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ichigan Supreme Court Justice Mary Beth Kelly (’84 B.A.) wasn’t
sure of a major when she enrolled at University of MichiganDearborn in 1980. But it didn’t take long for her to find her passion.
“The classroom experience inspired me to study political science,” said Kelly, who was elected to the bench in November 2010.
“It was an exciting time in American politics. The faculty members
were very dedicated and the students were politically-oriented and
driven to succeed. Many of us went on to good law schools and

have had successful careers.”
Kelly wasn’t the only student who benefited from UM-Dearborn’s activist academic environment,
considered by some as a breeding ground for state political leaders. Alumni like Michigan Women’s
Commission Executive Director and former Michigan Republican Party Chair Susy Avery (’80 B.A.),
State Rep. Shanelle Jackson (’03 B.A.) and others enthusiastically arrived at UM-Dearborn and left
transformed by their college experience.
“Justice Kelly, Rep. Jackson and Susy Avery are stunning examples of what bright, disciplined,
hard-working individuals can accomplish,” said Ed Bagale, UM-Dearborn vice chancellor for
government relations. “These three women, and scores of alumni from every part of the political
spectrum, are always there for UM-Dearborn. But I know they get their biggest kick from helping
our students, the next generation of leaders.”
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Driven to Succeed
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Justice Mary Beth Kelly

ooking back on her undergraduate days, Kelly fondly
recalled many conversations with her peers.
“I had a group of friends who were political science or
philosophy majors,” she said. “We spent a lot of time together
talking politics. For us, the campus wasn’t just a commuter environment. It was a highly-charged political atmosphere.”
Kelly participated in UM-Dearborn’s Washington, D.C.
Internship program and spent a summer interning for Rep.
Sander Levin. Bitten by the legal bug, Kelly went on to earn her
law degree at University of Notre Dame. She later became a successful commercial litigation partner at Dickinson Wright in
Detroit. But after 12 years of practice, Kelly decided to take her
career to the next level.
“I really wanted to serve the public sector and felt I was best
suited for the judiciary instead of a partisan, elected position,” she
said. “I also felt I had built enough credible experience to make
that move.”
Former state governor John Engler appointed Kelly to the
Wayne County Circuit Court in 1999. In 2002, she was appointed
chief judge, making her the first woman to lead that bench. Kelly
tackled tough issues, like budget deficit reduction, timely dockets
and jail overcrowding. She also devoted more judicial resources to
the court’s Family Division.
During this time, Kelly received an encouraging letter from a
fellow alumna.
“Susy Avery, who was Wayne County commissioner, wrote a

Susy Avery
letter that expressed support for some of the difficult decisions
I had made,” she said. “You always hear from people who don’t
like your decisions. Rarely do you receive a letter of support.”
When Kelly decided to run for Michigan Supreme Court in
2009, a mutual friend suggested hiring Avery as her campaign
manager. Kelly didn’t hesitate to make the call.
“I remembered Susy’s letter and her extensive political background, including her work within the Engler administration. I
was thrilled with the prospect and jumped at the chance.
“Susy has been a huge influence on my career and I’m tremendously grateful to her. She has a good perspective on what’s
important in life. And as a result of going through the campaign
process with her, we’ve become very good friends.”

Justice Mary Beth Kelly

Taking the Public Path
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Susy Avery

very discovered her love of politics early on as she supported George Romney’s gubernatorial campaign.
“Gov. Romney inspired a lot of young people to go
into politics,” she said. “It’s ironic that I’m now executive director of the Michigan Women’s Commission, which Gov. Romney
established in the 1960s.”
Avery initially attended Schoolcraft College and intended to
transfer to UM-Ann Arbor, but chose UM-Dearborn for its more
intimate campus.
“I really enjoyed my years at UM-Dearborn,” she said. “My
political science professors set me on a path that led to a higher
level of public service. I’m still in touch with professor Bernie
Klein, Ed Bagale and others who influenced my career.”
Like Kelly, Avery took advantage of the political internship
program, interning with former state Sen. Robert Geake. After
earning her political science degree, Avery entered politics as an
elected official for Northville Township. As she moved up the
ladder to director of public affairs for Gov. Engler, she offered
internships to UM-Dearborn students.
“UM-Dearborn holds its students to a high moral and ethical
standard. When I work with its students or alumni, I know I’ll be
associated with people who uphold those standards.”

The UM-Dearborn connection is one reason why Avery followed Kelly’s career and decided to run her campaign.
“Mary Beth Kelly is extremely professional and a true legal
intellectual,” Avery said. “I really enjoyed running her campaign
and we became fast friends as we traveled across the state.”
Avery now is an advocate for veterans’ benefits, resources to end
human trafficking and start-up funds for women entrepreneurs.
She also follows the new generation of political leaders emerging
from her alma mater, including state Rep. Shanelle Jackson.
“Shanelle is very smart and a dynamo — people listen when
she speaks,” Avery says. “She’s a hard worker, very studious and
skilled at developing coalitions. She’s going to go far in politics.”

A Rising Political Star

J

State Rep. Shanelle Jackson

ackson knew from an early age she wanted to help improve
the lives of families like her own.
“When I was eight years old, I asked my mother why the
street lights worked in my grandmother’s neighborhood and not
in my own,” said Jackson, who grew up in northwest Detroit and
now serves the same neighborhood as state representative.
Though she arrived at UM-Dearborn a generation after Kelly
and Avery, Jackson found the environment equally stimulating.
“My professors inspired me to have a greater understanding of how government works,” she said. “The culture of the
university and my experiences also shaped my perspective on
how education and education services should be delivered. I
didn’t have the greatest grades as a high school student, but
UM-Dearborn gave me a chance and provided the support I
needed to be successful.”
Jackson went on to earn a master’s degree in social justice
from Marygrove College. She then jumped right into the political arena. She served as deputy chief of staff in state Rep. Virgil
Smith’s Detroit office before winning her own state representative
bid in 2006. In doing so, Jackson became the youngest woman of
color, 26, to serve in either chamber of the Michigan legislature.
“I’ve helped pass some substantive laws,” Jackson said of her
efforts to reform unfair insurance practices, ensure equitable
funding for education and stop unfair home foreclosures. “It’s
been a very gratifying experience, particularly my work on the
House Appropriations Committee.”
Jackson hopes to leverage that experience as she prepares to
run for the U.S. House of Representatives in Michigan’s redrawn
13th District. In next year’s primary, she’ll likely run against veteran Democrat John Conyers.
Jackson hasn’t met Kelly or Avery, but she’s certainly aware of
them and other students who have impacted state politics.
“I’m very humbled to be mentioned in the same sentence as
Justice Kelly and Susy Avery,” Jackson said. “I have a tremendous
amount of respect for them and other UM-Dearborn alumni who
have become key decision-makers and served our state citizens.
“UM-Dearborn encourages students to think beyond themselves and to consider how we can change the world for the
better. That was the core theme of every class I took. It’s a special
chemistry that breeds leaders.”

Grads in Government
UM-Dearborn alumni serve in
leadership roles throughout the state
government; several were elected
in November 2010.
Vicki Barnett (’81 B.G.S., ’93
M.B.A.) is serving her second
term in the Michigan House,
where she represents the 37th
District. Barnett (D-Farmington
Hills) is focused on making the
community a better place to live,
work, do business and raise a
family.

Paul Clemente (’85 B.B.A.) is
in his first term in the Michigan
House. Clemente (D-Lincoln Park)
represents the 14th District, which
includes Allen Park, Lincoln Park,
Melvindale, Ecorse and River
Rouge. He works to support small
businesses, which he says are the
backbone of our economy.
George Darany (’78 B.A.)
is serving his first term in the
Michigan House, where he
represents the 15th District.
Darany (D-Dearborn) is a proud
supporter of Dearborn schools
and has participated on committees and projects related to
local schools.

Lesia Liss (’07 B.A.) is in her
second term in the Michigan
House. Liss (D-Warren) represents
the 28th District, which includes
the southern part of Warren and
all of Center Line. After nearly a
quarter-century spent working in
the health-care industry, Liss ran
for office because she wanted to
help people in a broader way.
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