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JUDGE RECEIVES GED AWARD
LITTLE ROCK – Every week when Judge Sherry Burnett of Malvern dons her judicial robe, she is reminded of how far she has come since she arrived in Arkansas 24 years ago.

At 17, the New Mexico native found herself in a strange state with a 1-year-old son and no high school diploma. The only job she could find was gathering eggs twice a day at a local poultry plant.

Today she is a district judge in Malvern. The turning point for her was getting her Arkansas High School Diploma by passing the General Education Development (GED) Tests. 
Burnett was recently given the Arkansas Cornelius P. Turner Award in recognition of her achievements. The award, named for the founder of the GED program, is given to GED graduates who have made outstanding contributions to society – either through education or public service.

 (more)
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Dr. Blake Robertson of the Ouachita Technical Adult Education Center nominated Burnett for the award because her life “shows what a person can make of themselves no matter where they started,” he said. “It’s just a story of someone who knew she could do better.”
Soon after coming to Arkansas, Burnett “moved up” from gathering eggs to working in a laundry.
“I struggled,” she said. That struggle gave her the motivation to go back to school. “I was just fed up with it,” she added.

After getting her GED, Burnett worked in a small café in Malvern where most of the lawyers in town were regular lunch customers. As a result, one of the attorneys, Don Spears, offered her a job at his title company. Through his mentoring and the encouragement of George Hopkins, another Malvern attorney, and Court of Appeals Judge David “Mack” Glover, Burnett got the confidence she needed to graduate from college with honors and then go on to law school.
Going back to school meant missing out on time with her kids, but her subsequent career as a lawyer and judge has helped make up for that sacrifice by enabling her to provide for them.

“I wouldn’t have been able to do that if I hadn’t gone back to school,” Burnett said. “You do have to give up to get.”

When she thinks about her sons – Daniel, 25, and T.J., 18 – and her 4-year-old grandchild, Burnett does not regret the sacrifice, which has changed the way her family looks at education.

 (more)
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“In honoring Sherry Burnett for her commitment to education, her tenacity toward improving her life and that of her children and her contribution to her community, the GED program is also honoring every Arkansan who’s made that same commitment,” John C. Wyvill, director of the Department of Workforce Education (DWE), said.
The Arkansas GED program, which is administered by DWE’s Adult Education Section, offers GED classes and tests on a flexible basis to all residents. George French, deputy director of the Adult Education Section, said Arkansas is one of only a few states that provide these services at no cost to the student. It’s an investment that is paid back through the improved earning power of the graduates.
“The GED opens a lot of doors to a brighter future,” Janice Hanlon, the state GED program manager, said. “Obtaining a GED gives students the confidence they need to advance, because it proves they have the knowledge and skills necessary to further their education – whether it be to go to college, a technical school or on-the-job training.”
Last year, nearly 3,000 Arkansas GED graduates enrolled in their first year of college.

“We have a lot of people who get their GED who go on to college,” Robertson said. “Students who get the GED are more likely to do better in college than a traditional high school student does” because they have more experiences that allow them to link academics to real life.
Burnett is spreading that message – not just to her children but also to her community as she encourages other GED graduates to continue their education.
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