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Editor’s Note: When MSJDN hosted its Making the Right Moves event in Washington D.C., 

we had no idea that one of our guests from the Women’s Bar Association of D.C.’s board of 

directors would be one of our own! This is the inspiring story of Josephine Harriott, retired 

Army wife and health law expert, and her not-so-straight-line path to success. 

  

Growing up, Josephine Nelson knew exactly where she was headed: college, then law school. 

Her mother—who had left high school to marry and follow Josephine’s father through twenty-

three years of Army service—had engrained in Josephine the importance of education as a 

straight line to success. She even returned to school later in life and completed her high school 

diploma to set an example for her children.  

  

Expectations were high, and 

Josephine lived up to them. She was 

accepted to the University of 

Virginia’s prestigious honor’s 

program on a full academic 

scholarship. Her friends from the 

program went on to post-graduate 

degrees at Harvard and Yale, filling 

the ranks of young, successful, 

overachieving c-levels.  That could 

have been Josephine’s path too. But 

Josephine surprised everyone—

perhaps even herself—when she left 

that straight-line path and chose to 

follow a soldier she loved instead.  

  

Josephine had met Leroy Harriott when they were in high school in Sumter, South Carolina. 

He left her to finish school while he joined the Army. They courted long-distance through her 

freshman year at UVA, while Leroy was in Korea and Kansas. But by her second year of 

college in 1980, Josephine was tired of being apart. She realized her mother was right: “do 

what’s important to you now, and other things can be added later.” Josephine decided her 

education was the thing that could wait, and she left UVA to marry her high school 

sweetheart. 

  

Three days after they were married, Leroy pledged to Josephine’s mother that his new wife 

would get her degree.  Despite Leroy’s insistence, Josephine was still uneasy.  “There were 

moments” she says, “when I would feel embarrassed or ashamed because I was not doing 

things a certain way, going straight through school and living up to expectations.” But 

Josephine worked hard to focus on being her best wherever she was planted. 

  

As the years went by, and she and Leroy had a family, there were times when Josephine 

doubted that her career dreams would ever become a reality. Sometimes, “I felt like I had 
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lost my chance to be successful,” she says.  But the family needed her income, so Josephine 

worked hard—all the while keeping up with the classic housewife’s responsibilities. She 

started out as a secretary and eventually was promoted to a contracts administrator for a 

company in D.C. 

  

During that time, Josephine was also working toward another goal: keeping Leroy’s promise 

to her mother. Josephine enrolled in a George Mason University program for “mature 

students,” and completed an individualized degree in human resources management in the 

winter of 1988. When she walked at graduation in the spring of 1989, her parents, husband, 

and children were there to cheer her on. 

  

Josephine didn’t know it at the time, but her work as a contract administrator had also set 

her on what would be a new path for her career: health care administration. When she and 

Leroy were transferred to Hawaii, Josephine was hired by a Tricare subcontractor, where she 

spent four years serving as their contracts administrator. When the Harriotts moved back to 

D.C., Josephine was hired by a health care company, another Tricare subcontractor, and she 

spent the next eleven years climbing the corporate ladder. Eventually, she became the 

company’s Vice President of Compliance.  

  

But even then Josephine says, “it still didn’t hit me that I had worked my way out of accepted 

underemployment.” Then one day she realized that the people working for her were 

professionals with degrees of their own, and that’s when she finally realized: “I didn’t do it 

the traditional way, but I did have career success. I was entitled to the same kind of respect 

and professional consideration that others expect.” 

  

In 2003, Josephine found herself at a crossroads. The company she worked for reorganized, 

and Josephine was laid off.  She was starting to look for new jobs when her father offered a 

different suggestion: go to law school. And with Leroy’s support, she did just that. 

  

Josephine was accepted to law school at Howard University, and for three years going to 

school was her only job. Leroy took care of the kids and the house, supporting her just as she 

had supported him for all of those years. Josephine was the oldest student in her class, and 

her friends—some the same age as her children—still call her Ms. Josephine. 

  

Her graduation from law school in 2007 was a huge point of pride for Josephine, and for 

Leroy. He had always been afraid he might have ruined Josephine’s life by taking her away 

from school years ago, but finishing law school wiped those fears away. They had done it 

together, a team in every aspect of their lives. In fact, her graduation announcements read: 

“Leroy and Josephine Harriott are proud to announce that their law school journey has come 

to an end.”  

  

The weekend of her graduation, Leroy surprised Josephine by orchestrating a huge 

celebration with both of their families, who all wore t-shirts bearing the words from her 

graduation announcement. Josephine says sharing that amazing moment with her parents 

was “tremendously meaningful.” The fall after she finished school Josephine’s father passed 

away. Yet even at the funeral, the thing on everyone’s mind was Josephine’s graduation, and 

what a proud, joyous occasion it was for her father. 

  

After law school, Josephine joined a law firm, and was put in the litigation section, which she 



quickly realized was a very poor fit. But as happened often in her life, Josephine grew where 

she was planted. Her joining the law firm coincided with the health care reform movement, 

and Josephine’s firm suddenly found themselves in need of a health care expert to advise 

insurance company clients. She was the natural choice. Now, she serves as health care 

counsel at Howard University, her alma mater, and frequently lectures on the subject. 

  

If Josephine ever doubted the respect of her peers, those doubts should now be ancient 

history. In addition to working for a prestigious university, she is the Treasurer of the 

Women’s Bar Association of the District of Columbia, Vice-Chair of the American Bar 

Association’s Health Law Section, and a past president of the Greater Washington Area 

Chapter, Women Lawyers Division, of the National Bar Association.  

  

Meanwhile, Josephine’s three 

boys are now grown and, nearly 

thirty-three years later, she and 

Leroy are still conquering life 

together. 

  

Looking back on her journey, 

Josephine is certain she made the 

right decision when she chose to 

follow Leroy all those years ago. 

And though her life has had its 

frustrations and plenty of 

discouragement along the way, it 

also taught her something 

important: even disappointments 

are opportunities. “Instead of 

drifting along,” she says, “do the 

things you are doing on purpose; 

fit them into your life plan.” 

  

 

“All of our experiences are preparing us for where we are going to be some day. We can’t 

undervalue the ‘todays’ by thinking about what we could be doing, because we’re always 

exactly where we are supposed to be.”  

  

Managing Editor Reda Hicks is a proud Army wife and a partner in Houston-based litigation 

boutique Diamond McCarthy. She can be reached at reda.hicks@msjdn.org.   

 

This article first appeared in Bars and Stripes, the bi-monthly newsletter of the Military 

Spouse JD Network, in the July issue, Vol. 3 Issue 4. © Copyright 2013 Military Spouse JD 

Network.  

 

 

Josephine and Leroy—Three-plus decades and still going strong! 


