
 
 
Parents, guardians, staff and administration,  
 
For 90 years, our Sunset Ridge School District has been the cornerstone of our children’s future. We 
have been able to provide our young people with an education and opportunities that are some of the 
best in the State. No one person or group is responsible for our success. It is achieved through our 
parents, teachers, and staff working together.   
 
Throughout these years there have been ups and downs. Currently, we are living through a difficult 
period, but I am confident we will get through this and thrive collectively, as a group.  I ask you to reflect 
on our 90 years of collective success and let’s look forward to the future.   
 
Before we get into the findings of the attorney’s report, on behalf of the entire Board, we want to 
express our regret for the events that happened at Sunset Ridge School.  As a Board, and as parents, our 
top priority is the safety of our children, the teachers, and staff. We have gone through a painstaking 
review of what happened, and as a Board and District, we will do better. 
 
Since becoming aware of the illicit recording at our school, the Board of Education and its administration 
have been committed to transparency with the school community. The Board’s attorneys, Franczek P.C, 
have concluded the internal review of the factors that led to the assignment of Mr. David Garcia-Espinal 
to Sunset Ridge School. That report will be released to the school community after this meeting.  
 
The findings are based on a comprehensive review of current law and best practices, and a review of 
various documents including (i) police reports; (ii) court records; (iii) prior background checks; (iv) 
vendor contracts; (v) Illinois State Board of Education compliance reports; and (vi) Board policies. 
Interviews of several School District employees were also conducted.  
 
The Board has also held three closed session meetings to discuss the attorney findings, ask questions, 
and deliberate. At our last closed session, in conformance with School District best practices and due 
process rights, the Board heard from specific employees that were most directly involved in this matter. 
 
To summarize the report in one sentence, our School District administration relied on background 
checks provided by the vendors that employed Mr. Garcia, and did not initiate or obtain its own 
fingerprint-based criminal history records check for Mr. Garcia.  
 
The report describes the responsibilities of the vendors, OrganicLife and Smith Maintenance, in the 
background check process, Mr. Garcia’s past criminal record and the responsibility of the School District, 
as well as actions we will be initiating. What is important to recognize is that there are extenuating 
circumstances.  
 



o The law is not clear whether fingerprint-based background checks were required from Mr. 
Garcia because of his role at the School.  

o The vendors provided clean background checks. 
o The School District interpreted the language in the vendor agreements, which were 

developed and reviewed by prior legal counsel, to require the vendors, not the School 
District, to obtain the employee background checks. Language in the OrganicLife 
agreement regarding background checks includes language from the Illinois State Board of 
Education’s prototype food service agreement that requires the vendor to ensure, at its 
own expense, required fingerprint-based criminal history record checks are conducted on 
all vendor employees and results are provided to the School District per the law. 

o The School District’s own policy requires vendors to obtain the fingerprint-based criminal 
history background checks. 

o A 2017 ISBE audit (the most recent audit) conducted by the North Cook Intermediate 
Service Center, which reviewed the School District’s overall compliance with the law, 
specifically found that the School District’s background checks on employees of firms 
contracting with the school board was compliant with the Illinois School Code.  

 
While these are significant extenuating circumstances, we are not making excuses.  The Board has high 
expectations for its administrators. Administrators are expected to have expertise in their areas of 
responsibility, including legal requirements, to educate themselves regarding their areas of 
responsibility, and to put best practices in place for a safe learning environment. Among his 
responsibilities, the Superintendent is responsible for the following: 
 

• Establishing such procedures as are necessary to carry out the provisions of the 
law and the policies of the School Board to fulfill his responsibility as the 
Superintendent of the school system. 

 
• Ensuring management of the organization, operations, and resources for a safe, 

efficient and effective learning environment. 
 
• Recommend rules, regulations, and procedures deemed necessary for the 

welfare of the School District. 
 
• Effectively manage people, materials, and the budget to ensure student learning and 

to comply with legal mandates. 
 
Resulting from the investigation, it is the Board’s opinion that our administrators did not apply best 
practices for initiating fingerprint-based criminal background checks for vendor employees who may have 
direct, daily contact with students. The Board has met with the Superintendent to share its concerns in 
his oversight of vendor contracts and background checks for vendor employees and clearly convey 
expectations for improvement going forward. We have also directed the Superintendent to impose 
appropriate disciplinary actions to those involved in oversight of vendor contracts and background checks 
for vendor employees. We are confident that our administrative team will learn and grow from this event, 
and will continue to lead with integrity and in the best interests of the District.  
 



Ultimately, the school community was victimized by an independent criminal act completely unrelated 
to any actions of the School District. We will never know if obtaining a fingerprint-based criminal 
background check in this instance would have prevented this incident. But, again, we know we could 
have done better, and we vow to do so. The Board and our Administration is committed to learning 
from this experience and putting actions in place to try and prevent this from happening again. After my 
comments, the Superintendent will share with you some of those proactive actions regarding obtaining 
fingerprint-based criminal history background checks and supervision of vendor employees. 
 
As the Board of Education, we are making the decisions based on a comprehensive review of all the 
evidence and circumstances, the entire body of work of our District Administrators during their long 
years of service to our District , and what we collectively believe is in the best interest of our District. 
Our focus is to recognize deficiencies and attribute responsibilities where they exist, and implement 
corrective actions to improve safety and security moving forward.  
 
In the spirit of continuous improvement, the School District will evolve and change. We have already 
established new protocols and procedures to enhance the safety and security of our schools. We 
reached out to our State legislators to begin discussions on ways to amend the law regarding 
background checks and this outreach complements our District Administrations’ outreach to the Illinois 
State Board of Education and our teacher’s outreach to the legislature. We will also strive to find a 
balance that improves security while also retaining the positive, welcoming environment that is at the 
heart of who we are. Rest assured, the Board will continue to partner with the community and District 
employees in finding this balance. 
 
While the Board would like to turn the page on these unfortunate circumstances, we understand that 
the healing process will be different for everyone. We hope the Board’s actions will be another step in 
that process. Our heartfelt empathy continues to be with the victims of this criminal act. In particular, I 
want to emphasize the community support, respect, and admiration for the School District staff that 
continue to provide an outstanding educational environment for our students despite the deep and 
personal impact of this situation. To the entire school community, our students, parents, teachers, and 
staff, I offer you, on behalf of the Board and its administrators, our deepest apology.  
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