Changing careers is scary but satisfying
UNM-Los Alamos Director of Student Affairs, Dr. Patricia Boyer, shares her experience with returning to school as an adult
By Dr. Patricia Boyer

I have a message for all the administrative assistants out there. You have the skills; now get the credentials that allow you to get paid for them. I speak from experience.

As a single mother of two children, I supported my family on a secretary’s pay (this was before we were called administrative assistants). I worked for 11 years in a two-person department (just me and the director), in a K-12 public education system in Upstate New York. The director decided to retire and gave a two-year notice to provide the district opportunity to hire a new director with adequate time for training. Though I knew her job inside out, I was not able to apply for the position because t I had never taken a college class, let alone had a degree.
Though I was angry and hurt at the time, it was the best thing that could have happened to me. The experience pushed me to investigate courses at the local community college. Saying I was scared is an under-statement. I was terrified! I was a 39 year-old, single-mother with two sons, working as a secretary. . How was I ever going to succeed in a college classroom? 

I scored well on the English entrance exam, due to my skills as secretary. However, my math skills needed a lot of support, so I registered for a developmental) math class.
As I left home for my first evening college class, my two teenage sons gave me hugs and words of encouragement. They assured me I had the ability to succeed. With tears in my eyes, anxiety in my heart, and used textbooks in my hands, I drove out of our driveway and headed to the college campus – an hour’s drive away with my boys waving from the porch.

Guess what happened next?  I discovered I loved learning. College was a place where I had total control. I was the one who controlled how much effort I put into my endeavors, I was the one who controlled the outside books I would read on the topic, and most of all, I was the one in control over how much I learned. I loved what I was learning in class and the self-confidence in myself I was gaining. 

After two and a half years of part-time evening classes, I had earned one year’s worth of credits. At this rate, I would be retired before I earned my bachelor’s degree. Thus, at the age of 41, I resigned from my secretary position, moved my boys and what belongings would fit in my 10-year old car and drove across country to start a new life as a full-time college student at the University of California at Santa Cruz. Three years later, with my grown sons in the audience, I walked across the stage to receive my bachelor’s degree. Two weeks after graduation, I moved again -- this time to Cambridge Massachusetts to earn my master’s in education from the Harvard Graduate School of Education. With two degrees under my belt, I accepted a position at UNM-Los Alamos as a program coordinator. Eleven months later I was promoted to supervisor over Community Education, Contract and Customized trainings. In another two years, I was promoted to Director of Student Affairs and at the same time started a weekend doctorate program at UNM –Albuquerque. In 2007, with my grandson, two sons, and future daughter-in-law in the audience, I was hooded for a doctorate in Educational Leadership.

You can tell me you are scared. You can tell me you think you are too old (you are not). However, do not tell me you cannot go to college. Do not tell me you do not have the skills or the ability to earn a degree. Come see me and I will help you create your path towards a degree. Come see me and I will encourage you to keep moving forward when you think you cannot. Come see me and we will create your journey together.

The one thing I will ask from you is that your share your journey with others in an effort to keep the line of encouragement and support moving forward for adult students graduating from college.   

Contact Dr. Boyer at patboyer@unm.edu . The staff of UNM-Los Alamos is here to help you get on the road to the career you dream of. You can do it! 
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