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Learning the hard way: GED students work hard
By Maggie McKinney
Burke County Notebook

Many years ago, I over-
heard a teacher complain
because someone mistook
her for a GED (General
Education Development)
student.

"I have a college educa-
tion," she said to me later.
"I didn't drop out of high
school."

This past year, I have
helped teach high-school
"dropouts" two nights a
week in the Continuing
Education Building of
Western Piedmont Com-
munity College. Not
many students in my lonfe
teaching career have im-
pressed me as much as
these returning students
have.

Although they did not
get their diplomas, they
are back at school and
studying hard to take
high-school equivalency
tests. This battery of five
tests — math, language
arts, reading, social stud-
ies and science — cannot
be taken online. Partici-
pants must successfully
pass all five tests to get
the GED.

Nobody believes in "edu-
cation more than these
students. While high
school students write cre-
ative papers on the horror
and boredom and useless-
ness of high school, GED
students write essays
that praise education and
diplomas and staying in

school. They thank their
teachers. They speak of
education not as an im-
pediment, but as a treas-
ure they desperately
want.

Even s'o, not all of them
are good students. Some
still suffer from high
school bad habits and let
predictable life interrup-
tions stop them before
they achieve their goal.

But of those who keep at
it, few people work harder
for an education. They at-
tend classes three hours a
night, four times a week,
even throughout the sum-
mer. While their friends
and families are home
perhaps watching TV or
just hanging out, these
students spend their
evenings discussing such
things as the difference
between compound and
complex sentences or per-
haps the order of opera-
tions in 7 + (5 x 6)2 - 100
divided by 20.

One student who does
not want to be named is
particularly impressive.
While working 60 hours a
week at a full-time and a
part-time job, he comes to
class at the end of a long
workday and signs in for
two hours of study. At 8
p.m., he says he'll work
just a little longer on this
page of math because, he
says, he's "finally getting
the hang of it."

Another student Nancy
Bradshaw could have cut
quite a swath in any high
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GED students, from left, Cody Bradley, Nancy Bradshaw and Sherry
Harden take a brief, well-deserved break from their studies.

school with her ability to
read and process, her in-
nate ability to write. But
she quit school to marry
and raise her children.
She worked 25 years as
an office assistant in the
aviation department of
the city of Charlotte. Su-
pervisors, she said, often
denied her raises and pro-
motions because she
lacked a diploma.

After retirement, she
decided to get her GED to
inspire her grandchildren
to get their education and
to prove that she could.
Less than a year later, she
has passed four of her
tests. She has not yet tak-
en the test for her least fa-
vorite subject — math. Of-
ten, I get to class early
and find her sitting alone
with her math book,
working diligently.

As part of the language

arts test, one must write a
complete essay in 45 min-
utes. Forty-five minutes! I
have an English degree
and don't think I could do
it. It takes me 45 minutes
just to decorate the edges
of my writing paper with
stick figures, something I
do before any writing
project.

Cody Bradley was like
me, unable to get started
writing. He didn't want to
draw stick figures,
though. He liked to use
what my husband calls 50
cent words, complex
thoughts. He didn't want
to misspell a word or use
one incorrectly.

"This will be great writ-
ing for college," I used to
tell him. "But you're going
to have to forget your per-
fectionism and write fast!"

He apparently did. He
now has passed all five

tests—including writing
— with excellent scores
and is planning to go to
Western Piedmont Com-
munity College in the fall.

Sherry Harden is even
more a perfectionist than
Cody. The first time I as-
signed her a paper, she
spent three hours — eras-
ing and revising. Even
though she has passed
her reading test, she is so
worried about the writing
test that she can hardly
begin. I have told her hun-
dreds of times that it
doesn't have to be a pol-
ished essay. But, she tells
me, she might make a
mistake on her sentence

structure, organization,
spelling or grammar. She
might not give the right
supporting details.

She's the same way
about math. Though she
is the one who helps ex-
plain to other students,
she often gets frustrated
with new math concepts
and lives in terror of the
math test.

But she is there every
night ready to try again.
Not only that, she sup-
ports the other students
in the class so much that I
can't jmiagine the class
without her.

There are others, too,
like the foreign students
who wrestle with English
structures, young moth-
ers interrupted during
class by calls from their
babysitters, one man who
passed four tests then got
called back to his trucking
job and could no longer at-
tend class.

I think it is much easier
to get a diploma the usual
way. And if anyone ever
mistook me for a GED
student, I would take it as
a compliment.
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