
















 
 

 
 

 
 

7 

 

IHC trained the KidCare Coordinators, a group of ten outreach workers employed by the schools who are 
dedicated to completing health benefits applications on behalf of families, to understand food stamp and 
Medicaid policy and to generate applications using RealBenefits™.  IHC worked intensively with the 
outreach workers throughout the project to ensure their ongoing and accurate use of the tool and 
understanding of program policies.  This included regular RealBenefits™ trainings, in-depth policy 
trainings, and frequent communication via phone and email regarding changes to RealBenefits™ or 
program policies.  IHC also worked with the supervisors of the outreach workers to plan outreach events 
for families.  Due to the mutual goal of enrolling as many families as possible in the food stamps and 
health programs, IHC was able to schedule events and request that outreach workers attend.   
 
IHC assisted the outreach workers in advocating for applicants who have problems or questions about the 
application process.  Over time, they expressed interest in establishing relationships with the IDHS office 
to learn how to best address the needs of the families.  Led by IHC, Anti-Hunger Action established 
Community Quality Councils in ten IDHS offices throughout the Chicago Metropolitan area.  The 
Community Quality Councils are a collaboration of community groups, hungry people, members of Anti-
Hunger Action, and staff and management from IDHS offices.  The purpose of the Community Quality 
Councils is to build relationships and establish a common goal among IDHS offices and the community; 
increase understanding of and access to food stamps; and ensure that policies are being adhered to at 
IDHS local offices.  IHC invited the school outreach workers to join IHC’s Community Quality Councils 
to learn more about income support policy and to work to improve service delivery at IDHS offices. The 
regular meetings have been instrumental in improving service at local offices and establishing 
collaborative relationships between local office staff and anti-hunger providers.   
 
By participating in the Community Quality Councils the outreach workers were able to develop 
relationships with IDHS staff and become advocates for the families with whom they worked.  IHC’s 
Project Coordinator organized meetings between the outreach workers and IDHS staff at offices where a 
Community Quality Council had not yet been established so that the outreach workers would become 
familiar with staff.  Both local office staff and the outreach workers expressed appreciation for the 
meetings and welcomed the opportunity to address the problems parents regularly experiences applying 
for and staying on benefits.   
 
The ongoing training IHC provided to the outreach workers about client rights and responsibilities was 
crucial to ensuring that the outreach workers educated families.  IHC’s continued policy and technical 
training, the Hunger Hotline, school-based enrollment events and regular meetings with IDHS staff 
resulted in increased applications and enrollment.  Due to the successful enrollment of families in a 
variety of public benefit programs, CPS renamed their outreach program the “Children and Family 
Benefits Unit.” 
 
Despite training over 100 school employees, 80% of the applications for this project were generated by 
the outreach workers, who represent just 10% of school staff who were trained to use RealBenefits™.  
Due to their singular goal of enrolling families in food stamps and medical programs, their understanding 
of the program policies, and their willingness and available time to work with the IDHS office, the 
outreach workers were valuable partners in this project.   

 
 Follow-up is Key  The success of this project was greatly enhanced by the Hunger Hotline because it 

helped overcome several barriers to applying for and receiving food stamps and health benefits.  It was an 
essential resource for families and RealBenefits™ users to receive follow-up with IDHS when 
applications were lost or not processed in a timely manner. The Hunger Hotline provides bilingual 
application assistance, case management, and technical support.  Many people are unaware of their 
eligibility for public benefits and call the Hunger Hotline to see if they qualify.  This includes many 
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undocumented immigrants whose children are citizens, and are often unclear about which public benefits, 
if any, they can receive without jeopardizing their chances of becoming a legal permanent resident or a 
citizen.   

 
Hunger Hotline staff also walks callers through the application process.  While applying for food stamps 
or health benefits can sometimes be intimidating for people because of the information required, Hunger 
Hotline staff educates applicants about the requirements and provides ongoing support in case of a 
problem.  The Hunger Hotline is convenient and allows people to apply over the phone without visiting 
the IDHS office, which is sometimes difficult to access due to the hours of operation and location, and 
where many people often feel they are mistreated.  While callers often feel ashamed of applying for 
public benefits due to the stigma associated with them, Hunger Hotline staff encourages them and 
educates them about why these programs are helpful to their families as well as the local economy.  

 
 Hook the Administration  Buy-in from school officials, including the Board of Education, the CEO of 

the schools, and school principals, is necessary for effective outreach and enrollment in the school setting.    
The importance of buy-in from top school officials is illustrated by the success of enrollment events at 
those schools where the principal took interest in IHC’s efforts.  When principals ensured that parents and 
staff alike understood the importance of the work, parent attendance was high and IHC and the outreach 
workers were invited to return to the school several times.  In general, enrollment events were less 
successful at schools where the administrators were unaware of the initiative and its benefits both to the 
schools and families.  Educational materials designed to increase awareness of food stamp education and 
enrollment among principals and school staff would have proven helpful in obtaining their support. 

 
In a large public school district, IHC found that working with existing networks of schools is effective for 
obtaining the support of school administrators to integrate education and enrollment in the schools.  
Examples of existing networks of schools include charter schools, magnet schools, small schools, and 
community schools.   
 
IHC developed a successful collaboration with the school district’s Office of After School and 
Community School Programs, which directs after school programming in Chicago Public Schools as well 
as the Community Schools Initiative.  The Community Schools are partnerships between schools and 
other community resources that are designed to integrate academics, services, and social supports.  
Currently there are 40 Community Schools in Chicago and a national movement is underway to expand 
the concept and reach of the Community Schools Initiative. 
 
Several factors contributed to the strong relationship between IHC and the Community Schools. First, 
because Community Schools provide social services and serve as community centers.  As a result, the 
Office of After School and Community School Programs viewed enrolling students and their families in 
public benefits as a priority and a natural component of their program.  A second reason for the success of 
this partnership was that each school employs a Resource Coordinator. Resource Coordinators are 
employed by the school’s community-based partner agency, but are solely dedicated to managing efforts 
to integrate comprehensive programming for students and their families. For example, a local YMCA 
could partner with a school to hire a Resource Coordinator and provide an array of services including 
GED and ESL classes, cooking and nutrition classes, sports clubs, dance classes, and day care.  
Conducting outreach and enrollment for food stamps using RealBenefits™ was a natural extension of 
their duties.  Because they have a family focus, Community Schools are often open until 9:00 p.m. and on 
weekends.  The hours of the Community Schools allowed IHC to accommodate working families so that 
they could apply for the FSP and health benefits after 5:00 p.m.   
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 Address Immigrant Eligibility  Clearly communicating who is eligible and what their rights are is 
important to dispelling the myths about immigrant eligibility and to help families overcome their fear of 
applying for public benefits.  Direct contact with families at school parents meetings and church services 
was very effective in understanding and addressing the concerns of immigrant families with respect to 
food stamps and health benefits.  Meeting immigrant families at churches and schools, where they feel 
safe, provided them with an opportunity to ask questions and to share their experiences.  IHC also worked 
with the media, particularly local news networks that air in Spanish and whose focus is the Hispanic 
community, to address the rights of immigrants to benefits and to clarify how receiving public benefits 
can affect their applications for legal permanent residency and citizenship. 

 
IHC coupled direct parent interaction with outreach materials developed in response to their questions 
about food stamp and medical policy.  The materials, written in their own language (usually double-sided 
English and Spanish), helped answer questions about factors that affect eligibility, such as income, 
resources, and immigration status.  IHC also used outreach material from the U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security that explains how peoples’ applications for permanent residency or citizenship can be 
affected by receiving food stamps and health benefits.  The official government seal from the Department 
of Homeland Security assured people that they could apply without fear. 
 
IHC found that subtle word choices make a significant difference in talking to immigrants regarding their 
eligibility.  Telling a parent that they are applying “on behalf of their children” is an effective strategy for 
encouraging undocumented parents to apply for the programs for which they qualify. 

 
 Work with Human Services  An important foundation of IHC’s success is a close working relationship 

with the Illinois Department of Human Services.  IHC collaborates with IDHS to improve customer 
service at local offices and to ensure accurate application of food stamp policy. 
 
In collaboration with IDHS, IHC established “RealBenefits Liaisons” at each office in the state.  All 
RealBenefits™ applications are faxed, delivered or mailed to the RealBenefits™ Liaison, who is usually 
an intake administrator at the local office.   
 
IHC met regularly with Regional Directors and the State Director of Food Stamps to discuss 
implementation of the project and monitor procedures for tracking and processing applications.  These 
meetings kept regional level directors interested and involved in following the progress of applications 
generated through the schools.  Regional Directors followed-up on applications generated through the 
schools that were not received or processed by IDHS for reasons such as: 1) applications were not 
submitted correctly by RealBenefits™ users; 2) applications never reached the local office when the 
applicant was responsible for submission; 3) applications were lost at the central or local office; or 4) 
applications were not entered into the system at the human services office in a timely fashion.  

IHC also established regular meetings between the outreach workers and human services offices to 
address best practices for application submission and to ensure that policy is adhered to at the local 
offices.  The meetings provided a valuable forum for discussing the operation of the local office, how to 
instruct applicants on the application process, and to ensure that school staff enrolled parents in a timely 
fashion.  IHC would alert the local human services office when an enrollment event was to occur.  When 
delivering the applications, outreach workers attached a cover sheet with the names of the applicants and 
the programs for which they were applying.  The intake worker at the human services office would then 
check off each name as he or she went through the applications to ensure receipt of applications.  This 
process increased the number of applications approved.   
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 If You Market, They Will Come  Engaging in a multi-tiered marketing strategy, including flyers, phone 
calls, and direct mailings in people’s native language which clearly state income guidelines and maximum 
benefits is effective in capturing potentially eligible households.   IHC uses a basic flyer to advertise 
program eligibility and upcoming enrollment events or parent meetings.  The flyers are double-sided in 
English and Spanish and include the income guidelines for food stamps, child and family health benefits, 
and provide the maximum food stamp benefit they might be eligible to receive by household size.  The 
flyers also listed the information parents needed to apply for the FSP, and as a result, most parents came 
to enrollment events with the documentation completely prepared.     
 
The timing of invitation distribution is also an important factor in parent turnout.  Ideally, outreach 
workers should attend parent meetings prior to the enrollment event to talk to parents about their 

eligibility, answer their questions, and let them know about the 
upcoming event.  Working with school staff to include the 
enrollment events and parent meetings in the school newsletter 
and website is also helpful.  Invitations should be distributed 
twice, the first time a week or two prior to the event and again 
three to four days before.  Once given to the school, the 
materials were given to teachers to put in students’ backpacks 
for them to take home to their parents.  If the invitations are 
distributed over a week in advance, parents tend to forget about 
the event.  When distributed the day prior to the event, parents 
do not have adequate time to make plans to attend.    
 
At the onset of this collaboration, IHC targeted two specific 
communities for outreach. IHC mailed invitations to enrollment 
events to families in two targeted neighborhoods where there 
was high unemployment, low enrollment in food stamps, and 
high eligibility for free and reduced price meals. The mailed 
invitations provided eligibility guidelines for food stamps and 
health benefits, maximum benefit amounts and included what 
information families needed to apply.  Eight percent of the 
invitations were returned to due bad addresses.  The enrollment 
events were held at churches, community-based organizations, 
and aldermanic offices during evening and weekend hours to 
accommodate working families unable to visit their IDHS local 

office during the week.  Almost three percent of all the families who received invitations attended an 
enrollment event to complete an application.   
 
While disseminating flyers through the schools was inexpensive and often yielded high parent attendance, 
this strategy should ideally be complimented with other efforts for those parents who do not regularly go 
through their children’s backpacks.  Other strategies included articles in the school newsletter to 
announce the events, announcements over the school loudspeaker to remind the students to share the flyer 
with their parents, an automated phone call to each household with a child at the school reminding them 
of an upcoming event, and posters advertising events and the Hunger Hotline at schools, food pantries, 
local stores, faith-based organizations and community centers.  Another successful strategy might have 
been to educate and collaborate with the teachers so that they would disseminate the flyers in a timely 
fashion and talk to parents about the importance of public benefits.  
 
Report card pickup was an effective way to access potentially eligible parents who may not have 
otherwise known about IHC’s outreach and enrollment efforts.  CPS parents are required to attend report 

USE WHAT YOU’VE GOT! 
The school district’s 
Communications Department 
assisted IHC with marketing to the 
parents and school administrators. 
The system-wide phone recording, 
which any caller to the schools 
would hear while on hold, 
promoted the outreach project and 
gave dates of outreach events, and 
provided the phone number for 
IHC’s Hunger Hotline. The 
Communications Department also 
sent a direct email to all principals, 
assistant principals, and Central 
Office staff informing them of the 
upcoming events and prompting 
them to call the Hunger Hotline if 
they were interested in learning 
more.  Calls to the Hunger Hotline 
increased significantly as a result. 
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card pickup in fall and spring to collect kids’ grades.  IHC planned a marketing strategy for report card 
pickup, historically a day of high parent turnout at schools.  Over 200,000 flyers were distributed to 
families during report card pickup and schools were instructed to leave the flyers in a visible area for 
parents to take if they were interested.   

 
Word of mouth proved very effective advertising among potentially eligible families.  Often, parents who 
called IHC’s Hunger Hotline or attended parent meetings or outreach events alerted friends and family 
members about the enrollment events and the Hunger Hotline.  Regularly scheduled enrollment events 
raise the level of visibility in the neighborhood and more people spread the word.  
 

 The Closer to Home the Better  IHC worked closely with the outreach workers and the Community 
Schools to disseminate the eligibility criteria for food stamps and health benefits and to alert parents of 
the availability of school staff to help complete and file applications on their behalf.  IHC explored 
several methods of outreach, such as neighborhood-specific events and larger, regional events.  The 
schools and communities that were targeted by IHC had high rates of unemployment but low food stamp 
enrollment, and high percentages of local students receiving FRP meals.  IHC also evaluated the racial 
diversity and other indicators of poverty in the neighborhood.  The neighborhood-specific enrollment 
events were very successful because parents felt comfortable at their local school and could quickly return 
to their homes in the event they needed additional documentation.  Another reason for the success of the 
local events is that parents told their neighbors, friends, and family in the immediate area about the event 
and encouraged them to attend.   
 
IHC also organized enrollment events at churches, community-based organizations, and an aldermanic 
office during the summer.  IHC targeted potentially eligible families through a direct mailing.  The 
success of these events varied, with turnout being the highest at churches and community-based 
organizations, where people feel safe and where the events were held during the early evening to 
accommodate working families  
 
IHC, the outreach workers, and the Community Schools scheduled 12 regional events throughout the city 
toward the end of the school year and during the summer break.  Flyers detailing income criteria, 
maximum benefits, and what people need to apply were available at report card pickup for interested 
parents.  The flyers distributed to one region also listed the time, date and location for scheduled 
enrollment events while the flyers for other regions told parents to look for enrollment events in their area 
in the near future.  Only those enrollment events for which dates, times and locations had been provided 
on the flyer had high parent turnout.  Interestingly, even those regional events were not more successful 
than the neighborhood events.   This could an indication of peoples’ preference to apply for benefits close 
to home and in a place where they feel comfortable.  It may also be an indication that the end of the 
school year is not an ideal time to conduct outreach to parents.  The effectiveness of the regional versus 
the local events could be explored further to determine the best way to reach families.  

 
 Do Not Piggyback  Attending health fairs and multi-service events proved a relatively ineffective 

strategy for outreach and enrollment.  Parents tended to become distracted at events where several 
services were offered and did not take the time to complete applications.  Instead, events dedicated solely 
to educating parents about their rights and eligibility and completing applications on their behalf was the 
most effective strategy. 
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VII.  OUTCOMES 
During the 18 months in which IHC worked with the schools, 2,393 households submitted food stamp or 
health benefits applications.  IHC met with 30 parent groups to educate them about their rights and 
eligibility and to address their concerns about income guidelines, immigration status, and work income.  
The success of the parent education through conversation, outreach materials and the media is illustrated 
by the households that completed applications for public benefits.  Twenty-five percent of families who 
completed an application had at least one member who was not a U.S. citizen and 17% of applicants 
chose to waive the face-to-face interview.  The approved applications resulted in more than $649,000 of 
food stamp benefits.   
 

 Monthly Trends 
Chart 1 shows the monthly total of (a) applications completed using RealBenefits™, (b) applications 
received by the Illinois Department of Human Services, and (c) approved applications.  As illustrated by 
the graph, accessing the families depended on the months when school was in session.  As a result, the 
number of applications submitted was relatively small during the initial summer months of the project 
(June and July, 2003) and expanded with the start of school, declined somewhat during the mid-winter 
months that correspond to school vacations, and grew again after January 2004. This pattern repeated 
itself during the summer and fall of 2004.  
 
 

THE POWER OF CASE MANAGEMENT 
IHC’s close work with the outreach workers empowered them to be better advocates.  One 
outreach worker tells of an experience in which she helped a working mom and dad with four kids 
apply for food stamps.  When the mom went to the local office to submit the application, she was 
told that it was invalid and that she should not trust people outside of the human services office to 
help her apply for food stamps.  Upset and frustrated, the mom called the outreach worker to 
explain the situation.  The outreach worker immediately contacted IHC’s Hunger Hotline to 
resolve the issue.  Hunger Hotline staff called the administrator of the local office, and the next 
day, the applicant received her food stamps. 
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Months with particularly high numbers of applications also corresponded to months when a higher 
number of outreach events were conducted. For example, five outreach events were held in February 
2004, resulting in 111 applications generated by school staff.  In May 2004, 287 applications were 
submitted on behalf of families.  Four outreach events were held in May 2004, and significant effort was 
made to ensure that families received information about food stamp eligibility during the May report card 
pickup.  As a result, over 1,000 families called the Hunger Hotline in May to learn how to apply.  
Although six outreach events were held in June 2004, fewer applications were generated in that month 
than in several of the previous months. The outreach events held in June were regional rather than 
neighborhood-specific, and did not generate as much parent interest and attendance as the local events. 
The onset of summer break also reduced access to families.  
 

 Average Benefits 
The average monthly benefit amount per household for applications generated by this project was $212.  
Assuming that each recipient continued to receive food stamp benefits throughout the remaining 14 
months of the project, total benefits generated by this project exceeded $649,000. 
 

 Applicant Characteristics  
Of the applications submitted from June 2003 through August 2004, five-hundred four households, and a 
total of 1,674 total household members, were approved for food stamps or medical assistance.  This 
includes 973 children (under 18 years of age) or 778 school-age children (ages 5 through 17).  Seventy-
six percent of the families who submitted an application had at least one school-age child.  The strength 
of schools as a community resource is demonstrated by the fact that 24% of applications were submitted 
on behalf of households without school-age children. 
 
CPS is the third largest school system in the country and represents one of the most diverse student bodies 
in the U.S.  Fifty percent of CPS students are African American, 38% are Hispanic, 9% are white, and 3% 
are Asian/Pacific Islander.  One of the goals of the project was to increase food stamp outreach and 
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enrollment to households of color.  Of those applications where household ethnicity is identified, 92% 
were from households of color (see Chart 3).  Forty-four percent of applications were generated by 
Hispanic households and an equal percentage by African American households. Three percent of the 
applications were from Asian households, 1% from Indian (Native American) households, and 1% from 
multiethnic households. Eight percent of applications generated were from Non-Hispanic White 
households. Twenty-five percent of the families who submitted applications had at least one non-citizen 
member.  IHC places a particular emphasis on providing bilingual services for Spanish-speaking 
applicants. The high number of applicant households that identified as non-English speaking, 25% of the 
total households that applied during the project, is evidence of IHC’s effectiveness in this area. Ninety 
percent of these households were Hispanic.  
 
IHC also made efforts to target the working poor, who may not know that they are eligible for food 
stamps and health benefits.  IHC encouraged parents, particularly those who worked, to request a waiver 
of the face-to-face interview at the IDHS office. Although an interview is a required part of the 
application process, applicants were not always aware that they could request a waiver of this requirement 
and conduct the interview by phone instead. Not needing to visit the IDHS office during business hours 
can be especially important for those who work during daytime hours, have young children, or are elderly 
or disabled. As a result of educating parents about public benefits, 44% of the applicant households that 
completed a RealBenefits™ application had earned (work) income. Of these, 58% were received by the 
IDHS office.  Of those that were received by human services, 55% were approved.  Seventeen percent of 
applicants requested a waiver of the face-to-face interview.  Further education and outreach should be 
focused on working families to ensure that they are aware of the waiver of the face-to-face interview so 
that they are able to apply for and receive food stamps and health benefits without taking time off work. 
 

 Rate of Application Receipt 
Chart 4 shows the increased percentages of applications received and approved by IDHS over the course 
of the project.  Early in the project it became clear that IDHS was not receiving a large number of 
applications completed on behalf of families.  In response, IHC worked with the schools and IDHS to put 
measures into place to ensure that applications were received, including the hand-delivery of applications, 
education of IDHS staff about RealBenefits™ applications, and notifying the local offices about 
upcoming enrollment events. As Chart 4 shows, these efforts resulted in a steady increase in applications 
received by IDHS offices.  
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The rate of approval of submitted applications also increased over the life of the project. While the 
approval of applications is not under IHC’s direct control, IHC took several steps to ensure that there was 
a greater likelihood that submitted applications would be approved. Through IHC training, the outreach 
workers became more knowledgeable about income guidelines and policies that affect eligibility and 
became better able to screen applicants. Information shared with the IDHS office staff through the 
Community Quality Councils helped reduce the number of denials.  
 

 Rate of Application Generation 
As the project gained momentum, families became increasingly aware of the existence of the outreach 
workers and the services they provide.  The increase in the number of applications generated over time 
demonstrates that it takes time to build trust and name recognition with families.  It also takes time for a 
project of this scope to receive the attention of the highest levels of leadership at the schools.  IHC met 
with members of the Chicago Board of Education and the CEO in the fall of 2004 to discuss the potential 
of the project to positively impact families as well as the financial implications of the project for the 
school district. The meeting resulted in greater support from the CEO for the project activities, which in 
turn brought the project to a higher level of attention and provided support for school staff working on the 
project.  IHC’s comprehensive efforts to integrate outreach, education, collaboration and enrollment into 
CPS have laid the ground work for continued expansion of this program. 
 
 

 
 
 
VIII. CONCLUSION 
Through its 18-month collaboration with CPS, IHC developed a model for successful food stamp and health 
benefits education and enrollment in the schools that can be used in school districts around the country.    IHC 
found that conducting education and enrollment in the schools is effective for generating supplemental income 
for families and for increasing the capacity of schools to serve their families.  This project increased awareness 
of rights and eligibility for the FSP and health benefits among families and helped to overcome the barriers to 
applying for public benefits that families face.  Through parent meetings and workshops, IHC addressed the 
concerns that parents have about their eligibility for public benefits, especially related to immigration status, 
working families, and their rights.  IHC developed specific outreach materials to address the concerns that 
parents expressed.   
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This project demonstrates the importance and effectiveness of working closely with human services to ensure 
expedient and accurate application disposition, correct application of program policies, and good customer 
service.   A working relationship between the schools and human services is important to establish the 
legitimacy of the school outreach workers and to empower them to advocate on behalf of families.  This 
relationship also provides valuable information to human services about procedural and policy-related 
problems at their offices.   
 
IHC helped institutionalize a food stamp and health benefits outreach and enrollment program that will 
improve the well-being of families and increase revenue for the third largest school district in the United 
States.  This collaboration generated over $500,000 of food stamp benefits over a six month period.  As a 
result of IHC’s Food Stamp Outreach Project, parents will be able to seek medical care for their children, 
families will have additional resources to provide nutritious, healthy food, and federal tax dollars will come 
back to Illinois.  

                                                     
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


