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WILL program provides inaugural cohort
with training to advance to ‘next level’
By Zandy Dudiak

Last March, 28 attorneys came together as a cohort for the
ACBA’s inaugural Women’s Institute for Leadership in Law
(WILL), an intensive, nine-month program designed to prepare
women to advance into leadership positions in Pittsburgh
area law firms and corporate legal departments.
Twenty-seven cohort members will celebrate completion

of the ACBA Institute for Gender Equality program on
Thursday, Dec. 13, with a private gathering for them, their
guests, and the ACBA Board of Governors. Also attending
will be the stewards from their organizations who have
shadowed them through the WILL process and will follow up
with them at the firm. 
Pennsylvania Supreme Court Justice Debra Todd is the

keynote speaker. Mary McKinney Flaherty – who is of counsel
at Frank, Gale, Bails, Murcko & Pocrass, P.C. – will speak on
behalf of the cohort.
WILL sought women with five to eight years of professional

experience and provided them with development skills and
financial training to help them advance to partnership or the
next leadership level within their organizations. Alysia Keating,
ACBA director of Diversity and Gender Equality, shared that
a few of the women have already taken those steps.
That one attorney who started but didn’t finish the program?

She’s a success story – she accepted a general counsel
position in Ohio, which is the exact kind of leadership position
the WILL program organizers hoped participants would
strive for, Keating said. There have been other successes
along the way – during the past nine months, three cohort
members have been promoted to shareholder or director in
their firms and another two have been promoted in their
corporate legal departments – one to counsel and one to
managing attorney.
The program was built around the concept of cohorts to

foster a sense of community among the women that can help
support their advancement to leadership positions. Joanne
LaRose, managing director of the employment law group at
FedEx Ground, said the WILL program participants were
definitely engaged.
“For women attorneys in particular, it is critical to network,

not only among colleagues and peers, but on a broader scale
as well,” LaRose said.
After having participated in WILL’s first cohort, Keerthi

Mundrati recommends it for women looking to advance
their careers.

“This program is great for any woman attorney who has
mastered basic lawyering skills and is ready to take her
career to the next level,” cohort participant Mundrati said. “I
found nearly every session to be eye-opening, inspiring, and
filled with advice you don’t learn in law school. It helped me
define and understand what I value in leaders and the type
of leader I strive to be.”
The key predictor of success is a leader’s self-awareness

and the leader’s ability to increase effectiveness by managing
relationships, according to the course description. The
sessions also reminded them that few people experience an
uninterrupted upward career trajectory.
Another session focused on the importance of mentorship,

sponsorship and stewardship. Gretchen Kelly – managing
chief counsel of the real estate/realty services legal department
for the PNC Financial Services Group – has served as a
“steward” to one of the program participants from PNC. 
“I think she is more focused on her development than she

was before,” Kelly said of her colleague. “She’s also taken
the initiative to arrange for small-group conversations
pertaining to in-house practice outside the formal program
curriculum, and I think has benefitted from the sharing of
ideas in that setting as well.”
Kelly, who was involved in the original planning of the

program by the Gender Equality Committee, served as a
panelist for the June program about how finance affects a
career.
“The cohort is a mix of in-house and law firm attorneys,”

Kelly explained. “The session for which I served as a panelist
dealt with the importance of financial metrics to your
success in both those settings. I heard from a number of
participants afterward that, while they had a basic idea that
money matters, they had no idea of the intricacies of that
impact.”
Other session topics included leveraging networks to build,

develop and maintain business relationships; using effective
negotiation skills; and executive presence and communication.
Debby Stone, an attorney and executive coach with Novateur

Partners in Atlanta, said the feedback she received on her
“Becoming a Coaching Leader – Coaching Skills for
Lawyers” presentation indicates that the participants with
direct reports found the session helpful and immediately
useful.
“We discussed the skills of powerful questioning, focused

listening and acknowledgement as these skills help women
lawyers like those in WILL become more effective at delegating



and at developing the people around them,” Stone said. “As a
result, they can elevate the level of their work and leadership,
thus benefitting them and the organizations in which they
work.”
Although there are plans to start another WILL cohort

later in 2019, no dates have been set. Instead, Keating said,
the members of the first cohort will be debriefed in order to
find out what the women gained, their interest in the session
topics and presenters and how the program can be made better. 
Keating said the success of the participants will be

tracked through the next several years to see if they have
continued on a path to leadership.
“Absolutely, you have to measure your outcomes,” she

said. “They learned the tools they need to succeed. We will
hold each of them accountable on the road to success.
If you are interested in participating in the next WILL cohort,

contact Keating at akeating@acba.org or 412-402-6658. n


