
Travis Hill (Immediate Past Chair) presents Alex Burnett with the 2013 Sandra P. Thompson Award at the VBA Annual Meeting.
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SANDRA P. THOMPSON AWARD RECIPIENT

Interview with Alex 
Burnett
On January 24, 2014, at the 124th Annual 
Meeting of The Virginia Bar Association, 
W. Alexander (“Alex”) Burnett was presented 
with the 2013 Sandra P. Thompson Award 
in recognition of his outstanding work and 
long-term service. Alex is a Shareholder in the 
Richmond office of Williams Mullen where he 
practices construction law, bankruptcy & credi-
tors’ rights, and real estate litigation.

Alex, congratulations on receiv-
ing the Sandra P. Thompson Award! 
You received the award at this 
year’s Annual Meeting, which was 
your last VBA event as a member of 
the Young Lawyers Division. How 
many years were you a member of 
the YLD?

I graduated from the University of Rich-
mond School of Law in May of 2004 and 
I moved to Washington, D.C. and clerked 
for The Honorable Claude M. Hilton in 
the U.S. District Court for the Eastern 
District of Virginia (Alexandria Division) 
for one year. Following my clerkship, in 
September of 2005, I joined the firm 
Williams Mullen and I joined the VBA 
and the YLD thereafter in October 2005. 
This past January 2014, I officially aged 
off the YLD. So, I was a member for a 
little over 8 years.

What prompted you to get involved 
in the VBA?

Williams Mullen encourages all of the 

associates to be members of the VBA 
but as far as getting involved, I give Matt 
Cheek, a banking and financial services 
partner at Williams Mullen, credit for 
that. In 2005 and 2006, I assisted with 
the National Moot Court Program. Then, 
in the spring of 2007, I received a call 
from Matt who was the Chair of the 
YLD. He asked whether I would serve as 
one of the co-chairs for the Moot Court 
Committee. I accepted that position and 
served as Co-Chair of the National Moot 
Court Committee for the next 7 years. 
Construction law has always been one of 
my primary focuses so Matt also nomi-
nated me to be the YLD liaison on the 
Construction and Public Contracts Law 
Section Council. So, I have to give credit 
to Matt Cheek for getting me plugged 
into the YLD.

What projects have you worked 
on during your time in the Young 
Lawyers Division, and what leader-
ship positions have you held?

I served as co-chair of the National Moot 
Court Committee for 7 years. I served 
as a YLD liaison to the Construction 
and Public Contracts Law Section for 
approximately 6 years. I served on the 
YLD Executive Committee for approxi-
mately 4 years. I volunteered for the 
YLD’s Model Judiciary Program serving 
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as Benedictine’s model judiciary coach and I have been a regu-
lar volunteer for the Virginia Hispanic Chamber of Commerce 
Program.

How has your participation in the VBA impacted your 
development as a lawyer?

My participation with the VBA has impacted my development 
in a number of ways. First, in my role on the Construction and 
Public Contracts Law Section Council, I’ve had an opportunity 
to work with some of the top construction lawyers in the state, 
assisted in organizing construction CLE programs, and moni-
tored construction and public contracts related legislation to stay 
tuned with developments in my practice area. This experience 
on the Council has really elevated my construction law practice. 
Through the National Moot Court Committee, I’ve gotten to 
know a number of Virginia and North Carolina judges, as well 
as members of the American College of Trial Lawyers. All of 
these connections, as well as the friends I’ve made over the years 
through the YLD, have helped me develop a deep referral network 
and have impacted my professional development tremendously.

What was the most rewarding aspect of your time in 
the VBA Young Lawyers Division?

The most personally rewarding aspect was attending the YLD 
Spring and Fall meetings. Over the years, I met a lot of good 
people and forged long lasting personal and professional friend-
ships. Those meetings allowed everyone to reconnect and were a 
lot of fun. Additionally, the many hours I spent working on vari-
ous community service projects like National Moot Court and 
Model Judiciary gave me a worthy and personally rewarding way 
to give back to my local community. Professionally, my service 
on the Construction and Public Contracts Law Section Council 
really helped me develop my expertise and referral network in 
my construction practice.

What changes have you witness in the YLD (if any)?

A number of new YLD committees have been added during my 
involvement in the YLD, like the Legal Food Frenzy and Virginia 
Hispanic Chamber of Commerce Legal Aid Clinic. These pro-
grams have been tremendously successful because of the hard 
work of the YLD leaders who chair them.

What do you see as the YLD’s greatest challenges and 
opportunities in the years ahead?

I think membership and meeting attendance are two of the 
biggest challenges. The challenging economy may cause some 
people to cut their YLD membership or choose not to attend the 
meetings, and that would be a real shame because YLD member-
ship and attendance of the meetings are rewarding and good for 
young lawyers over the long term. The YLD leadership needs to 
stay vigilant about following up and keeping everyone involved. 
YLD leaders also need to look for ways get the young lawyers in 
their firms involved in YLD committees. Law firms also need to 
do their part to encourage and support leadership in the VBA.

What advice would you give to young lawyers begin-
ning their careers and thinking about getting involved 
in the VBA? Do you have any thoughts on the best way 
to get plugged in?

The best way to get plugged into the VBA is to reach out to the 
YLD Chair and ask to get involved. You can also attend the Spring 
or Fall meetings. There are opportunities every year for those 
who ask. My advice to the current committee chairs is to step 
up their involvement by attending the meetings and to put their 
name into consideration for positions on the Executive Commit-
tee. Too many people run their committees but never attend the 
meetings—and the meetings in my opinion are one of the most 
rewarding aspects of VBA involvement. Don’t put in the work 
on your committee but fail to take advantage of the networking 
and other benefits available through the meetings.

Thank you, Alex, for your outstanding work and long-
term service to the VBA Young Lawyers Division. Now 
that you have aged out of the YLD, how do you plan to 
remain involved in the VBA?

I am currently serving on the Construction and Public Contracts 
Law Section Council and I plan to continue to play an active 
role with the Section Council and with the VBA as opportuni-
ties arise. 

Recent Event: 
“Career Conversations” at the University of 

Richmond
By Fiona Clancy

On March 4, 2014, the VBA University of Richmond Law School 
Council co-hosted an event at the University of Richmond 
Jepson Alumni Center with the law school’s career develop-
ment office and Phi Delta Phi. The purpose of the event was 
to give students the opportunity to network with attorneys 
in various practice areas. Before the event, students indicated 
the practice areas in which they were interested from among 
the following choices: (1) civil litigation, (2) family/estates, (3) 
criminal, (4) labor & employment, (5) transactional, and (6) 
non-transactional. 

Approximately thirty attorneys and seventy students partici-
pated in Career Conversations. Food and drinks were served 
at assigned tables, and students rotated between two prac-
tice area tables based on the their chosen preferences. Career 
Conversations was a wonderful event that was well-received 
by everyone who attended. One attorney who participated 
commented that, “It is invigorating for me to share my career 
experiences and to see the optimism and enthusiasm for the 
profession of these soon-to-be lawyers.” Another lawyer said, 
“It was a terrific opportunity to underscore how important net-
working is and demonstrate how to do it.”

Several law students appreciated the structure of the event. 
One law student who attended remarked, “I liked being in a 
more intimate environment. I also felt more comfortable being 
placed at a table instead of having to approach the attorney by 
myself.” The students also appreciated the diversity of lawyers 
who participated, with one stating, “I enjoyed having conver-
sations with attorneys in my field of interest, having attorneys 
in different generations at the table was especially enlighten-
ing.” Another law student said, “It’s nice to hear about attorneys’ 
work schedules, goals, backgrounds, and to have the chance 
to ask them questions in a casual atmosphere.”

To learn more about the University of Richmond Law School 
Council, contact Madelaine Kramer (mkramer@mrcpclaw.
com) or Nancy S. Lester (nancy.lester@ogletreedeakins.com).

Fiona Clancy is a law student at the University of Richmond 
School of Law.
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