Dear Albuquerque Academy Community,

Dear Academy Community,

I am writing to inform you that Head of School Andrew Watson has notified the Board of Trustees
of his plans to retire on June 30, 2020. We are fortunate to have had Andy lead the Academy for
18 years, and we will continue to benefit from his tremendous knowledge and experience over the
next 17 months. On behalf of the current and past Trustees, I express our gratitude to Andy for his
outstanding service and dedication to the Academy and for his continued support of our school and
its mission during the remainder of his tenure.

Earlier this year, I let Board Chair Thomas Smidt know that I would step down from my position
at the end of the 2019-20 academic year, upon completion of my 19th year at the school. This
timing feels right for me, my family, and the Academy.

Andy’s love for the Academy, Albuquerque, and the State of New Mexico is obvious to those who
know him. He appreciates the Academy’s transformational power in the lives of families. Building
on the foundational work of Robert Bovinette, Head of School 1985-1996, Andy continued to
prioritize student diversity. At the start of his tenure in 2001, the student body consisted of 37%
students of color; today that number is 53%, with 61% students of color in the sixth grade. His commitment to greater
diversity is reflected in the makeup of the faculty, staff, and Board of Trustees as well. He also introduced programs like the
Community Academy lecture series, the Desert Oasis Teaching Garden, and the Community Builders community service
program, which benefit the wider Albuquerque community.
It’s likely no one person can comprehend the full extent of Andy’s impact on the school. During his tenure, the Academy’s
national reputation grew significantly, bolstered in part by Andy’s contributions to national organizations. He has served on
the National Association of Independent Schools Board, the Educational Records Bureau Board, the National Merit Advisory
Board, and the Harvard Principals Center Advisory Board. Under Andy’s leadership, the Academy was one of ten world-class
independent schools to found the Global Online Academy, which now boasts 945 students and more than 70 member schools
in countries around the world; Andy has served on the GOA Board since its inception.
Andy diligently balanced his national leadership with his responsibilities as Head. Outsized student academic achievement
continued throughout his tenure, evidenced by record standardized test scores, so many National Merit Scholar semifinalists
that the Academy regularly ranks among the top ten nationally, and $29 million in merit aid awarded to the Class of 2018.
Andy also recognizes the importance of cultivating a sense of belonging and inclusion. He instituted new traditions, like the
convocation ceremony at which seniors walk new sixth graders up the path and featuring an inspirational alumni speaker in
the graduation program. He was instrumental in the creation of a school song that he eagerly sings with students, despite
occasional ribbing. Andy also established the Gage Award, which honors the fine teaching and long service of math teacher
Darell Gage and is presented annually to an outstanding teacher.
Committed to modeling sustainable practices, Andy led key initiatives to reduce energy use, save water, shrink the school’s
carbon footprint, compost food waste, and incorporate renewable energy sources; many of these programs also reduced
spending.
The financial crisis had an oversized impact on the Academy’s endowment due to considerable holdings in real estate. When
instructed by the Board to cut spending from the endowment year after year, Andy did so without compromising the program
or the educational experience for the students. He has steered us toward a financially sustainable future where we expect to
continue to make more financial assistance available.
Andy has also created stronger bonds between the Academy and its alumni. As part of his fundraising work, Andy has
developed deep relationships with many alumni who graduated before his tenure, and he has instilled in more recent graduates
a better appreciation for the needs of the Academy and the importance of giving back.
Andy’s legacy will serve the Academy well as we find a new Head of School to build upon the culture he has fostered. The
Board has begun the search for a new Head of School; more information will be provided soon. In the meantime, when you
see him around campus, please join the Board in thanking Andy Watson for his commitment, dedication, leadership, and love
of Albuquerque Academy. His unflagging optimism, even during the most challenging of times, will be missed.
Sincerely,

Thomas Smidt III
Chair, Albuquerque Academy Board of Trustees

How can I thank you all for the good things that have happened at the school, and in my life, since
2001? It starts with Academy students: they take your breath away when watching them in action,
and then they melt your heart with their life stories and care for one another. Talking with these
students, watching my daughters through their Academy years – it has been simply amazing. And
then they graduate and go on to great success, never losing their curiosity, sense of humor, or New
Mexican perspective.
It has been a blessing to work with the Academy’s faculty and staff. Their talent, care, and effort propel the school forward.
Each one is another piece of our history and vital to our growth to national prominence in independent education. I’m so
proud to see these amazing men and women return to the Academy, year after year, drawn initially by our mission, excellence,
and the beauty of New Mexico, and then staying because of their colleagues and our students.
I’ve had the pleasure of working with more than 50 Academy trustees over the years. They believe whole-heartedly in our
mission, volunteer their time, donate generously to the school, and bring wise long-term perspective to the community. I
thank them, individually and collectively, for their selfless support of our school.
Through the remainder of this academic year and next, I’ll join with others to maintain our strength, support the head
search process, and then welcome our next leader with open arms. I have been fortunate to engage with many schools and
their inspiring leaders over the years. This experience reinforces my belief that the Academy’s headship is an extraordinarily
attractive position; there will be an impressive pool of applicants compelled to apply. Most of these prospective leaders know
about our mission and success. Many have witnessed my joy in sharing Academy stories. They tease me about this, and my
optimism, but they know my feelings are authentic, that I’m not putting on a show.
I will be getting nostalgic far in advance of my departure, but I know the work at hand will keep me grounded. In particular,
I’m excited as we launch a new computer science department, complete the comprehensive Charged by Promise campaign,
provide more leadership opportunities for faculty members, and take the final (I hope) steps towards a financially sustainable
endowment spending rate.
Most importantly, I will remain energized by our students and families, faculty and staff, every day on campus. There truly is
no place I would be rather be today, just as there would have been no place I would have preferred to be since 2001, through
both celebrations and challenges. What a mission, what excellence from all corners of the school, what wonderful students
walking the path each day – I don’t take any of it for granted; none of us should. And we all should do our best, throughout
our lives, to preserve this educational treasure, this beautiful and magical place.
Others have noticed that I’m often about the last person to leave Academy parties and gatherings. Sometimes I look up from
an engaging conversation and wonder, “Where did everyone go?” This isn’t head of school “duty” in action. It is the true
pleasure I feel spending time with the Academy community. I don’t want this to end and know it won’t; we are all connected
through our community for life, for all of our lives. But next year, as my work here ends, I know I’ll stay engaged and in love
with the Academy for the rest of my life. I won’t be the “last one to leave,” though, since all of you and so many yet to come
will keep the Academy spirit alive forever.
Thank you, Chargers. Light the Way, Academy.

Andrew T. Watson
Head of School

