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I want to thank you again for the time you, Mr. Carr and Mr. Swift gave me on September 19 to 
tour schools and understand the educational situation in Garrett County. The tour was as 
informative and eye-opening as I could possibly wish; it made fully comprehensible the unique 
influence that geography and local culture have on school location, educational programs, and 
budget in your county. The abstractions that are communicated through reports and capital 
improvement proposals cannot possibly provide the vivid picture that was conveyed by the visits 
to schools, the view of children at their studies, and my conversations with teachers and 
administrators. It is clear that you face a budgetary crisis that has had, and will continue to 
have, the gravest impact on the quality of public education in Garrett County. My concern is 
that decisions that are made at this time to alleviate the budget crisis are likely to be extremely 
detrimental to the education of children, with long-term impacts on the social wellbeing and the 
economy of Garrett County, and that these decisions may prove to be difficult to reverse later. 
Hopefully, alternatives can be found that will both protect educational quality and maintain 
flexibility for the future of education in your county. 

There is no simple answer to the problems that confront public education in Garrett County, but 
perhaps I can offer an outsider's perspective. Unlike your high schools and middle school 
clusters, which are geographically separated but are connected by the Route 219 corridor, your 
elementary schools are highly dispersed and geographically isolated; and unlike certain other 
rural jurisdictions in which the elementary schools are likewise dispersed, the mountainous 
terrain of Garrett County and the severe winter weather conditions present transportation 
challenges that lead to an exceptionally high bussing budget and daily miles travelled. The 
elementary schools, as a result, are unique, highly identified with their localities and their terrain, 
and obviously cherished by their communities: the degree of teacher commitment and parental 
involvement that I observed and was told about were truly impressive. 

Another factor of significance is the narrow base of the Garrett County economy. I understand 
that tourism makes up by far the largest contribution to the county economy outside of farming, 
and that there are only a handful of industries that currently offer employment. Moreover, I 
understand that the overall population is aging, due to both the outmigration of younger families 
who cannot find employment in the county, and the in-migration of retirees who want to enjoy 
the beauty and serenity of the land. The result is the decline in the school-age population that 
we discussed extensively during our tour of schools; this decline results in budget cuts that have 
the very distressing effect of further reducing the educational options for young people. The 
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Memo you sent me dated June 24, 2013 to the Board of Education highlights the instructional 
losses that have resulted: the elimination of French, Driver's Education and Masonry, the 
downsizing of other instructional programs, the constraints on Advanced Placement instruction, 
and the limited time given to art and music. In combination with the economic situation, these 
reductions in the educational progr am may contribute to a spiral of economic decline: additional 
families may leave if they fear that the educational program will not adequately prepare their 
children, and both investors and their employees may hesitate to locate in Garrett County if the 
educational program cannot offer children the full range of opportunities that are available to 
students in many other parts of Maryland and the region. Irrespective of the impact on potential 
investment, the absence of such programs places the children of Garrett County at a 
disadvantage relative to their peers, not only for college placement and readiness for the 
workforce, but also in their personal development. 

Education should be a centerpiece of the economic development plan and policies of the local 
government. If tourism is indeed to be the backbone of the economy of Garrett County for the 
foreseeable future, a capable workforce is needed that is trained in a full range of hospitality 
services, from hotel and restaurant management to sports and recreation. Since the attractions 
of the area include its pristine natural environment, one supposes that wildlife management, 
forestry, and related environmental services would also be essential professions to develop. 
Again, if Garrett County will continue to attract retirees, then health services of every type, from 
in-house care to assisted living to full hospital services, would also seem to be necessary 
components of any robust economic development plan. 

These thoughts are of course the speculations of an outsider; only local expertise, perhaps 
working with experienced consultants, can truly define the goals of the county and the path to 
achieve those goals. However, under any scenario it will take a number of years of thoughtful 
discussion and research, followed by careful implementation, to put in place a career technology 
educational program that will align with these goals and objectives. Other jurisdictions in 
Maryland - Worcester County, Dorchester County, Cecil County, to name prominent rural 
examples - have carried out exactly such studies in order to formulate their CTE educational 
programs. Although the suggestions above apply to the high school level, it is clear that 
students can only be successful in these advanced studies if their elementary and middle school 
education provides them with adequate preparation. 

My concerns on the overall orientation of education in Garrett County intersect with the more 
specific problem of whether certain elementary schools should be closed in order to achieve 
reduced operating costs. I have reviewed the study by Facility Engineering Associates (FEA) 
and the four options they present to address the anticipated $2.2 million budget shortfall. Yet I 
understand that even the most extreme of the options, which would close three elementary 
schools, re-configure grade levels in the northern schools, and redistrict two elementary school 
attendance areas in the south, still does not achieve the full savings needed to meet the budget 
shortfall; additional staff and programmatic cuts may be required. 

Given the grave, long-term and potentially irreversible consequences to actions that are taken in 
response to a present budget situation, I would hope that school closings would be delayed by 
at least one year to allow consideration of other options, including an enhancement of the CTE 
high school program. While the fiscal analysis to determine the cost savings that will result from 
school closures is of course essential, this analysis has to be weighed against the impact the 
closures might have on the education of the youngest students. From a cursory review of the 
county map, it is clear that considerably longer travel times would result for many students, 
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particularly those who live in the more remote parts of the county. Longer road trips may 
expose a larger number of students to the possibility of losing class time due to adverse 
weather conditions. After-school activities may suffer if students can no longer walk or bike 
from home to the neighborhood school. The impact on communities will be very large: not only 
will they lose the facility that is associated so closely with their children's development, but they 
may find that community functions that require institutional space, from basketball to skills 
training, become more limited. These factors need to be weighed against the fiscal advantages 
that may result from consolidation and school closings. They could factor into decisions by 
families not to remain in or locate to Garrett County, further depressing the school system and, 
inevitably, the welfare of the entire county. 

Overall, my view is that the urgency of the budgetary situation should not lead to hasty school 
closure decisions that will have severe consequences and should be considered with 
deliberation. I would hope that all decisions on closures will be taken in conjunction with a 
vision for the future of public education in Garrett County that includes an expansion of the high 
school CTE program. I will look forward to continuing our discussion on this situation. If you 
believe that a meeting with the Board of Education or the Board of County Commissioners 
would be helpful, please let me know and we can perhaps arrange another visit during the 
winter months. 

Sin0~~ 
David Lever 
Executive Director 
Maryland Public School Construction Program 

cc: Senator George C. Edwards, District 1 
Robert G. Gatto, Chair, Board of County Commissioners 
Cynthia M. Downton, President, Board of Education 
Dr. Lillian Lowery, State Superintendent of Schools 
Ms. Katharine Oliver, Assistant Superintendent, Maryland State Department of Education 
Mr. William Swift, Garret County Public Schools 


