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hicago’s public high schools experienced

C significant loss in their student enroll- In a”’ the size of the student pOpU-
ments over the course of the 1990s. In the .

first half of the decade, the number of students en- |ation dropped by 11.5 percent fol-

rolled in Chicago Public Schools (CPS) high schools was Iowing the implementation of the

fairly stable, but in the fall of the 1997-98 school year it . f 106.429
dropped dramatically and continued to decline through promotlon gate’ rom ’ St

fall 1999. In all, the size of the student population dents in the fall of 1995 to 94,223
dropped by 11.5 percent following the end of social pro- . i
motion, from 106,429 students in the fall of 1995, to in fall _199_9' Most of the loss oc
94,223 in fall 1999. Most of the loss occurred in neigh- curred in HEIgthI'hOOd hlgh schools
borhood high schools in the ninth and tenth grades. in the ninth and tenth grades.

Throughout this period, eighth-grade enrollment in CPS
elementary schools was relatively stable. What was
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happening? Was the dropout rate rising? Were more stu-
dents transferring out of the system after elementary
school? Or was there a demographic shift in the popula-
tion of eligible students?

Impact of the CPS Promotion Policy

The decline in the ninth- and tenth-grade classes was due
primarily to Chicago’s promotion policy. Students in the
third, sixth, and eighth grades who did not meet a mini-
mum score on the lowa Tests of Basic Skills risked re-
tention. Eighth graders who failed to meet the cut-off
score could have been retained or, if they were going to
turn 15 by December of the following school year, they
could have been sent to Academic Preparatory Centers
(APCs). Because more students were retained in elemen-
tary school or sent to APCs, smaller cohorts were pro-
moted to the ninth grade. Analysis shows that enroll-
ment decline in grades eleven and twelve was mostly the
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result of smaller
ninth-grade cohorts,
but the policy had
residual effects on
patterns of drop-
ping out and pro-
gression through
high school as well.

Changing
Dropout Patterns.
Changes in the pat-
terns of students
dropping out had an
impact on the size
of student enroll-
ment in grades
eleven and twelve.
Although the drop-

out rate remained roughly the same at any given age be-
tween 14 and 19 (actually falling slightly by age 19; see
Student Performance: Course Taking, Test Scores, and
Outcomes), students were dropping out in earlier grades.
Due to the promotion policy and rising retention, many
more students were entering high school at older ages.
As a result, students who dropped out spent fewer years
in high school, thereby depressing enroliment.

Improved Student Progression

through High School

We tend to think of progression though school as some-
thing that happens in an orderly and predictable way, like
marching in a straight line from beginning to end, but
students often move more slowly than the standard, and
sometimes more quickly.

When we look at whether 18-year-old students
were on schedule to graduate (the age at which a
student who had never been retained in elementary
school would graduate), we find that more students
were off schedule at earlier ages because of the
system’s promotion policy; that is, at a grade lower than
we would expect given their age. This often indicates
that they were retained, thereby delaying their entrance
into high school and further depressing enrollment.
And yet, in spite of students being more likely to fall
behind at earlier ages, they were more likely to graduate
by age 18 in 2000 than in 1993. This seemingly contra-
dictory trend occurred because students who did enter
high school moved through grades more steadily and
were more likely to graduate on time.

In addition, the students who were off schedule
at an early age were more likely to catch up than in
the past and students who were on schedule at age
15 were less likely to fall behind in later years.
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For amore in-depth look at CPS high school enrollment trends,

see our full report at www.consortium-chicago.org/
publications/p53.html. A/l reports from The State
of Chicago Public High Schools: 1993 to 2000 series
are available online. These include Student Performance:
Course Taking, Test Scores, and Outcomes and Chang-
ing Special Education Enrollments: Causes and Dis-

tribution among Schools.
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