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September 12, 2025

Richard P. Henry, Inspector General for Education
Maryland Office of Inspector General for Education
100 Community Place, 4™ Floor

Crownsville, Maryland 21032
Richard.henry(@maryland.gov

Dear Inspector General Henry:

The Office of Inspector General for Education report, dated August 5, 2025, which was provided
to Mr. William J. Barnes, Superintendent, Howard County Public School System (HCPSS), was
forwarded to the Office of General Counsel (HCPSS) for response. In order to comprehensively
respond to the recommendations in the report, the Office of General Counsel collaborated with the
Division of Schools, the Department of Special Education, and the Department of Human
Resources. HCPSS appreciates the opportunity to provide information that demonstrates its
progress in addressing the recommendations and the actions which continue to be taken to address
students’ needs and support Cedar Lane School.

Background

In January 2025, the Office of the Inspector General for Education (OIGE) initiated an
investigation in response to a complaint regarding staffing and safety concerns at Cedar Lane
School. As part of the investigation, OIGE conducted an interview with the principal, Mr. Paul
Owens, who also encouraged the investigative team to conduct an on-site visit to better understand
the school environment and operational needs. HCPSS is unaware of other individuals, including
any members of the Department of Special Education, who were interviewed during the
investigation.

Summary of the Report

The final report, issued on August 5, 2025, acknowledged Cedar Lane School’s ongoing efforts to
provide a safe and supportive environment for students with significant and complex needs amid
national staffing shortages. OIGE confirmed that some classrooms were operating without
certified special education teachers, instead relying on paraeducators supported by certified staff
in nearby classrooms. While this model satisfied the required student-to-staff ratios under COMAR
13A.09.10.17(E), it does not fully meet the instructional standards requiring certified personnel to
deliver specially designed instruction.

In terms of safety, the report noted Cedar Lane School’s structured crisis response practices,
including the use of modified lockdowns and the Behavioral Response Team (BRT). Still,
concerns were raised around the limited availability of Registered Behavior Technicians (RBTs),
the need for updated emergency communication systems, and facility vulnerabilities related to
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access control and proximity of high-needs student populations. The report concluded with five
recommendations aimed at improving staffing, safety, and operational coordination.

HCPSS acknowledges the concerns of OIGE and appreciates that the report also notes the efforts
of Cedar Lane School staff to maintain student safety. As the report states “Regarding student
safety, the OIGE finds that Cedar Lane has implemented protocols to mitigate behavioral incidents
that are likely to occur, thereby maintaining a safer learning environment. The school’s use of
modified lockdowns, the activation of its Behavioral Response Team (BRT), and adherence to de-
escalation practices reflect an understanding of behavioral crises among students with significant
needs. Staff interviews confirmed the knowledgeable application of these procedures.”

Recommendation #1: Continue Efforts to Recruit Certified Special Education Teachers

Response: Cedar Lane School is currently fully staffed for teachers for the 2025-2026 school year,
and we are currently finalizing the hiring for two open paraeducator positions. HCPSS’ human
resources team has also implemented a series of actions to support our pipeline of special
educators, including establishing a pool of pre-screened long-term substitute teachers, exploring
different recruitment sources, and partnerships with universities.

Recommendation #2: Invest in Additional Registered Behavior Technicians (RBTs)

Response:

For the 2025-26 school year, Cedar Lane School will have seven Registered Behavior Technicians
and three Board Certified Behavior Analysts (BCBA) on staff. The staffing allocation represents
an addition of 6 RBTs and 2 BCBAs for this school year.

Recommendation #3: Reconfigure Classrooms to Protect Medically Fragile Students

Response: Cedar Lane School is currently serving approximately 17 medically fragile students.
Reconfiguring classroom assignments to better separate students with aggressive behaviors from
medically fragile peers would require significant physical moves across the building. School
system support is being provided to assess logistics and develop a feasible reconfiguration plan
that minimizes disruption. The principal continues to explore ways to improve proximity-based
safety while maintaining access to necessary services and support spaces.

HCPSS is working on the evaluation and expansion of the special education program continuum
to provide additional options for learners who benefit from smaller, more specialized environments
that are responsive to medical and physical needs while ensuring a safe and supportive setting.

Recommendation #4: Address Gaps in Emergency Communication and Door Alarms

Response:

In late April of 2025, the school was provided with 17 additional walkie-talkies, for a total of 40
walkie-talkies, to provide additional communication devices. The addition has allowed for one
walkie-talkie to be in each classroom. In alignment with §7-11A-01 to §7-11A.03 of the Education
Article, school system staff will collaborate with school-based staff to establish a student support



response structure that aligns with the needs of the students and maintains safety for staff and
students. This will include a tiered response system for student behavioral needs.

Recommendation #5: Improve Communication and Responsiveness to Staff Concerns

Response: Principal Owens is working closely with Cedar Lane School’s Instructional Facilitator
and school director to build a structured system for addressing staff feedback and operational
concerns. He understands the value of regular feedback loops and staff engagement protocols that
promote trust, collaboration, and shared problem-solving.

As delineated in this response, HCPSS considered the recommendations of the OIGE report and
has taken appropriate steps to implement the recommendations. With this submission, HCPSS
considers the investigation and response complete; however, as staffing of special education
positions remains a challenge for the school system and other school systems within the State of
Maryland, HCPSS will continue to develop and utilize strategies to recruit for special education
positions. Additionally, HCPSS will continue to address student safety and educational needs at
Cedar Lane School. Please do not hesitate to contact me at 410-313-6604 or
stephen_cowles@hcpss.org if OIGE requires any further information.

Sincerely,

J. Stephen Cowles
General Counsel

c: Joshua L. Michael, Ph.D., President, Maryland State Board of Education
Carey M. Wright, Ed.D., State Superintendent of Schools
Jolene Mosley, Chair, Howard County Board of Education
William J. Barnes, Superintendent of Schools, HCPSS
Jen Robinson, Chief, Division of Schools, HCPSS
Jennifer Webster, Chief, Division of Academics, HCPSS
Jennifer Riccardi, Acting Executive Director, Special Education, HCPSS
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