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MM: Can you tell me a little about your background? Where you grew up, etc? 

HM: I don‟t know if I have to give you my name, but my name is Hattie Mukombe, and I work 

here at admissions in Wake Forest. I am from a really small hometown: Graham, North Carolina. 

If you blink on the highway, you will probably miss it. It is between Burlington, North Carolina 

and Mebane or Chapel Hill on the other side. It‟s definitely a product of Alamance County. So, 

you know, I am from a very small hometown, a very small high school and I have one younger 

brother of whom I take equal responsibility in helping to raise. I have two wonderful parents: my 

mother is from North Carolina – born and raised in North Carolina – and my father is from 

Zimbabwe. The two of them met in college and my father stayed here and fell in love and, you 

know, along came my brother and eventually me. I come from a pretty close family and that 

plays a large part in the person I am today.  

MM:  Can you tell me about your family growing up?  

HM: My mother worked, and still works, for the IRS. She has been on the government track--

center, if you will--and then my father actually used to be in textiles while I was growing up, but, 

as you are probably aware, textiles in North Carolina went through a rough rough patch there. So 

he, along with many others in North Carolina, was displaced regarding work. Since then he has 

been into hands-on work, but he is no longer in textiles. He is sort of a “hands-on type of work” 

person, but my mom has remained in the government.  

MM: How did your father move here from Zimbabwe?  

HM: My grandfather wanted one of his children to be educated in the U.S. and another to be 

educated in the U.K., so my father was the one who came to the U.S. for school-- he graduated 

from Elon College. And my mom went to Bennett College in Greensboro, which was really 

close; they essentially met in college. But yeah, he just wanted one of his sons to be educated in 

the U.S. 

MM: Wow! That‟s really neat!  

HM: I know! And it‟s such a long way from home! I admire him, you know, for taking 

that…making that bold move.  

MM: Seriously! Especially back then when the communication wasn‟t as advanced as it is 

today.       

HM: Exactly! It was very different. I totally admire him for being so adventurous. I don‟t know 

that I could be that far from my family ever!      



MM: Yeah, same here! Wow, ok!   

So what about your brother? What does he do now?   

HM: So my brother is finishing up the Masters in Management program here at Wake. He 

graduated from here in 2009 and started here last summer to do the MA program administrative. 

He recently took the LSAT and is now applying to Law School, so we are keeping our finger 

crossed. He will be in school for a LONG time! But it‟s ok.  

MM: Yeah, I am sure! So…did your childhood shape in any way the type of work that you do 

now? Any childhood interests?  

HM: No, not entirely! You know, I think a lot of students grow up thinking, “I want to be a 

doctor” or “I want to be a lawyer”; if you are not going to be one you are going to be the other. 

And I was no different in that, when I was young, I wanted to be a doctor. I had patients; my 

baby dolls were all lined up as my patients along with everybody else and we played hospital. 

But you know, I appreciate Wake in that it opened up other opportunities for me that I hadn‟t 

explored before. And it also helped me to realize that medicine was not my route. 

 I spent my freshman year here and was fortunate enough to work in some of the medical 

labs over at the hospital. I thought it was the coolest thing ever! I had my scrubs and I felt 

official in that medical gear. But then I had my first interaction with blood and needles, and I 

realized that this was not the career for me at all. It was hard at first but I think the liberal arts 

curriculum is so helpful in exploring other options. And I fell in love with a subject called 

sociology. I had no experience with it whatsoever before college and I got to Wake and 

absolutely became fascinated with it. I think my undergraduate experience really shaped what I 

do now significantly, in ways that I really didn‟t think about in undergrad. I remember being 

fascinated with social diversity classes and social stratification classes and now I do diversity 

admissions. It‟s come full circle now and it makes complete sense, but in undergrad I was just 

college student who loved learning. And so you just keep going with the flow and see what 

happens. I also think that the structure…the academic structure and environment at Wake Forest 

is very instrumental in what I do.  

 

MM: That‟s nice! Yeah, I am in that stage right now because I am starting to realize that there 

are other options than medicine.  

HM: Yeah, you know, it‟s a great field, but there is just so much more out there.         

MM: Yeah! Exactly! And being a history major, I want to follow something with that field 

too…and I have taken so many religion classes and I love them [as well]. There are just so many 

paths!  

But can you tell me the type of work you do now so that I can better understand it?  

HM: Well, I am an admissions officer. I was actually an intern for the admissions office in 

undergrad so coming back full circle was really exciting when the position opened up. I was just 

thinking, „Yes! This is something I know and I really want to do it!‟ I love the nature of what I 

do! You get to meet students and you get to encourage them throughout the application process. 



You get to answer all the scary questions they have about college and how to apply to Wake. 

And you get to meet families at college fairs and you get to encourage moms and dads to look at 

Wake Forest because, you see, a lot of times people look at Wake Forest and automatically say, 

„Ok, that‟s a private school, so absolutely not.‟ And I love the nature of what I do because you 

get to convince the parents otherwise; you get to convince parents that Wake Forest is an 

affordable option. You know, once you make that magic happen, it‟s a wonderful relationship 

and it‟s a wonderful opportunity for the families to get to know Wake Forest, get to know it as an 

institution and get to know what opportunities we do have for students.  

So, specifically I do minority recruitment. I work with students from diverse populations 

and I also deal somewhat with the first generation college students as well. It‟s a jewel-- it really 

is--and it‟s a really rewarding job because you are there throughout the entire process. 

Sometimes it starts in the senior year but sometimes you really get to work with students from 

their sophomore or junior year in high school. So you work with them throughout the senior 

year, and you help them complete their application and then you get to follow up with them to 

make sure they are all right. And you have the interview component now so you get to make sure 

that they have their interview taken care of.  And you are really excited when you realize later on 

that your favorite students made it to the scholarship round.  

After that, it‟s about helping them as fast as you can through the financial aid process 

because you really do want to make sure that they can come to Wake Forest and [hopefully] it‟s 

not a matter of affordability. That‟s really important and then it‟s just a matter of waiting and 

hoping, you know? And when the acceptance letters come out, it‟s always really funny when a 

student calls you and they say, „Hey Ms. Mukombe, did you know that I got in? I called to tell 

you that I got into Wake Forest.‟ And you respond, „Well, yeah, I knew that.‟ But it‟s still really 

rewarding when they are just as excited to see the letters as you are, and when they come to 

campus in April for the accepted students‟ day it‟s always really exciting to welcome them and 

officially congratulate them. And then it‟s all the more rewarding when they do actually decide 

to come to Wake Forest in the fall. It is a wonderful partnership and a wonderful relationship that 

you form with families and the different nature of minority admissions is that it doesn‟t stop with 

the admissions process. You work with students all four years while they are here in various 

folds so it‟s really rewarding and exciting role to have.  

MM: That sounds wonderful, especially because it is a stressful time for the students as well. 

HM: Exactly! Absolutely stressful! I completely remember being on the other side of running 

around and getting the recommendations together and [then] making sure that it was all in one 

neat package and mailed off to all the schools. I absolutely understand the position that the 

students are in--knowing that and bringing that onto this side of the table makes helping students 

that much easier because you know what they are going through.  



MM: So, I know you said you did an internship but other than that did you have any previous 

experience or training? Also, what did you do during your internship that helped you become a 

part of Admissions?  

HM: Yeah, well, I think that was my primary experience because when you are an intern at 

admissions or even a work study student at admissions, it‟s pretty hands-on. I mean, you kind of 

see it all. So for the most part, I think I had a pretty good amount of knowledge coming into this 

position. I didn‟t come to admissions immediately after undergrad. I worked in AmeriCrops for a 

year and then right after AmeriCorps, the college I was working at hired me to be their chief 

housing officer for their school so I stayed there for a little bit, which was a nice break for me 

before coming back to work at Wake Forest. So I had some higher ed. experience and some 

supervisor experience in a different fold but it was really rewarding and refreshing to come back 

home to Wake Forest.  

MM: Ok, so what did your other two jobs entail?  

HM: Well, so, in the AmeriCorps position, I was responsible for operating the community 

service office for the school. I was in charge of making sure that the students were really into 

community service opportunities within the city; that also [involved] quite a bit of work with the 

professors in the school [who] wanted service learning opportunities within the city as well. So 

that was my primary role for AmeriCorps. And then as a chief housing officer, I kind of made 

sure that the housing program was operating smoothly. I had to make sure that the housing 

arrangements were made and that people were getting along, so…that kind of thing.  

MM: So what you do at Wake Forest is really important [in helping the] university run because 

you are going through the students who will be coming here eventually. Do you think about that 

when you are doing your job?  

HM: I think it weighs on all of our shoulders (just thinking about it in the back of our minds) 

because we often reflect on what our undergraduate experiences were like. All too often when 

we interview students we often think, „Is this a student I would want to sit in a classroom with?‟ 

or „Man, this is an amazing student! I would love to have a classroom experience with them! If I 

could go back and do college all over again, I would want him or I would want her to be in my 

classroom.‟ So, we definitely think about that!  

But I think also that professors put a lot of trust in our ability to admit quality [and] capable 

students, so we definitely think about that because we want to admit sure, capable, bright, 

intelligent students who want to be here, but we also want to admit the students who make a 

tremendous impact on campus in so many ways. Or students that we would love to be in a 

classroom with who bring different academic perspectives to the classrooms that we didn‟t have 

at one point.  



MM:  Ok, wow, I have never thought about it that way. I mean, I am applying to medical school 

now and everyone says that they want to take in people who they can see as their colleagues, 

so…I have never thought about it as who we can sit in a classroom with!  

HM: Yeah, absolutely!  

MM: That‟s really neat! So, what are some of your favorite things about the job?  

HM: I think you have to be a people‟s person. I love just the nature of meeting families and 

building those relationships. I mean that‟s really--not only is it my favorite part--but it is also a 

really important part and a very important aspect to admissions. Because, at the end of the day I 

think most people choose Wake Forest because of the relationships they make throughout the 

application process or the relationships that they have with the professors here. So yeah, I think 

people choose Wake Forest because of the relationships that they feel with [the] sense of 

community that‟s here and [because of] the family oriented atmosphere that they encounter when 

they are here at Wake.  

I mean, beyond the academic opportunities, beyond the research opportunities, beyond the 

individual athletics, I think it really comes down to the relationships. Students who are looking at 

Wake Forest are looking for a very specific campus size, a very specific classroom size, a very 

specific faculty to student ratio, and so relationships really go a long way. I think that‟s my 

favorite part of the job – its helping to build those relationships. As for the parents, they not only 

know Wake Forest is a wonderful academic opportunity for their son or daughter, but they also 

know that Wake Forest is a very intimate and close knit personal community that will take care 

of their son or their daughter. So I think it‟s the aspect of building those relationships that is 

really important to me.  

MM: What advice do you have for people going into this kind of work?  

HM: Oh man! Where do I start?!  I would say…it‟s fast paced. It‟s incredibly fast paced. You 

have to be able to jump in and keep running from the start. It‟s specifically that…if someone 

enters the field they will typically enter in the summer, which is the high traffic time for 

admission officers. [There is] lots of travel because a big part of what we do is on the road. You 

get to live outside for a bit every year but it‟s fun because, again, you are building those 

relationships and you are getting the Wake Forest theme out there. [You are] helping people 

explore facets of Wake Forest. But yeah, if I had to offer any advice, make sure you love to 

travel and be ready to lead and move quickly. It‟s a very fast paced job!  

MM: What places do you usually travel to?  

HM: Well, I do diversity admissions so usually wherever that takes me. But I do, typically, the 

Georgia-Atlanta area specifically and DC-Nova area. Recently, I have started to go to San 

Francisco. I am a small town girl, so it was a very different experience for me the first time! But 



I have gotten a little used to it now. So it varies every year but traditionally Nova, Virginia, and 

Atlanta.  

MM: That is exciting! Ok, so what is your average day like?  

HM: Ooh, average day! I don‟t think there is such a thing as average day in admissions! It really 

varies. We function kind of in seasons, if you will. I would say, early summer, we start working 

on that next class of students. So we are showing the campus off, doing campus tours, doing 

information sessions, and doing a lot of interviews. A lot of students do their interviews during 

the summer because they know that that is a part of the application process. So we spend out 

summer interviewing, touring, doing sessions. When fall hits, we are in travel mode. We are on 

the road once fall kicks in but we are still continuing to interview. Early decision applications 

will begin to come in at that point for students who have committed to Black and Gold. So that is 

a big time for us as well because we are traveling, we are interviewing, we still have visitors 

coming and we are starting to get into early decision applications. And we will stop travelling 

probably just before Thanksgiving, if not before. It usually just depends on the travel season, 

which is usually from September through first of November. So, we will kind of regroup and talk 

about fall and gear up for the spring semester.  

We will still interview probably through the end of January. Today is the last day of interviews! 

So we will interview through the end of January, but during that time, we have also picked up the 

regular decisions reading, so we are in the heart of that now. So in the next couple of months, we 

will continue through the regular decisions – reading and make/shape a class and get decision 

letters out by the end of March. Then, April is kind of our big „keep our fingers crossed‟ month 

in that we are really excited to send out letters and also really anxious to see what our students 

decide in the end. In April we will do a lot of programs – campus day programs and diversity 

preview programs. And then May is when the students decide--so the month of May is when the 

students will make up their minds. And then June 1
st
, we jump right back in it with the next class. 

So it is set up more in seasons than a typical day.  

MM: Ok. So how long have you been here?  

HM: I have been here since 2006. November 2006, to be exact.  

MM: Ok. And you went to undergrad here?  

HM: Yes, I graduated from here in 2004.  

MM: And then you took the two years off from 2004 to 2006 and then came back?  

HM: Yes, correct!  

MM: So, what brought you back to Wake Forest?                  



HM: It‟s funny. When I was a student in undergrad, interning with admissions; at the time that 

my senior year came around, there was an admissions position, an admission counselor position 

open. I thought I might like it, but AmeriCorps was perfect at the time and I had great work 

experience. But I always reflect back on what ultimately made me come to Wake Forest in the 

first place, which was the diversity admissions counselor when I was here. He was actually the 

first diversity admissions counselor here at Wake. My mom absolutely loved him! She loved her 

interactions with him and everything. She actually encouraged me to take a closer look at Wake 

Forest because of the relationship that she had with the admission office.  

So, I did take a look at Wake Forest and when I got here, I said, „Wow Mom, you are absolutely 

right! They are amazing: my diversity admissions officer and all of them!‟ And so, I always end 

up reflecting back on that experience. I always thought that was very meaningful for me and I am 

sure that he played the same role with lots of students at Wake Forest, particularly some of my 

classmates. We were all fond of him. And I think back on that quite a bit. When a position came 

up to be a diversity admissions officer, I thought, „Oh my god, that‟s the reason I went to Wake 

Forest! I need to go back and I need to serve in that capacity.‟ I knew that I wanted to work in 

admissions, but this was really the perfect admissions job because it played a very instrumental 

role in my decision to come to Wake Forest. And if I can really give back to Wake Forest in that 

kind of way, in an admissions officer way, then that is the most meaningful way for me to give 

back.  

MM: I guess we touched on this earlier, but what do you most like about being here at Wake 

Forest?  

HM: I love the professors here. I remember just even from an undergraduate perspective, I 

didn‟t know what I wanted to major in. I had no idea! Even when it was time for me to declare a 

major, I remember thinking „I really like sociology, but I am not really sure what I can do with 

it.‟ And I had an amazing professor – Dr. Wall. I think I took every single class that she offered. 

I think by the fourth class, she said [to me], „You know, I think you have taken all of my classes 

so why don‟t you become a Sociology major at this point?‟ I thought about it because, at the 

time, I didn‟t know what I could do with a Sociology major but it was something that I knew I 

was really passionate about. And she encouraged me to explore it and write some papers that 

were published eventually in one of our chapters. I liked the fact that I could create something 

out of that passion academically.  

I will never forget that because that was meaningful in my exploration of sociology. And I 

remember when I came back here to work, the last thing that I expected was for anyone to 

remember me, but she did. She absolutely did and the first thing she said was: „I am so glad you 

are back!‟ And that really meant a lot because you know that Wake Forest is a really intimate 

place when you are here but then you go away and you come back and professors still remember 

you as if you never left. That really goes a long way and I think that our professors really do 

make Wake Forest the personal community that it is known for. They play a huge role in that!  



MM: Yeah, definitely! There are some professors that I have taken again and again and again 

and I felt bad that they would get tired of me.  

HM: Exactly! They are just so passionate about their subjects and they love their work and it 

shows. It definitely shows! It makes your undergraduate experience meaningful, it makes your 

graduation meaningful and they just make it a very personal place. I had my favorite professors 

and I had my favorite administrators too. The office of multicultural affairs played an incredible 

role in my time as a Wake Forest student and they supported me in extracurricular activities. 

There were times when we wanted to create new programs and that office was right along there 

with us so that we were able to get those programs established. There is just this incredible 

support network here at Wake Forest. Professors, staff, faculty, administrators – they make Wake 

Forest a really special place to work.  

MM: What do you think you will be doing ten or fifteen years from now?  

HM: Oh gosh, that‟s hard! I can‟t even figure out what I am doing tomorrow! Ten or fifteen 

years from now, I am confident that I will still be involved in higher education. I am married to 

higher ed. It‟s something that comes naturally to me and it‟s something that I like. I think I was 

touched in a lot of ways through my undergraduate experience. It was different from high school, 

different from elementary and middle school. I think I have faced a lot of meaningful people at 

college. I can think of a number of administrators who played a vital role in my development. So, 

whatever or wherever I am, it will definitely be higher ed. There is so much more that can be 

done in higher ed, whether its admissions or student development. And I am passionate about it, 

you know? I like helping students. I don‟t have all the answers but what I don‟t know, I like 

making the networks so that I can help students figure it all out. I think that it takes a team effort 

to develop a student. You know [the saying] “It takes a village to raise a child.” I think that it 

takes a team and community effort to help students navigate that experience, whatever path they 

choose through higher ed.  

MM: Do you have any special hobbies or interests?  

HM: Well, I am struggling to teach myself guitar! At this point, that is sort of a hobby. I have a 

child named MJ, but really she is my dog. She is my dog but she keeps me really busy! But with 

respect to hobbies, I am still a kid at heart. I love to go bowling. Usually, I don‟t have any 

specific hobbies, but I do have different projects that I keep working on. So I will let you know 

when I master the guitar!  

MM: Do you have any family of your own?  

HM: Family of my own is just my dog! My father and my mother live in Burlington so they are 

just a half hour from me. My brother actually resides with me right now, so my family is a pretty 

close knit family. But as far as my own immediate family, it‟s just me and my dog!    



MM: In our class, we talked about the American Dream. So, what do you think about the idea of 

the American Dream? Does it have any special meaning for you?  

HM: It‟s funny because I did the Masters in Bachelor of Arts and Liberal Studies Program here 

at Wake and one of my last classes was a class on happiness. What is happiness? We kind of 

kicked out the class discussion on the American Dream and what that means. But you know--I 

don‟t know that I necessarily have an answer for the American Dream. I think we all try to 

pursue happiness in whatever shape or form that it comes in. If you are happy with what you do, 

or at least satisfied with what you do, then you can find your purpose and make sense of your 

life. And then I think you are living your part of the American Dream and I think that this will 

vary from person to person. It depends on their background and life experiences but I also think 

that if, in the very moment, you are happy with what you do and you are living a meaningful life 

and making meaningful contributions (whatever your definition of meaningful is) then I think 

you are living your American Dream.  

              

 


