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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

Education is meant to be the great equalizer that lets every child reach his or 
her potential.

But a review of the achievement gap between Illinois’ white and Hispanic 
students raises serious concerns about the ability of Illinois’ public schools to 
prepare Hispanics for success in an increasingly competitive economy.

With Hispanics now making up a quarter of the state’s entire student body and 
nearly 50 percent of Chicago Public Schools, or CPS, Hispanic students’ level 
of achievement will have a significant impact on the state’s economic future.1, 2

ILLINOIS’ 
HISPANIC 
ACHIEVEMENT 
GAP

The gap between white and Hispanic students in reading and math is alarming 
and the overwhelming majority of Illinois’ Hispanic high-school students aren’t 
graduating college- or career-ready. For many Hispanic students, the learning 
gap will mean continuing hardship.3 

Illinois Standard Achievement Test, or ISAT, results show that only 4 in 10 
Hispanic third-graders in Illinois can read at grade level. By comparison, nearly 
7 in 10 white third-graders in Illinois can read at grade level.4

Predictably, this same achievement gap persists into high school. Only 
29.4 percent of Hispanic students graduate college- and career-ready, as 
determined by their ACT scores. By comparison, 60.7 percent of whites are 
college- and career-ready.5
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HISPANIC 
DISTRICT 
CASE STUDIES

An analysis of Illinois’ student population shows that nearly 55 percent of the 
state’s total Hispanic student population is located in just 10 school districts.

This concentration of Hispanic students allows for a closer look at how some of 
those districts are performing. Districts that are more than 75 percent Hispanic 
can serve as a proxy for how the educational system has failed to adapt to its 
growing Hispanic population. 

In Waukegan SD 60, for example, Hispanics represent nearly 75 percent of the 
student population. Only 36 percent of third-graders read at grade level and 
only 18 percent of high-school juniors will graduate college- or career-ready.

In Cicero SD 99, over 90 percent of the nearly 13,000 students are Hispanic. 
Only 1 in 4 third-graders can read at grade level in the district. At the nearby 
high school, only 18 percent of juniors will graduate college- or career-ready.

In Chicago SD 299, the district of Chicago Public Schools, almost half of all 
students are Hispanic. Only 38 percent of third-grade Hispanic students in 
this district can read at grade level, compared with over 75 percent of white 
students. This divergence in success is responsible for Chicago’s poor overall 
achievement levels. By the time they graduate from high school, only 27 
percent of Chicago’s students will be ready for college coursework.
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CLOSING  
THE GAP

The Hispanic achievement gap has persisted over many years, but real 
reforms have been lacking. More money and a bigger bureaucracy for the 
public-school system have not created positive results.6,7

Illinois should lead through innovation by offering families and children more 
educational options and access to a variety of school types, whether public or 
private, big or small. 

Fortunately, more than 25 states across the country, including Wisconsin and 
Indiana, are now finding ways to engage more families in the education of their 
children. These states offer parental choice in education in the form of school 
vouchers or educational savings accounts.

Under these programs, parents – not bureaucrats – decide where their children 
go to school and how and what they learn.

Illinois parents should have the same rights as parents in other school- 
choice states. 

Their children can’t afford to wait.
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