
  
 

Open Bottles, Broken Policies Overview 
 
 

Voices of Youth in Chicago Education (VOYCE) is an alliance organizing for education and racial justice led 
by students of color from across the city of Chicago and state of Illinois. Since its formation in 2007, VOYCE 
has worked to help end the school-to-prison pipeline by using 
youth-driven research and organizing to advance policies that 
support students and schools in becoming safer and healthier 
learning environments. While there has been movement across 
Chicago and Illinois away from exclusionary discipline 
approaches to student misbehavior and toward more restorative 
approaches, alcohol abuse and other forms of substance abuse 
continue to carry a large stigma and are still by and large treated 
with punitive measures instead of addressing the root causes of 
the problem. This is especially true for low-income students of 
color in CPS. 

The effects of overlooking the underlying causes of alcohol 
abuse and continuing to rely on exclusionary discipline and law 
enforcement are far-reaching. The 2016 Illinois Youth Survey shows that 14,480 of the entire CPS 12th grade 
population and more than 5, 200 8th graders reported using alcohol in the past year. Additionally, 7, 240 CPS 
12th grade students and almost 8,000 8th graders reported feeling sad or hopeless almost every day in the past 
two weeks. Among Illinois High School Seniors in 2016, 58% have used alcohol in the past year and 41% have 
used alcohol in the past 30 days. These students report that while or after drinking alcohol during the past 12 
months 15, 640 have gotten into an argument or fight while almost 10,000 have been hurt of injured. 

With this as a backdrop, VOYCE dug deeper into these issues 
through a comprehensive participatory action research process. 
This process consisted of students developing their own research 
questions, which centered around why students drink alcohol and 
exploring what changes to school policy need to occur to 
effectively address alcohol abuse among teenagers.  Students 
received professional training by the Institutional Review Board 
administered by Lurie Children’s Hospital, and developed a 
research process that included a literature review, surveys, and 
focus groups. As a final step, youth researchers also crafted 
solutions based on the research and data analysis. 

  
The beauty of participatory action research is that since it involves the people who are most affected by an 
issue, both in the research and in crafting the solution. Through this process, the research only strengthened the 
wisdom that young people already had—that underage drinking is a glaring signal that the young person is in 
need of healing and not punishment. 
 

 



 

Following are a few highlights of key findings and solutions that emerged from this youth-driven 
participatory research process. To access the report visit VOYCE’s 
website at www.voyceproject.org  

● Alcohol use is normalized in the lives of young people through 
mass media and widespread exposure 

● A majority of students surveyed stated that they use alcohol to 
cope with underlying issues of trauma, mental health, and stress 

● Relationships are key to making healthy choices 
● It is commonplace for schools to use harsh disciplinary action such 

as immediate suspension, expulsion, and police 
involvement—including arrests—to address students who bring 
alcohol to school or students coming to school under the 
influence of alcohol 

● A majority of the students surveyed believe that 1) there should 
be counseling, therapy, and other solutions that help break the 
cycle of alcohol abuse and 2) that using suspension, expulsion 
or referrals to law enforcement do not address the core issue and 
students will return with the same behavior 

● There is a need for systemic policy change to effectively 
address the use of alcohol among youth including further 
revisions to the Chicago Public Schools Student Code of 
Conduct, the Illinois Criminal Code, and increased resources so 
that students can be referred to appropriate mental and 
behavioral health supports to address the problems underlying 
alcohol abuse  

 
Check out some of the  message  form some of the  VOYCE youth researchers below. 

 

 

For more information on VOYCE or how to support us, please contact Maria Degillo, VOYCE coordinator, at 
maria@voyceproject.org or (773) 799-6404.  
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