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INTERAGENCY COMMISSION ON SCHOOL CONSTRUCTION 

May 10, 2019 
 
Mr. Robert H. Rollins, II 
Director of Facilities Planning and Development 
Washington County Public Schools 
10435 Downsville Pike 
Hagerstown, MD 21740 
 
Dear Mr. Rollins,  
 
Thank you for your correspondence dated May 3, 2019 regarding the draft 
COMAR revision and your ongoing conversations with us regarding this 
important topic.   

As you are aware, until the FY 2020 CIP cycle, the IAC would use three factors 
to determine the Maximum allocation for a new, replacement, or renovation 
project.  

1. The adopted IAC cost per square foot 
2. The eligible square footage based upon student population 
3. Contingency amount for change orders 

You are absolutely correct that a revision to the COMAR to remove the 
contingency calculation would result in reduced funding to the LEA if the IAC 
did not increase the other two factors used in the calculation. You are already 
aware that the IAC took action last year to increase the cost-per-square-foot 
above the amount merited by cost escalation to reduce the impact of this 
change on the LEAs. I am happy to report that at their meeting on May 9th, the 
IAC took further steps to better support the LEAs by increasing the allowable 
square footage per student.  

In your letter, you included an example of an 85,000 square foot elementary 
school at the current cost per square foot to illustrate the contingency amount 
that would be lost to the LEAs. In fact, the calculation really begins one step 
earlier with identifying the eligible enrollment to determine the allowable 
square footage. To get close to your example, I’ll begin with an eligible 
enrollment of 818 elementary school students, which by the previous adopted 
Maximum Gross Area Allowances would have resulted in an allowable square 
footage of 85,072.  

Here is a comparison of the calculation including the contingency but without 
the revisions to the other calculation factors. In Example 1, I have used the FY 
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2020 cost per square foot without the additional 0.9% intended to address the contingency funding (an 
increase of 4.1% over the FY 2019 cost per square foot). In Example 2, I have used the FY 2020 cost per 
square foot with the additional 0.9%. See the attached agenda item with both options from the IAC 
Meeting last August. 

Example 1 uses the allowable square footage under Appendix 102-B as adopted September 22, 2011 while 
Example 2 assumes the allowable square footage based upon IAC action at the May 9, 2019 IAC meeting.  

  Example 1 Example 2 

  

W/ Contingency 
and no adjustments 
to other factors 

W/out contingency 
but w/ 
adjustments to 
other factors 

Eligible Enrollment 
                                                         

818  
                                                   

818  
Allowable square feet 
per student 104 109.28 
Allowable Square 
footage 

                                                   
85,072  

                                             
89,391  

Cost per square foot 
(building Only) 315 318 
Site Development 19% 19% 

Maximum State 
Construction Allocation 
before contingency 
(Allowable SF X Cost per 
sq foot X 1.19 for Site 
Development)  $            26,797,680   $          28,426,338  
Contingency percentage 2.50% 0 
Contingency Amount  $                  669,942   $                             -    
Maximum State 
Construction Allocation  $            27,467,622   $          28,426,338  

 

As you can see using your particular example project parameters, the action the IAC has taken better 
supports the LEA than the inclusion of 2.5% for contingency in the allocation. Of course, the next step is 
to apply the State and Local Cost Shares, which will be unique to each County.  

The complaint voiced before the Knott commission was that it is a waste of time and effort to submit 
change orders for approval that would never be funded. The Ed Specs Workgroup have discussed that 
there are many variables to school construction that must be managed. One recommendation of the 
Workgroup that may be carried forward to the IAC is to reserve 2.5% of the new authorization in each 
year’s Capital Improvement Program (CIP) to award to LEAs that demonstrate need. This could be as a 
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result of a high bid, an unexpected project change, or some other unique situation. If the IAC chooses to 
create a statewide reserve, funding would be available to help where it is needed.  

At their meeting on May 9th the IAC did approve the preliminary publication of the COMAR revisions with 
the contingency funding removed, but only with the understanding that the IAC still has full flexibility to 
modify the other two calculation factors to meet the needs of the LEAs. I have attached a memorandum 
I prepared for the members on the subject for your information.  

The IAC expressed a desire to support the LEAs in the simplest and most effective way possible by directly 
addressing root issues in the process. I believe that the adoption of the increased cost per square foot 
(which has been increased by another 3.4% for FY 2021 to $329 for building only) and the increased Gross 
Area Baselines begin to address funding needs in a systematic way that is more effective to support the 
LEAs. We will continue to work on improving our processes and look forward to working with you, to seek 
and support the LEAs in the best ways possible to ensure that the entire Maryland portfolio of public 
school facilities is educationally sufficient and fiscally sustainable.  

Best Regards, 

 
Robert Gorrell 
Executive Director 
Interagency Commission on School Construction 
 
CC: IAC Members 



Item II. FY 2019 Cost per Square Foot for School Construction 
 

 
Motion:  

 

To adopt the FY 2020 Statewide per-square-foot school building costs of $315 per sf for 
building only and $374 per sf for building and site work.    
 
OR 
 
To adopt the FY 2020 Statewide per-square-foot school building costs of $318 per sf for 
building only $378 per sf for building and site work. 
  
Background Information:  
COMAR 23.03.02.06 F requires the Interagency Commission on School Construction (IAC) to 
establish the average Statewide per-square-foot school building cost that will apply to the 
capital improvement program by July of the calendar year in which applications are 
submitted. The calculation should be based on bids received for new school construction in 
the prior year and cost information derived from industry sources. The adopted figure may be 
adjusted by the IAC to reflect market conditions before approval of the final State CIP.  
 
Based upon recent school construction bids and a review of the national building cost index, 
IAC staff recommends that the IAC increase the cost per sf figure to be used for the FY 2020 
CIP to $315 per sf for building only and $374 per sf for building and site work.  
 
This is a 4.3% increase over the FY 2019 cost per sf figures for building only of $302 and a 
3.9% increase over the FY 2019 cost per sf figures for building and site work of $360.  
 
Alternate Consideration 
Several Local Education Agencies have expressed concern about the loss of the 2.5% 
contingency withholding on projects which as been an add-on to the established cost per 
square foot. As of June 1, 2018,  HB 1783 required that DGS no longer review or approve 
change orders and does not permit withholding of a contingency for potential change orders. 
As a result, the IAC budget calculations for all future CIP projects will not include a 
contingency calculation. 
 
In the past, in order to determine the maximum State allocation, the eligible project square 
footage was determined and multiplied by the construction cost per square foot. Then, the 
2.5% was added as a contingency for change orders, and finally, the amount was multiplied by 
the State/local cost share percentage. Due to this reduction in the overall maximum State 
allocation for individual projects, the IAC staff is offering an alternate for the IAC’s 
consideration to offset the impact of the reduction in the maximum State allocation.   
 
If the IAC were to increase the per square foot amount for building and site work by 5%, 
projects would be eligible for $378 per square foot; an increase of $18/sf over last year’s 
amount and an increase of $4 over the prior proposal. The per-square-foot cost for building 
only would be $318/sf; an increase of $16/sf over last year’s amount and $3/sf over the prior 
proposal.  
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INTERAGENCY COMMISSION ON SCHOOL CONSTRUCTION 

MEMORANDUM 
TO: Dr. Karen Salmon, IAC Chair 

FROM: Bob Gorrell, IAC Executive Director 

DATE: May 7, 2019 

RE: Revisions to COMAR 23.03 Regarding Calculation of Contingency 
Funding 

In the past, the IAC used three factors to calculate a school’s allocation and the 
third, regarding contingency, was removed as HB 1783 prohibits the State’s 
review of change orders and the withholding of funds for change orders. The 
three factors were:  
• allowable square footage
• cost per square foot
• 2.5% contingency for change orders

For the FY 2020 CIP, which will be considered for approval by the IAC at their 
meeting on May 9th, contingency funding was not included in the calculation 
worksheets that the LEAs used to apply for the FY2020 CIP projects.  

However, the IAC still adopts changes in the first two factors each year. In fact, 
last year, the IAC increased the cost per square foot by an additional 0.9% over 
what staff had initially calculated because of the elimination of the 
contingency funding calculation. Each year the IAC considers whether to 
increase the cost per square foot based upon cost escalation factors. For the 
FY 2021 CIP, the staff recommendation is a 3.4% increase over this year’s cost 
per square foot.  

Regarding the allowable square footage, we have recognized that the square 
footage was not in alignment with programmatic needs and staff is 
recommending an increase to the allowable square footage in nearly every 
instance. Again, the IAC will consider this action at their May 9th meeting. This 
was a concern expressed to the Knott Commission and the recommended 
revisions have been made to the allowable square footage utilized by the 
Administrative Procedures Guide Gross Area Baselines to better reflect 
educational space need. 

Together, these two factors should get LEAs very close to having what they 
need to build a sufficient school facility. Regardless, construction can be an 
unpredictable industry and we know that there is no one-size-fits-all solution 
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and we must manage uncertainty. Therefore, these proposed COMAR amendments also remove the 
requirement that an LEA be a “One Maryland” county in order to have their project cost increased. The 
IAC will now have full flexibility to increase project allocations beyond the standard factors on a case-by-
case basis when an LEA can justify a need. Over time, we will be able to use information collected 
through requests for project increases to identify if a problem exists with one of the funding factors and 
make adjustments as necessary.  

For these reasons, your staff recommends that you proceed with the COMAR revisions as they have 
been drafted.  
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