
offi cials over who could travel 
with athletic teams to sporting 
events on UT’s dime; she chal-
lenged the charges coaches put 
on their university-issued credit 
cards, and she questioned con-
tracts negotiated by coaches 
that would have deprived UT of 
money it was owed, all while the 
department’s books were sliding 
into red ink.

“She was the only check and 
balance they had in that depart-
ment,” said Kevin Greenfi eld, 
Ms. Fronk’s attorney.

As of this week, the UT ath-
letic department is facing a $1.5 
million budget defi cit, the uni-
versity’s president is demand-
ing tighter controls on athletic 
spending and policies, and the 
department is seeking $667,116  
more in student general fees to 
help balance the upcoming fi s-
cal year, which begins July 1.

And since May 15, Ms. Fronk 
has been out of a job.

Dr. Lloyd Jacobs, UT’s presi-
dent, announced last week 
a major shake-up within the 
athletic department, removing 
some functions from the depart-
ment and ordering Athletic Di-
rector Mike O’Brien to get more 
control over  the areas that re-
mained under his jurisdiction.

The president said some of 
the moves he made were  the 
result of an internal, ongoing 
investigation into the athletic 
department, which he admitted 
began in part because of ques-
tions Ms. Fronk raised during 
her time as the department’s 
business manager.

But despite the turmoil sur-
rounding the athletic depart-
ment, and specifi cally its spend-
ing practices, Ms. Fronk was the 
one who was shown the door.

The letter informing Ms. 
Fronk of her termination cited 
the “reorganization related to 
the merger of the University of 
Toledo and the Medical Univer-
sity of Ohio,” and Dr. Jacobs said 
her duties were being shifted to 
the UT fi nance department.

“She was not fi red,” Dr. Jacobs 
said. “[There was] absolutely no 
retaliation. I know the whistle 
blower laws too well to allow 
anybody to fall into that kind of 
a violation.”

 Praise for turnaround
Ms. Fronk said when she fi rst 

joined athletics, she found fi s-
cal mismanagement within the 
department and accounting 
practices that differed from the 
university’s practices.

Mr. O’Brien was hired in 
January, 2002, and he and Ms. 
Fronk began to chip away at the 
department’s debt. 

Mr. O’Brien announced in 
September, 2005, that the de-
partment fi nished the 2004-05 
year with a surplus of $862,908, 
the second consecutive year 
the department fi nished with a 
surplus, and its debt had been 
trimmed from $4.6 million in 
2003 to about $2.9 million.

Mr. O’Brien praised Ms. Fronk 
for her role in the department’s 
fi nancial turnaround, writing 
in a Sept. 14, 2005, e-mail to 
her: “Please realize that I know 
you have been a real key to this 
progress.”

But by the time Mr. O’Brien 
wrote that e-mail, Ms. Fronk had 
already begun to notice what she 
considered questionable spend-
ing practices and abuses of UT 
policies.

And according to Ms. Fronk 
and university e-mails, she was 
often challenged by athletic 
offi cials when she voiced her 
concerns.

In July, 2005, Mr. O’Brien sent 
Ms. Fronk an e-mail chastizing 
her: “Please do not copy fi nance 
and budget on our, what I would 
describe, internal issues.”

Shortly thereafter, Ms. Fronk 
declined to reimburse football 
coaches for a trip they took to 
Germany in May, 2005, to assist a 
former UT player with a football 
skills and coaches clinic.

Head football coach Tom Am-
stutz and some of his assistants 

paid for their own fl ights but 
used their UT credit cards to 
pay for hotels, rental cars, and 
other expenses. They also spent 
some of their own cash, fi guring 
the university would reimburse 
them.

In an e-mail to Ms. Fronk 
dated Aug. 2, 2005, Brian Lutz, 
the athletic department’s com-
pliance director, wrote that he 
informed Mr. Amstutz that he 
wasn’t certain the university 
could reimburse the travel costs 
because the trip to Germany was 
not for a UT-sponsored clinic.

That same day Ms. Fronk noti-
fi ed Mr. Amstutz, Mr. O’Brien, 
and others that the coaches’ 
personal expenses wouldn’t be 
reimbursed and their credit card 
charges needed to be repaid.

Yet, e-mails show that the 
coaches fought the ruling for 
almost a year, a decision that 
was supported by UT Financial 
Controller Tom Page. 

Mr. O’Brien eventually  had 

the coaches reimbursed with 
money he controlled at the UT 
Foundation.

“That took a year to resolve 
because even though I said we 
would not reimburse them, 
Mike O’Brien and [Senior As-
sociate Athletic Director] Mike 
Karabin kept bringing it back to 
me,” Ms. Fronk said. “And in fact, 
they stopped coming to me and 
went to Tom Page directly, and 
Tom Page told them the same 
thing.”

 More spending disputes
Ms. Fronk had other fi ghts 

with the football team regarding 
spending.

A $3,000 charge for dry clean-
ing was placed on Mr. Amstutz’s 
UT credit card last season for 
cleaning his and his assistant 
coaches gameday clothing.

Ms. Fronk rejected the charge, 
saying that university policy did 
not allow public money to be 
spent for cleaning work clothes.

The university previously 
had an agreement with a local 
dry cleaning business that al-
lowed the coaches to get their 
UT coaching shirts and pants 
dry cleaned in exchange for free 
advertising. That agreement ex-
pired, and Mr. Amstutz put the 
cost for the dry cleaning on his 
charge card.

Mr. Amstutz said last week 
that he didn’t know what ar-
rangement his coaches would 
have for their dry cleaning this 
season.

Also last season, Mr. Amstutz 
decided that his team would not 
fl y to an away game at Northern 
Illinois, a move that was going to 
save UT $90,000.

Following that decision, Ms. 
Fronk advised Mr. O’Brien, the 
coach, and his staff to hold on 
to that money until closer to the 
end of the fi scal year because of 
budget concerns facing the team 
and the entire department.

The football offi ce argued that 

the $100,000 it had allocated 
for equipment in 2006 was not 
enough and wanted to use some 
of that $90,000 to cover equip-
ment purchases.

The team ended up proposing 
to spend more than $154,000 
on equipment, including about 
$21,500 on coaches’ clothing, 
and Mr. O’Brien told Ms. Fronk 
to approve the purchases.

When asked last week by 
The Blade about that spending 
decision when his department 
was facing a growing defi cit, Mr. 
O’Brien said: “If that’s what oc-
curred, that wasn’t a very sound 
fi scal decision on my part. That’s 
something we learn from and 
not to do in the future.”

In a February e-mail, Ms. 
Fronk raised yet another spend-
ing issue — allowing wives of 
football coaches and graduate 
assistants for the fi rst time to 
attend all recruiting events, din-
ners, and socials.

She informed Mr. O’Brien the 
meals were “averaging between 
$45-$50 per head” with fi ve to 
eight wives in attendance for 
each meal. At the time, football 
program expenses were running 
a defi cit of $80,917.  

The next day, on Feb. 7, Mr. 
O’Brien sent Ms. Fronk a short 
reply: “I approve the meals for 
the wives in attendance.”

 ‘Out of the loop’
In addition,  Ms. Fronk won-

dered why she hadn’t received 
payments for the wives of coach-
es and athletic department staff, 
as well as other nonessential 
personnel, who accompanied 
the men’s basketball team to the 
Virgin Islands last November.

Ms. Fronk went to fi nance de-
partment offi cials to ask whether 
she should bill for trips with the 
team taken by people other than 
players, coaches, team support 
staff, and athletic department 
members, and was ultimately 
ordered to do so by Senior Vice 
President for Finance and Strat-
egy Daniel Morissette.

When Ms. Fronk sent out an 
e-mail informing athletic and fi -
nance department offi cials that 
she was going to issue invoices 
to all nonessential personnel 
who traveled with the team to 
the Virgin Islands, Mr. O’Brien 
issued two angry replies.

He fi rst wrote: “To anyone who 
cares, this is BS. I have indicated 
in an e-mail to Dan as to what 
I think of this. I wonder if Ohio 
State does this! Great for campus 
moral.”

Mr. O’Brien later sent out 
a second e-mail that said all 
nonessential personnel other 
than his family and the coaches’ 
families had paid the UT Foun-
dation. 

He said he instructed Brian 
Jones, UT’s associate head train-
er, to issue invoices to those who 
paid, but told him the coaches’ 
wives should travel for free be-
cause “their spouses [are] very 
seldom home anyway.”

Last week Mr. O’Brien said 
he instructed Mr. Jones to is-
sue those invoices because the 
trainer also acts as the men’s 
basketball team’s travel coordi-
nator and billing was one of his 
responsibilities.

Ms. Fronk said that she at least 
should’ve been included in the 
process for that trip and billing 
for trips was something she was 
supposed to handle.

“For Brian to handle all of it 
and categorically keep me out 
of the loop was not typical,” Ms. 
Fronk said.

Ms. Fronk also said she was 
unaware that a contract had 
been signed between UT and 
Vanderbilt University for a men’s 
basketball game that called for 
money to be paid to a Toledo-
area sporting goods store rather 
than UT. 

The Rockets agreed to a Dec. 
2 game at Vanderbilt in return 
for a home game against the 
Commodores this  season and a 
$6,000 payment to be made by 
Vanderbilt to Team Sports Inc. 
of Holland.

Ms. Fronk didn’t know about 
the deal until a Vanderbilt em-
ployee called  the University of 
Toledo looking for Team Sports’ 
address and Ms. Fronk took the 
call.

She told the Vanderbilt em-
ployee it would be illegal for 
Vanderbilt to send the check to 
anyone other than UT. Vander-
bilt then sent the check to the 
university, not to the sporting 
goods store.

Offi cials from both schools 
said the contract should’ve 
called for UT to be paid directly 
and vowed not to enter into any 
similar contracts.  

Last week, Mr. Page said the 
incident involving the Vander-
bilt contract was evidence there 
were controls in place within 
the athletic department because 
Ms. Fronk caught the problem 
before public money was sent to 
Team Sports.

But now that control is gone.

 Position eliminated
“Given the sequence of events, 

how things took place, it strongly 
suggests that she was eliminated 
due to raising legitimate con-
cerns about problems that she 
perceived to be in the depart-
ment,” said Mr. Greenfi eld, Ms. 
Fronk’s attorney.

Everyone, from Dr. Jacobs 
down to Mr. O’Brien, contends 
Ms. Fronk is no longer employed 
at the University of Toledo  be-
cause her position was elimi-
nated in the UT-MUO merger.

But records show that there 
was a change in Mr. O’Brien’s 
perception of Ms. Fronk, based 
on the last performance review 
he conducted of her in the 
spring of 2006.

In that review Mr. O’Brien 
characterized Ms. Fronk as 
performing the business offi ce 
duties “very well” but needing 
to  improve her relationships 
with staff members within the 
department.

Mr. O’Brien indicated that 
he was “concerned about [Ms. 
Fronk’s] relationships with co-
workers” and that “creating a 
harmonious atmosphere is very 
important.”

The only other review Mr. 
O’Brien conducted of Ms. Fronk 
that mentioned strained rela-
tionships with co-workers was 
in 2002, when Mr. O’Brien said 
she has the “awkward duties of 
saying ‘no’ on many occasions. 
[The] key is how to say ‘no.’”

In a 2005 review when dis-
cussing Ms. Fronk’s interaction 
within the department, Mr. 
O’Brien wrote that “Suzette is 
above the curve and indicates to 
staff proper procedures in infor-
mative style.”

Not long after Mr. O’Brien 
criticized her people skills in 
her latest performance review 
and about a year after her real 
troubles within the department 
began, Ms. Fronk received an 
anonymous letter mailed to her 
offi ce from the “Research Trian-
gle Region” in North Carolina.

According to a UT police re-
port, the letter “made reference 
to her position at the university 
and insinuated that it may be a 
‘matter of time’ before she re-
ceived a ‘pink slip.’”

Mr. Greenfi eld said it was 
never determined who sent that 
letter.

Nearly a year passed before 
Ms. Fronk was informed that 
she needed to fi nd another job. 
Dr. Jacobs insists that Ms. Fronk 
wasn’t fi red.

“She was not removed from 
her position. Her position was 
eliminated because we wanted 
to centralize that function,” Dr. 
Jacobs said.

The university president said 
he was vaguely aware Ms. Fronk’s 
position was being eliminated 
when it was announced.

When asked if he agreed with 
the move, Dr. Jacobs said: “If it 
happened that means I agree 
with it.”

Of course, Ms. Fronk and her 
attorney have a different view of 
the move.

Asked if he was going to take 
legal action on behalf of Ms. 
Fronk, Mr. Greenfi eld sounded 
as though he was prepared to 
move forward with a lawsuit.

“I’m investigating that right 
now, but at this point it appears 
it is likely,” he said.

Contact Joe Vardon
at jvardon@theblade.com

or 419-410-5055. 
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THE FIGHT TO KEEP UT’S ATHLETIC DEPARTMENT
IN THE BLACK WAS A LOSING BATTLE
A review of dozens of university e-mails obtained by The Blade shows that in addition to the battles on the 
football field and basketball arena, over the past two years there was a fight behind the scenes to control 
athletic spending and balance the athletic budget — a contest UT didn’t win.

THE BLADE

After UT’s football team won the GMAC Bowl in December, 2005, the athletic department bought commemorative 
rings for coaches and team members. When the bills came due, Suzette Fronk, assistant athletic director for 
business affairs, noticed that $135 rings or pendants were also purchased for the wives of 10 UT coaches. The 
coaches would have to pay taxes on the value of the rings, according to UT Controller Thomas Page.

By deciding not to fly to play a 2006 football game against Northern Illinois, UT saved $90,000, money that Ms. 
Fronk recommended be set aside to help balance the budget. After Athletic Director Mike O’Brien initially agreed, 
the football team decided to use the money to buy more equipment, including $21,000 more for extra clothing 
for coaches — a decision Mr. O’Brien last week said was a mistake.

Two months after the men’s basketball team flew to the Virgin Islands for a 2006 early season tournament, Mr. 
Page questioned why the athletic director’s and coaches’ wives and family members, as well as other 
nonessential personnel were not charged for flying with the team. Dawn Rhodes, assistant vice president of 
budget and finance, agreed, saying that the university needed to be consistent. UT records show that a university 
donor, as well as wives and girlfriends of athletic department staff members paid for the trip, but the athletic 
director’s and coaches’ wives and family members flew for free.

By May it became clear that the athletic department would be deep in the red by the end of the fiscal year on 
June 30. Patrick Okerbloom, senior budget analyst, predicted up to a $2 million deficit in an e-mail to Ms. Fronk, 
but last week he told The Blade the deficit would be $1.5 million. The athletic department, which is being 
subsidized with more than $10 million this year in student fees and general revenue, has asked university 
officials for an additional $677,166 in student fees in the next fiscal year, a 7 percent increase.

UT 
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Parents ensure legacies of Virginia Tech victims live on

ASSOCIATED PRESS

Peter Read, left, high school band instructor Jack Elgin, and 
Cathy Read embrace after the presentation of a scholarship 
given in memory of slain Virginia Tech student Mary Read.

ASSOCIATED PRESS

RICHMOND —  In ways as 
unique as the children who died 
too young, parents of some of 
the 27 students killed in the April 
16 shootings at Virginia Tech are 
ensuring that hopes and dreams 
live on.

“The sad part of this is we’re 
talking about the legacy of a 
person who wasn’t quite 19 years 
old,” says Austin Cloyd’s father, 
Bryan. “For these students, 
many of whom were freshmen, 
we’ll never really know.

“It’s up to us to write their 
legacy.” 

w On Feb. 22, less than two 
months before she died, Lauren 
McCain recorded an 8-minute 
video for Campus Crusade for 
Christ, speaking of her com-
mitment to Christ, her belief in 
heaven.

And then, in one haunting 
moment, she spoke of her own 
mortality:

 “I asked to see His face, you 
know, because God says, ‘Who-
ever sees my face, he’s going to 
die.’ And in a way we die to self, 
but as human beings, we’re not 
going to see His face until we’re 
in heaven. But I was like, ‘Oh 
man, you know, just let me die 
then. Let me see your face.’ And 
He showed me.” 

 The video is drawing respons-
es from across the nation, says 
Campus Crusade spokesman 
Tony Arnold. Some say it has 
made them re-evaluate their 
own lives. 

w  Long before she was a fresh-
man at Virginia Tech, Mary Read 
was the consummate band kid.

The ever-grinning brunette 
played clarinet in the March-

ing Atoms at Annandale High 
School, twirled fl ags and rifl es 
with the winter indoor color 
guard, and, during her senior 
year, was president of the band.

When Peter and Cathy Read 
created a college scholarship 
fund in their daughter’s name, 
there was no doubt where it 
would focus.

“It is hard to explain if you 
have never been in band, but 
the closeness and friendships 
that you develop through 
that shared experience are re-
ally special,” says Mrs. Read. “It 
never occurred to us to do the 
scholarship anywhere else but 
the band.” 

In less than two months, the 
community raised more than 
$27,000.

 Under the family’s guidelines, 
band members nominated 

graduating seniors they consid-
ered caring, compassionate, and 
kind, as Mary was.  

The writer of the winning es-
say, a freshman who’d never met 
Mary, nominated  Billy Gibson, 
18, for the $1,000 award. Billy 
and Mary  dated in high school 
and had been friends for years . 

w    For four summers, Austin 
Cloyd helped rebuild roofs for 
families in need with the reli-
gious  Appalachia Service Project 
— which provides housing ser-
vices to low-income families in 
central Appalachia. 

The cheerful redhead was par-
ticularly moved by the personal 
connections she formed with 
the families.

 To celebrate her life, the Cloyd 
family encouraged memorial 
gifts to the project. So far, more 
than $70,000 has been donated. 

w
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