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Board also votes to oppose bill adding restrictions 
to handling of public-information requests 

BY LISA PHILIP 
lphilip@baltsun.com 

, The Howard County school bo~d 
voted to oppose a bill that would change 
the way its members are elected, as well as 
a bill that would make it more difficult for 
the school system to tum down public 
information requests. 

Board member Cynthia Vaillancourt 
suggested voting on official board posi­
tions after a . public hearing after the· 
Howard County state delegation holds· a 
public hearing Dec. 1 to gather citize~ 
input about the bills and other proposed 
locallegislation. 

'We can hear what the public has. to 
say;' she· said, "and at least pretend we 
have inte:t;est in what people in the county 
thin1 " c. 

At Thursday's board meeting, school 
board member Bess Altwerger said 'that 
takirtg a position then would be "prema­
ture" since the board received the text of 
the legislation in the past week 

"I don't appreciate being ntshed into 
taldng a vote on this tonight;' she said, 

· adding that she would also like to attend 
the Dec~ 1 public hearing before taking a 
stance. 

After he~gthese concerns, the board 
proceeded to··discuss and vote on the 
legislation. · 

The :first legislation the board discuss­
ed, which was drafted by County Council- · 
man Jon Weinstein and state Del. Vanessa 
Atterbeary, would require that five of the 
seven board members be elected by 
councilmahic district and the two remain­
ing members be elected by voters across 
the county. All seven board members are 
cunently elected by countywide voting.· 

The legislation was developed· in re­
sponse to some parents' concerns that the 
board is cun·ently not responsive to voters 
and that parents do not lmow which board 
member to turn to for help with school­
related matters. 

Board members Christine O'Connor 
and Ellen Flynn Giles criticized the bill 
based on their belief that each member 
should represent and work for all of the 
stl;ldents in the county, not only the 
students in one cow1cil district. · 

"Our constituents are every single 
resident, every single student in Howard 

County. We come to understand, to 
appreciate, to support every district in the 
county;' said Giles. "I would regret not 
being responsible to eyery single person in 
Howard County!' · · 

"It promotes a community feel to hav~ . 
everybody know about every ·school in 
county;' O'Coooor said. "This doesn't 
promote collaboration in my mind!' . 

French pointed out. that board mem­
bers are alreadyassignedto different parts 
of the county or sets of· schools <:alled 
"clusters!' ~ 

"It's our way of familiarizing ourselves 
. with that part of county and those schools' 
needs;'· she said. Board members rotate to 
different clusters each year. 

"I'm not sure . why this would be so . 
different from how the County Council 
operates;' Vaillancour.t said· about having 
board members· elected. by district .. ''I 
haven't heard complaints that the County 

,Cotuicil only focu~~s on his or her. OWn. 
district!' . ., . _ .. 

The second·:bilLiliscussed, which was 
·proposed by stat~~, Del. Warren Miller, 
would impose . restrictions on . how. the 
school system handle.s·public information 
requests. . This hiCludes ·. requiring · t.he_ 
school system to:cony:ince a: judge that 
there -is a valid reason for ~Iiot releasing an 
interagency memorandum, which are on 
occasion protect~d from public release. 

The bill, written in response to constit­
uent complaints about school officials' 
handling of public .records requests, 
would also require that the system gets the 
approval of the state's attorney general to 
withhold documents under exceptions to 
the Public Information Act. 

French was the only board member to 
corrunent on Miller's bill, saying that it 
unjustly targeted the school system. 

"They were singling. us out;' she· said. 
"They wanted to target us witl1 respon­
sibilities that no·one else in the state has:' 

The board voted 6 to 1, Vaillancourt 
dissenting and Altwerger absent, to op­
pose both of the above bills. 

The board Unanimously voted to op­
pose a third bill that I would lower the 
maximwn county income tax rate from 
3.2 to 2.7 percent, citing the need for 
adequate revenue to fund quality educa'-' · 
tiori for the county's students. 
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