 2025 text messages from Colleen Clark-Sutton to Nora 
Katzenberger asking “Can you please ask Maggie to upload the full revised report by Future 
think that includes revised capacities for each elementary school in each scenario?  If this 
is thought to be too much detail, I’d like to discuss this during Executive Session.”   

 

LKWD_005253 – February 28, 2025 email from Colleen Clark-Sutton to Superintendent 
Niedzwiecki “Can you please share the capacities and walking maps with student dots for 
the other six scenarios? At Tuesday's meeting, you thought you might have these.” 

LKWD_005067 – February 28, 2025 weekly memo from Superintendent Niedzwiecki to the 
school board stating that executive session is needed for the Board meeting and including 
the FutureThink enrollment study.  

 

 



 
 

 

 

Exhibit E 
 

See LKWD_000001 – Text messages from Superintendent Niedzwiecki to school board 
leadership, sending pictures of relevant portions of the task force report 
recommendations, asking “want to know if you would like it heavier or lighter in any area” to 
which Nora Katzenberger immediately responds “Okay – will read now and report […]”  

  

See also LKWD_000042 – Text messages from Superintendent Niedzwiecki to entire school 
board, noting that “You will already have a copy of the report prior to you leaving.”  

 
  



 
 

 

 

Exhibit F 
 

LKWD_002382 – Auditor’s letter identifies “uncorrected misstatements” in the financials 
that it deems “immaterial, both individually and in the aggregate” to the district’s financial 
statements.  

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 

 

 

Exhibit G 
See LKWD_000042:  

 

 

  



 
 

 

 

Exhibit H 

 

  



 
 

 

 

See LKWD_000370 – Email from Colleen Clark-Sutton to Superintendent Niedzwiecki on 
September 6, 2024, stating that “Are you and the Board (including me) open to this Task 
Force recommending a 10-year plan of action, so we don’t have to do this again, if our 
population continues to decline? I think this can broaden people’s understanding of 
demographic shifts. Also, it ‘might’ lessen the burden on all of us about the closing of one 
(1) school, if one (1) school is part of a larger plan.”  

 

See LKWD_004262 – FutureThink explaining to Maggie that the 2024/2025 “updated” 
enrollment study is diƯerent from the 2022 enrollment study that underpinned all of the 
ETF work, because that study was done based on “the numbers provided for insurance 
purposes.” 

 


