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Message from the Ombudsperson

It is my pleasure to serve the Grand Rapids Public Schools (GRPS) community and
present this first annual report at the completion of my inaugural nine months in this
role. The creation of the Office of the Ombuds is a pivotal step in supporting Strategic
Theme 6 of our strategic plan: Creating a Culture of Trust, Collaboration, and
Stewardship. This initiative underscores our commitment to fostering a positive
organizational culture and enhancing communication across all levels of GRPS.

One of the most significant benefits of this office is its ability to serve as a safe and
impartial space for addressing concerns and resolving conflicts. In any organization,
conflicts can hinder progress and harmony, especially in a system that serves scholars,
families, and the community. Our strategic plan emphasizes the importance of
collaboration and trust, and the Office of the Ombuds is dedicated to supporting these
goals by providing a listening ear and offering tools and resources that facilitate
constructive resolution.

My aim is to ensure that everyone who visits our office feels welcomed, heard, and
respected. This aligns with our strategic commitment to creating an inclusive
environment where open dialogue and understanding thrive. My hope is that this
sentiment will continue to spread throughout our community, fostering a culture of
mutual respect and cooperation.

I am grateful to the GRPS community for allowing me to serve and learn in this role and
for recognizing the value of establishing this office. I also want to express my deepest
gratitude to the Superintendent, staff, community, and Board of Education for their
support and trust. Together, we are building the first-ever Office of the Ombuds in GRPS,
and I look forward to continuing this journey with you all as we work towards the goals
outlined in our strategic plan.

Thank you for the opportunity to make a difference.

Sincerely,
Maleika J. Brown, Ed.S
Ombudsperson, Grand Rapids Public Schools
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“The value of the Ombuds is in the possibility; the

potential and the hope that we can do better and that

we will do better if we raise issues and work through

them together – in constructive dialogue.”
                           Source:The IOA Ombuds Report, June 2020 
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Office Overview 
 
The Grand Rapids Public Schools Office of the Ombudsperson operates in accordance 
with the International Ombuds  Association (IOA) Code of Ethics and adheres to the 
following principles:

Confidentiality~Impartiality~Independence~Informality

Supporting Strategic Theme 6: Creating a Culture of trust, collaboration and stewardship,
the Office of the Ombuds seeks to empower those who contact the office to resolve issues
on their own if possible. Depending on the situation, the Ombudsperson’s office may utilize
different methods/techniques to help the visitor. Some of the common
methods/techniques used include:

• Listens and helps clarify visitor concerns
• Provides information and explores available options
• Identifies underlying issues and interests
• Facilitates discussions to resolve issues

While the Ombud’s office can assist most individuals, there are some actions the
Ombudsman CANNOT take, such as:

• Act as an individual’s advocate
• Serve as a formal office of legal notice for GRPS
• Conduct formal investigations
• Maintain records

To learn more about the office and how we can support you, please visit our website. Due to
the confidential nature of the office, visitors are seen by appointment either in-person,
virtually, or over the phone. To schedule an appointment directly, please use our online
booking system. For any questions/concerns, you can contact us in the following ways:

Email: ombuds@grps.org
Phone: 616-819-3006

The Ombudsperson’s office is located at:

Rev. Lyman S. Parks Administration Bldg. 
1331 Martin Luther King Jr. St. SE
Grand Rapids, MI 49506
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The term “Ombuds” includes all applicable nomenclature in use for an organizational
ombudsperson. 

The term “visitor” is generally accepted to describe those who engage the services of the
Ombudsman. 
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http://www.grps.org/ombuds
https://outlook.office365.com/owa/calendar/GRPSOmbuds@grps.org/bookings/
https://outlook.office365.com/owa/calendar/GRPSOmbuds@grps.org/bookings/
https://outlook.office365.com/owa/calendar/GRPSOmbuds@grps.org/bookings/
mailto:ombuds@grps.org


 

The Office of the Ombuds at Grand Rapids Public Schools operates with unwavering commitment to the
core values set forth by the International Ombuds Association (IOA). These values—acting with honesty and
integrity, promoting fairness and supporting fair processes, remaining non-judgmental while showing
empathy and respect for individual differences, and fostering dignity, diversity, equity, inclusion, and
belonging—are integral to our daily work. We prioritize active listening to communicate an accurate
understanding, and we promote individual empowerment, self-determination, and collaborative problem-
solving. 

As an accessible, trusted, and respected informal resource, our office aligns with Grand Rapids Public
Schools' mission to ensure all scholars become educated, self-directed, and productive members of
society. Additionally, we support Theme Six of the 2022-2027 Strategic Plan, which emphasizes the
importance of building trust through community engagement, transparent practices, and financial
sustainability. By integrating these values into our operations, we strive to enhance partnerships that align
with community and scholar success, ensuring that our office remains a vital and effective resource for all
school constituents.
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3 The Office of the Ombudsperson is not affiliated with any compliance function of the Grand Rapids Public
Schools and does NOT serve as an agent of notice for the school district.
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Ombuds Mission and Guiding Principles

Core Values
Confidential - All communication
with the office is held in the strictest
of confidence

Impartial - Does not advocate for one
side or another but for a fair and
equal process for all

Independent - Sits outside any chain
of command to serve as an early
warning system

Informal - A voluntary resource
where discussions are considered
off-the-record
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The result of our work, guided by these core values, is represented in this report which
presents data and observations that reflect the experiences of 75 visitors from our school
community over a relatively short span of nine months. As the Office of the Ombuds
continues to establish itself and expand its outreach, these insights provide a high-level
overview of the concerns brought forward during this formative period.

The observations detailed in this report represent a foundational step in our ongoing
commitment to continuous improvement within the Grand Rapids Public Schools.  This
report serves as a critical starting point for our leadership to address key issues and
enhance the support provided to our diverse community.

https://grps.org/our-district/strategic-plan/
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Next Steps

 
Working with the Ombudsperson 
 
When an individual or group contacts the office, the following steps are addressed during
the initial meeting or over several meetings. 

Analysis
Work with the visitor to look at the issue in a different way by

thinking about other parties, issues, relationships, and causation.

Clarify Roles

Explore Options

Initial Conversation

Understand the Situation

Set up a time to meet privately and confidentially
either in person, virtually, or over the phone.

Review the standards of practice and answer any
questions about the office, role, and how the office works.

Listen and ask questions to understand the situation from the
visitor's perspective, not to decide who is right or wrong.

As the visitor determines their way forward, the office may
be involved as long as it is with the scope of the office.

Identify potential options which may help to
address the situation.
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Year in Review 
The Office of the Ombuds for Grand Rapids Public Schools, which began its operations in September
2023 and was formally launched on October 12, 2023, has seen a steady increase in visitors
throughout its initial months. To better understand this growth, we have divided the data into three
equal parts, known as "terciles." A tercile is a way of breaking down data into three equal sections,
each representing one-third of the total.

In the first tercile, covering the earliest months of operation, the office served 21 visitors. This initial
period was foundational, as the office was still establishing its presence among all school
constituents, including students, staff, and community members. Moving into the second tercile, the
number of visitors increased to 26. This growth can be attributed to enhanced awareness through
both formal marketing efforts and the spread of information by word of mouth.
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2621 28

35%

28%

37%

75
Total Contacts
Sept 2023 - June 2024

The consistent increase in visitors across the terciles demonstrates the positive impact of
our efforts to connect with all members of the school community and reinforces the value
of the Office of the Ombuds in supporting the diverse needs of Grand Rapids Public
Schools.

The third tercile saw a further increase, with 28
visitors engaging with the Ombuds office. This steady
rise in visitor numbers reflects the effectiveness of
our outreach and the growing trust and recognition
of the office as a resource for the entire school
community.

It is important to note that this data does not
represent a full calendar year, as the office
opened in September, and therefore covers a
shorter period. Additionally, there was a
notable decrease in visitors during June,
following the close of the school year, as
many school constituents were less engaged
with school-related matters during the
summer break.



Parent/Guardian
52%

School Staff
17.3%

Central Staff
12%

Community
12%

Support Staff
4%

Family Members
2.7%
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Year in Review 
Continued
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Over the past year, the Office of the Ombuds
for the Grand Rapids Public Schools has
received 75 visitors from various parts of the
school community.  Of the 75 total visitors,
50 visitors (67%) were persons who comprise
scholars’ home and community support
network:  family, caregivers and community
members.  In addition, the Ombuds served 25
visitors (33%) categorized as GRPS
employees.

Parents and Caregivers
78%

Community Members
18%

Family Members
4%

50

School Staff
52%

Central Office Staff
36%

Support Staff
12%

25

Parents and caregivers represented the largest group,
accounting for 52% of the visitors. Community
members comprised 12% while family members
accounted for 2.7%.
 

GRPS Scholars are not included in this data, as the office did not market its services to the
scholar population during the first nine months. However, outreach to scholars is planned for
the upcoming year to ensure they are also supported by the Office of the Ombuds.

School staff made up 17.3%, while Central Office staff
made up 12% , and other support staff members
represented 4%.
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Cases Specific to Special Education and 504

Uniform Reporting Categories Data 
Visitors often express concerns related to more than one category. Within each category there
are numerous subcategories. For a more detailed explanation of this data, see Appendix B. 

Of Employee and Volunteer visitors, the

most often expressed concerns fell within

the categories of Safety, Health and

Physical environment and Organizational

Values and Ethics. It is also worth noting

that concerns within the remaining seven

reporting categories were closely clustered

behind these top two, indicating a broad

range of issues that also merit attention.

The data from GRPS parents and volunteers show
that Safety and Environment were the top
concerns, with 12 mentions. Other key areas of
concern include Behavior and Discipline, Policies
and Regulations, and School Community. Fewer
concerns were noted in areas like Academics,
Transportation, and Enrollment, with the least
focus on Discrimination/Harassment and
Technology. This indicates a primary emphasis on
safety-related issues.

The data related to Special Education and 504
show that concerns were most frequently
expressed about Procedures and Compliance.
Instructional Programming also drew attention,
followed by individual mentions for Academics,
Policies and Regulations, Behavior and Discipline,
Enrollment, 504, and Miscellaneous/Other issues.
This suggests a primary focus on procedural and
compliance matters within Special Education.
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Common Subcategories
The predominant subcategories that were discussed as related to these top concerns
were:

Communication (quality and/or quantity of communication);
Safety (security: policies and procedures (all constituents), physical and
environmental work and learning conditions)
Respect/Treatment (demonstrations of inappropriate regard for people, not
listening, rudeness, etc.);
Trust/Integrity (suspicion that others are not being honest, whether or to what
extent one wishes to be honest, etc.);
Departmental climate (prevailing behaviors, norms, or attitudes within a
department for which supervisors have responsibility);
Organizational climate (issues related to organizational morale and/or capacity for
functioning); and
Leadership/Management (quality and capacity of management and/or
management/leadership

To address the concerns raised, the Ombuds
employed various approaches while upholding the
core values of the profession. These actions reflect
a commitment to supporting individuals and
addressing issues in a manner consistent with the
principles of fairness, confidentiality, and
impartiality.

The Ombuds response to concerns is a crucial lever
in improving the culture within GRPS and aligns
directly with Strategic Theme 6 of the 2022-2027
GRPS Strategic Plan. By addressing issues with
fairness, confidentiality, and impartiality, the
Ombuds plays a vital role in fostering a more
inclusive and supportive environment. This
approach not only helps resolve individual concerns
but also contributes to the broader goal of
enhancing organizational culture and achieving the
district's strategic objectives.



Throughout the year, the Ombudsperson has actively engaged in outreach efforts to educate the
GRPS community about the Office of the Ombuds and its role within the organization. These
efforts are crucial in building awareness and understanding of how the office can serve as a
resource for staff, parents, caregivers, and the broader community.

In collaboration with the Communications Department, a dedicated website for the Office of the
Ombuds was developed. This website was carefully organized to ensure easy navigation, making it
simple for visitors to access information about the office and the support it offers. Additionally, a
video introducing the newly formed office and the role of the Ombudsperson was created and
shared with staff, parents, caregivers, and the community, further promoting the office's presence
and purpose.

To reach an even wider audience, the Communications Department facilitated an interview with
MLive, resulting in a published story that informed the broader community about the office and
its mission. The Ombudsperson also conducted informational sessions and presentations for
Parent Action Leaders, the Superintendent’s Scholar Advisory Council, and various departments
within the organization. These presentations provided a comprehensive overview of the office and
offered valuable information that could be shared with others.

As part of the ongoing commitment to transparency and community engagement, the
Ombudsperson initiated a protocol to involve constituents from a cross-section of the community
in reviewing and providing feedback on the Office of the Ombuds charter. This protocol was
facilitated by a respected member of the education community, ensuring that the process was
guided by expertise and a deep understanding of our organizational goals. This inclusive approach
ensured that diverse perspectives were considered, fostering a sense of shared ownership and
accountability. The feedback received was instrumental in refining the charter, which was
subsequently adopted and signed by the administration during this past year. This collaborative
effort not only strengthened the foundation of the office, but also reinforced its role as a trusted
and impartial resource for the entire GRPS community.

These outreach efforts have laid a solid foundation for the Office of the Ombuds, and the
commitment to educating and engaging with the GRPS community will continue to be a priority in
the coming years.

The Ombudsperson is an active member of the International Ombudsman Association (IOA) and
the United States Ombudsman Association (USOA), participating in the IOA’s K-12 Ombudsman
group and serving on the USOA DEI committee. Regular participation in weekly mentoring
sessions, attendance at the IOA and USOA conferences, participation in numerous professional
learning opportunities, and involvement in the Michigan Caucus of Educational Ombuds have all
contributed to professional growth and networking, ensuring that the office remains informed and
effective in its role.
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 Outreach and Professional Growth
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Observation 1
When respectful and trusting relationships and open lines of communication are
established, our GRPS community members feel empowered to address
concerns and explore options for resolution with greater ease and confidence.
Clear, effective, and timely communication, along with ensuring enough time is
dedicated to hearing concerns, fosters mutual understanding and a sense of
value, respect, and belonging within our district.

Observation 2
When concerns are tied to topics that are clearly outlined in policy, regulation, or
protocol, constituents often experience a sense of clarity, with defined
expectations and predictable timelines. However, when issues involve less
structured processes, there can be feelings of uncertainty and ambiguity. In
either case, it’s clear that constituents place a high value on being heard and
benefit from understanding the reasoning behind decisions that affect them or
their families.

Observation 3
Constituents appreciate the establishment of this office, recognizing it as a
valuable safe space where they can voice concerns and access essential
information. Their positive feedback underscores the importance of the support
and resources provided by this office. However, it also highlights the need for
greater awareness so that more individuals can benefit from the services and
safe space it offers.
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Goal 1
Expand outreach efforts to specifically target families, caregivers, community members,
employees, and scholars who are less likely to engage in formal processes. This initiative aims
to increase awareness and accessibility, ensuring that all groups feel supported and are more
inclined to utilize available resources.

Goals 2
Build and strengthen relationships with both internal and external constituents and leadership.
These efforts include holding regularly scheduled meetings with core departments within  the
district and parent and community groups.  This will foster ongoing communication,
collaboration, and mutual understanding across the district.

Goal 3
Continue to read, research, and collaborate to develop and provide professional learning
opportunities that empower constituents to build their skills in communication and conflict
resolution, fostering greater independence and confidence in addressing issues on their own.

Goal 4
Create and publish resources to help constituents navigate issues and concerns more
effectively, providing clear guidance and support throughout the resolution process.

2024-2025
Ombud’s Goals
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Appendix A 
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Uniform Reporting Categories Descriptions 
 
Below are the IOA Uniform Reporting Categories. This is a list of categories
developed by the IOA and used by Ombudsmen around the world to anonymously
classify the types of issues brought to their offices and identify trends in requests
for services. A more detailed explanation of each category and sub-category can be
found under Appendix A. 

1. Compensation & Benefits 
Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries about the equity, appropriateness and
competitiveness of employee compensation, benefits and other benefit
programs. 

2. Evaluative Relationships 
Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries arising between people in evaluative
relationships (i.e. supervisor-employee, faculty-student.) 

3. Peer and Colleague Relationships 
Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries involving peers or colleagues who do not have a 
supervisory–employee or student–professor relationship (e.g., two staff members
within the same department or conflict involving members of a student organization.) 

4. Career Progression and Development 
Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries about administrative processes and decisions 
regarding entering and leaving a job, what it entails, (i.e., recruitment, nature and
place of assignment, job security, and separation.) 

5. Legal, Regulatory, Financial, and Compliance 
Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries that may create a legal risk (financial, sanction
etc.) for the organization or its members if not addressed, including issues related to
waste, fraud or abuse. 

6. Safety, Health, and Physical Environment 
Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries about Safety, Health and Infrastructure-
related issues. 

7. Services/Administrative Issues 
Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries about services or administrative offices
including from external parties. 

8. Organizational, Strategic, and Mission Related 
Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries that relate to the whole or some part of an 
organization. 

9. 
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Values, Ethics, and Standards 
    Questions, concerns, issues or inquiries about the fairness of organizational values, ethics, 
     and/or standards, the application of related policies and/or procedures, or the need for 
     creation or revision of policies, and/or standards.

Appendix B 


