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Planning for Schools in Howard
County

During the HoCo By Design general planning
process, Howard County community members
and stakeholders raised concerns about the
County’s public school system capacity, and
voiced an interest in learning more about how
the County’s future growth and development
could impact the Howard County Public
School System (HCPSS). This report provides
an overview of the processes and
considerations associated with planning for
schools in Howard County.
Roles and Responsibilities
School planning in Howard County is an
annual process tied to the county’s capital
budget cycle that begins with the Howard
County Public School System’s (HCPSS)
Feasibility Study. The Feasibility Study
provides a comprehensive review of school
boundary options focused on capacity
utilization targets, presents student
enrollment projections and trends, and
develops capital improvement plan strategies.
This study is prepared by the HCPSS Office of
School Planning and adopted by the Board of
Education (BOE) each June. The Feasibility
Study informs the BOE’s capital budget for the
following fiscal year by providing detailed
information on the number of students
projected for each school in the system on
September 30th of each year for a 10-year
period.
To project future enrollment, the Office of
School Planning estimates enrollment growth
resulting from multiple factors, which include:
1) the number of births in Howard County, 2)
the five-year history of cohort survival (i.e.,
ratio of students moving from one grade to
the next in the same school), 3) first-time sales
of newly-constructed homes, 4) resales of
existing homes, 5) apartment turnover, and 6)
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56,165
School Enrollment, 2020-21

77

Total Schools in
HCPSS, 2020

92.78%
Graduation Rate

out-of-district enrollment at regional
programs. Each data point is projected
separately based on specific methodologies
for each category.
The Howard County Department of Planning
(DPZ) provides new housing unit projections
to the HCPSS Office of School Planning each
December for their use in the following year’s
Feasibility Study. As indicated above, the
housing unit projections are one of the six
components used by the Office of School
Planning for their student enrollment
projection estimates. Capital improvement
program decisions are made based on the 10year enrollment growth forecast and
attendance area adjustments anticipated.
Additionally, the Feasibility Study includes
County Council requirements under the
Adequate Public Facilities Ordinance (APFO).
These items include State and Local
Capacities, each school's most recent
boundary changes, and factors contributing to

growing enrollment based on the six
enrollment growth components.
Howard County’s Adequate Public Facilities
Ordinance
The Feasibility Study is also used as the basis
for the following year’s School Capacity Chart
that is approved by the BOE and adopted by
the County Council each July as required
under Howard County’s Adequate Public
Facilities Ordinance (APFO). The intent of
APFO, first adopted in 1992, is to limit and
pace development evenly over time so the
County can plan, budget, and construct capital
facilities for schools, roads, water and sewer,
parks, public safety, and other public
infrastructure. This process is designed to
direct growth to areas where adequate
infrastructure exists or will exist.
APFO has allowed the County to manage the
amount and distribution of residential growth
in accordance with growth policy set by the

General Plan. Prior to adoption of APFO, the
County was averaging more than 3,000 new
houses per year. This rate was reduced by
about half since the adoption of the 2000
General Plan, which establishes the annual
number of housing unit allocations for new
homes that can move through the
development process. Once that annual limit
is reached, development plans are placed on
hold until more allocations are issued the
following year. The current General Plan,
PlanHoward 2030 maintains this lower pace of
growth.
Howard County’s housing allocation system
(the first part of APFO) phases residential
growth over time based on the County’s
General Plan. A residential development needs
to obtain a housing allocation for each
housing unit, regardless of type of housing.
For example, a 30-unit project needs 30
allocations. Otherwise, the project must wait
for allocations to become available.
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Once allocations are granted, the
development project must then take
the School Capacity Test (the second
part of APFO). If school capacity is
not available at any level (elementary,
middle or high) then the project is
placed on hold. The school capacity
test is re-taken annually based on the
new School Capacity Chart approved
by the BOE and then adopted by the
County Council, typically each July.
Once the school districts in which the
development project is located have
adequate capacity, then the project
can proceed. If not, the project
remains on hold for another year.
Projects can be held up to a
maximum of five tests due to closed
schools (generally 3 to 4 years). This
means that even if the schools still
do not have adequate capacity after
five tests, the development project
may proceed nonetheless. This
period—when projects are on hold—
allows the HCPSS to plan, receive
funding for, and build new schools
and additions. Redistricting may also
occur to allow the efficient use of any
systemwide capacity that may be
available.
Table 1 shows the number of
housing units that have been placed
on hold (paused) since APFO was
first adopted in 1992. (Note that
APFO is designed to be forward
looking and thus the allocation year
is three years ahead of the time the
plan is first submitted to DPZ for
review, as it typically takes about
three years for a plan to move
through the development review
process and be completely built.
Hence, 1995 is the first allocation
year.) As indicated in Table 1, more
than 22,000 housing units have been
placed on hold since APFO first
began.

Table 1: Total Units on Hold
Allocations & School Capacity Waiting Bin
Allocation Year
1995

Allocations
0

School Capacity
0

Total
0

1996

63

0

63

1997

832

62

894

1998

688

533

1,221

1999

869

0

869

2000

109

0

109

2001

74

51

125

2002

484

154

638

2003

360

0

360

General Plan 2000 Adopted
Allocation Year

Allocations

School Capacity

Total

2003

461

75

536

2004

497

376

873

2005

654

706

1,360

2006

676

782

1,458

2007

994

966

1,960

2008

1,002

756

1,758

2009

2,925

363

3,288

2010

553

0

553

2011

261

0

261

2012

248

16

264

2013

211

850

1,061

2014

37

13

50

2015

12

133

145

PlanHoward 2030 Adopted
Allocation Year

Allocations

School Capacity

Total

2015

17

151

168

2016

111

60

171

2017

485

182

667

2018

0

509

509

2019

0

851

851

2020

0

804

804

2021

0

662

662

2022

0

407

407

Total Units Paused Since Beginning of APFO
Source: Howard County DPZ
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22,085

More Recent Residential Growth Trends
While APFO isn’t perfect, it has succeeded in
pacing residential growth according to
General Plan projections and goals. Over the
last ten years, there has been an annual
average of 1,607 new housing units built in
the County as shown in Chart 1. Chart 1 and
Chart 2 also show the trend in more recent

years of more apartment units being built with
less single family detached and single family
attached units being built. The years with the
greatest housing growth are attributed to
large numbers of multi-family units coming
on-line, typically associated with large
apartment projects often in Downtown
Columbia and the Transit Oriented
Development (TOD) and Corridor Activity
Center (CAC) zones along the Route 1
Corridor.

Chart 1: Residential Building Permits Issued
2001 to 2020 in Howard County

Source: Howard County Department of Inspections, Licenses and Permits (small numbers of new mobile home units not show)
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Chart 2: Residential Building Permits Issued by Unit Type in
Howard County
18,000
16,000
14,000
12,000

Residential Building Permits Issued - By Unit Type
16,069
Howard County

15,317
4,253

28%

4,536

30%

10,000
8,000
6,000
4,000
2,000
0

6,528

42%

2001 thru 2010

6,648

42%

4,380

27%

5,041

31%

2011 thru 2020
SFD

SFA

APT

Source: Howard County Department of Inspections, Licenses and Permits

PlanHoward 2030 distributes allocations by
Designated Place Type in a chart approved by
the County Council each July. Over the past
five years there has been a surplus of housing
allocations. Therefore, no residential
developments were delayed due to allocation
limitations. For all previous years, beginning
with the adoption of APFO in 1992, projects
have been delayed due to allocation
limitations. The last five years reflects a
slowdown in the number of projects
requesting allocations, which has in turn
resulted in a gradual buildup of available
allocations under the “rolling average”
provision.
Prior to July 2020, all unused allocations
would roll forward into future years. CB-142020, adopted June 7, 2020, reduced the
number of available allocations back down to
the original PlanHoward 2030 target of 1,850
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allocations for the current and future APFO
years (plus the allocations for
Downtown Columbia, which are treated
separately) and limited the number of unused
allocations that may roll forward to 10%.
The APFO housing allocations and
geographies are tied to population and
housing unit forecasts in the General Plan.
Therefore, HoCo By Design will change the
allocations chart, resetting the pace and
location of growth over the next 20 years.
Furthermore, APFO regulations require that a
new Adequate Public Facilities Review
Committee be formed within one year after
the adoption of the next General Plan to
review how APFO is working and develop
recommendations for changes/improvements.

Closed School Restrictions in 2020/21
After a development project receives
allocations, it then takes the school capacity
test. To pass this test, the elementary school
district, the elementary school region, the
middle school district, and the high school
district where the project is located must each
be under 105%, 105%, 110%, and 115% localrated capacity utilization, respectively. Howard
County has 42 elementary schools, 20 middle
schools, and 12 high schools, each in their
own district. There are 6 elementary school
regions containing anywhere from 6 to 10
contiguous elementary school districts.
At the current time, based on the latest school
capacity chart adopted in July 2020, there are
26 closed elementary school districts, 5 closed
middle school districts, and 5 closed high
school districts. This has placed a total of 657

housing units in 18 subdivision plans on hold
due to closed school districts. Projects are
retested each year after the County Council
adopts a new School Capacity chart and may
be delayed for a maximum of four years. The
map below shows the school districts currently
closed to development.
HCPSS completed a comprehensive
redistricting in November 2019, which
improved capacity utilization among schools.
This new redistricting took effect with the
school year beginning in the fall of 2020. The
school system’s proposed FY22 six-year
capital budget includes funding for planning
and construction of five new or replacement
schools and additions to add capacity. The
final FY22 capital budget will be adopted by
the Howard County Council at the end of May
2021 and includes full funding for a 13th high
school to be opened in the 2022/2023 school
year.
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Impacts of Recent Revisions to APFO
The County Council adopted amendments to
APFO in early 2018 have resulted in more
school districts being closed to development
as reflected in the map on the previous page.
A significant change to the law included
lowering the capacity utilization percentages
when elementary districts and regions are
closed to development from 115% to 105%,
middle school districts from 115% to 110%,
and adding a high school district test at a
115% threshold. This change has had an
impact on proposed new residential
development given the extent of the closed
areas in the County. This recent trend of
slower residential development is also a result
of a limited land supply in Howard County.
Much of the new residential development
opportunities in the future in Howard County
will come from redevelopment, given the
shortage of available greenfield land. This has
been recognized in the current HoCo By
Design planning process.
Table 2 shows the recent reduction in the
number of allocations granted. Not including
Downtown Columbia (a major redevelopment
location in Howard County with separate
APFO requirements), only 117 allocations have
been granted in the current allocation year.
Future year allocations from phased projects
are also shown. Most all future year
allocations are for Downtown Columbia. This
is an indication that new residential
construction will continue to slow in Howard
County in the immediate years ahead.
Another important leading indicator of future
development activity is the number of
presubmission community meetings held.
Presubmission community meetings are
required for all new development in Howard
County. These meetings are held by the
project applicant to inform the community
that they
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Table 2: Tentative Allocates
Granted
Year

Total

Downtown
Columbia

Rest of
Howard
County

2010

1,051

0

1,051

2011

1,275

0

1,275

2012

989

0

989

2013

1,980

390

1,590

2014

1,685

0

1,685

2015

1,885

267

1,618

2016

1,510

160

1,350

2017

1,616

0

1,616

2018

2,131

300

1,831

2019

2,168

509

1,659

2020

1,218

205

1,013

2021

923

13

910

2022

165

0

165

2023

1,332

1,215

117

2024

384

384

0

2025

620

620

0

2026

152

120

32

2027

305

305

0

2028

122

122

0

2029

0

0

0

2030

0

0

0

Current Year Allocation
Future Year Allocations

Source: Howard County DPZ as of May 4, 2021
intend to submit a development plan to DPZ
for review. Once the meetings are held, the
applicant has up to a year to submit their
plans to DPZ.

In the 18 months since July 2019, the number
of presubmission community meetings for
new residential development has dropped
significantly to only 17 meetings with 245
residential units. This compares to an average
of 73 meetings with 2,230 new units every 18
months since presubmission community
meetings were first required at the end of
2007 through the first half of 2019. The charts
below summarize this information. Similar to

the trend of less allocations being granted, the
slowing number and amount of units
proposed in presubmission community
meetings is also an indication that new
residential construction will continue to slow
in the immediate years ahead. While this slowdown will impact the amount of revenue
generated for school infrastructure, it will give
HCPSS some time to build new capacity in the
areas of the County where needed.

Chart 3: Number of Presubmission Community Meetings for New
Residential Development

Chart 4: New Units Proposed in Presubmission Community Meetings
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Current School Capacity Utilization
To monitor adequacy of school capacity in the
system, utilization is calculated using the
official September 30th enrollment and
reported school capacities. Capacity utilization
can also be calculated using projected
enrollment. This is how the annual school
capacity chart adopted by the County Council
to implement the APFO schools test is
prepared.
For SY2020-21 HCPSS elementary schools
were utilized at 95% of capacity, with underutilized schools in the West balancing some of
the high utilization rates at schools in the
Central and Eastern areas. Middle and High
school capacity utilization rates were over
100% county-wide, with the highest utilization
for both levels in the Eastern and Northern
schools. The table below shows the
enrollment, capacity, and capacity utilization
rates for SY2020-21 at each level (not
including pre-K). The capacities are from the
June 2020 Feasibility Study. As shown on Page
17 of the Feasibility Study, the target capacity
utilization range for schools is between 90 and
110%, Rates for each school are included in
the study.

Table 3: HCPSS Latest Official
Capacity Utilizations

Source: HCPSS
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HCPSS’s Long Range Capital Plan and
Upcoming Redistricting
The BOE’s Requested FY22 Capital Budget
includes several projects to alleviate crowding
in the areas of high-capacity utilization. The
Talbott Spring Elementary School (ES)
replacement opening for SY2022-23 will add
163 seats in a region with over 100% capacity
utilization. The opening of New High School
#13 and completion of a renovation/addition
at Hammond High School (HS) will add 1,858
seats in an area of the County with three high
schools utilized at over 110% this year. A
boundary review in 2022 will better define the
impact of these seats on capacity utilization in
area high schools. In addition to adjusting
high school boundaries in 2022 to open High
School #13, additional adjustments may be
made at the middle and elementary school
levels to balance utilization, better align feeds
to the high schools, and take advantage of the
new capacity at Talbott Springs ES.
In addition to those projects, the Capital
Improvement Plan (CIP) in the requested
budget also includes almost 500 seats of new
middle school capacity between Dunloggin
Middle School (MS) and Oakland Mills MS in
addition/renovations completed in 2027 and
2030, respectively. These seats are necessary
to address high utilization in middle schools in
the North and East. The requested CIP also
includes New Elementary School #43, opening
in SY2028-29 with 788 seats, to address high
utilization and growing enrollment in the
Southeast. All these projects will require
boundary adjustments to effectively utilize the
added seats and relieve crowding.
The Board’s requested Long-Range Master
Plan includes the above projects, plus an
additional 340 high school seats at Centennial
HS, a 600-seat new elementary school (#44),
and New HS #14 after 2030. The Centennial
HS project would address high utilization at
Centennial HS and Mt. Hebron HS through

boundary adjustment. New ES #44 would
address projected enrollment growth in the
Downtown Columbia area. While its exact
location, size, and attendance area are not
established yet, New HS #14 will likely be
positioned in the Northeast and provide
crowding relief to several schools in that area
and the North. The County has recommended
that a portion of Troy Hill Park be used as the
site for the 14th high school.
The BOE Requested Capital Budget can be
found here. Below is a summary table of the
10-Year Long-Range Facility Master Plan.
HCPSS maintains sites for future school
construction, commonly known as the “Land
Bank”. Many of the planned school sites
resulted from agreements made during the
planning and development of Columbia.
Additionally, Howard County government has
aided HCPSS in the past through exchanges of
County land where needed. Opportunities for
additions to the Land Bank in eastern Howard
County are under consideration. HCPSS is
working with the County to acquire land in
Turf Valley which will be added to the Land
Bank for a future elementary school.

Currently, the Land Bank includes four
properties totaling 42 acres in Columbia, a
future Middle School site on Marriottsville Rd.,
and the Mission Rd. property where New HS
#13 is under construction. The Mission Rd.

property has ample acreage for an elementary
school. The Land Bank also includes the
former Faulkner Ridge ES property. This
school was converted to offices in the early
1990s and has been closed altogether since
2011.
These sites provide options for the elementary
schools in the Columbia area and the
Southeast based on need generated by the
current development pattern. Changes to the
location, timing, and/or density of future
development may necessitate acquisition of
additional elementary school sites. The only
land bank site suitable for a secondary school
site is the Marriottsville Rd middle school site.
If a new middle or high school (beyond HS
#13) is warranted, due to changes in
development pattern, anywhere else in
county, additional sites will be needed.
Current projections show a need at these
levels beyond 2030.
The limited availability and increasing cost of
land suitable for school construction means
future facilities and sites may need to look
different than existing schools. Taller
buildings, shared athletic facilities and
parking, and even shared structure options,
among other non-traditional solutions, will
need to be explored. It will be important that
County land use and zoning plans and policies
support the flexibility needed to allow for
these solutions.

Table 4: HCPSS BOE FY2022-2031 Requested 10-Year Long Range Master Plan

(1) Other includes systemic renovations/modernizations, roofing projects, relocatable classrooms, site acquisition, technology school
parking lot expansions, planning and design, and barrier free projects.
(2) Total seats for HS #14 TBD. For purposes of this report indicated that will be same number as in HS #13, but could vary.

Source: HCPSS

Sources of Student Growth
As indicated on the first page of this report,
enrollment growth comes from both new
housing construction and resales and
apartment turnover in existing homes. Other
factors that impact changes in enrollments
include birth rates, cohort survival, and
enrollment at regional programs. Tables 5 and
6 show enrollment growth due to new
construction, apartment turnover, and resales
by school level for the last two years. When
comparing these three factors, new
construction accounted for 29% of new
student growth in 2019 and 25% in 2020. As
neighborhoods age they naturally turnover
with new families with children purchase
existing homes as “empty-nesters” decide to
move on. There is also a turnover in
apartment units, often with younger families
moving into larger townhomes or singlefamily homes as the children age. New
students from resales and apartment turnover
account for 71% and 75% of student growth
in 2019 and 2020, respectively, when
compared against growth from new home
construction.

Tables 5 and 6: HCPSS Student Growth
– New Construction Vs. Resales of
Existing Units & Apartment Tower
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Source: Howard County Public School System, Office of School
Planning

Further details on source of enrollment estimates:
•

These are students new to their school, not necessarily new to the school system. They may have transferred from
another HCPSS school.

•

Resales are from MDP sales database, pulled in November. The annual dataset for each year is records with a
transaction date between October 1 of the prior calendar year and Sept 30 of the current year.

•

New construction is based on permit data from DPZ and is organized in the same annual breakdown as housing
sales: 10/1 – 9/30.

•

Countywide new construction yield rates can vary widely from year to year due to the type of units built and
location of construction. New SFDs in some western areas generate ten times the students (per unit) as
apartments built in some parts of Columbia and the Southeast.

•

The student counts presented are NET counts by level. Many schools add new students and lose existing students
each year due to these factors.

•

The timing of permit issuance and sale of new homes can impact the year in which new students are counted.

•

This data is used to inform an enrollment projection for one point in time—September 30th. Students may
withdraw and/or enroll throughout a school year, and those transactions will be part of each annual update to
inform the next September 30th projection.

11 | Strategic Advisory Group

Financing School Construction
Construction for new schools and additions
and renovations of existing schools is mostly
paid for by General Obligation bonds and the
School Surcharge. General Obligation bonds
are the main financing mechanism for most all
capital spending in the County and are backed
by the full faith and credit of the County. The
School Surcharge is collected at the time of
building permit for all residential construction.
Table 5 summarizes the total debt payments
in the approved FY21 operating budget.
Servicing debt accounts for about 10% of the
total operating budget. About 43%

of this total debt spending in the County is for
the Howard County Public School System.
Twenty-five percent of the transfer tax, which
was increased from 1.0% to 1.25% under
Council Resolution 84-2020, effective May 27,
2020, is also dedicated to school land
acquisition and construction costs. This
currently amounts to about $11 million per
year and is used as cash payments towards
school capital needs. The fiscal analysis
conducted for the HoCo By Design Growth
Choices Workshop indicates that new growth
will bring in an additional $1 to $2 million in
transfer tax revenues annually over 20 years.1

Table 7: FY21 Debt Service by Category
Howard County Operating Budget

Source: Howard County, MD, FY21 Approved Operating Budget
1

See page 62 of the Scenario Planning Guide and page 42 of the Fiscal Impact Analysis Assumption
Document for further details.
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Although General Obligation bonds make up
the most of debt for HCPSS, the School
Surcharge has been used to supplement these
bonds. The School Surcharge rate was
significantly increased in November 2019
(effective January 6, 2020), raising the rate
from $1.32 per square foot of new residential
construction to $7.50 per square foot, with the
increase phased in over two years. This
increase is expected to bring in needed
additional revenues for school construction.
As indicated in the fiscal analysis conducted as
part of the recent HoCo By Design Growth
Choices Workshop, it is estimated that annual
School Surcharge revenues will be between
$18 and $29 million annually over the next 20
years, depending on the scenario. (See
footnote 1)

infrastructure. Funding future capital needs for
HCPSS will continue to be a challenge.
Conclusion - Accommodating Future School
Needs
To effectively accommodate future needs,
three important “legs of the stool” must all
work together: 1) effective land use planning
and growth management, 2) adequate school
funding and construction, and 3) attendance
area redistricting to efficiently use systemwide
capacity.

The school surcharge is paid by anyone who
builds a new home (or addition), whether an
individual homeowner or developer. To the
extent that homebuilders are not willing to
pay the increased rate and if the slow down
persists, these revenues may not be fully
realized as anticipated.
The recent report prepared by the Howard
County Spending Affordability Advisory
Committee recommends that no more than
$50 million in General Obligation bonds be
issued for FY22. This is due to the Committee’s
concerns about the County’s growing overall
debt and its shrinking capacity to take on new
debt. The report points out that in FY20, debt
service payments as a percentage of total
revenues exceeded the County policy ceiling
of 10% for the first time, and that the five-year
capital budget requests for FY22 are double
what the County can afford. A significant
reason why capital requests are so high is due
to aging infrastructure that needs to be
renovated or replaced. This is not a unique
problem to Howard County. Communities
across Maryland and the United States are
facing funding challenges related to aging
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School Funding
& Construction
The General Plan and APFO establish the land
use plan, policies, and growth management
tools for the first component. HoCo By Design
should include updated policies and better
integrate school planning needs, particularly
given the limited land available for new
schools. As required in the current APFO, a
review committee is to be convened within
one year of the enactment of HoCo By Design
to come up with recommended changes.
Continuous review and updates to policies
and regulatory tools should occur to adapt to
changing demographics, market conditions,
and land use patterns.

Fulfilling the second component is a
continuous challenge, particularly in light of
increasing levels of service expectations. The
issue is compounded by the growing capital
needs to replace or renovate older schools
that are near the end of their useful lives and
that had been designed based on decades-old
service level expectations. Furthermore, in
recent years school construction costs have
increased faster than the general rate of
inflation.
Fulfilling the third leg is complex and
challenging. The Howard County Public School
System strives to achieve important policy
goals including balancing socio-economic
equity among schools, keeping
neighborhoods together, having a logical
feeder system from elementary to middle
school and from middle to high school,
implementing a fair and efficient pupil
transportation system, and other important
factors. With limited funding and land
availability for new schools redistricting is a
necessary tool to utilize any available
systemwide capacity.

Finally, the Howard County Board of Education
completed a comprehensive redistricting for
the 2020/21 school year. The next redistricting
is expected to be adopted by the Board of
Education in November 2022 in anticipation of
the opening of the 13th high school in the fall
of 2023.
However, these recent actions to stall housing
growth may serve as impediments to housing
affordability and lead to reduced capital
revenues for schools. Without increased
funding from new development, new school
construction will be limited. The challenge is
to find a balance that works, where growth
can generate revenue for the County, while
occurring in a predictable and gradual
manner. Cutting off one leg of the stool will
not solve the problem and could lead to
further imbalance. All three legs need to work
together to ensure Howard County maintains
the superior quality of public education for
which it is known.

Over the last several years, actions have been
taken to address each of these three items.
APFO has been amended to reduce the
amount of development allowed to proceed in
a given year, and HoCo By Design will
recommend further changes to adapt to
anticipated growth patterns. To address
funding, recent increases in the Transfer Tax
and the Public Schools Facility Surcharge will
help to pay for school capital needs. However,
further funding solutions will be necessary in
the years ahead, including working with our
State and Federal partners.
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