Interview with Pam Thaler
Associate Director, Smith-Hutson Endowed Chair of Banking
Celebrating 26 years of service and impact
Q: Looking back at your time in the program, you have changed students’ lives. When you started 26 plus years ago, did you ever dream you would see the level of success that you’ve experienced?
As I reflect on this milestone, I am forever grateful to Dr. Jim Bexley, who gave me the opportunity to join him in building a banking program that would bring to life the mission of our generous donor. Starting from a blank slate, Dr. Bexley’s vision was instrumental in the tremendous growth and success of what would become one of the most impactful banking programs in the country. 
 In 1997, we launched the Bankers Seminar, and since then, the program has grown to include a Banking minor, BBA and MBA programs, internships, and career placement. We've supported over 2,100 students in launching their careers. And in 2013, we established the Texas Bankers Hall of Fame. It’s been humbling to witness this growth, all rooted in service—to students and to industry.  
Q: What do you hope your legacy will be within the department and among the students you’ve worked with?
I hope to be remembered as someone who led with heart, who supported students with intention, and who helped build a program that continues to open doors long after I’m gone. Our work created more than degrees—it built confidence, careers, and community.  
Q: What has been the most rewarding aspect of your role?
Without a doubt, it’s been watching the transformation of our students. Seeing them arrive with potential and leave with purpose—confident, capable, and employed in meaningful roles—is the most fulfilling part. I’m also incredibly thankful for the team I’ve had the honor of working with. Dr. Bexley, Jill Vaughan, and Jackalyn Cauthen have each made this journey richer and more joyful.  
Q: What initially brought you to the Smith-Hutson Chair of Banking, and what made you stay?
It was an opportunity to build something meaningful. What kept me here was the mission. Every day I saw the difference we were making—and that’s a powerful reason to stay.  
Q: In what ways do you feel the program has grown or evolved during your tenure?
From a single seminar to a comprehensive curriculum with national reach, the evolution has been incredible. We've built robust academic offerings, strong industry partnerships, and a pipeline of talented graduates. But the heart of the program—our focus on students—has remained constant.  
Q: How have you stayed motivated through all the changes in banking, students, and higher education over the years?
Change has been constant, but what kept me going was purpose. We weren’t just running a program—we were building futures. That mission made every challenge worth it.  
Q: Can you share a moment when you realized you were truly making a difference?
There have been many, but those that stand out are when former students return years after graduation to thank me personally, sharing how the program changed the course of their lives. Moments like those remind you that every small effort matters.  
Q: What lasting impact do you hope to have on the students and colleagues you’ve mentored?
I hope they carry forward a sense of purpose, integrity, and belief in themselves. I hope they remember the importance of service and the value of lifting others up along the way.  
Q: What do you think makes the Smith-Hutson students unique?
Their grit. Many of them come from backgrounds where success didn’t come easy—but they show up ready to work, ready to grow. They are humble, hardworking, and incredibly resilient.  
Q: Is there a particular student or success story that sticks with you?
There are so many. One memory that stands out is of a student who faced immense personal challenges yet never gave up. Seeing him walk across the stage at graduation, ready to begin his banking career, and knowing the battles he overcame - that is something I will always hold close.
Q: What has working at Sam Houston State and within this department meant to you personally?
It’s been more than a job—it’s been a calling. I’ve grown alongside the program and have been shaped by the students and colleagues around me. This place has given me purpose, joy, and a profound sense of pride.  
Q: How has your time here shaped you as a person?
It’s deepened my empathy, strengthened my resilience, and taught me the incredible power of community. I've learned to lead with heart and to value every moment.  
Q: Do you have a favorite memory from your time here?
It’s hard to choose just one, but I’d say celebrating our first Texas Bankers Hall of Fame was unforgettable. Seeing industry icons honored in front of our students—it brought everything full circle.  
Q: What advice would you give to Heather as she steps into her role as Program Manager?
Stay grounded in the donor’s mission and always put students first. Passion, consistency, and integrity will guide you. And don’t underestimate the little things—timely communication, planning, and follow-through make all the difference. You’re stepping into something truly special with a phenomenal team.  
Q: What advice would you give to students?
Take every opportunity to learn and don’t fear failure—it’s part of growth. Build strong relationships and never compromise your integrity. Believe in your potential and stay curious. Your journey is just beginning.  
Q: What are your hopes for the future of the program after your retirement?
That it continues to thrive while staying true to its roots—student success and industry service. I hope the program remains a leader in producing ethical, capable banking professionals who make a real difference.  
Q: As you step into retirement, what’s next for you—and how will you carry your time at SHSU with you?
I’m looking forward to traveling and spending more time with my husband, Rick, our wonderful kids, grand dogs, extended family, and friends. I will always carry with me the memories and pride of what we’ve built. This chapter has meant the world to me, and for that, I am deeply grateful.

