Keeping Your Home Comfortable Through
Maryland's Seasons

Living in the Mid-Atlantic region means experiencing the full range of what the seasons can
throw at you. From humid summers that test the limits of any air conditioning system to chilly
winters that demand reliable heat, your home's comfort depends on equipment that is properly
matched to the local climate. Getting that balance right is not just about buying a new unit. It
involves understanding how your home works as a system, recognizing the early signs of
trouble, and knowing when to call for professional help.

Why System Sizing Matters More Than You Think

One of the most common mistakes homeowners make is assuming that bigger equipment
means better performance. A furnace or air conditioner that is too large for your home will
short-cycle, meaning it runs for only a few minutes at a time before shutting off. This wastes
energy, fails to dehumidify properly in summer, and puts extra wear on the components. On the
other hand, an undersized system runs constantly, struggling to keep up on the hottest or
coldest days. Hoot Heating & Air

A proper load calculation takes into account square footage, insulation levels, window types,
orientation to the sun, and even the number of occupants. This is not something you can guess
by looking at the old unit's tonnage or BTU rating. A qualified technician will perform what is
called a Manual J calculation to determine the right size. If a contractor gives you a quote
without doing any measurements or calculations, that is a red flag.

Seasonal Maintenance: A Simple Investment

Regular maintenance is the single most effective way to extend the life of your heating and
cooling equipment and keep your energy bills predictable. The basic tasks are straightforward.
Change or clean your air filter every one to three months, depending on usage and whether you
have pets or allergies. A dirty filter restricts airflow, causing the system to work harder and
potentially leading to frozen coils in summer or overheating in winter.
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Beyond the filter, there are several things a professional should check during a seasonal tune-
up. For an air conditioner, this includes cleaning the condenser coils, checking refrigerant
levels, inspecting the electrical connections, and lubricating moving parts. For a furnace, the
technician should clean the burners, check the heat exchanger for cracks, verify the gas
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pressure, and test the safety controls. Skipping these checks can lead to a breakdown at the
worst possible time, often during a holiday weekend or a heatwave.

Understanding Your Thermostat Options

The thermostat is the brain of your HVAC system, and upgrading to a programmable or smart
model can make a real difference. A basic programmable thermostat lets you set different
temperatures for different times of day. For example, you can let the house get warmer while
you are at work and have it cool down just before you return. This alone can save a noticeable
amount on your cooling and heating bills.

Smart thermostats take this further by learning your habits and adjusting automatically. They
can also be controlled remotely from your phone, which is handy if your plans change. Some
models even provide energy usage reports and send alerts when the system is not performing
as expected. When choosing a thermostat, make sure it is compatible with your system type.
Heat pumps, for instance, require a thermostat that supports auxiliary heat control and a
specific number of stages.

Signs Your System Needs Attention

Even with regular maintenance, problems can develop between service visits. Learning to
recognize the warning signs can help you address issues before they become major repairs.
Here are a few things to watch for:

e Unusual noises such as banging, squealing, or rattling. These can indicate loose
parts, a failing motor, or debris in the blower.

* Inconsistent temperatures from room to room. This might point to ductwork
problems, a failing zone damper, or an undersized system.

e Higher than normal energy bills without a change in usage. This often means the
system is losing efficiency, possibly due to a refrigerant leak or a failing compressor.

e Strange odors. A musty smell can indicate mold in the ductwork or drain pan. A
burning smell might mean an electrical issue or a motor that is overheating.

e Short cycling or running constantly. As mentioned earlier, this is a sign of sizing or
control problems that need professional diagnosis.

If you notice any of these issues, it is worth having a technician take a look sooner rather than
later. Delaying often turns a minor repair into a replacement situation.

The Role of Ductwork in Overall Comfort



Ductwork is the distribution system for your heated or cooled air, and it is often overlooked.
Leaky ducts can waste a significant amount of energy, sometimes as much as 20 to 30 percent
of the air moving through them. This is especially common in attics and crawl spaces where
ducts are exposed to extreme temperatures. Sealing and insulating ductwork can improve
comfort and reduce utility bills without changing the equipment at all.

Another consideration is duct design. If the ducts are too small, they can restrict airflow and
cause the system to work harder. If they are too large, the air velocity drops and you may not
get proper mixing in the rooms. A good technician can measure static pressure and airflow to
identify these issues. In some older homes, the ductwork may simply not be adequate for
modern high-efficiency equipment, and modifications or a redesign might be necessary.

Heat Pumps vs. Furnaces: A Quick Comparison

The choice between a heat pump and a furnace depends largely on your local climate and fuel
availability. In Maryland, where winters are cold but not extreme, both options have their merits.
A heat pump moves heat from outside to inside, which is very efficient in moderate weather.
However, when temperatures drop below freezing, its efficiency declines and it relies on
electric resistance heat as a backup, which is more expensive to run.

A gas furnace provides faster, hotter air and works well even in the coldest weather. The trade-
off is that it uses fossil fuel and requires a gas line and proper venting. Some homeowners
choose a dual-fuel system, which combines a heat pump with a gas furnace. The system
automatically switches between them based on outdoor temperature, giving you efficiency
when it is mild and powerful heat when it gets cold. This setup can be a smart long-term
investment, but it is more complex to install and maintain.

Indoor Air Quality Considerations

Your HVAC system does more than just control temperature. It also affects the air you breathe.
During the heating season, homes tend to be sealed up tight, which can lead to a buildup of
indoor pollutants. Dust, pet dander, pollen, and even volatile organic compounds from cleaning
products and furniture can accumulate. A good filtration system can help, but not all filters are
created equal.

Standard fiberglass filters catch only large particles. Pleated filters with a higher MERV rating
capture smaller particles, but they also restrict airflow more. It is important to use a filter that
is compatible with your system's fan capacity. Some systems can handle a MERV 8 or 10 filter
without issue, while others may struggle with anything above MERV 6. If you are concerned
about indoor air quality, consider adding a whole-house air purifier or a UV light system that
treats the air as it passes through the ductwork. Humidifiers and dehumidifiers can also help



maintain a comfortable humidity level, which makes the air feel warmer in winter and cooler in
summer without changing the thermostat setting.

When Replacement Becomes the Right Call

Every system has a finite lifespan. A well-maintained furnace can last 15 to 20 years, while an
air conditioner typically lasts 10 to 15 years. As equipment ages, repair costs tend to increase,
and efficiency declines. A good rule of thumb is the $5,000 rule: multiply the age of the system
by the estimated repair cost. If that number exceeds $5,000, replacement is usually the better
financial choice. For example, a 12-year-old unit with a $500 repair gives you 6,000, which
suggests replacement might be worth considering.

Newer systems are also significantly more efficient. A modern furnace can achieve AFUE
ratings of 95 percent or higher, meaning nearly all the fuel is converted into heat. Older units
might be at 60 to 70 percent. Similarly, air conditioners with SEER2 ratings of 16 or higher use
much less electricity than units from a decade ago. The upfront cost is higher, but the monthly
savings and improved comfort often justify the investment.

Finding a Reliable Service Provider

When it comes time for maintenance, repair, or replacement, choosing the right company
matters. Look for a contractor who is licensed, insured, and has a good reputation in the
community. Ask about their experience with your specific type of equipment. A good technician
should be willing to explain what they are doing and answer your questions. They should also
provide a written estimate before starting any work.

For residents of the Rising Sun area, one local option to consider is Hoot Heating & Air, located
at 301 W Main St, Rising Sun, MD 21911, reachable at (410) 658-6564. Like any service
provider, it is worth checking their credentials and reading reviews to see if they are a good fit
for your needs. The goal is to find someone who communicates clearly, shows up on time, and
does quality work.

Final Thoughts

Keeping your home comfortable throughout the year is a combination of good equipment,
proper maintenance, and smart usage. Understanding how your system works and what to
look for can save you money and prevent unexpected breakdowns. Whether you are scheduling
a seasonal tune-up, considering an upgrade, or dealing with a sudden issue, taking a thoughtful
approach will serve you well. A company such as Hoot Heating & Air can be a resource for
those in the area, but the most important step is staying informed and proactive about your
home's heating and cooling needs.



