A Letter to Citizens of the 48th Ward and CPS Families Re: the Navy Takeover of Senn High School

Recently, Arne Duncan, CEO of Chicago Public Schools, mailed to many members of the community his endorsement of a Naval Academy to be placed within Nicholas Senn High School, beginning in fall of 2005. Mr. Duncan’s letter argues that the Naval Academy will be an additional educational option for the neighborhood and the city and that it will in no way interfere with the programs and student enrollment currently at Senn High School.

Mr. Duncan bases his argument on the idea that Senn High School is only operating at 59% of its potential capacity. The Naval Academy would add 600 students to the 1,700 students who now occupy the building. Mr. Duncan claims that this increase to 2,300 students can be made with no negative effect whatsoever on current classroom, lab, student programming, or academic support space. 

CPS and the city are no doubt under intense pressure to attract funding from sources outside CPS. However, achieving this through a Naval Academy at Senn is wrong for the following reasons: 

Currently, 1,700 students at Senn utilize every available space at Senn. Every square foot that can be legally utilized for educational purposes has been intelligently crafted to meet the needs of a variety of award-winning programs. With a student population that is over 90% low-income, composed of over 70 nationalities, and carrying one of the highest special-education ratios in the city, it is vital that the 1,700 students at Senn continue to benefit from the intelligent allocation of their current space. 

That Senn’s space is being effectively utilized is displayed by its many recent accomplishments. The number of International Baccalaureate graduates last year was second only to Lincoln Park. Students within Senn’s general programs saw an annual gain in almost every academic category on standardized tests. Senn’s ESL (English as a Second Language) program was so successful it was paid a visit by the German government. Students interested in vocational tracks won awards for their work within Senn’s highly successful automotive and metalworks programs. 

Senn’s achievements outside the classroom have been equally remarkable. The quality and quantity of students’ community service inspired President Bush to designate Senn one of two Service Learning Flagship Schools in Illinois. A community clinic within Senn provides over 1,500 primary care visits per year, ensuring that students are healthy so they can learn. Extensive after-school programs housed in the building ensure that students are engaged in meaningful and productive activities well beyond their classroom hours.

Because Senn’s students are now provided productive space and resources, their academic performance is improving, while discipline referrals have decreased by 30% in the past year alone. When you take into account that Senn is one of the most culturally diverse and economically disadvantaged schools in the nation, its achievements are remarkable. 

Mr. Duncan is relying heavily on the argument that Senn can and has housed 2,800 students. Stories have been told by alumni about how Senn achieved this very feat. However, these same alumni attended Senn many decades past when curriculum requirements and accepted learning methods were a fraction of what they are today. That Senn has the room to successfully accommodate 600 more students is a gross misconception. Success in and outside the classroom is at the center of this issue. 

Study the data and statements made by CPS and you will find just how much they are misinformed on the subject. Their numbers on the success rate of area naval academies are grossly inflated. Their numbers on available space at Senn is grossly inflated (please stop by to see for yourself). Within just one month, CPS has flip-flopped repeatedly on just how exactly a Naval Academy would be installed and who it would benefit. Their confusion shows just how little CPS and the Alderwoman understand the ominous implications of placing a Naval Academy within Senn. 

From the beginning, Alderwoman Smith and Arne Duncan made no attempt to obtain community input or ownership on this issue. On the back of this letter are relevant facts that reveal why a Naval Academy at Senn is a bad idea. We hope that you will study these facts and become active in our community dialogue on this misconceived plan.

Sincerely,

Save Senn Coalition







Contacts:  Save Senn Coalition at www.savesenn.org , Alderwoman Mary Ann Smith at 773-784-5277 maryann@masmith48.org ,  Mayor Daley at 312-744-4000, Arne Duncan (CPS CEO) at 773-553-1500,  Alderman Patrick O’Conner (Education Committee Chair, Chicago City Council) at 773-769-1140 ward40@cityofchicago.org  U.S. Congresswoman Jan Schakowsky at 773-506-7100, and State Senator Carol Ronen at 773-769-1717.
