Somerset County Public Schools

Dr. Ava Tasker-Mitchell Board Members
Superintendent of Schools Matthew Lankford, Chairman

) Andrew Gleason, Vice Chairman
Tracie Bartemy Mary Beth Bozman
Director of Schools William Mclinturff

RE: OIGE CASE NUMBER 25-0263-C
Richard P. Henry

Inspector General

RESPONSE TO OIGE MEMORANDUM

School curriculum and Board of Education Conduct

Dear Mr. Henry,

There is nothing more important to the Somerset County Board of Education than the children’s
well-being and their education. The duly elected members of the Board have placed their entire
time, energy and efforts to uplift dismal and failed academic performance of the Somerset
County Children. Somerset County is the worst performing county in Maryland out of all 24
jurisdictions.

Furthermore, Somerset County Board of Education appreciates and values the OIGE
involvement in the matters regarding the outstanding issues with the Superintendent, ELA
curriculum and the Board’s conduct.

Somerset County School Board is currently in the process of litigation before the MSDE.

As you may be aware, the local Superintendent filed a Petition to Remove the lawfully elected
school board member and Chairman, Mathew Lankford, on May 10, 2025, just 4 months and 10
days after he took office. She did so under the guise of acting as a “resident,” using private,
confidential, and closed-session notes, recordings, and memoranda obtained during her tenure as
Superintendent. This action violated the Open Meetings Act and was intended to bolster her
appeal before the State Board of Education regarding her termination.
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You are also aware that under Md. Education Article §4-201(e), the Board outlined the grounds
for termination of the local superintendent specifically citing: incompetency and insubordination.
Those are legal and lawful reasons for termination also stipulated under her contract.

In order to protect “due process” of the terminated Superintendent, the State Superintendent and
the MSDE went as far as to change COMAR during the summer and under the state of
emergency, without public notice or comment, to keep the terminated superintendent. In doing
so, they willfully ignored the due process of local board members, whose comments, statements,
and opinions were leaked to third parties by and through “Resident” Ava Tasker Mitchell.

Your letter fails to mention unlawful conduct of the Superintendent towards the members of the
Board. The board members have been silent while Maryland government agencies in concert
with each other have exchanged false and partially accurate information regarding Somerset
County Board of Education via mainstream media while the controversy continues to fuel our
community.

Notwithstanding those facts, your letter identifies sufficiently deficient information of the
following:

1) That the Somerset County School Board of Education has repeatedly failed to conduct
school board business professionally and,

2) The Somerset County Board of Education has placed students and staff at risk for not
approving the SAVVAS proposed curriculum for ELA in losing the $10 million dollar grant
under “Read and Learn”Act. [See your letter Case No: 25-0263-C]

ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS CURRICULUM

Your letter fails to address the following:

1) That Somerset County Board of Education approved all other Curriculum timely and
lawfully except ELA.
2) The issues of the ELA Curriculum continues as of the date I am writing this response.

Somerset County Board of Education is bound by its existing policies which have never
been found to violate any existing law or Maryland Constitution.

Your letter seems to omit the knowledge of, or understanding of the existing Board related
policies that all departments must comply with when devising their curriculums. Those policies
are publicly available on SCPS website:

1. The Somerset County Board of Education Policy 500-4: Curriculum Development
(adopted and updated in 2021)
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2. Somerset County Board of Education Policy 500-5: Curriculum Adoption (in existence
and without change since 2009).

3. Somerset County Board of Education Policy 500-6: Curriculum Guide (in existence and
without change since 2009)

4. Somerset County Board of Education Policy 500-7: Curriculum Review (in existence and
without change since 2009).

In fact, in 2023, the Somerset County School Board requested that all proposed curriculum
presentations and materials submitted for Board of Education review and approval be led by a
vetting process aligned with local policy standards. Miraculously, all other departments have not
only complied with the Board policies, but have proactively incorporated local Board policies
into their project plans and have had their curriculum proposal unanimously approved from
PreK, to math and Science.

In January 2024, ELA Coordinator Lilly Welch appeared before the Board with information of
testing two different software and SAVVAS and HMH as approved platforms by MSDE.

Since then, the Board has had zero information on SAVVAS or pilot testing of SAVVAS.

Please see our attorney’s communication with Ms. Welch on August 16-17, 2025! This is
happening now! Ms. Welch has yet to produce books and curriculum for the Board’s review.
Attached you may find the entire communication between the board counsel and Ms. Welch as
recently as today.

We cannot approve the Software without knowing the curriculum it contains.

On May 20, 2025 the Board received 10 slides about SAVVAS and the Board was told to
“approve” the curriculum as soon as possible. [See 10 slides attached]

The Board was expected to “rubber stamp” the SAVVAS because the “educators like it better
than the other pilot”. The “other pilot” was HMH curriculum equally approved by the MSDE.

As Board Members, we take our job and promise to our elected constituents seriously and we
will never simply rubber stamp anything unless we are informed that:

1) The proposed curriculum does not violate our existing policies and
2) That the Proposed curriculum does not violate existing laws.

As of to date - we have not received information or fact supporting the basic requirement of
compliance with our policies nor do we have any information on how the SAVVAS software
ensures compliance with college and career readiness standards under HB-1300 (Chapter 36),
under section §7-203.5 Curriculum Requirement.
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Current law as stated in the Maryland Education Article §4-101(a) clearly and unambiguously
states that “all educational matters that affect the counties shall be under the control of a county
board of education in each county” and that (b) Each county board shall seek in every way to
promote the interests of the schools under its jurisdiction.

One of the reasons Somerset County Board of Education chose to terminate employment of the
local Superintendent is for incompetence: holding ELA proposed curriculum until May 20 and
telling the Board we must approve something we know nothing about or “lose funds” we know
nothing about.

What is concerning is that as of to-date, we have sent 3 requests to the Superintendent asking for
information and received no response. [See Attached PDF]

Since the OIGE’s letter from July 24th 2025, Case No: 25-0263-C, the Board members have
engaged in digging, researching and trying to understand what “ OIGE reviewed MSDE grant
award data and found that SCPS was recently awarded $10,497,027 through the Read and Learn
Grant Program ($5,537,660 for K-5, and $4,941,367 for 6-12) to support educational program
development and implementation costs” you are talking about.

There is no such thing as Read and Learn Grant
SCPS did not get “10 million dollars recently”.

There is no requirement for any county to purchase SAVVAS Software under any law,
COMAR, Grant or any other source.

The time Board members spent trying to understand the $10 million dollars no one has seen is
well spent: we learned that the program you may be referring to is “Read and Lead Maryland:
the Maryland Comprehensive Literacy State Development (CLSD) grant implemented in
February 2025 and approved for Somerset County in April/May 2025. Somerset County Board
of Education had no knowledge about it as of to-date, the terminated Superintendent has refused
to provide information to the Board on both: 2026 Budget or Read and Lead Grant. You have
received the subpoenaed information confirming that fact.

Not surprisingly, Somerset County Public Schools have been identified as the worst county in
the State in literacy achievement. The sole purpose of this grant is to help resolve “persistent
literacy achievement gaps” “fostering equitable access to high-quality literacy instruction and
equipping educators with the topic and knowledge necessary to deliver evidence-based teaching
practices. “ [See: Read and Lead Maryland CLSD Grant. ]

The Grant is not interchangeable with the Ready to Read Act.
In fact, the Grant is not to purchase SAVVAS software for the ELA curriculum.

All activities ineligible for Read and Lead Funding as specified are:
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1) Supplementing existing funding (e.g replacing local funds (including state and federal)
for literacy coaching, professional learning or support).

2) Non-essential expenses (like unnecessary technology, travel or accommodations)

3) Universal screeners for students K-3 (because that is mandated by Ready to Read Act)
4) Language translators and their services

5) Salaries for staff not involved with CLSD

6) General multilingual programs

The funds we understand are specifically for literacy coaching models and supporting struggling
students.

These facts we obtained not via high quality top dollar Superintendent who has been terminated
for incompetence but solely based on your letter which opened the door for more research and
more understanding of what we have been accused of doing or not doing.

Curriculum Implementation

Somerset County Board of Education’s goal is high quality education and accountability for a
decade long trajectory of academic failures, learning gaps and incompetence by those to whom
we trust to educate our children. For an example, “All American Boys” by Jason Raynolds and
Brendan Keily (2015) includes profanities like “fuck™ across its 316 pages frequently and over
66 times. “ “The Hate U Give” by Angie Thomas (2017) include profanities like “fuck™ more
than 20 times. My own son was in the ELA class when the book with sexually explicit and raw
material was pushed on students, “All Boys Aren’t Blue”.

This Board takes education of our children seriously and fully supports Maryland State Evidence
Based Testing and learning. However, profanities have no place in ELA.

The purpose of the ELA is to enrich students with new vocabulary which none of the books with
profanities in them would achieve.

The students can use cuss words and profanities outside of our schools.
ELA is supposed to lift them and enrich them.
Your letter seems to omit this main purpose of ELA.

Once the Maryland Department of Education joined the call with members of the Somerset
County Board of Education only last week over the ELA crisis, we only then learned about
issues we were not told by our Superintendent and ELA coordinator.

For example the focus on evidence based learning is fully aligned with the Board’s educational
policies of accurate, evidence based education. Not a single word during the entire 2024-2025
about “Evidence based learning or ELA”. We would support it if we knew about it.
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On June 6, 2025 State Superintendent sent a letter addressed to the Somerset County Board of
Education specifically addressing the Read and Lead Grant.

This letter was not sent via email. The Board never received it.

It was opened by the Superintendent and never communicated to the Board. The Board of
Education received the State Superintendent’s letter by and through the President of the State
Board of Education who shared it with us on the Zoom call on Friday.

Shockingly, the President of Maryland State Board of Education thought we knew about “Read
and Lead Grant” and its requirements and thanks to MSDE we are now working feverishly to
understand what are we supposed to vote on and who makes decisions which title out of 1700
titles are included in SAVVAS vs HMH curriculum. All these items should have been presented
to the Board in January 2025 not at the 11" hour and under duress.

Needless to say, our attorney has never been included into communications sent to the
Superintendent including the time you sent us the Subpoenas. Our legal duty is to approve all
technology, software, books, materials and to ensure that our students receive high quality
education. In that respect we are fully compliant with Maryland high quality education
requirements and the Supreme Court holding in Pico. [457 US 853 (1982)].

Somerset County Board of Education was NOT provided any opportunity to review the proposed
curriculum. We are still asking Ms. Welch to provide us with the actual material to approve the
curriculum.

BOARD CONDUCT

The OIGE letter points out a statement made during Open Sessions by Ms. Welch, ELA
Coordinator, about what their next step should be. One of the Board Members responded “you
want the Board to tell you your next step?”

The words “you want the Board to tell you your next step”? are proper, professional and sadly
expose incompetence during the open meeting. These discussions are fully transparent and
public and no possible violations can be found in a statement “you want the Board to tell you
your next step”.

The frustration of the Board with the Superintendent and Ms. Welch cannot be understated.

Just look at our attorney’s attempt to provide information to the Board on the 11th hour and still
not getting the response.

SAVVAS is a software. SOMEONE has to upload the BOOKS into the SOFTWARE and the
program would produce curriculum, testing options, group projects related to that book.

We as the Board want to know who is uploading the Software and what books are under
consideration.
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Over the weekend, (August 16-17), we received HMH's proposed curriculum also approved by
MSDE.

The Books provided were excellent and we would love to adopt them.
Can the same literary material be available with SAVVAS?

It is further concerning that OIGE would tell the Board that they must vote for SAVVAS because
on April 10, 2024 SAVVAS was discussed at the Parent Advisory Meeting.

The Parent Advisory Meeting is not the Somerset County School Board meeting. It is not public
and the Board (especially new members) have no clue what was discussed at some other board
meeting.

May 20, 2025 is the first time the SCPS-BOE heard a presentation given to them on those 10
slides. The slides are insufficient. We cannot see from the slides how SAVVAS selects books or
how the ELA is going to be taught or what materials in addition to the online resource are going
to be presented to our children.

Public Disturbance during the Board Meetings in April-June 2025

The OIGE letter shows massive gaps in understanding what has caused the chaos during the
open meetings and why SCPS Board’s actions to “clear up the room” are lawful under the Open
Meetings Act.

The OIGE letter rests on information not obtained from the Board but from the Somerset
Educator’s Association who failed to inform the OIGE that the organized protests are the result
of the open budget session discussions. Attached, please find Board Attorney’s communication
with SEC Attorney, Mr. Fenton, Esq.

Somerset County Educator Association representatives filed a “grievance” with the Board
regarding the “decision to terminate Media Specialists” in May 2025. They organized protests
and members from SEA and Teachers Educator Association, all wearing red T-shirts, from the
neighboring counties like Worcester and Wicomico, showed up to protest at our regular monthly
Board meetings.

The gossip spread around the educator association and the protests to interrupt the open board
meeting ensued.

Robo calls were paid, organized and citizens were inundated with false “order to terminate media
specialists”.

Needless to say, their “Grievance” was resting on false pretenses and lies placed by the Somerset
Educators Association that the Board voted to terminate teachers and library specialists when
they did not.
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There was no Board “decision” to terminate media specialists.

There was no Board decision to “terminate teachers” and the entire protest, mob, rattling, and
disruption occurred all based on false SEA information. [See attorney email communications.
SEA’s attorney, Fenton and Ms. Schifanelli’s communication is attached.]

The public was manipulated by the Somerset Educator Association.

Their representatives appeared at our closed sessions and open sessions smearing and insulting
Board members and our attorneys.

While the public must be given an opportunity to listen under the OMA there is no right to
disrupt our meetings.

OIGE’s letter asking the Board of Education of Somerset County to provide “standards for
vetting Nobel Prize winning books” is shocking.

Nobel Prize is the ultimate recognition of the world that the books who receive such highest
literary honor are of the utmost excellence:

1) Literary Excellence: outstanding artistic merit of the author’s body of work based on the
author’s quality and originality in poetry, essays, short stories, plays, novels etc.

2) Ideal direction is often viewed as an idealistic tendency which promotes humanistic
values such as peace, justice or freedom.

3) Profound moral, philosophical or social themes,
4) Inspirational, uplifting of vision and message.

As a result of lack of leadership, competence by our Superintendent and activism of the SEA
coupled with blatant violations of the law — from violations of the OMA by the Superintendent
and her incompetence to lead and produce orderly meetings based on fact, the Board had no
other alternative then terminate the Superintendent for cause and is working now with the MSDE
in approving the 2025/2026 curriculum.

Thank you for your understanding and interest in Somerset County.

T~

Mathew Lankford, Chair
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