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NetAssets@nboa.org. In the 
subject line, type STRATEGIES.

By Kelly Sanderson, Woodward Academy

Training Ground
A school that grows leaders from its own ranks benefits employees, students and the larger community. 
Evidence of its success? At least four applicants for every spot.

W oodward Academy’s president, Stuart 
Gulley, has always been interested in 
developing our faculty and staff. He 

also believes in developing leaders for the Atlanta 
community we serve and for other independent 
schools. He wants people to be happier and engaged 
in what they do, believing that children’s lives and 
education are enhanced when people are happy in 
their careers. From his vision came the idea of a 
leadership program to engage employees who are 
interested in being leaders and more self-aware and 
fulfilled in their roles. 

The initial program was one year. It was modeled 
loosely on Leadership Atlanta, one of the oldest 
community leadership programs in the United 
States. We also worked with The Leaders Lyceum, 
an organization that helps develop leaders. After the 
second year, it was expanded to two years.

Eight years later, almost 30 percent of our 
650 employees have gone through what we 
call Leadership Woodward. Any employee may 
participate; in fact, we craft each class to be as diverse 
as possible, by job function, gender, race, ethnicity 
and so on. Every department has been represented; 
we’ve had teachers, bus drivers, dining hall 
employees, IT staffers, division assistants, and staff 

from the facilities, marketing and communication, 
admissions and advancement areas.

Both years of LW run simultaneously. The 
first year is called “How Woodward Works,” and 
participants see how their position fits with the 
school overall. Twenty participants, in groups of 
four, meet twice a semester from 10 a.m. until 3 p.m. 
They get to know members of the board and the 
administrators, and participate in activities including 
guest speakers, brief “goldmine sessions” and a 
scavenger hunt that takes them all over campus to 
talk with people they may have never met. At the 
end of the year,  they complete a simple project 
about what they’ve learned, maybe in the form of a 
presentation, a song or a booklet that conveys to the 
class how Woodward does indeed work. 

In its second year, LW focuses on self-
awareness and personal growth. This is facilitated 
by The Leaders Lyceum, headed by a psychologist 
and professional growth expert named Keith 
Eigel. TLL helps participants understand where 
they fit in the leadership spectrum before they 
learn how to advance. They do this through 
personality profiling, mentoring, videos followed 
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Almost 30 percent of Woodward Academy's 650 employees have gone through Leadership Woodward, 
including the group above.
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• Retirement income adequacy/ income 
replacement rates (35 percent)

• Contribution rates (32 percent)
While broad employee participation is 

critical to plan goals, enrollment alone is no 
assurance that employees will have adequate 
income replacement (comparable to their 
current income) in retirement. TIAA believes 
it is important to focus on income as the 
outcome. In the survey, only 10 percent of 
independent school plan sponsors said they 
track income replacement rates, compared 
to 35 percent who said they consider income 
replacement among the top three measures 
of plan success. 

By tracking income replacement at 
the plan level, sponsors can zero in on 
segments of employees who are falling 
short of income goals and may benefit from 
greater education or engagement strategies. 
Consider tracking not only to understand 
how your plan is doing, but also to measure 
the effectiveness of your communication, 
education and advice efforts.

At North Shore Country Day School, the 
mandatory retirement benefit program 
was designed with income replacement in 
mind, according to Downing. “In general, 
the hope was through investment planning 
and regular one-on-one fiscal counseling 
appointments, levels could grow to 
represent approximately one-third of an 
individual’s salary in retirement.” North 
Shore also offers a supplemental retirement 
plan as a means of providing for additional 
retirement needs.

Measuring and tracking a plan’s success 
may sound time-consuming and difficult 
for already overtaxed business officers, 
but schools’ retirement providers or 
advisors can help in selecting appropriate 
metrics, providing reporting assistance and 
identifying ways to improve shortcomings. 
Taking these steps can help improve the 
competitiveness of a school’s retirement 
plan and the odds that your employees will 
retire on time with adequate income. 

by discussions about how they would 
handle certain situations, and writing 
values statements.

IMPROVED COMMUNICATION
I was a graduate of the first class of LW, 
when I was the school’s assistant vice 
president. The program helped me see 
where I fit within the leadership spectrum, 
and it was beneficial when I was an 
applicant for the CFO position. I don’t 
think I would be as effective in my work or 
as strong at interacting with other people 
and meeting them where they are had I 
not gone through the program. I’m hugely 
grateful to have a leader willing to invest in 
me personally.

Other employees who have been through 
LW say they feel more confident in how 
the school makes decisions. They rate the 
program highly in surveys, often write 
letters of appreciation for the opportunity 
to participate, and sometimes stop me or 
Dr. Gulley to let us know how much they 
enjoyed it. The best evidence of its success 
is that at least four people apply for every 
space available.

Communication and problem-solving 
have improved at Woodward. We think 
that’s happening because people are more 
comfortable with each other. When issues 
come up, those who’ve been through the 
program are more apt to work together 
effectively. Friendships have developed that 
we wouldn’t have expected.

We also know that while LW has 
helped individuals progress into different 
positions at Woodward, it has been equally 
successful in helping people who don’t 
want to advance their careers feel satisfied 
in their jobs. Those are our “leaders in 
place.” They are happier in their jobs, 
more communicative and have a greater 
appreciation of the school.

One possible consequence of developing 
leaders is the risk that we will lose talented 
people. We’re okay with that. We are 
fortunate at Woodward in having a leader 
who wants to know everyone on campus, 
and who believes in cultivating other 
people whether they stay at Woodward or 
grow somewhere else. It makes for better 
educators overall. 
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Retirement Metrics Tracked

Total College or 
university

Private 
K–12 

school

Not-for- 
profit 

hospital

Government 
agency

Other 
nonprofit 
institution

Participation rates 52% 58% 53% 57% 41% 55%

Contribution rates 46% 48% 49% 50% 40% 44%

Average account 
balances

25% 26% 25% 34% 22% 21%

Participant 
investment 
diversification

21% 17% 19% 34% 17% 17%

Participant data 
by age groups or 
generation, such  
as Gen X

20% 25% 19% 26% 15% 16%

Participant data  
by gender

17% 21% 17% 23% 14% 11%

Average income 
replacement rate

14% 19% 10% 20% 10% 10%

Findings from the 2017 Not-for-Profit Plan Sponsor Insights Survey. Of the 835 participants, 96 were 
independent schools. More than half (55 percent) of sponsors consider it difficult to determine if their 
retirement plan is successful. Twenty-seven percent cite participation rates as the most important 
measure of plan success, followed by income replacement rates in retirement (21 percent). However, 
while 52 percent track employee participation, only 14 percent track those income replacement rates. 
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