
 

very year, as thousands of  
c o l l e g e  u n d e r g r a d u a t e s 
launch their journeys in the 

Air Force Reserve Officer Training 
Corps, many others graduate as newly  
commissioned Air Force second  
lieutenants. While many may think they 
know what awaits them, the reality is 
that they may be surprised at what they 
find in the Air Force.

I had the opportunity to interview a 
handful of recently commissioned offi-
cers so that I could pass on their advice, 
along with what they wish they’d known 
before entering Active Duty.

“One of the first things you should 
do is find a [senior noncommissioned  
officer] as a mentor,” said 1st Lt. Chris-
tina Mattison, a civil engineering officer. 

“You may think you know everything, 
but you don’t. You’re not even close. 
[Lieutenants] are supposed to be sponges, 
absorbing every bit of information 
you can get from the people around 
you. The people who can give you the 
more valuable information to absorb 
are your SNCOs.

“They have usually put in 15 to 25 
years in the Air Force, where you have 
put in 15 to 25 minutes,” she continued. 

“Ask tons of questions. Learn everything 
you can from your master sergeants and 
senior master sergeants and even chief 

master sergeants, if you can get them to 
stop being grumpy long enough to talk 
to you. Find a mentor. Get out of your 
cubicle, and follow him or her around 
your squadron. My chief constantly in-
vites me to go with him to the shops, and 
those are the moments where I learn the 
most.”

Second Lt. Matt Herten, who was 
in undergraduate pilot training at the 
time of his interview, offered this advice: 

“Enjoy college while it lasts. It will go by 
faster than it seems now, but by the time 
you’re sitting on Active Duty, you will 
miss it,” he said. “Remember that the 
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Air Force is a need-driven organization. 
What do they need now? What will they 
need tomorrow? Some of you may not 
get your first choice career field, and 
some of you may decide that serving 
long term isn’t for you. That’s fine.

“But whether you’re happy with where 
you are or not, you need to be commit-
ted to your job and to your people from 
Day One until your last day in uniform,” 
he added. “My former squadron com-
mander told us in a commander’s call 
once, ‘There are no such things as bad 
assignments in the Air Force, just bad 
attitudes.’ Remember that, and be ready 
to hit the ground running when you 
come onto Active Duty.”

Second Lt. Matt Powell, also in pilot 
training at the time of his interview, 
noted how hectic life can be when 
beginning an Air Force journey. “My 
biggest shock was just showing up and 
in-processing with all of the different 
forms and paperwork that are required, 
especially after moving,” he said. “That, 
plus figuring out which squadrons do 
what, and how I can best utilize all  
of the base agencies.”

Mattison said, in retrospect, she 
should have saved more money before 
entering the Air Force. “Being [a lieu-
tenant] does not mean you are going 
to automatically have money,” she 

2nd Lt. Matt Herten stands before a T-1 
Jayhawk during pilot training.
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said. “It took about a month for me to 
get processed in the system and actually 
start getting paid. The paychecks go by 
fast. Between rent, groceries, bills, and 
student loans, there wasn’t a lot of money 
left over at the end of the month. The 
reality was, I needed a stricter budget 
and should have had more money saved 
up to get me through the initial month 
of not having a paycheck.”

Sometimes, despite doing research 
beforehand and reaching out to airmen 
already performing a specific job, it’s 
difficult to grasp what exactly you’ll be 
doing until you start your first assign-
ment. “I did not understand the con-
cept of ‘additional duties,’” said 1st Lt. 
Nate Amsden, a cyber-exploit engineer.  

“I figured I would go to work, do my 
job as an engineer, and go home. That’s 
not the case,” he explained. “There are 
tons of random, odd jobs that need 
to be completed in order for the unit 
to comply with regulations. Someone 
has to take care of the software-license 
management, physical fitness, safety, 
training, the unit’s spring picnic, security, 
[information technology] equipment, 
just to name a few.”

An important lesson for Mattison 
was to let go of her past as a cadet.  

“I wish I had known how little people 
would care about what I did and who 

I was in ROTC,” she said. “While your 
experiences in ROTC are important 
and provide valuable training tools, not 
a soul will care if you were the cadet 
wing commander. I wish I had focused  
more on learning to write effective  
bullets and [enlisted performance re-
views], how enlisted promotions work, 
how to spot a colonel from a mile away, 
and how to be a genius with Microsoft 
Outlook.”

For those going into a training pro-
gram, it’s vital to maintain a positive 
attitude and strive to do your best in 
every situation, said Herten, reflecting 
on UPT. “You are going to have a lot 

of screwups. There are going to be some 
awesome days and some terrible ones,” 
he explained. If you have a rough spell, 

“brush it off and be ready to go forward 
the next day,” he said. “The way pilot 
training is set up, you do your best with 
sometimes minimal information. So it’s 
hard to truly be 100 percent prepared 
for everything.”

Amsden, recounting his participation 
in a four-week acquisition management 
course, noted that “paying attention in 
class, working well with your classmates, 
and studying materials hard” are crucial. 

“You are always being evaluated, and every 
chance you have to excel will only help 
you in your career,” he said.

Here’s to all you students about to 
embark on your Air Force adventure.  
I hope you take the time to seek advice 
from your SNCOs, continue to keep a 
positive attitude—even if you’re in a job 
you don’t want—and create memorable 
moments. Your AFROTC life may be 
coming to a close, but remember: Your 
Air Force career is just beginning.

Despite any growing pains, the jour-
ney is worth it. “The Air Force handed 
me a multimillion dollar jet aircraft after 
only 12 hours of flight time in it and 
trusted me to take it out to a military 
operating area and perform advanced 
aerobatics and come back safe,” said 
Powell, reminiscing on his pilot training. 

“Flying solo is a unique and amazing 
experience, especially in a supersonic jet.”                             

Kelsey L. Hendrix was an AFA member-
ship relations associate from September 
2013 to June 2014. She now teaches 
third grade in Auburn, Ala.

1st Lt. Christina Mattison trains with the 
Hulburt Field Fire Department.

1st Lt. Nate Amsden teaches Boy Scouts 
about nuclear treaty monitoring.

2nd Lt. Matt Powell poses on the ladder of 
a T-38 Talon at Laughlin AFB, Texas.
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