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May 1, 2017  

 

 

 

Karen B. Salmon, Ph.D. 

State Superintendent of Schools 

Office of State Superintendent 

State Department of Education 

Nancy S. Grasmick State Education Building 

200 West Baltimore Street 

Baltimore, MD 21201-2595 

 

Dear Dr. Salmon, 

 

As you know, our Howard County Public Schools continue to be ranked as one of the best in Maryland and 

our schools are among the most competitive in the nation. In fact, we were ranked the #1 Best School 

District in Maryland by Niche in 2017. We are humbled that families choose Howard County, in part, 

because of the investment we have made in our schools over years.  After all, our children are our future so 

we must invest wisely, recruit and retain teachers that will create a thriving learning environment, and ensure 

our administrators and leadership all work in a collaborative manner that supports the HCPSS mission to 

“cultivate a vibrant learning community that prepares students to thrive in a dynamic world”. 

 

In addition to my role on the County Council, I write to you today from my most important perspective, that 

of a concerned father of two daughters who are students in Howard County public schools.  The Howard 

County Education Association (HCEA) recently released its 2016-2017 Job Satisfaction Survey, a 

longstanding tradition since the early 1990’s, in which over 3,000 HCPSS employees are surveyed to 

ascertain confidence in the leadership of our superintendent, confidence in the Howard County Board of 

Education (BOE) leadership, confidence in HCEA leadership, overall morale at our schools, whether 

professional development offered is meaningful and worth the investment, as well as a host of other factors. 

That survey is available online here: http://hceanea.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2017/03/JSS-

OVERALL-1.pdf.  

 

As evidenced in the study, there is a toxic relationship between our Board of Education and our local 

Superintendent Dr. Renee Foose.  For example, the survey revealed that while 66.5% of employees had 

confidence in our BOE leadership, confidence in Superintendent Foose has dramatically fallen to 10.8%, 

down from the 74% during her first year in Howard County. In addition, while overall morale is good in our 

schools, as an educator, I would be remiss if I didn’t share my concerns that we clearly have need for 

improvement as some of our schools are reporting dangerously low morale including: Atholton ES (6.7%), 

Mt. Hebron HS (9.0%), Oakland Mills HS (11.4%), Swansfield ES (14.3%), Northfield ES (16%), and Lake 

Elkhorn MS (22.7%).  As you can imagine, it’s difficult to pinpoint exactly which metrics led to this overall 

feeling; however, I understand there continues to be longstanding and increasing tensions and differences. 

Earlier this year, our superintendent also filed a legal complaint and as you know, the BOE filed a Petition 

for Declaratory Ruling against the superintendent. On March 28th, the State Board declined to issue a ruling 

but instead issued a stay on any decision for 60 days in the hopes that both parties would attempt to resolve 
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their disputes through mediation. As a mediator with over 15 years of experience, this is not reasonable.  

There are underlying issues that prevent both parties from collaborating in an open, transparent and 

respectful manner.  

 

As a Councilmember, I also have experienced challenges in dealings with HCPSS. During the review and 

subsequent approval of the FY2017 budget, it became apparent there were concerns about the fiscal 

governance and the amount of funding proposed by our County Executive. In July 2016, the Council passed 

Council Resolution 88-2016 (CR88) which authorized our County Auditor to conduct a financial audit of the 

school system. Unfortunately, the County Auditor was unable to obtain materials, data, computer systems 

access, documents and information in a timely manner or arrange interviews with personnel in furtherance of 

his staff’s work. This led to the passage of Council Bill 64-2016 authorizing the County’s Office of Law to 

institute a civil action or other proceeding against HCPSS to ensure compliance with the financial audit 

authorized under CR88.  Given that the County is only permitted to authorize and conduct a financial audit, 

the Council introduced Council Resolution 179-2016 calling upon the Maryland State Department of 

Education to initiate a performance audit in the areas of: legal fees and use of outside legal counsel, the 

procurement process, and special education staffing and services, including out of school placement. 

Although the Council tabled this legislation, it was done in the hopes there would be improved 

communication and increased transparency. 

 

The State also conducted a financial audit that, in short, spotlighted that millions of dollars had been spent 

without proper approval or procurement that related to salaries, mileage expenses and construction projects. 

Mr. Thomas Barnickel II, the legislative auditor, specifically noted his concern regarding HCPSS’s 

continued reliance on no-bid contracts and echoed similar troubles to those our County Auditor faced in not 

only obtaining documents and access for interviews but in a timely manner.  Recognizing that our school 

system has an $808 million operating budget, it is important that we are responsible fiscal stewards of these 

public funds.  

 

The Attorney General's Public Access Ombudsman also issued a troubling report on HCPSS's compliance 

with the public information and transparency which stated "[t]he foregoing history demonstrates multiple 

PIA compliance problems and incorrect or unsubstantiated responses by HCPSS." And, "...failures of this 

magnitude, persisting for more than 4 years, have an obvious impact on the level of trust and confidence that 

HCPSS can expect in the wider community." 

 

Amid reports of mold in our schools creating environmental concerns for our teachers and children, the 

Council passed Council Resolution 31-2016, requesting our Environmental Sustainability Board (ESB) 

review reports commissioned by HCPSS pertaining to mold in our schools. The report notes that while 

“protocols adopted by HCPSS are consistent with controlling moisture as a means to limit mold… We did 

not see documentation reporting that the specific recommendations had been taken, nor were we privy to any 

evaluation of the effectiveness of the corrective actions.” 

 

I know there will always multiple perspectives in every dispute. However, in order to thrive and continue the 

reputation we have come to enjoy in Howard County, it is essential that our superintendent and local Board 

collaborate in an open and transparent manner that honors the decorum we demand of our leaders.  There is a 

well-established history of broad based concerns that go beyond even the issues I've detailed here. They are 

greater than just financial practices, access to public information, challenges with mold, support for special 

education, or the lack of transparency. As you can see, concerns are wide and varied; therefore, we must take 

a holistic approach if we are going to affect positive change.  
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Given the long standing challenges we face and given your authority as our State's superintendent, I 

respectfully implore you to investigate and intervene for the good and welfare of Howard County. We need a 

local Superintendent and Board of Education who can successfully collaborate with one another for the well-

being of our children, families, and educators. Unfortunately, we don't have that and I have no confidence 

that can happen absent your intervention.   

 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

 

All the best, 

 
Dr. Calvin Ball 

Councilmember 

 


