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Suspension Rates Drop in Chicago Schools
but Remain High for Most Vulnerable Students

At Same time, Students and Teachers Report Feeling Safer at School, According
to New Study by UChicago Consortium on Chicago School Research
CHICAGO—Suspension rates in Chicago Public Schools have declined markedly but still remain very
high, particularly among the system’s most vulnerable students, according to a new study by the
University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School Research (UChicago CCSR).

In the 2013-14 school year, 16 percent of CPS high school students received an out-of-school
suspension (OSS), down from 23 percent in 2008-9. Still, 24 percent of high school students with an
identified disability and 27 percent of high school students in the bottom quartile of achievement
received out-of-school suspensions in 2013-14. Suspension rates for African American boys in high
school remain particularly high, with one-third receiving at least one out-of-school suspension.

The report, Discipline Practices in Chicago Schools: Trends in the Use of Suspensions and Arrests, also
found that at the same time that out-of-school suspension rates have declined, students and
teachers across the district report feeling safer. At the high school level, student perceptions of
safety and teacher perceptions of order have been improving since the 2008-09 school year; this is
also the period during which OSS rates declined in high schools. At the middle grades level, there
were only marginal improvements in students’ feelings of safety at school until the last school year.
However, there was a more marked improvement in the 2013-14 school year, which was the first
year that OSS rates declined in the middle grades.
“At the very least, this trend suggests that the declining use of suspension rates has not been
accompanied by a worsening of school climate districtwide, as critics of the policy had feared,” said
Elaine Allensworth, UChicago CCSR Lewis-Sebring Director. “At best, it suggests that new practices

in Chicago schools may be improving school climate while reducing schools’ reliance on
exclusionary practices.”

The report tracks suspension and arrest rates in Chicago schools over a six year period, as CPS
implemented a number of policies intended to improve school climate and reduce the amount of
instructional time lost to suspensions. The policies are part of a larger national push to move away
from “zero-tolerance” discipline policies and reduce the use of practices that remove students from
the classroom. A follow-up report due out in summer 2015 will examine more closely the
relationship between reductions in suspensions and school climate, particularly in schools that had
the highest suspension rates.
Other key findings from the report:

Suspension rates are strongly related to students’ prior test scores, their race, and their
gender. African American students are much more likely to be suspended than students of other
races/ethnicities. Suspension rates are particularly high for African American boys in high school.
About one-third of African American boys in high school (33 percent) received an OSS in 2013-14.
In comparison, 13 percent of Latino boys in high school and 6 percent of white/Asian high school
boys received an OSS in 2013-14. African American girls also have high OSS rates in high school, at
23 percent in 2013-14. This compares to high school OSS rates of 6 percent for Latina girls and 2
percent for white /Asian girls.

Students with low entering test scores are also much more likely to be suspended, and lose
instructional time, than those who begin the year with high test scores. In high school, 7 percent of
students with the highest test scores received an OSS in the 2013-14 school year. In contrast, about
a quarter of high school students with the lowest incoming test scores received an OSS.

The decline in high school OSS rates has been accompanied by a doubling of in-school
suspension (ISS) rates among African American high school students. In the 2013-14 school
year, 15 percent of high school students received at least one in-school suspension, up from 11
percent in 2008-09. Thus, the rise in in-school suspensions is counter-balancing the decline in outof-school suspensions. In-school suspensions are given more frequently to African American
students than students of other racial/ethnic groups. ISS rates nearly doubled for African American
high school students between 2008-09 and 2013-14, but remained the same for other student
groups.

Most suspensions in high schools result from acts of student defiance rather than violence or
illegal behavior. At the high school level, about 60 percent of out-of-school suspensions and
almost all in-school suspensions result from defiance of school staff, disruptive behaviors, and
school rule violations. While administrators interviewed for the study recognized fights as a

primary concern in their schools, 27 percent of out-of-school and 7 percent of in-school
suspensions in high school are for physical conflict or threats to safety. Most suspensions result
from conflicts that involve no physical harm.

“There have been substantial declines in exclusionary discipline practices,” said report author
Lauren Sartain. “But it is also clear that teachers and staff serving the most vulnerable students
need even more support around behavior management and conflict de-escalation.”

For 25 years, the University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School Research has been building
the capacity for school reform by conducting research that identifies what matters for student success
and school improvement.

