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Re: Equity Concerns Regarding Meals and Remote Learning 

 
Dear Superintendent Plascencia, Board Members, and Mayor Cunningham: 
 

We write on behalf of Waukegan families and community members who have contacted 
us with equity concerns related to the distribution of meals and remote learning materials by 
Waukegan Community Unit School District 60 (“the District”) while schools are closed due to 
COVID-19. 
 

We appreciate that during this time of upheaval, school districts and local governments 
face difficult decisions and many pressing needs. With more than 15,000 students, most of whom 
qualify for free or reduced lunch, Waukegan must act quickly to ensure that equity gaps do not 
widen during the closure. We applaud the District’s decision to add additional meal distribution 
days this week during the scheduled spring break.  
 

This letter is intended to highlight equity concerns that we ask the District to consider as 
it continues to evolve its plans and responses over the coming weeks. We note that the 
reimbursements are already available to districts for school nutrition and for transportation costs 
to distribute food, internet service, and remote learning materials to students’ homes.1 With 

 
1 ISBE Emergency Rules on Pupil Transportation Reimbursement, 23 Ill. Adm. Code 120.30, available at 
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/23-120RG-E.pdf. 
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additional federal funding likely to become available soon, we urge the District to take 
immediate steps, including expanding efforts to distribute food, remote learning materials, and 
devices, and to provide internet access, to avoid widening equity gaps for students in need. 
 
Food Distribution Efforts, Communications, and Sites 
 

First, we urge the District to expand its food distribution efforts and sites, and to 
equitably distribute information, to ensure that all families with students can obtain food they 
need to survive.  
 

During the time that in-person instruction is suspended, the District must provide a free 
lunch to all students eligible for free meals. Last week, however, multiple District food 
distribution sites ran out of food before everyone was served. According to the District, more 
than 11,400 meals were passed out on March 23, which the District had originally calculated 
would cover six days’ worth of meals for students. At six meals per student, this suggests the 
District only anticipated providing meals for about 2,000 students – far short of the 
approximately 10,000 students in low-income households in the District.2 
 

It is vital that the District expand its food distribution efforts in order to meet its 
requirement to provide a free lunch to all eligible students. Given that many parents are facing 
additional financial insecurity, there is likely to be an increased need for food. ISBE has recently 
advised districts to increase their food orders “to make sure there is ample food to meet the 
increased need.” 
 

The District’s decision to add two food distribution days this week is laudable. However, 
we understand that information about this has only been distributed via the District’s website and 
Facebook page, despite community requests and even though many Waukegan families do not 
have home internet service – particularly those in the lowest income brackets. ISBE has 
recommended that districts use “multiple modes of communication to inform students and 
families of available food service” during this time. We urge District to use robocalls, email, 
texts, and other methods of communication to inform families about food distribution times and 
locations.  
 

Parents and families have also expressed frustration with the District’s decision to reduce 
food distribution to only three sites this week, down from five sites last week and out of 15 
schools total. For low-income families and those with limited transportation options, this creates 
additional barriers to picking up needed meals. Moreover, the District’s decision to eliminate the 
two food pickup sites on the north side of the District this week has created obstacles for families 
living on the north side, who may have to travel two miles or more to pick up meals. (See 
attached map of Waukegan schools and food distribution sites.)  
 

This decision disproportionately affects low-income families, particularly those with 
students who attend Clearview Elementary School, which has one of the highest shares (77%) of 
low-income students in the District – and was one of the two food pickup sites eliminated by the 

 
2 Numbers calculated from Illinois Report Card statistics for the District, 
https://www.illinoisreportcard.com/District.aspx?source=studentcharacteristics&Districtid=34049060026. 
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District this week. These decisions, as well as asking parents to bring students if possible to the 
sites, has led to long lines and crowds, making social distancing more difficult. Accordingly, we 
ask the District to take the following additional steps to ensure that all students who need meals 
can access them, in accordance with ISBE’s recommendations: 

- Expand the number of sites, dates and times for food pickup;  
- Consider factors like geography, student demographics, and transportation options in 

identifying sites for food pickup; and 
- Deliver food to students whose families cannot readily come to pickup sites. 
 

 
Remote Learning Packets, Sites, and the Digital Divide 
 

We urge the District to expand efforts to distribute remote learning packets in paper form, 
and to take steps to address the digital divide, in order to ensure that all students have access to 
equitable educational opportunities and that equity gaps do not widen during this time.  
 

ISBE has directed districts to ensure that “[a]ll students and families should have access 
to quality educational materials and to the supports needed to successfully access those materials. 
. . . Districts must seek to implement remote learning that addresses the needs of all students and 
families by taking into consideration language, diverse learning needs, home living situation, 
legal status, access to technology, access to parental support, and access to transportation. Our 
most vulnerable student populations still need us most.”3 
 

To date, the District has made only “limited amounts of paper packets” available to 
students and has not made paper packets available for pickup at food distribution sites. Instead, 
the District has primarily directed families to access these packets online. We understand that 
some schools or sites have had insufficient paper packets to distribute to all families who sought 
them. We urge the District to significantly expand efforts to print and distribute paper packets, 
including distributing packets at food distribution sites and by home delivery to students as 
needed. It is also crucial that the District use multiple methods of communication, including 
robocalls, email, and texts, to inform families about ways to access remote learning materials. 
 

Such an expansion would follow ISBE’s remote learning guidance, which directs districts 
to make remote learning resources and materials, including library books, available at food 
pickup sites, delivered by school bus, and available through drive-thru lines at school buildings.4 
 

As the District develops its remote learning plans, it must ensure that additional resources 
are targeted and available for students who need them, including English learners, students with 
special education needs, students with caretaking responsibilities, and students struggling with 
mental health or trauma during this time. In addition to providing targeted materials, we urge the 
District to expand efforts to distribute devices, provide free internet service, and enhance 
communication efforts in order to avoid widening Waukegan’s already substantial achievement 
gaps in education. 

 
3 ISBE Remote Learning Recommendations, available at https://www.isbe.net/Documents/RL-
Recommendations-3-27-20.pdf. 
4 Id. 
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-- 
 

We understand that the District continues to evolve its plans and responses in this 
challenging time, and appreciate the opportunity to offer community input. The undersigned 
members of the Parent-Teacher Advisory Committee, parents and guardians, and other 
community members, are happy to provide additional input, resources, and feedback to the 
District as it develops a remote learning plan. We ask that the District establish a phone hotline 
for families and community members who have questions or concerns, and to communicate this 
information on its website as well as through robocalls, email, and texts for families who do not 
have internet access. Please respond to Susan Malter at susanmalter@gmail.com and Amy Meek 
of Chicago Lawyers’ Committee at ameek@clccrul.org with information about how the District 
plans to engage families and community members, and contact information for them to 
communicate questions and concerns during this time. 

 
Sincerely, 
 
Chicago Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights 
 
Illinois Families for Public Schools 
 
Dawn Johnson, concerned citizen of Waukegan 
 
Susan Malter, concerned citizen of Waukegan 
 
Dr. Harlene Shipley, concerned citizen of Waukegan 
 
Veronica Williams, concerned citizen of Waukegan and CEO, Mothers Against Wrongful 
Convictions 
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Attachment: Map of Waukegan Schools and Food Distribution Sites 

Food Distribution Sites 
 
 
3/23, 3/26         3/31, 4/2 


