





teacher position and got it.

Having worked as a substitute teacher in
several nearby schools serving the same
population of students, Ms. Croteau
proudly insists that at ACT, “my experi-
ence was dramatically different, ACT has
always set itself apart in that there is so
much beauty here”. Ms. Croteau took a
leadership role right away working behind
the scenes to uphold ACT’s founding ten-
ets. In addition to being a skilled teacher,
she employed her marketing savvy to
assist Ms. Howard, then Principal, with
ACT’s fundraising effort and became the
first teacher representative on the Board.
Not only did Ms. Croteau bring a

lesson learned by those who followed.
Ms. Howard likens the challenges of the
first 10 years to, “building a car and try-
ing to change its tires as it's moving
down the road... we stumbled quite a bit”.

However, as one student recently put it ,
“ACT always gets it done. You know that
they care about us and are going to do
everything they can not to let us down.”
There is no argument there. Over the last
12 years, Ms. Howard has worked to
strengthen ACT’s academics, its staff,
school culture, and presence in Chicago’s
educational landscape, while Ms. Cro-
teau has worked, first as a teacher, then

and return to long after they have passed
through its doors.

“ACT is innovative, performance-based,
supportive—ACT is authentic”, describes
Ann Szekely, a sixth year Humanities
Teacher. One clearly does not have to
search far to hear these sentiments ech-
oed. “ACT means family to many here
and you can feel that energy inside and
out of the school. Sarah and Karen have
succeeded in nurturing a system of last-
ing relationships that transcend these
walls”, says Principal Judy Vojta. ACT has
been a place of creation, adventure and
growth, for me”, offers Mrs. Kelley, an 11-
year veteran and Director of ACT’s

needed skill set, she seemed to
compliment Ms. Howard'’s strengths
as well. “Ms. Croteau is an analyti-
cal and thoughtful person who is
able to carefully frame and commu-
nicate ideas well”, says Ms. How-
ard. “Sarah is an action oriented
person, she sees a challenge and
implements a solution”, says Ms.
Croteau. The pair’'s approach to
leadership, both practical, has
evolved their partnership to what it
is today. No doubt they used each

Career Development Program.
“The teachers in this building be-
lieve, unwaveringly, in the poten-
tial of our students and work hard
to make them successful beyond
the expectations of the community
around them—that’s why | have
been here for as long as | have”,
comments Doug van Dyke, 10-
year veteran and Director of Cur-
riculum and Instruction. “I love
this school because | saw an im-
mediate change in my boys’ atti-

other’s strengths to weather some
of ACT’s challenges.

Challenges and accomplishments

“For many years, we didn’t have the re-
sources to do it right”, both Ms. Croteau
and Ms. Howard acknowledge. There
were many battles in the first several
years to keep ACT afloat, but as Ms. How-
ard recalls, “we were not alone.” In the
winter of 1997, Chicago Public Schools
granted approval for 10 charters in the
city of Chicago; ACT was among that first
10. Only three of those original schools
remain in operation today. Each school
experienced a variety of difficulties from
establishing exceptional leadership and
finding adequate facilities to securing
sufficient financial resources. Unlike
many charters established in the last 10
years, ACT did not have a major donor or
sponsoring organization to rely upon—a
casualty of being a pioneer but a quick

L-R: Ms. Howard and Ms. Croteau on the first day of classes in 1997

as Director of Development, formalizing
important processes, establishing a pres-
ence outside of Chicago’s academic cir-
cles, and building up the organization’s
development infrastructure, including
rebuilding ACT’s Board of Directors. For
all of their efforts, ACT can boast of an
intellectual, passionate group of teach-
ers, a rigorous curriculum, promotion,
and graduation process distinctly effec-
tive and incomparable to most, strong
middle school test scores, a solid gradua-
tion and college enroliment rate, and
notable presence in the Chicago commu-
nity (just to highlight a few). Mainly, it is
the safe, small school environment—
putting students first, recognizing their
talents, widening not narrowing their
opportunities— and familial culture that
Ms. Howard, Ms. Croteau, and ACT’s staff
have succeeded in fostering, which make
the school a place that students cherish

tudes when they got here—they
love this school”, praises ACT parent and
security personnel, Mr. Little. “Sarah and
Karen are seriously passionate; they
have vision and knowledge beyond their
experience. | think that their dedication
has made ACT a place that teachers,
parents, and students flock to”, says Mr.
Ivey, a 7-year veteran and ACT’s School
Social Worker.

Looking forward

Ms. Howard and Ms. Croteau agree, “we
have a few more hurdles to clear. We
would like to see stronger high school
test scores, more resources for our
teachers, and a viable plan for financial
sustainability for this school”. It seems
that ACT has taken a step in the right
direction. First, the recent reconstitution
of ACT’s Board of Directors and addition
of its new Board Chair, Bruce Rauner,
Chairman of GTCR Golder Rauner, LLC,
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will certainly expand ACT’s ability to ac-
cess resources not previously within
reach—resources the students have de-
served for years. Second, on December
1, 2008, ACT welcomed its newest mem-
ber to the staff. Darryl Cobb, formerly
Chief Learning Officer at KIPP Founda-
tion, became ACT'’s first Chief Executive
Officer. His presence here speaks to
ACT’s future and potential over the next
several years. With support from Ms.
Howard and Ms. Croteau, Mr. Cobb will
lead the way in preparing ACT for the next
phase in its development—becoming a
multi-campus network of charter schools.
This timely development places ACT at a
decisive turning point and reaffirms the
belief that no matter what, “ACT always
gets it done”.

Roots and Wings

Back in Room 11, Ms. Howard and Ms.
Croteau are working endlessly, it seems,
to ensure ACT’s future. Spend a few mo-
ments with them and you can appreciate
that they are real, smart, driven, and
compassionate women who work to-
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gether seamlessly. Their partnership is
symbiotic. While candid about their weak-
nesses, it is obvious that the successes
of the organization reside in their
strengths. To Ms. Croteau, “Sarah is a
problem solver, no challenge is too great.
She is infinitely optimistic, unafraid to
show her humanity, and uniquely able to
see each student for their individual
strengths. | have always believed
strongly in her vision and worked hard to
carry it out. Ithink that | am a better
leader and person for having shared this
role with her”. To Ms. Howard, “Karen is
passionate and has always kept those
around her in synch with our goal. When
faced with any decision concerning our
school, she quickly boils it down to two
priorities: which path will serve our stu-
dents best and which choice will enable
our instructors to effectively model the
vision we have for our students—she just
gets it.”

Both Ms. Howard and Ms. Croteau have
taken time to reflect upon ACT’s story
and their place in it. Dotingly, Ms. Howard
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tells me, “it wasn’t that long ago that we
sat around my family’s kitchen table on a
gray fall afternoon in 1996 to give this

school a name...I feel like I've planted the

seeds for something much larger...” If
Ms. Howard planted the seeds, then, you
could say, Ms. Croteau quickly joined Ms.

Howard in tending the garden and helped

ACT to grow. “At ACT, there is a genuine
commitment by adults to act as a voice
for educationally underserved children. |
am honored to be part of a group that
has made this their obligation. | am also
blessed by the students we serve. The
truth is, they have given me more in the
last 12 years than | could ever give
them”, says Ms. Croteau. On looking to
the future, both Ms. Howard and Ms.
Croteau agree that while they will always
play a role at ACT, “every organization
needs fresh energy. ACT has benefited
from a wonderful set of entrepreneurs,
but it takes another set of folks to take
the roots we have all deepened and give
the organization wings.” m
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Leaders $100 - $499 (cont.)
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Leaders $100 - $499 (cont.)
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“In my family, no one has completed
college. | want to change that. | want

to

be the first child in my family to

attend and complete college. | want

to

make a difference, and | want to

be the one that people point to and

say, ‘she made it’.

-Johnnetta Fort, Class of ‘10

Thank you for
making an

investment in the

future of ACT's
students!
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