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Overview

The Avery Coonley School (ACS) is a nationally
recognized leader in gifted education, serving
academically bright and motivated students
from preschool through eighth grade. Founded
in 1906 on progressive ideals, ACS has spent
more than a century championing intellectual
curiosity, creativity, and community.

Today, ACS is home to more than 330 students
from over 40 Chicagoland communities,

with more than half identifying as students

of color. The school is intentionally inclusive,
welcoming gifted learners from diverse
backgrounds into an environment that
challenges and supports them in equal measure.
With a student-teacher ratio of 9:1, ACS
provides personalized, rigorous learning that
empowers students to thrive.

The campus in Downers Grove, a 13-acre
wooded property listed on the National
Register of Historic Places, reflects the school’s
philosophy of education in harmony with nature.
Modern facilities—including a makerspace, art
studios, athletic spaces, and the recently opened
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Student Support Services Center—support
whole-child development and innovation.

ACS graduates are known for their confidence,
intellectual agility, and compassion. They go on
to excel at top secondary schools, universities,
and careers in fields ranging from science and
law to the arts, policy, and entrepreneurship.
Their success reflects not only strong academic
preparation but also the enduring values of
integrity, curiosity, and community instilled
during their years at ACS.

With an inspiring new five-year strategic plan
and a campus master plan underway, Avery
Coonley stands poised for its next chapter of
growth and innovation. The Board of Trustees
now seeks a Head of School who will honor our
proud history while leading the community into
the future—advancing ACS'’s mission, amplifying
its impact, and ensuring its continued place as a
model for gifted education nationwide.



https://averycoonleyorg.finalsite.com/fs/resource-manager/view/78df86dd-0b1e-4a6b-b7ff-255994c0b63b
https://www.averycoonley.org/our-school/campus-master-planning
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Purpose

The Avery Coonley School exists to ignite
intellectual curiosity and unlock the
potential of academically bright and gifted
children. Within a challenging and supportive
environment, a dynamic and devoted faculty
encourages students to grow as thinkers,
creators, and compassionate citizens prepared
to contribute meaningfully to society.

Philosophy

ACS believes that the joy of learning begins
early and lasts a lifetime. Gifted children
flourish when they are challenged with depth,
pace, and complexity in every subject, every

day. The school balances acceleration with
enrichment, ensuring that students not only
achieve academically but also develop resilience,
independence, and creativity.

ACS is equally committed to the whole child.
Social, emotional, physical, and creative growth
are nurtured alongside intellectual development.
Students are encouraged to take risks, solve
problems, and discover their unique strengths
within a safe, joyful, and inclusive community.
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Core Values

¢ Intellectual Curiosity — Asking questions,
exploring ideas, seeking deeper
understanding

e Creativity — Embracing imagination,
innovation, and the courage to think differently

* Integrity — Acting with honesty, responsibility,
and respect for others

e Diversity & Inclusion - Building a multicultural
community where all voices are valued and
every student belongs

* Compassion & Community — Supporting
one another and contributing positively to
the world

Vision

ACS envisions a future where its students,
empowered by curiosity and creativity, lead
with confidence, empathy, and purpose. The
school strives to be a national model for
gifted education, advancing best practices
and inspiring generations of learners to shape a
brighter world.

Fast Facts
e Established: 1906

e Enrollment: 330 students

® Average student |Q: 129+
e Student/teacher ratio: 9:1

e Faculty with advanced
degrees: 87%

e Students of color: 56%

e Students receiving financial

aid: 16%
¢ Financial aid awarded:
$900,000
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Progressive Beginnings

ACS was established by Queene Ferry Coonley,
who sought to create an education for her
daughter that went beyond convention. Inspired
by Froebel’s kindergarten principles and

the progressive education movement led

by John Dewey, she launched the Cottage
School in Riverside, lllinois. From the start, Avery
Coonley was dedicated to nurturing curiosity,
independence, and the joy of learning.

Growth and Vision

In 1912, Frank Lloyd Wright designed the
now-famous Coonley Playhouse to support
the school’s growing programs. In 1929, ACS
relocated to its current Downers Grove campus,
a 13-acre site designed in harmony with its
natural setting, with architecture by Waldron
Faulkner and landscaping by Jens Jensen.

By the mid-20th century, ACS evolved into

a nationally recognized leader in gifted
education, guided by a belief that advanced
learners deserve both acceleration and
enrichment in every subject. The addition of
fine arts facilities in the 1980s and Early
Childhood programs for three-year-olds
reflected the school’s whole-child philosophy.
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Looking Forward

From its founding to the present moment,

Avery Coonley has remained steadfast in one
purpose: to empower bright, motivated
children to become confident, compassionate,
and creative learners for life. With a vibrant
community of families and faculty supporting
our incredibly talented students, ACS now looks
to its next Head of School to carry forward this
proud legacy into a new era of excellence

and impact.
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Academics

At Avery Coonley, learning is designed with

one guiding principle: gifted children deserve
a curriculum equal to their ability, curiosity,
and potential. Every aspect of ACS's program—
depth, pace, and complexity—is crafted to
challenge advanced learners all day, every day, in
every subject.

Early Childhood &
Kindergarten

From the earliest years, children are immersed
in a learning environment that encourages
exploration and discovery. Teachers nurture
curiosity and self-confidence through play,
guided inquiry, and foundational academic
skill-building. By Kindergarten, ACS students
are engaging in complex, hands-on problem-
solving, learning the value of experimentation,
and developing the resilience to try, fail, and try
again. These experiences cultivate independent
thought, collaboration, and creativity, the
building blocks of lifelong learning.

Lower & Middle School

As students grow, they enter a vibrant
community of talented peers who share their
intellectual energy and curiosity. The curriculum
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blends core academics with opportunities

for exploration across science, technology,
engineering, arts, mathematics, and the
humanities. Themes of study connect multiple
subjects, encouraging students to see patterns,
ask questions, and apply learning to real-world
challenges.

* Language & Literacy: The youngest learners
build fluency through reading, writing, and
discussion. By Middle School, students
annotate and analyze complex texts, develop
sophisticated writing, and communicate
insights with confidence and clarity. These
skills extend across disciplines, strengthening
critical thinking, supporting research, and
fostering effective expression.

* World Languages: French begins in
Preschool, with many students achieving
proficiency by eighth grade. Cultural
immersion is central—seventh graders
participate in an exchange program in
Toulouse, France, and eighth graders travel to
Quebec.

e STEAM: Students in the beginning engage
in makerspace learning, robotics, coding,
and design-thinking engineering challenges
that inspire them to design, build, and test
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creative solutions with a strong emphasis on
environmental sustainability and purposeful
innovation. In Lower School, students explore
LEGO robotics, Scratch coding, and projects
using tools like Tinkercad, 3D printing,

and laser cutting. By Middle School, they
advance into more advanced CAD modeling
techniques, Cricut tools, 3D printing, and laser
cutting, while also exploring the ethical use of
artificial intelligence and emerging fields such
as quantum computing, preparing them to
think critically about both the possibilities and
responsibilities of innovation.

¢ Mathematics: Acceleration and enrichment
ensure every student works at least a year
ahead of grade level, developing confidence
and mastery. All ACS students enter high
school ready for Geometry, at a minimum, and
are equipped to graduate with some level of
Calculus. Our accelerated Middle School math
sequence includes Honors Algebra |, Honors
Geometry, & Honors Algebra Il.

The Arts

Fine arts are not enrichment—they are integral
to the ACS experience. Music, art, drama, and
movement are woven into the curriculum at
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every grade level. Students gain technical skill,
confidence, and creative expression through:

® Music: Instruction ranges from classical
theory and composition to performance,
with opportunities in vocal and instrumental
ensembles. ACS has been named one of the
Best Communities for Music Education by
the NAMM Foundation for eight consecutive
years.

* Drama & Movement: Students develop self-
confidence, public speaking, and collaboration
through drama productions, movement
classes, including one-act plays, silent movies,
and the capstone 8th Group Play.

e Visual Arts: Studio experiences encourage
exploration of media, technique, and art
history, building creativity and aesthetic
appreciation.

Athletics & Physical
Development

Physical education is as central to ACS as
academics. The ACS physical education program
has been awarded Blue Ribbon status by the
lllinois Association of Health, Physical Education,
Recreation, and Dance. From early childhood

through Middle School, students build motor
skills, teamwork, and resilience through games,
athletics, and fitness. Interscholastic sports
(soccer, basketball, volleyball, and track & field)
provide further opportunities for growth, healthy
competition, and school spirit.

Whole-Child Development

We believe in the importance of supporting our
students’ social and emotional learning needs.
Our program is woven into our entire curriculum
to equip students with strategies as they work
through challenging emotions and situations
and to help them develop an internalized sense
of well-being

We have a robust advising program where every
child is matched with an advisor who has a
special concern for the student as an individual
and encourages the independence and personal
growth needed for high school success.
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Student Life & Community

At The Avery Coonley School, learning

extends far beyond the classroom. Student

life is designed to nurture the whole
child—intellectually, socially, physically, and
emotionally—while fostering a vibrant sense of
belonging. ACS students are encouraged to
explore their passions, embrace new challenges,
and contribute meaningfully to the community.

Clubs & Activities

With more than 20 clubs and extracurricular
programs, students pursue interests that match
their creativity, curiosity, and ambition. Highlights
include:

¢ Debate Club: One of the few middle school
debate programs in the region, enrolling
nearly one-third of students. ACS debaters
compete at national tournaments including
Michigan and Harvard.

® Robotics Teams: Lower and Middle School
teams have both competed at the FIRST®
World Championship.

e Student-Led TEDx Event: A signature
program that showcases student ideas
and voices, featuring the youngest TEDx
speaker ever.
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Parent Community &
Traditions

The Home & School Association (HSA) is a
cornerstone of the ACS experience, fostering
strong connections among families. Parent-
led events—Family Fun Day, Holiday House,
Heritage Festival—build community and joy.
These traditions instill gratitude, kindness, and
connection across generations.

Summer Program

More than 850 children take part annually

in ACS’s summer programs, which blend
academic enrichment with outdoor adventure
and creativity. Open to all children, not just

ACS students, the program reflects the same
commitment to curiosity and exploration that
defines the school year. The summer program
also generates significant revenue for the school.
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Outcomes & Alumni

The Avery Coonley School has been kindling
bright minds since 1906. Its graduates are more
than high achievers—they are curious, creative,
and compassionate leaders who carry a lifelong
love of learning into every stage of life.

Secondary School Placement

ACS graduates are supported through a
thoughtful placement process that includes one-
on-one meetings, school visits, and interview
preparation. From 2009-2023, graduates
enrolled at:

e 48 boarding schools
e 73 parochial schools
e 49 selective enrollment programs

® 177 local public schools

Alumni in Action

ACS alumni pursue paths as diverse as their
talents, shaping fields from science and
medicine to the arts, law, and global policy.
Among them are:

e One of Chicago’s top orthopedic doctors

e The actor who portrayed Buzz Aldrin in Apple
TV+'s For All Mankind

averycoonley.org

* A planetary geologist profiled by NASA
Science

* The founder of socially responsible investment
firm Treadlight Ventures

® One of Inc. magazine's “Silicon Valley Investors
You Need to Know”

* The Executive Director of the Citizen Advocacy
Center in Illinois

e A Harvard Law School graduate named to
Forbes 30 Under 30 in law and policy

® The Senior Manager of Engineers and Safety
at Universal Studios

e A producer for CBS This Morning in New York

® The Executive Director of STEMSTL, a
nonprofit advancing equitable STEM learning
in St. Louis

* A manager on The Wall Street Journal’s Digital
Strategy & Experience team

e The CEO of Somewear Labs, which won an
Edison Award for wearable satellite hotspots

® An international human rights lawyer and NPR
commentator

’ Alumni At-a-Glance

l' e Alumni at all eight Ivy League

“ universities
® 39% of recent alumni at Top 25

universities in US News

® 30% recognized as National
Merit Finalists or Semifinalists

Reflections from Alumni

Avery Coonley is the most
transformative, most challenging,
and most rewarding school I've ever
attended. And it’s the purest, the
kindest, the most like the world I
would like to live in”
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Campus & Facilities

The Avery Coonley School’s campus is more than
a setting—it reflects the school’s philosophy:
education in harmony with nature, designed to
spark curiosity and creativity.

Learning Spaces

* Flexible classrooms designed for collaboration
* Makerspace for engineering and robotics

e Art studios, performing arts theater, and music
rooms

e Library and resource spaces for independent
inquiry

Spaces for Growth & Play

e Over 9,000 sq. ft. of outdoor play areas
e Athletic field and gymnasium
® Swimming pool

® Ropes challenge course for teamwork and
leadership

Room for the Future

The 2025 Campus Master Plan will guide facilities
investments to align with ACS'’s mission and support
innovative programs. The next Head of School will
play a pivotal role in shaping this vision.

averycoonley.org
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School Governance

Avery Coonley is guided by a strong and
transparent governance structure designed to
uphold excellence and represent the voices of its
community.

The Board of Trustees holds fiduciary
responsibility for the School, with 15-21
volunteer members providing oversight of
mission, finances, and strategy. Trustees serve on
committees focused on Finance, Development,
Buildings and Grounds, Audit and Risk, and the
Committee on Trustees, ensuring attention to
every dimension of the school’s work.

The governance structure reflects ACS's
collaborative spirit. Faculty, parents, alumni, and
administrators are regularly invited into strategic
initiatives such as the 2025 Campus Master
Planning and 2025 Strategic Plan process, which
included broad community input and co-chaired
steering groups.

The Board is committed to best practices in
nonprofit oversight, maintaining transparency,
independent audits, and strong financial
stewardship. For a new Head of School, this
governance foundation offers both stability and
partnership—an engaged Board aligned around
mission and eager to support visionary leadership.

averycoonley.org 9
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Fundraising & Phi

Philanthropy has always been a cornerstone of
The Avery Coonley School. From its founding
vision to today’s master planning, the school has
relied on community generosity to sustain and
strengthen its mission.

Avery Coonley enjoys a deeply engaged culture
of giving. In 2023-24, 100% of employees, 100%
of trustees, and 84% of families contributed to
the ACS Fund, raising $506,638. Participation
rates consistently demonstrate the shared belief
that investing in ACS is investing in the future of
gifted education.

The ACS Fund provides vital unrestricted

support each year, enabling financial aid,

faculty development, and program innovation.
Beyond annual giving, the school has a history

of successful capital initiatives, including the
expansion of its campus to 13 acres, the creation
of the Student Support Services Center, and the
forthcoming Campus Master Plan.

For the next Head of School, fundraising presents
both a challenge and an opportunity. The Head
will partner with trustees and advancement staff
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lanthropy

to cultivate alumni, engage parents, and expand
external support. By sharing the School’s unique
story and impact, the next leader will inspire
philanthropic investment to match ACS's vision
and ambitions.

THEFUN B, (¥ Endowment
Funds
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The Opportunity:

The Avery Coonley School seeks a visionary and
strategic Head of School to begin in July 2026.
The next Head will honor ACS's progressive history
while leading the school into its next chapter of
growth, innovation, and national influence.

The Role

Reporting to the Board of Trustees, the Head of
School serves as Avery Coonley’s chief executive
officer, overseeing all aspects of leading and
managing the School. Reporting to the Head

is an administrative team, members of which
oversee academics, admissions, finances,
development, marketing, facilities, and auxiliary
programming.

Priorities

In addition to the day-to-day responsibilities
of managing the School, the next Head will be
expected to focus on the following long-term
and strategic opportunities and challenges,
including the implementation of the new
strategic plan (https://www.averycoonley.org/
our-school/strategic-plan) and campus master
plan (https://www.averycoonley.org/our-
school/campus-master-planning), which were
completed in the spring of 2025.
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Head of School

Fostering academic excellence

e Support the faculty as they nurture gifted
students, enrich young minds, and develop
lifelong learners;

e Ensure the delivery of an innovative and
rigorous academic program that challenges
each student;

e Recruit and retain exceptional faculty and staff;
and

* Develop expertise and support faculty in
achieving and maintaining credentials in gifted
education.

Raising profile and resources

e Advance the School’s role in the world of
gifted education and position ACS as an
innovator in gifted education;

e Lead ambitious fundraising efforts to grow
the endowment and otherwise support Avery
Coonley’s mission by building relationships
with donors;

® Promote the School’s distinctive advantages
and enhance its reputation and recognition; and

* Engage alumni more extensively in the life of
the School.

Overseeing long-term sustainability

e Thoughtfully increase enrollment while
maintaining the School’s standards for gifted
education and an optimal student-teacher
ratio;

e Manage and execute a long-term,
comprehensive, and policy-driven financial
plan;

® Seek and identify auxiliary revenue
opportunities that are mission aligned and
accretive; and

* Improve operational efficiency.

Building community

e Attract an exceptional and diverse community
of curious and high-achieving students whose
families are committed to Avery Coonley’s
mission;

e Effectively communicate the School’s
distinctive mission, story, and shared vision
more widely to external audiences; and

e Facilitate frequent, transparent, and open
communications with stakeholders and ensure
a positive working environment.
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The Opportunity:

Qualifications

Candidates are expected to hold an advanced
degree. In addition, candidates would be
expected to demonstrate excellence in most of
the following areas:

Academic

e Understanding the distinctive academic, social,
and emotional needs of motivated children
who have demonstrated the potential for high
scholastic achievement;

¢ Pedagogical expertise and classroom
experience, ideally in gifted education;

® Genuine interest in students from early
childhood to eighth grade; and

e Inspirational role model with an infectious
passion for teaching and learning.

Leadership

e Operational effectiveness to lead the
implementation of the recently completed
strategic plan and campus plan;

e Motivational and supportive mentor to faculty,
staff, and students;
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e Consultative decision maker who builds
consensus and unifies stakeholders to achieve
goals;

e Commitment to enhancing a culture of
diversity, equity, and inclusion;

e Ability to balance educational vision with day-
to-day managerial demands; and

® Impeccable moral and ethical standards to
serve as a role model.

Communication
e Approachable, visible, humble, and empathic
leadership style;

e Stellar communication skills including
persuasive writing, public speaking, and active
listening;

e Political acumen, emotional intelligence, and a
knack for managing high expectations; and

* Penchant for enthusiastically engaging with all
members of the ACS community.

Financial

® Experience managing an organization
of similar size and complexity, including
knowledge of budgeting and financial
management; and

e Strong fundraising track record or personal
traits that would suggest high potential to
build lasting relationships, lead annual funds
and campaign, and secure major gifts to
support the School.

Contact

Nominations, inquiries, and expressions
of interest should be sent to
averycoonleyschool@russellreynolds.com

This is a rare opportunity to lead an institution
that combines a century of history with a
future of bold innovation, supported by

an engaged community ready to embrace

new leadership. We have a strong network of
partners including the Northwestern Center for
Talent Development, the Morton Arboretum,
and a network of gifted schools.



mailto:averycoonleyschool%40russellreynolds.com?subject=ACS%20Head%20of%20School%20Search

Tue AVERY COONLEY ScHOOL

| ocation

The Avery Coonley School is located in Downers
Grove, lllinois, just 25 miles west of downtown
Chicago. The community offers the best of both
worlds: a family-friendly environment with tree-
lined streets, vibrant parks, and cultural activities,
alongside easy access to Chicago’s world-class
resources.

Downers Grove

With a population of about 50,000, Downers
Grove is known for its strong civic life, safe
neighborhoods, and excellent amenities. The
historic downtown features restaurants, theaters,
and music venues, while 600 acres of parks

and green space provide opportunities for
recreation. Families value its small-town warmth
paired with proximity to the city. A direct Metra
rail line connects Downers Grove to Chicago’s
Loop in just 30 minutes.

Naperville

Just west of campus lies Naperville, frequently
ranked among the best places to live in the
United States. With a population of 150,000,
Naperville offers a lively downtown along

the Riverwalk, nationally recognized libraries,
and a wide range of cultural and recreational
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opportunities. Families are drawn to its vibrant
community spirit, extensive park system, and
thriving economy. It provides both suburban
comfort and metropolitan amenities, making it a
hub for many ACS families.

Hinsdale

To the east, Hinsdale is one of the most
desirable suburbs of Chicago, known for

its historic homes, boutique shopping

district, and strong sense of community.
Hinsdale blends elegance and tradition with
accessibility—it is just a 20-minute train ride from
downtown Chicago. Residents enjoy walkable
neighborhoods, high levels of civic engagement,
and access to cultural and social events that
enrich family life.

Chicago Connection

The location of ACS offers families the serenity
of suburban life with ready access to Chicago'’s
museums, universities, theaters, and
research institutions. This balance enriches
the educational experience, providing students
and families with opportunities that extend far
beyond the classroom.

Together, Downers Grove, Naperville, and
Hinsdale along with other wonderful towns
and villages not mentioned create a vibrant
and supportive environment for families
and professionals—an ideal setting for a
nationally recognized school community like
Avery Coonley.
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Employment decisions at The Avery Coonley School are based on merit, qualifications, and skills. The School is committed to a policy of non-discrimination
and equal opportunity for all employees and qualified applicants without regard to an individual’s actual or perceived age, race (including traits associated
with race, which include, but are not limited to, hair texture and protective hairstyles such as braids, locks, and twists), color, national origin, ancestry,

religion, sex, sexual orientation (including transgender status, gender identity or expression), pregnancy (including childbirth, lactation, and related medical
conditions), marital status, order of protection status, citizenship status, employment status, arrest or conviction record (unless otherwise authorized by law),
credit history, crime victim status, physical or mental disability, genetic information (including testing and characteristics), veteran status, uniformed service
member status, unfavorable discharge from military service, work authorization status, or any other status protected by applicable federal, state, or local laws.

The School makes reasonable accommodations for qualified individuals with known disabilities or pregnancy-related conditions, in accordance with
applicable law. Qualified individuals with disabilities or pregnancy-related conditions may make requests for reasonable accommodations by engaging

in dialogue with Maribeth Valek, Human Resources Coordinator at mvalek@averycoonley.org. The School asks employees seeking an accommodation to
submit a letter noting the request; medical documentation substantiating the request should accompany this letter. The School is dedicated to the fulfillment
of this Policy in regard to all aspects of employment, including but not limited to recruiting, hiring, placement, transfer, training, promotion, rates of pay and
other compensation, termination, and all other terms, conditions, and privileges of employment.

All employees are responsible for complying with the School’s Equal Opportunity Statement.
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