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Dr. Mohammed Choudhury 
Maryland Superintendent of Schools 
200 West Baltimore Street 
Baltimore, MD  
21201-2595 
mohammed.choudhury@maryland.gov 
 

July 10, 2021 

Dear Superintendent Choudhury,  

Welcome to Maryland!   

I am Lisa VanBuskirk, the leader of Start School Later’s Maryland and Anne Arundel County chapters.  
Start School Later (SSL) was formed a decade ago in Maryland as a nationwide non-profit.  In addition to 
the statewide chapter, there are four countywide chapters in Anne Arundel, Baltimore, Howard, and 
Montgomery Counties.  There are also over 130 other chapters in 30 states and two nations.  Please see 
www.startschoollater.net for more information about our organization, research, and successes, 
including legislation in California mandating healthy school hours.  

There is now consensus among health and education leaders—including the American Academy of 
Pediatrics, American Medical Association, and National PTA—that starting middle and high school 
classes before 8:30 a.m. seriously endangers health, safety, learning, and equity.  Despite efforts for 30 
years to address this issue, most of Maryland’s school systems are unable to meet this standard.  While 
school hours are usually delegated down to school systems as a “local” decision, this approach is no 
longer adequate, because the status quo harms students.  Maryland’s school systems need your 
leadership, attention, and assistance with school start times.      

First though, a bit of background on school start times in your new state…In 2014, Maryland was the 
first state in the nation to pass legislation related to school start times, with a joint study by the 
Maryland Department of Health and Maryland State Department of Education (MSDE), that encouraged 
school systems to develop committees to evaluate starting school after 8 a.m.  In 2016, the General 
Assembly followed up with the Orange Ribbon for Healthy School Hours, which created a program for 
MSDE to recognize school systems with no elementary before 8 a.m. and no middle or high school 
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before 8:30 a.m.  To date, no Maryland school system has earned recognition for moving school hours, 
nor even formed new committees to study the issue. 

The average public middle school start time in Maryland is 8:11 a.m. and the average high school start 
time is 7:54 a.m.  Both levels have schools that start between 7:00 a.m. and 9:30 a.m. (significantly 
earlier than San Antonio’s 8:45 a.m. start time for middle and high schools).  Most elementary schools 
start later in the morning, but there are public elementary schools that start as early as 7:30 a.m. and as 
late as 9:45 a.m.1  In comparison, the average start time of Maryland’s charter middle and high schools 
is 8:21 a.m., while private middle and high schools start at an average of 8:06 a.m.2 

Adolescents typically need 8.5-10 hours of sleep each night, and Maryland students are chronically 
sleep deprived, primarily due to the conflict between their adolescent sleep patterns and early school 
start times. Only 21% of high school students and 55% of middle school students self-reported sleeping 
8 hours on weeknights in the 2018 Maryland Youth Risk Behavior Survey, a decrease from the 2014 
results. (Sleep questions were not asked in 2016 survey.)  Minority students usually reported less sleep, 
which is consistent with research documenting the poor quality and quantity of sleep for disadvantaged 
populations.3 Disadvantaged students would benefit the most from age-appropriate school hours, 
with improved attendance and graduation rates.4 In addition to the well documented health and safety 
benefits of age appropriate school hours, Secretary Sam Abed of the Maryland Department of Juvenile 
Services believes that later school start times would also decrease afternoon teen crime.5 

Undoubtedly, a bright spot of the pandemic and the shift to all-virtual schooling was that most Maryland 
public schools started at a more age-appropriate time.  For all of the challenges of virtual learning 
throughout the state (and nation), the opportunity to align student sleep schedules and optimal learning 
time was incredibly positive, not just for academics, but for mental health and resiliency in the face of a 
stressful pandemic for so many families.  A more age-appropriate virtual start time was beneficial not 
for just adolescents, but for elementary students as well.  Elementary students that used to start school 
in the final bussing tier (as late as 9:45 a.m.), benefited from potentially starting up to 75 minutes earlier 
online than when in-person.6  Anecdotally, students and families across Maryland (and the nation) 
reported feeling better rested and ready to learn, as a result of improved start times for virtual school.  
How could school systems accomplish such a dramatic shift in start times? Leadership of course, but also 
                                                            
1 https://www.startschoollater.net/md---statewide.html  see multiple graphics with list of all middle and high 
school start times and bell times relative to the Orange Ribbon criteria.    
2 https://www.startschoollater.net/md1.html  
3 https://phpa.health.maryland.gov/ccdpc/Reports/Pages/yrbs.aspx and 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4548806/ and 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4006433/ 
4 https://www.washington.edu/news/2018/12/12/high-school-start-times-study/  and 
https://www.nea.org/advocating-for-change/new-from-nea/let-them-sleep-later-school-start-times-improve-
graduation-and and 
https://www.hamiltonproject.org/papers/organizing_schools_to_improve_student_achievement_start_times_gra
de_co   
5 https://www.delmarvanow.com/story/news/local/maryland/2018/02/09/md-juvenile-agency-later-school-hours-
crime/323781002/ and https://www.ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/offenders/qa03301.asp  
6 https://www.startschoollater.net/uploads/9/7/9/6/9796500/fall_2020_virtual_md_school_hours.jpg  
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a tacit acknowledgement that transportation was no longer the tail that wagged the school start time 
dog.    

Anne Arundel County’s Joint Initiative to Eliminate the Opportunity Gap and Mental Health Task Force 
both identified Transportation as a barrier to accessing resources in their respective reports released in 
the Fall of 2020.7  When Montgomery County Public Schools partially reopened for hybrid learning in 
Spring 2021, learning at the high schools began at an appropriate 9:00 a.m.  The bus routes, however, 
continued their pre-pandemic pick-up times, which meant that students without alternative 
transportation (parents, friends, or their own vehicles), were dropped off at their high schools nearly 90 
minutes before classes began. Transportation is an equity issue.   

Maryland’s school systems struggle with bus routing, with overcrowded buses as a symptom of their 
struggles.8  In 17 of Maryland’s 24 school systems, a lack of methodical review of bus routes using bus 
routing software was cited in their most recent Maryland Office of Legislative Audit (OLA) review.9  For 
most jurisdictions, this was the 2nd or even 3rd time the OLA made this recommendation.  Maryland has 
recommended routing software to review bus routes since the 1975 Report of the Task Force to Review 
the Public School Pupil Transportation Program.10 Technology has certainly improved in the past five 
decades to allow school systems to better use software to review bus routes, yet Maryland’s school 
system continue to be unable to address the OLA recommendations by regularly reviewing routes for 
effectiveness and efficiencies.   

Recently, both Anne Arundel and Howard County school systems hired consultants to help them address 
school bus routes, routing software implementation, and school start times. In 2019, Anne Arundel 
County Public Schools (AACPS) hired Prismatic Services, Inc. with a contract clause that would allow 
other Maryland jurisdictions to piggyback on the competitively bid proposal.11  A report was released in 
January 2020, which identified the bus routing is so inefficient, that millions of dollars in savings are 
achievable.12  The contractor was re-hired in March 2021 to develop the actual bus routes for later start 
times and finish the implementation of routing software purchased six years earlier, with the potential 
for implementation as early as January 2022.13  Meanwhile, in June 2021, Howard County pursued a 
contract with Decision Support Group through the TIPS Interlocal Purchasing System, with potential 

                                                            
7 https://www.aacps.org/cms/lib/MD02215556/Centricity/Domain/1741/OpportunityGapReport2020-11-06.pdf 
and https://www.aacps.org/mhtaskforcereport  
8 https://www.baltimoresun.com/education/ac-cn-bus-shortage-20190911-5uilk62m2jgt7nkux57qo36xaa-
story.html and https://www.baltimoresun.com/education/bs-md-bus-driver-shortage-20190919-
siey6q4sqne5xnvynzou5oc6b4-story.html  
9 https://www.ola.state.md.us/Search/Report?keyword=&agencyId=&dateFrom=&dateTo=&reportTypeId4=4  
10 https://www.startschoollater.net/uploads/9/7/9/6/9796500/1975_msde_transportation_report.pdf  
11 https://bids.aacps.org/ViewBidResult?Contract_NO=19SC-236&bid_package_id=001    
12 
https://www.aacps.org/cms/lib/MD02215556/Centricity/Domain/280/Transportation%20Services%20Comprehen
sive%20Evalaution%201-8-20.pdf  
13 https://go.boarddocs.com/mabe/aacps/Board.nsf/files/BZ2JBN4C67D0/$file/21S-257%20Prismatic%20Det.pdf  
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implementation of new school hours in the 2022-2023 school year.14  While the efforts by these two 
school systems are significant, commendable, and worthy of recognition under the Orange Ribbon 
program, they are also the result of decades of effort by parents (led by Start School Later chapters) 
seeking change.  It should not be so difficult and take decades for schools to improve transportation or 
school hours. 

In light of a post-pandemic appreciation for public health, safety, and opportunity gaps, I urge you to 
direct MSDE to actively support more school systems pursuing safe, healthy, and age-appropriate 
school hours. Further, I urge you to utilize American Rescue Plan funding to help school systems 
address OLA transportation recommendations and transportation equity issues. 

I would welcome the opportunity to discuss school start times and transportation further with you.   

Sincerely,   

 
Lisa VanBuskirk, P.E., Commander, USCGR (Retired) 
Chapter Leader  
Start School Later Maryland   
Start School Later Anne Arundel County 
 sslaaco@gmail.com 
 

CC: Maryland State Board of Education, President Clarence Crawford, stateboard.msde@maryland.gov 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Start School Later, Inc., is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization that works at local, state, and national levels to raise awareness about 
and advocate for safe and healthy school hours. Start School Later, StartSchoolLater.net, and the Start School Later logo are the 
trademarks of Start School Later, Inc. and are used here with permission. The statements made here by the Maryland chapter are 
not necessarily those of Start School Later, Inc. 

                                                            
14 
https://go.boarddocs.com/mabe/hcpssmd/Board.nsf/files/C3ZQQ6698EC3/$file/06%2024%202021%20Bids%20an
d%20Contracts%20BR.pdf  
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