
 

January 6, 2026 

 

Dear Avery Coonley School Community, 
 
I am pleased to share some important and exciting news about the future of Avery Coonley! 

On behalf of the Board of Trustees, it is my great honor to announce that Ms. Nancy Nassr has been 
appointed as our next head of school. Following a comprehensive and thoughtful search process, the 
Board unanimously agreed that she will be an exceptional and compassionate leader for ACS. We are 
delighted to welcome Ms. Nassr to our community, and together with the senior leadership team, 
look forward to working closely with her in the coming months as we prepare for her official arrival 
on July 1, 2026. 

Ms. Nassr brings a depth and breadth of experience in education that will be an outstanding asset to 
our beloved home on Maple Avenue. Recently, she served for four years as Assistant Head of School 
and Academic Dean at Lake Forest Academy (LFA) in Lake Forest, one of the premier secondary 
and boarding schools in the country. A few of her key responsibilities and accomplishments while at 
LFA include overseeing eight academic departments, leading the Academic Council, and serving on 
the Dean’s Council—the school’s senior leadership body. Nancy also served as Acting Head of 
School as needed, regularly supporting school-wide leadership, managing crises, and stewarding 
school culture during periods of transition or challenge. 

As the founder of a consultancy that focuses on strategic curriculum implementation and coaching 
early-career educators, Nancy has impressive expertise in fostering reflective learning environments 
and faculty professional development. She was responsible for the complete redesign of a new 
Teacher Growth and Development Framework at LFA, integrating coaching, evaluation, and 
reflective practice. She also conceived and implemented vertically aligned curriculum across grades 9–
12 in the math, English, and science departments. In addition, Nancy expanded access to emerging 
technology education by forging external partnerships with organizations such as The Coding School 
to introduce quantum computing and launched the school’s first-ever cybersecurity course. Finally, 
she led a full redesign of the computer science courses to support 21st century learning at LFA. 

Prior to her work at LFA, Nancy was Head of School (and Assistant Head of School) at the Ancona 
School, a private PreK-8 grade school in Chicago where she effectively stabilized and transformed 
the school during the challenging pandemic environment. At Ancona, she developed a student 
support team with school counselors and learning resource teachers, serving as the primary family 
and student liaison while applying a restorative, whole-child approach in partnership with the 
counseling staff. Nancy also laid the foundation for Ancona’s strategic growth by reimagining its 
fundraising strategies, resulting in increased support for critical initiatives and capital needs. Under 
her leadership, the school achieved remarkable milestones: substantial enrollment gains before the 
pandemic; unprecedented annual fund participation; the full funding and launch of a 1:1 technology 
initiative; and the expansion of the school’s farm into a signature component of the academic 
experience. 

Before joining Ancona, Nancy was Associate Director of the Chicago International Charter Schools 
(CICS) Chicago Quest School—an innovative, game-like learning school—where she forged 
partnerships with DePaul University, the Illinois Writing Project and the Institute of Play for faculty 



 

development. She also advanced project-based learning at Chicago Quest and improved curricular 
alignment by collaborating with teachers to design interdisciplinary units, including partnering 
effectively with The Shedd Aquarium and the Museum of Science and Industry to bring real-world 
experiences to her students. She engaged parents through workshops on classroom technologies and 
implemented academic tracking tools to increase transparency and home-school collaboration. Finally, 
Nancy led the CICS high school program rollout while continuing to teach English to ninth graders. 

Nancy’s education and early professional life likewise have deep roots in the Chicago area. After receiving 
her Bachelor of Arts in English Literature and Education at the University of Illinois at Chicago, where 
she was a member of the Phi Kappa Phi Honor Society, Nancy went on to receive a Master of Arts from 
Teachers College, Columbia University. At Columbia, she was the recipient of both the Minority 
Scholarship Award and the Gladys Young Uhlir and Gladys Ann Uhlir Scholarship for her exceptional 
academic and professional work. In the early years of her career, Nancy taught children English (serving 
eighth through twelfth graders) at Stone Scholastic Academy (Chicago, IL), Woodland Middle School 
(Gurnee, IL), University of Chicago Charter Schools (Woodlawn, IL), and the College Preparatory School 
of America (Lombard, IL).  Nancy was also the program director of OneGoal (formerly Urban Students 
Empowered) for several years in Chicago, where she taught non-cognitive skills to high school juniors and 
seniors, supporting students through their first year in college to ensure continued success. Her work 
there led to significant increases in honor roll achievement and ACT exam scores in her student cohort. 

Beyond her vast educational and professional accomplishments, Nancy has demonstrated a great 
commitment to community service. She serves on the Board of Trustees at both Lake Forest Country 
Day School and the Chicago-based Muslim Youth of North America. She was previously an eight-year 
trustee at the Rogers Park Montessori School in Chicago. Nancy actively volunteers at the Inner-City 
Muslim Action Network as a support staff member for annual health fairs, providing free access to health 
clinics for poor and unhoused residents of Chicago’s South Side. 

Finally, Nancy has delivered scholarly presentations in Europe and throughout the United States, 
including at the 32nd Annual NAIS People of Color Conference in Seattle, WA. She is also proficient in 
Arabic. Nancy has two sons who are in college—one at the Grainger School of the University of Illinois 
Urbana-Champaign and one at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Nancy loves soccer; after 
spending years on the sidelines cheering on her children as they played competitively, she’s become an 
enthusiastic fan who treasures the community and joy that youth sports create. Nancy also adores animals 
and the outdoors, spending much of her time outside of work on the local trails. This past year, Nancy 
picked up a new hobby—racing cars! 

Through our many conversations with Ms. Nassr, the Search Committee and Board of Trustees have 
come to appreciate her deep understanding of and sincere commitment to Avery Coonley’s mission to 
provide a dynamic learning experience for gifted learners. She not only values this mission but also 
exemplifies the caring, supportive environment our faculty and staff strive to cultivate daily for our 
students. We are confident in her dedication to honoring the cherished traditions and culture of ACS, 
while advancing our Strategic Plan to further strengthen our school for the 21st century as we continue 
our proud tradition of growth and excellence. 

We enthusiastically believe that these attributes, paired with her remarkable educational and professional 
background, will enrich and elevate our community as she begins her journey as Head of School. Under 
her leadership, we look forward to a future defined by continued excellence and innovation and in which 
our gifted learners are challenged, supported, and inspired to reach their fullest potential. 

I would like to extend sincere thanks to our partners at Russell Reynolds Associates and to the Search 
Committee, especially our faculty members—Alexis Bryant and Kenny Bae—for their diligence and 



 

leadership throughout this process. After a six-month nationwide search led by Vice-Chair Lisa Vaughan, 
the Board is united in its optimism for the future of ACS. 

I would also like to express heartfelt appreciation to our broader community—trustees, faculty, staff, 
parents, alumni, and students—whose participation through surveys and focus groups helped guide this 
important decision. Your engagement and commitment were instrumental in identifying the leader best 
suited to guide ACS onward and upward! 

The Board of Trustees invites you to join us in warmly welcoming Ms. Nassr and her family to our 
community. 

  

Sincerely, 

Jennifer A. Reenan, M.D. 
Chair, ACS Board of Trustees 


