
 Equinox Equinox
SpringSpring

THE ANCONA SCHOOL GALATHE ANCONA SCHOOL GALA





Table of Contents

Table of ContentsTable of Contents
GALA SPONSORS

THIS EVENING’S PROGRAM

2025-26 GALA COMMITTEE

LETTER FROM THE CO-CHAIRS

ANCONA SCHOOL TRUSTEES

ANCONA SCHOOL FACULTY & STAFF

ABOUT ANCONA

2026 GALA HONOREES

SPECIAL THANKS

AUCTION GUIDELINES 

TRIBUTES AND ADVERTISEMENTS

4

5

6

7

8

10

11

12

22

23

25



Thank You to Our
Gala Sponsors

Thank You to Our
Gala Sponsors

Gustavo Bamberger and Martha Van Haitsma

Austin Bartlett & Emily A. Chen

Todd Connor & Andrew Tourney

The Dodson Family & Weusi

Haven Dental Studio

Cari & Sims Hulings

Meliora Real Estate Group LLC

Susan Rogers & Richard Stephenson

Joshua Schwartz



ProgramProgram

WELCOME FROM THE GALA CO-CHAIRS 

HAVE A WONDERFUL EVENING!

6:30 PM COCKTAILS & HORS D’OEUVRES

7:15 PM

7:45 PM DINNER OPENS

8:30 PM DESSERT AND DANCING

9:45 PM CHECKOUT BEGINS

10:00 PM

AWARD PRESENTATIONS

Teaching Excellence Award to Yolita Ray

Spirit of Ancona Award to Marsha Stewart

PADDLE RAISE

AUCTION CLOSES9:30 PM
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Special Thanks: Liesl Shurtliff, Laura Staley, and Dai Turner



Dear Friends,Dear Friends,
Welcome to the season of renewal! As the first signs of spring begin to emerge, we
are reminded that the Spring Equinox marks a moment of balance and new
beginnings. In that spirit, we are delighted that you're joining us tonight to
celebrate the people and values that make Ancona so extraordinary.

The Gala plays a vital role in sustaining Ancona’s commitment to accessibility and
inclusion. An Ancona education is transformative. Our students are encouraged to
ask tough questions, think critically, and engage meaningfully with the world
around them while learning to lead with empathy and equity. Funds raised from
this event support our tuition assistance program and help ensure that an Ancona
education remains available to families from a wide range of backgrounds. Today,
45% of Ancona students rely on tuition assistance, making the Gala one of the
most important ways our community supports one another.

Ancona continues to flourish because of the generosity of our amazing community.
Tonight, we hope that you eat, drink, be merry, and bid early and often. Thank
you so very much for your support.

With gratitude,

Naomi Tesfamikael, Linda Chavez, and Maria Luna-Duarte
2026 Gala Co-Chairs
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In the summer of 1962, a visionary group of parents—Bruce Sagan, Charles Custer, Jeanne
Bamberger, Ann von Hoffman, and Henri Zetter—banded together, rented a storefront on 53rd Street,
and famously ran the ad “Montessori, Anybody?” in the Hyde Park Herald. That simple question
founded The Ancona School, named after Dr. Maria Montessori’s hometown of Ancona, Italy. 

In its early years, Ancona was home to a teacher training program and the nation’s first Montessori
Head Start program, establishing early on our commitment to an economically and racially
heterogeneous student body.

Underlying Ancona’s exceptional educational program is a concern for social justice and for imparting
to children a sense of their own agency in the world. Ancona has long been a home for Black teachers
and an incubator for culturally responsive practice. This inclusive, humanistic vision proved very much
in demand in Hyde Park, and Ancona flourished. 

After expanding to our current building on Dorchester Avenue, and with the steady advocacy of South
Side luminaries and Ancona parents including Dick Gregory, Carole Mosley Braun, Toni Preckwinkle,
and Jonathan Jackson, we are proud to continue Dr. Montessori's legacy, cultivating compassionate,
lifelong learners who strive for equity. 

We believe the Ancona School sits as a buffer for our students and our families from the increasing
disorder of the world. This is not to cloister ourselves, but rather to give us the strength and power of
community as we advocate and work for structural change. 

We are dedicated to educating the whole child, nurturing not only our students’ academic growth but
also their social-emotional wellbeing, and their sense of purpose as citizens of their local and global
communities. Ancona graduates leave us as resilient, deep thinkers who are socially conscious,
emotionally intelligent, and academically prepared for the next steps in their development.

Thank you to all of our current families, alum families, friends, and supporters celebrating with us
tonight. Your unwavering dedication to Ancona helps us fulfill our mission: inspiring children to nourish
their inner lives, find the power in their own voices, and strive for justice and peace.
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Teaching Excellence AwardTeaching Excellence Award

YOL I TA  RAY



Yolita Ray’s 27-year career in education is a testament to the power of lifelong learning…
though her journey at Ancona began not as an educator, but as a preprimary parent. Yolita
fell in love with the Montessori philosophy, which mirrors her own: that school should be a
natural extension of a student’s home life. Inspired by this connection, she completed her
teacher training in 1994 and officially joined the Ancona staff in 1998 as an Assistant
Teacher in Ms. Ellen Cole’s preprimary classroom. Over the following decades, Ms. Yolita
and Ms. Ellen forged a legendary professional partnership—a bond built on deep mutual
respect and a shared vision for the social and emotional development of their students.

Yolita’s approach to teaching is intrinsically holistic, prioritizing active learning strategies
that give children true ownership of their knowledge. Throughout her career, she has
expanded her expertise through master’s and doctoral studies, seeking new ways to
challenge and support a diverse student population. In 2009, Yolita made Ancona history
as the first assistant teacher to receive the Lorraine Reepmeyer Award for Professional
Development. She utilized this honor to represent DePaul University in the International
Scholar Laureate Program Delegation on Diplomacy and International Relations in Australia.
There, she explored complex issues of environmental change, human rights, and
globalization—passions she has integrated into her classroom to foster a sense of global
citizenship in her youngest pupils.

In 2020, Yolita stepped into the role of Head Teacher, where she continues to model the
values of fairness, compassion, and a genuine love of learning. Beyond her academic and
professional accolades, Yolita is cherished by colleagues and families alike for her warmth
and her welcoming presence. Outside of Ancona, she finds inspiration in the intricate
beadwork of African art, the soulful sounds of Robert Glasper and Esperanza Spalding, and
Chicago’s vibrant culture. Yolita truly represents teaching excellence at Ancona!

Yolita RayYolita Ray



Spirit of Ancona AwardSpirit of Ancona Award

MARSHA STEWART



Ms. Marsha Stewart has served as Ancona’s school librarian for nearly four decades, a
journey that began in 1989—the same year as the legendary Mr. B. Throughout her 36-year
tenure, she has been a constant, nurturing presence, serving under five different Heads of
School and witnessing the growth of the Ancona community from a unique vantage point.
Her connection to the school is deeply personal: she is a multi-generational Ancona parent
whose daughter, Taylor, is an alum, and whose granddaughter, Amora, graduates this year. 

Born in Brooklyn, New York, Ms. Marsha faced education disparities growing up and did
not learn to read until the fourth grade. Rather than letting this obstacle define her, she
allowed it to fuel a lifelong mission: her dream to become a librarian. She went on to attend
Northwestern University and earned her Master’s Degree from the University of Michigan.
Securing her position at Ancona was a dream come true and has been the honor of her life. 

Ms. Marsha believes that books have the power to transform lives and is a fierce advocate
for representation. She has spent her career ensuring that every child who walks through the
doors of Ancona’s library finds something in the collection that reflects their own experience,
heritage, and journey. Her influence extends far beyond our school; as a leader within the
Illinois Association of School Library Educators, she has served on the reading committees
for the Monarch, Bluestem, and Caudill book awards, shaping the literary landscape for
children across the state. 

Ms. Marsha has impacted the lives of thousands of children. She connects deeply with
students, fostering meaningful relationships that last long beyond their time at Ancona. As
she prepares to pass the Ancona library to a new generation, we are honored to celebrate
her tonight!

Marsha StewartMarsha Stewart
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W I T H  I M M E N S E  G R A T I T U D E  W E  T H A N K  
AL L  OUR  GENEROUS  AUCT ION AND RAFF L E  DONORS



Auction GuidelinesAuction Guidelines
BIDDING AND WINNING
Ancona’s auction process is now online! To place your bid, please use your
smartphone and follow the link texted to you when you registered. If you have
any questions, please visit the registration area. Announcements will be made
prior to the silent auction closing.

When you leave at the end of the night, stop by the checkout table to collect any
certificates or physical items won. All sales are final.

PAYMENT AND PURCHASE PICK-UP
At the end of the evening, any items won will be added to your account under
the credit card number that was given. Your card will be charged the next
business day, and an invoice will be sent via email with the details of the
charges to your account.

If you prefer to pay by a method other than the credit card linked to your
bidding account, please alert the event staff before 9:30 pm.



Auction GuidelinesAuction Guidelines
ACCEPTABLE FORMS OF PAYMENT
We accept cash, checks (made out to The Ancona School), and all major credit
cards.

CONDIT ION OF SALES
All property is sold “as-is,” and the Ancona School makes no warranties or
representations of any kind or nature, expressed or implied, with respect to the
property. In no event shall the school be responsible for the conditions or
warranty of description, authenticity, or condition of the property, and no
statement in the catalog or made at the sale or in the invoice or elsewhere shall
be deemed to be such warranty or representation or assumption of liability.

By their purchase, the winner waives any and all claims against the Ancona
School, the donor of the property or services, and any agents or affiliates of the
Ancona School and the donor relating to or arising out of their purchase.



AdvertisementsAdvertisements
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Thank You, Ms. Yolita Your
nurturing spirit and
encouragement helped
Desmond grow with
confidence and curiosity as
he began his educational
journey. Teachers like you
leave a lasting imprint not
only on students, but on the
families who are grateful for
the love and guidance you
give their children. We feel
truly fortunate that
Desmond had you as his
teacher. Congratulations on
your retirement! May this
new chapter be filled with
joy, relaxation, and all the
happiness you have given to
so ma ny . With sincere
appreciation,

 The Truite Family



 

 







Big shout-out to Tony, Heidi
and the team that makes
'the whole student' more

than just a buzzword.
You balance radical empathy
with expert guidance, helping

us find our voices and our
footing. Thanks for being the
heartbeat of this community. 

Thank you, SST!!!
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