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EDITOR'S PICK

Rung for Women helps mid-career women make a switch to STEM
jobs in St. Louis
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Timeka Richardson, left, and Betty Hamlin are photographed at Rung for Women on Tuesday, March 19, 2025. The
two are set to graduate from a program to help older women switch careers in the STEM fields.
Christian Gooden, Post-Dispatch
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ST. LOUIS — On a recent Tuesday night, a small group of women in safety goggles

smushed ripe strawberries in plastic bags, mixed the fruit with an extraction liquid,

strained the concoction and piped the filtered contents into a test tube.

They watched as cloudy, white strands of DNA separated from the strawberry fluid.

Many had come to class that night from their full-time jobs. They’re preparing to

switch careers.

The women will be the first to complete Rung for Women‘s new biomanufacturing

track in May. The nonprofit career accelerator focuses on helping women enter male-

dominated STEM fields like IT support, project management and advanced

manufacturing.

“It got real interesting real fast and it made me go back to my high school years and

[remember] how much I enjoyed science and figuring things out and making

observations and finding what the problem was,” said participant Timeka

Richardson, 44. “I had forgotten how much I loved it.”

The biomanufacturing track is specifically targeting women who are mid-career or

beyond and seeking a professional switch — a move that can be daunting. The average

participant, or member as Rung for Women calls them, is 37 years old and works a

full-time job in a field like retail, administration and childcare, Gill said.

“It’s super exciting because it allows us to help with diversity in the industry,” said

Rung for Women CEO Leslie Gill. “Both science and manufacturing are male-

dominated industries.”

The biomanufacturing course began last fall, in partnership with the economic

development nonprofit BioSTL. Women interested in Rung for Women apply for the

program, and each cohort consists of about 80 women. Participants identify a track to

explore and commit to weekly programs for about a year.

A 2019 survey by company review platform InHerSight found that seven in 10

women are looking to change careers — a 28% jump from the previous year.

However, women said transitioning to a new field comes with difficulties such as a
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lack of connections, a lack of the education required to make the change and the

inability to take a pay cut, the survey of more than 1,500 women found.

Some Rung for Women members, like Richardson, said they wouldn’t be able to

switch career paths without the organization’s resources, community and guidance.

In fact, some said they tried to make the change before and couldn’t.

Richardson, a mother of five in south St. Louis, said she was unable to pursue college

right out of high school and has spent years working in retail. But over the past few

years, she’s balanced her current job as a processing center manager for the Society of

St. Vincent de Paul with classes at St. Louis Community College. A professor

recommended Rung for Women to her last spring.

The program comes at a good time for her. Richardson has been looking to leave

retail for a while now — she doesn’t want to endure the physical labor of moving

heavy objects and being on her feet all day as she ages. Plus, she said, advancement in

the retail sector would be difficult for her as a Black woman.

She has tried to switch careers before, she said. Richardson said she’d cut back her

hours at work to take more college classes, but that only resulted in less pay and less

time at home to care for her kids.

Betty Hamlin, of Black Jack, has also tried changing careers with minimal success

prior before joining Rung for Women.

“It’s impossible,” said Hamlin, 66. “You have to know people. You have to know the

insides of companies and what they want.”

Last year, after Hamlin was laid off from her human resources job, a friend suggested

Rung for Women. Hamlin was accepted and has been pursuing both the

biomanufacturing and the advanced manufacturing pathways.

“It’s one of those things that women don’t really get into,” Hamlin said of advanced

manufacturing. “But I love it.”
She said likes learning about how factories run and how things are made. Hamlin said

she’d like to work at biotechnology company ThermoFisher or manufacturing
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company Proctor & Gamble, especially after their group toured the P&G plant in

north St. Louis.

The past few weeks for Hamlin and Richardson in the biomanufacturing program

have consisted of Tuesday classes, Thursday study sessions, speaker events, online

lessons and meetings with career coaches.

Hamlin said Rung for Women hasn’t just prepared her for job interviews, but helped

her rearrange her life and recognize what’s important to her.

“You don’t just work on your job skills, you also work on your personal skills,”

Hamlin said. “It helps you get your groove back. It lets you learn more about yourself

— to let go of some of those things that hold you back.”

She is eager to jump into a new career. Her retired husband wants Hamlin to be his

“riding buddy” every day, but Hamlin said she still has a lot of gusto in her and a lot

she still wants to do.

“I was not planning on being retired,” Hamlin said about being let go from her 
corporate job. “I don’t want to just sit and look at television all day. I’m ready to rock 
and roll. I know that people think that you’re all used up at [66] ... but it’s never too 
late to start over.”

Thi Nguyen, a hired workforce prep consultant, leads the Tuesday classes. The group

recently worked to extract and classify the pH levels of red cabbage they’d brought

from home.

“They’re really eager,” Nguyen said of the group. “Since it’s so new, we’ve just been

encouraging [them] to try new things. It’s okay to make mistakes.”

Throughout the courses, the women learn the skills and proper procedures needed to

pass certification exams in safety, small volume metrology, aseptic technique,

numeracy, labeling, documentation and standard operating procedure. They will sit



for some of the tests in the coming weeks before starting Rung for Women’s

“professional power skills” curriculum to sharpen skills like how to handle conflict

with peers and supervisors, how to show up and “lean in,” and how to network and

find mentors.

The certifications are what local employers like ThermoFisher, MilliporeSigma, a life

sciences company, and Kindeva, a pharmaceutical development and manufacturing

organization, are looking for in a potential employee, said Rung for Women’s chief

advancement officer Sharon Fenoglio.

Richardson praised the biomanufacturing program for its sense of community,

empowerment and support. She said she’s gained confidence and bolstered her self-

esteem. And after finishing the program, she will apply for jobs at Washington

University, ThermoFisher and MilliporeSigma.

Richardson hopes to be part of a team that cures cancer or Alzheimer’s disease.

“As long as I’m living, I’m going to keep on learning,” she said.
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