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A family dairy farm south of Du Quoin inspired the life and the humanity of the late Judy Rice Cernkovich, who died too young but not before teaching us that there is no better way to thank God for your eyesight than by helping someone in the dark.

Judy and I attended Southern Illinois University together. I met my husband Richard through Judy. And, I shared the heartbreak of her death to cancer at the age of 59 in March 2007. 

She was the daughter of Harold Rice and the late Ara Jean Rice. Survivors include sisters Leanna and Jane and brothers Rudy and Charles (Beaver) of Du Quoin, part of a great family that certainly cherishes her memory.

Judy received her Bachelors Degree in Elementary Education and a Masters Degree in Special Education from Southern Illinois University. She held the certification as a Teacher of Children with Visual Impairments from the University of Toledo. 

She was a Teacher of Blind and Visually Impaired Children with the Wood County Educational Service Center, serving children from birth to five years of age and their families throughout 22 counties in Northwest and West Central Ohio.  She and husband Steve resided in Bowling Green, Ohio.

She was served as a guest lecturer on young children with visual impairments for the special education teacher training program at Bowling Green State University.  She conducted service training sessions for those working with blind and visually impaired children, and conducted vision screening training for Ohio Department of Health service coordinators throughout Northwest Ohio.  

Judy was an active participant in the Association for Education and Rehabilitation of the Blind and Visually Impaired of Ohio, where she held several leadership roles over many years, including President, and planned and implemented three statewide AERO conferences. 

 She was a member of the Council for Exceptional Children, Division on Visual Impairments and Division of Early Childhood; the Association for Education and Rehabilitation of the Blind and Visually Impaired, the Division for Multiple Disabilities/Deaf-Blind, and Division for Early Childhood; Association for Education and Rehabilitation of the Blind and Visually Impaired of Ohio; and The National Association for the Education of Young Children.  She served as a member of the Educational Products and Resources Evaluation team for the American Printing House for the Blind (APH), and was active in the Babies Count project.

Judy’s professional excellence was honored at both the state and national levels with no less than seven major awards. Shortly before her death the AERO Executive Board honored her by renaming the annual AERO Educator of the Year Award the Judy Cernkovich Excellence in Education Award. 

She was a beautiful and intelligent woman who broke ground on major initiatives that are helping the blind and visually impaired to this day.

Helen Keller, who championed sightless Americans, once said that the only thing worse than being blind is having sight while having no vision.

Judy had that vision and it was stunning. Tonight, the Du Quoin Community Unit District Foundation honors her memory and certainly her greatness.

