
Meridian Community Unit School 

District 223 
Phone: (815) 645-2230  •  Fax: (815)  

www.meridian223.org 
 

Meridian CUSD 223 

 

 

 

Superintendent Recommendation for Safe Return to In-Person Instruction 

and Ensure Continuity of Services 

July 2021 

  

http://www.meridian223.org/


Meridian Community Unit School 

District 223 
Phone: (815) 645-2230  •  Fax: (815)  

www.meridian223.org 
 

Meridian Community, 

Since COVID began a primary challenge facing our community was how to educate our 

students safely and effectively. Throughout the past 16 months there has been much debate on 

how we can accomplish doing both of these things - providing a high quality education and 

doing so safely.  

Since the conclusion of the 2020-2021 school year I have been in communication with various 

community members and groups advocating for many methodologies of reopening. Throughout 

the summer the guidance from the state has been lacking, changing, and unclear. During this 

time of uncertainty, and I mean this sincerely, the patience and good will extended to the district 

has been sincerely appreciated.  

We are now at a time where the guidance from the state is sufficient for us to begin taking steps 

forward. Our first step forward was to survey students, staff, and parents on the manner they 

would like to return to school. The options provided to all groups consisted of a mask-

recommended policy, a mask mandatory policy, and a mask mandatory for non-vaccinated 

individuals policy.  

The results were as follows for staff after the first 177 replies:  

 68 percent of staff preferred mask-recommended 

 22 percent of staff preferred mask-mandatory for non-vaccinated individuals 

 10 percent of staff preferred a mask-mandatory policy for all. 

The results were as follows for students and parents after the first 736 replies: 

 75 percent of those surveyed preferred mask-recommended 

 19 percent of those surveyed preferred mask-mandatory for non-vaccinated individuals 

 6 percent of those surveyed preferred a mask-mandatory policy for all. 

Thus, my recommendation to the Board of Education and to our local health department will be 

that we start school with a mask-recommended environment. While we recommend the use of 

masks, there will be no POLICY or PROTOCOL that will enforce the use of masks for COVID-

19 mitigation in the District’s buildings. Masks will continue to be required on buses, however.  

As we move forward, it is of utmost importance that our community understands that these 

plans MAY change. Conditions that would cause our plans to change may include, but not be 

limited to, the following:  

● COVID Statistics in our school or region 

● Changing guidance from the OCHD, IDPH, or ISBE 
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● Changing guidance from our attorneys or insurer 

It is only prudent that I do share my concerns with this recommendation. To me, this is not an 

easy recommendation to make. My belief is that the downside of having a mask-recommended 

policy is that we will most likely have more students miss school as a result of quarantines.  

To explain, per the CDC guidelines:  

Close Contact through Proximity and Duration of Exposure: Someone who was within 6 

feet of an infected person (laboratory-confirmed or a clinically compatible illness) for a 

cumulative total of 15 minutes or more over a 24-hour period (for example, three 

individual 5-minute exposures for a total of 15 minutes). An infected person can spread 

SARS-CoV-2 starting from 2 days before they have any symptoms (or, for asymptomatic 

patients, 2 days before the positive specimen collection date), until they meet criteria for 

discontinuing home isolation. 

● Exception: In the K–12 indoor classroom setting, the close contact definition excludes 

students who were within 3 to 6 feet of an infected student (laboratory-confirmed or a 

clinically compatible illness) where 

○ both students were engaged in consistent and correct use of well-fitting 

masks; and 

○ other K–12 school prevention strategies (such as universal and correct mask 

use, physical distancing, increased ventilation) were in place in the K–12 

school setting. 

Importantly, if virus numbers increase in the region and/or school and we are in mass 

quarantine situations again like we were last year, we may move to a mask-mandatory policy in 

order to increase the continuity of learning for our students in accordance with local health 

department and IDPH/CDC guidelines. While the district reserves the right to do this anytime, 

there are clear metrics later in the plan that will demonstrate how changes in data will 

automatically trigger a change in protocol.  

The details of the plan are below and again I thank you for your continued support.  

Sincerely,  

PJ Caposey 

Superintendent  
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INFORMATION IN FAQ FORMAT 

 

1) Will Meridian CUSD offer a fully remote option for the 2021-2022 school year? 

a) No. The district will offer a less-intensive version of remote learning for students who are forced to 

quarantine. 

2) Will families be required to continue to daily self-check their child(ren) for symptoms? 

a) Yes. But at this time, Meridian CUSD will not require the daily reporting form that was in place last 

year. Even so, let’s continue to be strict in keeping sick students home -- the single most important 

part of our plan. We need everyone’s cooperation and thank you in advance for your support! 

3) Are masks optional for the 2021-2022 school year? 

a) Masks will be recommended for the 2021-2022 school for all students and staff per THIS 

recommendation. The district retains the right to pivot based on factors explained in the guidance 

above.   

4) If masks are optional does that create a greater likelihood of my student being quarantined for exposure to 

the virus? 

a) Yes, at this time it is clear that choosing to have mask-recommended policies and protocols will 

increase the likelihood more non-fully vaccinated students and staff will require quarantine.  

5) What about sports for the 2021-2022 school year? 

a) At this time, it appears that the IHSA will conduct a full sports season. Depending on the direction 

we receive from the IHSA, we may have pivots in our health plan for the high school. Protocols for 

our middle school sports programs will be directed primarily by a combination of IHSA guidelines 

and guidelines agreed to by our athletic conference. 

6) Will MCUSD contact trace during the 2021-2022 school year? 

a) Contact tracing will follow the same protocols as last year. However, as noted earlier, a mask-

recommended environment may lead to the need to quarantine additional students in the case of 

exposure to a positive COVID-19 individual.  

7) Will Meridian CUSD 223 require or track COVID-19 vaccination status? 

a) At this time, the district will NOT require vaccination status be shared, but will likely need to know 

the vaccination status of students and staff to ensure compliance with quarantine procedures.   

8) What if my child tests positive? 

a) All positive tests are to be reported to your student’s principal and/or school nurse. 

9) What should I expect regarding lunch? 

a) We will do our best to have 3 to 6 feet of social distancing during lunch periods. Additionally, as a 

result of the USDA waiver ANY student will be able to eat the main meal free throughout the school 

year. A la carte items will still be available, but they will need to be purchased.  

10) What about cleaning and hygiene protocols? 

a) We will continue with nightly cleanings using approved and effective products We also will continue 

to maintain our hand sanitizing stations throughout the campus and encourage regular 

handwashing. Good hygiene practices will be a regular topic with our students. 
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Maintaining the Health and Safety of Students, 

Educators, and Other Staff 

In accordance with the Illinois State Superintendent of Schools July 9, 2021 declaration, all 

Meridian CUSD #223 schools will be open fully for in-person learning for all student attendance 

days for the 2021-22 school year.  Remote instruction will only be made available for 

quarantined students with exceptions as created through the Illinois Department of Public 

Health and the Illinois State Board of Education.  

You will note that throughout the plan we attempt to accomplish the following:  

● Adhere to the guidelines provided to limit the risk of exposure for students and staff 

● Adhere to the guidelines provided to limit the risk of liability and financial loss as a result 

of not following the state guidance 

● WHILE DOING THE ABOVE, attempt to move closer and closer to something that more 

closely resembles what we remember as ‘normal school.’ 

MOST RECENT GUIDANCE 

Absent an order, clarification, or decree from the Illinois State Board of Education and/or the 

Illinois Governor’s Office, Meridian CUSD #223 schools will be in operation in accordance with 

the CDC’s updated (July 9, 2021) Guidance for COVID-19 Prevention in Kindergarten (K)-12 

Schools, also adopted by the IDPH on July 9, 2021.   

Moreover, on July 20, 2021 Dr. Ayala issued the following statement granting local control to 

school districts to make these decisions. Her statement is below for reference: 

As the Illinois Department of Public Health announced on July 9, Illinois has fully 

adopted the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s updated guidance for K-12 

schools on July 9, which recommends that masks be worn indoors by all individuals (age 

2 and older) who are not fully vaccinated. Pursuant to CDC guidance, Illinois school 

districts have local control over how they should work with local public health officials to 

determine the prevention strategies needed in their area by monitoring levels of 

community transmission and local vaccine coverage and using screening testing to 

detect cases in K-12 schools. 

 

These guidelines include the following: 

http://www.meridian223.org/
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/k-12-guidance.html?_cldee=cGNhcG9zZXlAbWFpbC5tZXJpZGlhbjIyMy5vcmc%3d&recipientid=contact-2846486c6ff4ea11a816000d3a5913bd-93859fe507e742a88546ca0d54dc892c&esid=9b9f90e9-a6e8-eb11-bacb-000d3a3340ef
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/k-12-guidance.html?_cldee=cGNhcG9zZXlAbWFpbC5tZXJpZGlhbjIyMy5vcmc%3d&recipientid=contact-2846486c6ff4ea11a816000d3a5913bd-93859fe507e742a88546ca0d54dc892c&esid=9b9f90e9-a6e8-eb11-bacb-000d3a3340ef


Meridian Community Unit School 

District 223 
Phone: (815) 645-2230  •  Fax: (815)  

www.meridian223.org 
 

1.      Mask Use 

Mask use should take place indoors for students, staff and visitors who are not fully vaccinated.  

Mask use is recommended outdoors during activities (e.g., participating in outdoor play, recess, 

physical education, sports, extra-curricular activities) that involve sustained close contact with 

other people who are not fully vaccinated, particularly in areas of substantial to high 

transmission. 

School staff are to model support for and encourage students to be supportive of people who 

continue to wear a mask as a personal choice or because of a personal medical reason.  

School personnel, at this time, will not be policing mask wearing for any student or staff 

member.  

Unless the district has approved an exemption in a manner meeting CDC, IDPH, and ISBE 

guidelines, passengers and drivers must wear a mask on school buses. 

2.     Physical Distancing 

To the extent possible within school and classroom structures so that it does not exclude 

students from full day in-person learning, school staff are to help students commit to physical 

distancing as much as possible by: 

o   Arranging furniture, play spaces and naptime materials to model and reinforce 

physical distancing of at least 3 feet; 

o   Providing assigned seating for students and encourage students to remain in these 

seats to the greatest extent possible; and 

o   Developing marked paths of travel in classrooms and corridors. 

o   Increased distance and mitigation should be considered for unvaccinated individuals. 

 School staff will maximize physical distance as much as possible when moving through food 

service lines and while eating indoors.  Aside from the cafeteria, additional spaces for mealtime 

seating will be utilized when available and feasible (e.g., weather permitting).  Students and staff 

who are fully vaccinated do not need to distance while eating. 

Physical distancing measures are to be done in an equitable manner that does not perpetuate 

academic, racial, or other tracking (e.g., separating people into fully vaccinated and non-fully 

vaccinated cohorts). Meridian CUSD #223 may explore the possibility of masked and unmasked 
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classrooms at the Kindergarten through Fifth grade level as we believe that would NOT 

perpetuate tracking in any negative manner.  

 3.      Handwashing and Respiratory Etiquette 

School staff will monitor and reinforce frequent handwashing and respiratory etiquette by 

o   Continuing to teach handwashing with soap and water for at least 20 seconds; 

o   Assisting young children with handwashing; 

o   Reminding everyone in the facility to wash hands frequently; 

o   Using hand sanitizer containing at least 60% alcohol (for teachers, staff, and older 

students who can safely use hand sanitizer) when hand washing is not possible; 

o   Continuing to teach respiratory etiquette (e.g., covering coughs and sneezes); and 

o   Providing adequate handwashing and hand sanitizer supplies that are safely stored 

(up, away, and out of sight of young children and used only with adult supervision for 

children under 6 years of age). 

4.     Facility and Transportation Cleaning, Disinfection and Ventilation 

School custodial staff and transportation staff will continue to clean surfaces daily.  To further 

reduce the risk of spreading infection, these staff will also use disinfectants on the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency COVID-19 “List N” to disinfect spaces occupied by someone 

who tested positive for COVID-19 within the last 24 hours. 

Maintenance staff will continue to regularly replace school ventilation system filters by using 

high-efficiency particulate air (HEPA) filters.  Although regular tests indicate a high quality of 

indoor air in our schools, continued improvement of ventilation systems are always being 

considered. 

When possible, staff will open doors and windows, use child-safe fans, and have activities, 

classes, or lunches outdoors when circumstances allow. 

When it does not pose a safety risk, transportation staff will keep vehicle windows open at least 

a few inches to improve air circulation. 

 5.      Contact Tracing in Combination with Isolation and Quarantine 
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Students and staff who have symptoms of infectious illness, such as influenza (flu) or COVID-

19, should stay home and contact their healthcare provider for testing and care. Let us be 

clear, when in doubt – please stay home if you have any symptoms of COVID-19.  

Individuals in our school environments who show symptoms of COVID-19 are to immediately 

report to or be escorted to the school’s health care professional’s office to be either sent home 

or be quarantined in the school’s supervised safe area while awaiting pickup/evaluation. 

Meridian CUSD will ask for consent to use a rapid BinaxNow test on any symptomatic student at 

school. At this time (July 21st) it is unclear if a negative test allows for a student who would 

normally be quarantined to return to learning at a quicker rate.  

Students and staff are required to wear masks while in the safe area. For Meridian, this will 

mean we will be utilizing tented areas again as we did last year. Parents should ensure that ill 

students are picked up from school within 30 minutes (or as soon as possible) after being 

notified. Ill students will not be allowed to utilize the school bus to return home. To facilitate 

COVID-19 diagnosis and inform the need for quarantine of close contacts and isolation, a rapid 

COVID-19 test can be administered on site only with parental consent. 

Students and staff who are not fully vaccinated should quarantine after a recent exposure to 

someone with COVID-19. Exposure is defined as 15 minutes of contact within a 24 hour period 

within a 6 foot radius of the person testing positive for COVID-19. Quarantine instructions will 

happen on an individual basis and may come from either the Meridian CUSD 223 Health 

Services Team OR the Ogle County Health Department.  

Fully vaccinated people who were in close contact with someone who has COVID-19 but do 

NOT have COVID-19 symptoms do not need to quarantine or be tested. This will mean in 

quarantine situations a student or staff member may need to verify their vaccination status with 

school personnel.  

Student absences related to a COVID-19 isolation or quarantine will be recorded as excused.  

To ensure continuity of services, school work missed during such an absence can be requested 

and made up in accordance with the school’s policy (refer to student handbook); social, 

emotional, mental health, or other needs will be provided in accordance with a student’s IEP or 

504 Plan.  Parents of students who have social, emotional, mental health, or other needs 

outside of an IEP or 504 Plan should contact their child’s principal to discuss needs.  Remote 

instruction will only be made available for non-vaccinated or vaccine ineligible students who are 

under quarantine as directed by the local health department or the Illinois Department of Public 

Health. 

Students who are quarantined as a result of COVID-19 will receive remote learning services. 

However, remote learning services WILL NOT consist of five hours of synchronous instruction 
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as they did during the previous school year. REMOTE LEARNING EXPECTATIONS AND 

GUIDELINES ARE CONTAINED IN A SUBSEQUENT SECTION 

Staff absences related to a COVID-19 isolation or quarantine will be recorded in accordance 

with the district’s sick leave policy and related professional negotiations agreements.  To ensure 

continuity of services, staff members should contact their principals to discuss support for social, 

emotional, mental health, or other needs. 

To the extent allowable by privacy laws and other applicable laws, school health care 

professionals will continue to collaborate with Ogle County Health Department officials to 

confidentially provide information about people diagnosed with or exposed to COVID-19, 

including making notifications to staff and parents as soon as possible regarding those who 

were in close contact of someone in the school who tested positive for COVID-19. 

The school’s health care professional will inform the school community of outbreaks while 

maintaining student and staff confidentiality rights. 

Students and staff suspected of having COVID-19, whether they were tested or not, are to 

follow the CDC guidelines to determine when they can return to school. 

Following quarantine, students and staff returning from illness related to COVID-19 are to call to 

check in with the school’s health care professional. 

FOR MORE DETAILED FLOWCHART OF QUARANTINE PROCEDURES, PLEASE SEE THE 

LAST PAGE OF THIS DOCUMENT 

QUARANTINE LENGTHS 

The CDC currently recommends a quarantine period of 14 days. Further, local public health 

authorities determine and establish quarantine options for their jurisdictions and may decide to 

continue using a 14-day period and/or shortened options for certain lower risk close contacts. 

Given that having students in school is our top priority, we will choose to shorten quarantine 

time periods whenever possible after consultation with our local health officials. The following 

options to shorten quarantine are explained below – but note that some options are not 

recommended for schools: 

● Quarantine can end after Day 10 without testing and if no symptoms have been reported 

during any day of the daily monitoring period. With this strategy, residual post-quarantine 

transmission risk is estimated to be about 1% with an upper limit of about 10%. 
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● (Available to Staff Only) Quarantine can end after Day 7 if a RT (Reverse 

Transcriptase)-PCR test is negative and if no symptoms were reported during any day of 

the daily monitoring period. The earliest a specimen may be collected and tested would 

be on Day 6 with quarantine being discontinued no earlier than Day 8. With this strategy, 

the residual post-quarantine transmission risk is estimated to be about 5% with an upper 

limit of about 12%.   

Due to the risk of severe illness and congregate transmission, IDPH recommends the full 14-

day quarantine period rather than the shortened options described above in congregate living 

settings with vulnerable populations, such as skilled care and correctional facilities.  

 

With both options the following additional criteria through Day 14 must be met: 

● Correct and consistent mask wearing, including within homes 

● Social distancing, 

● Hand hygiene, 

● Environmental cleaning and disinfection, 

● Avoiding crowds, 

● Ensuring adequate indoor ventilation, 

● Monitoring for symptoms of COVID-19 illness, and 

● Minimizing contact with persons at increased risk for severe illness, including vulnerable 

and congregate populations.   

Monitoring can be conducted using any method acceptable by the local public health authorities 

and could include self-monitoring using an approved checklist of signs and symptoms, direct 

contact daily by the public health department, or other automated means.   

6.     Screening /Testing 

When a student is symptomatic, the district will provide a BinaxNow test with parent consent. 

This test, if negative, however, will not eliminate quarantine protocols. Additionally, if community 

transmission is at moderate or substantial levels (as defined subsequently in this document), the 

district MAY consider mass screening as a mitigation measure to ensure continuity of learning. 

In addition, at any level of community transmission, any student or staff member who has not 
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been fully vaccinated can request COVID-19 screening testing by contacting the school’s health 

care professional. 

  

7.      Promoting Vaccination 

Working with the Ogle County Health Department a COVID-19 vaccine clinic, available to 

anyone in our area 12 years of age and older, was held during the 2020-2021 school-year. 

Meridian CUSD #223 has also promoted vaccination opportunities via all-district email and via 

various social media channels throughout the summer. If demand arises, the district will work 

with local health agencies to bring forward more opportunities for vaccination. 

Respectful of peoples’ varying levels of vaccine confidence, those who want to get vaccinated 

against COVID-19 can visit vaccines.gov to find out where they can get vaccinated in our 

community. In addition, Meridian CUSD #223 Health Services staff will work to help coordinate 

vaccine information for anyone in need of support.  

  

8.     Disabilities or Other Health Care Needs 

Parents of students who need accommodations, modifications, or assistance related to COVID-

19 safety protocols, disabilities, underlying medical conditions, or weakened immune systems 

should contact their student’s case manager to discuss the need(s). 

Staff members who need accommodations, modifications, or assistance related to COVID-19 

safety protocols, disabilities, underlying medical conditions, weakened immune systems, or a 

sincerely held religious belief or practice (covered by Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964) 

should contact their school’s principal AND the District’s Human Resource Manager to discuss 

the need(s). Staff members with weakened immune systems are advised to contact their 

healthcare professional about the need for continued personal protective measures after 

vaccination. 
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9.     Visitors 

Visitors, volunteers, and activities involving external groups or organizations with people who 

are not fully vaccinated are discouraged from visiting schools when students are present. If 

visitors or volunteers who are not fully vaccinated are present, additional mitigation strategies 

such as masking and distancing may be mandated.  

  

10.  Collaboration with Public Health Officials 

District officials have consulted with the local health officials and CDC guidance throughout the 

past 16 months to help inform the creation of this plan. District officials will continue to 

collaborate and consult with Ogle County Health Department and have submitted this 

recommendation for formal review by our local health officials. Throughout the pandemic the 

Ogle County Health Department has been an invaluable resource to Meridian CUSD 223 on 

various logistics and decision-making including, but not limited to, school health and safety 

protocols, screening testing, contact tracing, vaccine clinics, and emergency school closings 

and we anticipate this relationship continuing in the future. 

  

11.  Plan Review 

Through September 30, 2023, this plan will be reviewed no less frequently than every six 

months and revised as appropriate after seeking and considering public input.  Revisions will 

address the most recently updated safety recommendations by the CDC, provided in an 

alternative format accessible to parents who are individuals with a disability as defined by the 

ADA, and made publicly available on the district’s website. 

12. Remote Learning Expectations 

As of the writing of this recommendation there are many questions surrounding the 

requirements for Remote Learning within the state of Illinois. Below, you will find the most recent 

correspondence we have received from the Illinois State Board of Education.  

Regardless of the mandates from the state we will stay committed and vigilant to doing 

everything we can to support our learners regardless of circumstance. In the coming weeks, 

more detail on the specific approach to remote learning will be shared by each principal as we 

have more clarity.  
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Information from ISBE below: 

1. If the disaster declaration expires, remote learning will not be available anymore under Section 

10-30 of the School Code. 

2. If the disaster declaration stays in place, the limited remote learning requirement set forth 

within the Board’s Return to In Person Learning Resolution means 5 hours of learning 

opportunities with a strong recommendation for at least 2.5 hours of synchronous instruction. 

MERIDIAN CUSD 223 GUIDE TO LAYERED MITIGATIONS 

 

Guiding Principles for In-Person Learning 

 

Response to the COVID-19 pandemic is constantly evolving based on the available information, 

local disease activity, and vaccination strategies. Lessons learned through the 2019-2020 and 

2020-2021 academic years have been considered.  

 

Education is a critical social determinant of health and encompasses: 

1) Academic achievement of key skills and concepts 

2) Social and emotional development 

3) Supportive services including nutrition, tutoring, athletics/physical activity, mental health. 

Transmission of COVID-19 among school aged students has been primarily associated with 

activities outside of the school environment.  

Vaccinations against COVID-19 have been made available to staff, students 12 – 18 years of 

age, and their families through the Ogle County Health Department and community partners 

since May 2021.There is no approved COVID-19 Vaccine for children less than 12 years of age. 

 

Our belief is that the benefits of in-person learning outweigh the risks of COVID-19 when 

appropriate mitigations are instituted including: 

1) Face-coverings/face masks for students and staff 

2) Frequent handwashing/hand sanitizing 

3) Routine cleaning and sanitizing of all surfaces in the school environment 

4) Aggressive contact tracing with prompt isolation of individuals diagnosed or symptomatic 

for COVID-19 and quarantine of close contacts. 

5) Exclusion of sick/ill/symptomatic individuals. 

6) Providing access to rapid testing including routine screening of unvaccinated individuals 

7) Cohorting of students in the elementary school environment - as possible. 
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8) Maintaining 3 to 6 feet of social distancing. 

9) Vaccination of eligible individuals. 

AND 

10) Increasing mitigation measures such as requiring masking or increased distancing if 

local metrics increase to moderate or substantial levels 

 

Metrics used to guide local decision making are below and figured on a per building basis. 

Please note - While we believe that these metrics will provide us a clear path for decision 

making, situations may occur in which we make the determination for additional masking 

requirements regardless of the metrics. 

● Minimal:  Student cases are not increasing by >10% for two consecutive weeks OR total 

cases within the district are less than 3% the student population 

● Moderate: Student case number increases for 2 weeks, by > 10% each week and <20% 

AND total cases within the district are more than 3% of the student population 

● Substantial: Student case number increases for 2 weeks, by > 20% each week AND 

total cases within the district are more than 3% of the student population 

Regardless of selected mitigations, masks must be worn on school buses and other public 

transportation systems. The District has documented their layered mitigation strategies below so 

they can be communicated to families of students and we can post on our school website for 

transparency. 
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