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The Chicago High School for Agricultural Sciences in Chicago’s Mount Greenwood community has been one of the stars of the Chicago 
Public Schools system for the past decade-plus.

It soon might be opening its doors to more local students and those with special education needs. A bill introduced in February by State 
Sen. Ed Maloney (D-Chicago) would allow the school to raise its enrollment cap from 600 to 720 students.

The magnet school has averaged about 1,700 applicants the past two years, up from about 1,000 is past years, according to Principal Bill 
Hook. Only 150 applicants are admitted each year.

“I think part of the reason for our success has been a function of the small school size,” Hook said, “but I think we could take on a modest 
increase.”

Hook described the bump in interest as a perfect storm, stemming from the uncertain economy, the school’s performance and a renewed 
interest in urban farming. He said many families are looking to cut costs by moving their kids from parochial schools to the Ag School 
without sacrificing quality of education.

Maloney, a former principal and dean at Brother Rice High School, said the school’s academic standards play a large part, citing the Ag 
School’s 86 percent graduation rate, well ahead of the Chicago Public Schools 2010 average of 71.8.

“Principal Hook has done a phenomenal job at the school and the unique curriculum has proven conducive to producing success,” 
Maloney said. “It’s a quality school and we want to move more students into the system.”

The school earmarks 40 percent of its capacity for local students. State Rep. Bill Cunningham (D-Chicago), a lead House sponsor of the 
bill, hopes to raise that to 50 percent while also opening more spots for students with special education needs. He said there has been a 
spike in special education needs in the area and he sees Ag School as a good fit.

“It’s a terrific school, one of the best in the city, and the type of hands-on learning environment has proven especially conducive to special 
education needs,” Cunningham said.

Chicago Ald. Matt O’Shea (D-19th) said the school should accommodate more students from its own ward.

“We pay a lot of taxes in this community, and frankly, as taxpayers we don’t get enough for our dollars,” said O’Shea, a graduate of Mount 
Carmel High School in Chicago. “Most private schools have tuition at or above $10,000 annually and the Ag School is a very good school. 
We’re trying to create more options.”

Any increase in students from the 19th Ward would take effect at the beginning of the 2012-13 school year, O’Shea said.

When the Ag School opened its doors in 1985, it was one of only two schools of its kind in the country. It sits on 72 acres of land, 40 of 
which are dedicated to a working farm. The school offers college prep curriculum that requires significant hands-on education to reinforce 
classroom lessons.

Senate Bill 1226 passed the Senate in March and is pending action in the House. It would need further consideration in the Senate after 
an amendment. Cunningham believes it then should be on its way to Gov. Pat Quinn’s desk.

“I’m optimistic about the bill. We’ve also engaged Chicago Public Schools on the topic and they’ve been receptive. We believe it’s a bill 
that will do a great deal of good for the community,” Cunningham said.

Caption: Next step: Student Peter O’Sullivan checks his schedule walking to class at the Chicago High School for Agricultural Sciences. | 
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