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Special Thanks To Our Partners

26th Annual Gala  |  Friday, October 19  |  Millennium Centre  |  Johnson City, TN
40 Under Forty honorees will be featured in the December issue of The Business Journal.

Deadline for nominations is August 27, 2018. Nominate online at 40under.com

A SALUTE TO EMERGING
STARS OF OUR COMMUNITY

     You can be a part of the recognition process by nominating a young 
businessperson who excels both professionally and in service to his or 
her community. It’s never been easier to make your 40 Under Forty 
nominations. Just visit 40under.com and follow the instructions.
     All 40 Under Forty nomination materials are due no later than 

August 27. Nominees must be 39 or younger as of October 19, 2018.  
Visit 40under.com for complete rules and requirements.
     The 26th Annual 40 Under Forty Gala will be held at the 
Millennium Centre in Johnson City  on Friday, October 19. Call 
423.979.1300 for more information. Honorees attend at no charge.
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You may have noticed Ballad 
Health is not a quiet entity. The 

region’s largest employer has been 
putting out press releases, holding 
news conferences and generally doing 
everything it can to make sure you 
know every good thing the company is 
doing in the region. 
  This goes against time-tested advice 
like, “If you’re winning an argument, 
stop talking,” and, “Once you’ve closed 

the sale, stop selling.” 
 Ballad exists. The COPA exists. Why continue arguing for it?
 A couple of reasons, really. First, the COPA is a living docu-
ment. It gets reviewed. Tennessee and Virginia have every right 
to step in if they believe Ballad is not living up to its promises. So, 
it behooves Ballad to make sure they tout their compliance loud 
enough to be heard in Nashville and Richmond.
 Second, many consumers in this region are part of a culture of 
insularity with a newly revitalized mistrust of any establishment 
larger than the corner store. Ballad needs them to know their 
hospitals are for them, not against them.
 That’s why The Business Journal was able to obtain the email 
shown on this page (and available at bjournal.com) addressing 
Ballad’s claim that rural hospitals would likely have been sold 
and/or shut down had it not been for the merger of Mountain 
States and Wellmont.
 For those not familiar with Greene County’s hospital situation, 
Ballad announced Aug. 1 it will merge the county’s two hospitals, 
Laughlin Memorial Hospital and Takoma Regional Hospital, 
while keeping both open as separate campuses. Ballad has 
repeatedly guaranteed that had the mergers of Mountain States 
and Laughlin – and then Mountain States and Wellmont – not 
occurred, at least one of those two hospitals would have closed.
 Circumstantial evidence certainly backs that claim. Both 
Greeneville hospitals have been hemorrhaging money ($31 
million combined operating losses in the last two years). Neither 
of the two previous owners of Takoma (Wellmont and Adventist), 
wanted it, tossing it back and forth in a game of hot potato.Ninety 
rural hospitals that existed eight years ago do not exist today.
 The 2016 email shown here goes beyond circumstantial 
evidence, though. It’s from a vice president of a for-profit system, 
LifePoint, to Laughlin’s CEO, proposing the two join forces 
to take out Takoma and bring Laughlin under the LifePoint 
umbrella. Had Laughlin not already been in talks with Mountain 
States and bound by an exclusivity and non-disclosure agree-
ment at that time, it would have been free to pursue such a 
course of action, and considering its rapidly declining financial 
situation, almost assuredly would have. 
 What makes this more timely – beyond just the Laughlin/Ta-
koma announcement – is the July 23 announcement that LifePoint, 

the company that sent the email, is being purchased by RCCH, itself 
owned by Apollo Global Management, a private equity firm whose 
other acquisitions include Redbox and Chuck E. Cheese’s.
 Chuck.
 E.
 Cheese’s.
 Apollo has bought hospitals before. Writing in Modern Health-
care magazine*, Tara Bannow describes the company’s tendency 
to purchase hospitals, then sell the buildings to get immediate 
capital, leasing the space afterward. That’s great for Apollo, but 
the hospitals end up making lease payments.
 So, had Laughlin gone with the LifePoint plan, the most likely 
scenario is that today there would be no Takoma (500+/- jobs 
gone), and Laughlin would be entering the portfolio of a New 
York equity firm with offices in Los Angeles, Houston, London, 
Frankfurt, Luxembourg, Madrid, Singapore, Hong Kong, Delhi, 
and Mumbai. It’s difficult to believe the well-being of the patient, 
or of the region, would trump shareholder value in that scenario.
 So, should the thanks of a grateful region allow Ballad to be 
held harmless for its actions going forward? Of course not. The 
very nature of the agreements under which it operates demand 
continuous investigation and reportage of its activities, both by 
the states and by extension, the media. 
 But what this does mean is that when Ballad says the merger 
saved rural hospitals (and thereby the economies in those rural 
communities), there’s truth to the statement. 

* http://www.modernhealthcare.com/article/20180723/
NEWS/180729972 or google “LifePoint assets could go into 
REIT following merger”

From the Editor

Why the company that put up isn’t shutting up
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Guest Column

I take a lot of pride in my 
Southwest Virginia roots.  I 

believe people in our region 
have a community identity 
based in our willingness to 
work hard, take care of our 
families, and take care of each 
other.  But I also know that 
we are facing a crisis, and 
this one involves a precious 
resource: our children.  
Southwest Virginia’s population declined by 16,035 
residents from 2010-2016, continuing a trend of 
young residents leaving primarily to seek better job 
opportunities.  As the outmigration continues, we 
are losing our future workers.  
 As the Executive Director and CEO of the Southwest-
ern Virginia Technology Council (SWVTC), it is my 
mission to address technology issues for business, educa-
tion and government with the purpose of enhancing the 
vitality and social well-being of Southwestern Virginia. 
To help us achieve our goals, we applied to the Virginia 
Initiative for Growth and Opportunity, GO Virginia, for 
funds to bring together components of the talent pipeline 
supporting technology company recruitment efforts 
throughout the Southwest Virginia Region One. 
 The SWVTC is focusing on providing a user-friendly 
and effective platform, which connects technology 
employers to qualified talent. The platform provides a 
common information portal with the region’s resources 
thereby strengthening the pipeline to existing informa-
tion technologies and emerging technologies.
 Our work will align with another GO Virginia grantee, 
United Way of Southwest Virginia, as they invest in their 
Ignite program by creating a capacity-building platform 
that provides activities that encourage post-secondary 
education, streamline work credentialing, provide work-
based learning opportunities, and match new graduates 

with local employers through a web-based platform.
 I am pleased that the SWVTC’s work will build on 
the work United Way is doing for our middle and high 
school students.  GO Virginia is providing opportuni-
ties for organizations in Southwest Virginia to network 
ideas and solutions to address the issues, opportuni-
ties, and challenges of technology.  Our efforts will be 
better rewarded if we work together to foster coordi-
nated technology development programs in the areas 
of education, commerce and economic development.
Employer needs in Southwest Virginia are continually 
changing, and schools are continually asked to do more 
with less.  These challenges will only become more 
difficult in a 21st century economy.  Southwest Virginia 
will need sector and community-wide solutions.  
These challenges are not for business, academic or 
government to solve alone.  It will take all stakeholders 
working together to solve this.
 As I think about the future, I am excited to be working 
in technology.  There will be jobs five years from now 
that don’t exist today, we are at the forefront of this new 
work.  That’s amazing!  But, even as we move forward, 
we cannot leave our children behind.  I envision a region 
that has an education pipeline that help employers 
recruit high-caliber and diverse talent, employers locate 
here because Southwest Virginia has the best workforce 
in America, and youth who no longer need to leave the 
region to find a good job with a livable wage.
 I want to create sustainable solutions to address the 
challenges facing both today’s and tomorrow’s work-
force, and I am committed to working with schools, 
businesses, governments and other nonprofits in our 
region to develop them. The return on this investment 
will be the skilled workers needed to build a robust 
competitive economy.

 Esther Bolling is executive director and CEO of the 
Southwestern Virginia Technology Council.

Using technology to connect 
employers to talent
by Esther Bolling
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Northeast Tennessee home sales were up 
for the seventh straight month in June while 
the average sales price drifted slightly lower 
than last year.
 “So far this year there has been little relief 
from a very tight inventory,” said Aaron 
Taylor, Northeast Tennessee Association of 
Realtors (NETAR) president. “During June 
we had 3.9 months of inventory. Still, both 
sales and the average sales price are on pace 
to be slightly higher than last year.” 
 Last year was the best year for residential 
sales since 2008. “So far this year, only one 
county market shows fewer closing and an av-
erage sales price lower than it was during the 
first six months of last year,” Taylor added.
 There were 670 closings on single-family 
resales in June. That was down from May’s 
record of 691 but 40 more than June last 
year. The average sales price was $174,103, 

down $5,558 from June last year. So far 
this year, 3,257 single-family home sales 
have closed - 272 more than in the first six 
months of last year. The year-to-date aver-
age sales price is up 9.1 percent.
 Closing on condominium and townhome 
resales were flat when compared to June last 
year, and the average sales price is slightly 
softer. According to the NETAR Trends 
Report, there were 65 closings last month 
compared to 68 in June last year. So far this 
year, 279 sales have closed. During the first six 
months of last year, there were 295 closings.
 The average single-family sale that closed 
in June was on the market for 114 days. 
“That’s the least time-on-market we’ve seen 
since 2008,” Taylor said. However, homes 
that are aggressively priced are selling much 
faster, he added. Average time-on-market 
for a June’s condo sale was 87 days.

June NE Tenn. home sales up 6.3%, 
avg. sales price down 3.1%

NOTE: NETAR counts city sales as those in high school zones. City sales and price data are included in the county totals.

Trends

Here’s a capsule look at local market tends based on the year-to-date city 
and county single-family resales and average prices compared to the first six 
months of last year:

CITY MARKETS 
Johnson City: Sales 418, up 37. Avg. price - $224,249, down $6,139.
Kingsport: Sales 403, up 64. Avg. price - $178,939, up $8,544.
Bristol, TN: Sales 159, up 15. Avg. price - $154,831, up $20,242.
Greeneville: Sales 96, up 10. Avg. price $135,303, up $1,665.
Bristol, VA: Sales 93, down 3. Avg. price - $127,352, up $19,853.
Elizabethton: Sales 92, up 12. Avg. price - $123,363, down $1,349.
Erwin/Unicoi: Sales 77, down 6.  Avg. price - $152,899, down $10,177.

COUNTY MARKETS
Sullivan: Sales 972, up 93. Avg. price - $172,170, up $10,680.
Washington, TN: Sales 853, up 60. Avg. price $217,538, up $7,724.
Greene: Sales 332, up 30. Avg. price $151,076, up $3,303.
Hawkins: Sales 276, up 19. Avg. price $148,531, up $7,079.
Carter: Sales 267, up 16. Avg. price $135,285 up $499.
Washington, VA: Sales 218, up 1. Avg. price $188,347, up $17,656.
Wise: 104, up 29. Avg. price $113,810, up $10,599.
Johnson: Sales 69, up 18. Avg. price $165,351, up $54,434.
Scott: Sales 66, up 3. Avg. price $85,491, down $23,530.
Lee: Sales 22, up 6. Avg. price $98,911, up $20,946.
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Ending months of speculation in the community, Ballad 
Health executives informed the staff at both Laughlin Memo-

rial Hospital and Takoma Regional Hospital in Greeneville, 
Tenn., Aug. 1 that both hospitals will remain open, though the 
service offerings at each will change significantly beginning early 
next year. 
 “There’s been some guessing that we were going to close one and 
not the other, but both hospitals will remain open going forward 
and that has always been our plan,” Eric Deaton, senior vice 
president for Ballad Health’s market operations told reporters.
 In a release issued first to employees and then to the media, 
Ballad stated, “Beginning in early 2019, Takoma Regional Hospi-
tal will focus its services on advanced outpatient and non-acute 
inpatient care, while Laughlin Memorial Hospital will focus on 
providing acute inpatient services. The two hospitals will operate 
as one entity with two campuses.”
 Services to be offered at Takoma will include inpatient rehabili-
tation, inpatient geriatric-psychiatric care, occupational medicine, 
sleep medicine, emergency medicine and advanced diagnostic 
imaging. Services to be offered at Laughlin will include inpatient 
surgery, inpatient medical/surgical care, same-day surgery, 
endoscopy, emergency medicine, ICU and obstetrics, including 
labor and delivery. The hospitals will also work together to provide 
a combination of observation and short-stay care for pediatrics. 
Both hospitals will continue to operate emergency departments, 
along with the services necessary to support those departments. 
 “This will allow us to operate with a level of specialization that 
really wasn’t possible before,” said Tammy Albright, Takoma 
CEO. “Concentrating volume onto one unit or facility will allow 
us to reduce the cost of care, which is something that we pledged 
to the community when we created Ballad Health.”
 In addition, a new 12-bed progressive care unit will be added. 
Progressive care provides an intermediate level of care between 
intensive care and a general medical/surgical unit.
 Greene County will be the first market within Ballad Health to 
move to a consolidated Epic electronic medical record (EMR). The 
Epic EMR is currently in use at Takoma, and will be installed at 
Laughlin in December. Medical services will begin transitioning 
between the two hospitals in early 2019 after the Epic installation 
is complete. The heritage Wellmont hospitals currently use Epic. 
Ballad has committed to transitioning the heritage Mountain 
States facilities as well, with Laughlin being the first.
 Consolidation of services in Greene County is approved in the 
Ballad Health COPA agreement with the state of Tennessee. “The 
decisions about where and how to combine services were made 
after the merger,” Albright said.
 “In our merger agreement, we pledged to the community and 

to our regional employers to reduce unnecessary cost by orga-
nizing our services in a way that makes the most sense for the 
community,” said Deaton. “The decisions about where and how 
to consolidate services in Greene County were made by collab-
orative, multi-disciplinary teams working together to determine 
how these two hospitals could best meet the needs of Greene 
County residents. These teams, including leadership from both 
hospitals, gathered input from physicians and other clinical 
leaders and evaluated patient volumes and medical service needs 
in the area before making a final decision.”
 Both hospitals have been running at around 30 percent 
occupancy with revenue losses totaling $31 million in the last 
two years under the old system. “It just makes sense for us to 
combine services where the capacity can be used for better 
service in the future,” Deaton said.
 Albright will serve as CEO of the combined hospital. Chuck 
Whitfield, CEO of Laughlin Memorial Hospital, will serve in an 
advisory role during the transition until his retirement on Febru-
ary 28, 2019. The combined hospital will have an entirely new 
name, which will be decided with community input at a later date.
 There may be up to 30 jobs lost in the transition, said Scott 
Niswonger of the Ballad Health board, but the majority, if not all, 
of those will occur through attrition. Those job losses will be split 
between administrative and clinical positions.

Ballad Health to keep both Greeneville hospitals open

by Scott Robertson

Laughlin CEO Chuck Whitfield congratulates Takoma CEO 
Tammy Albright. PHOTO BY SCOTT ROBERTSON

Features

Laughlin to focus on outpatient services, Takoma on inpatient
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Bristol Compressors executives told 
the company’s 470 employees in 

Washington County, Va., on July 31 
the plant there will close in 60 days. 
Company officials blamed the closing 
on soft demand for its products in the 
Middle East. Bristol Compressors, 
which makes compressors for the 
HVAC and refrigeration markets, had 
previously placed a substantial burden 
on its Middle Eastern sales to make 
up for lower market share in North 
America. Bristol Compressors opened a 
sales office in a Dubai Free Trade Zone 
in the United Arab Emirates in 2015. 
Those sales failed to materialize in great 
enough volume to save the company.
 The company has been troubled for 
some time. A pair of leveraged buyouts, 
one in 2007 by KPS Capital Partners 
(which bought the company from 
Johnson Controls) and the other in 
2011 by Garrison Investment Group, 
kept Bristol Compressors from closing 
previously. Large layoffs and rehires had 
taken place as sales volume rose and 
declined over the last decade-plus.
 2018 was supposed to have been the turn-around year for the 
company. An agreement with DHX, a Goergia-based company 
which patented technology allowing the creation of smaller 
compressors would, according to the Bristol Compressors, 
“fundamentally change the HVAC/R industry’s expectations of 
compressor performance.” Bristol Compressors even began an 
expansion of its Washington County Industrial Park facility with 
a ramp-up in mind. Those technological advances turned out to 
be too little, too late.
 The company was required by The U.S. Department of Labor’s 
Worker Adjustment and Retraining Notification (WARN) Act 
to notify Washington County government of its plans. Whitney 
Bonham Czelusniak, economic development director for the 
county said that the closing would have a direct negative impact 
on the county of around $200,000. “That’s only a ballpark 
figure,” Czelusniak cautioned. “It doesn’t take into account any 
multipliers or other factors.”
 Local officials pledged to do what they could for displaced 
workers. Bristol, Va., City Manager Randall Eads praised the 

Bristol Chamber of Commerce for taking 
quick action. “The Bristol Chamber 
has spearheaded an effort to have a job 
fair for displaced Bristol Compressors 
workers,” Eades said. That job fair has 
already been scheduled for Aug. 28 at the 
Holiday Inn at exit 7 of Interstate 81.
 “We are reaching out to manufactur-
ers from Greeneville, Tenn., to Wy-
theville, Va., in order to get these Bristol 
Compressors workers rehired,” Eads 
said. “I actually had Henry County, Va., 
reach out to me today. They have some 
manufacturers looking for workers, and 
I think they will be in attendance at the 
job fair as well. People from across the 
region are looking to hire good quality 
employees and they know they can get 
those employees here.”
 Washington County Board of Supervi-
sors Chairman Saul Hernandez expressed 
gratitude to the chamber for arranging 
the job fair and confidence the companies 
involved would be glad they took part. 
“This job fair will showcase a very rich 
pool of highly employable candidates. 
These folks are workforce ready, skilled 

individuals who will be an asset to our regional employers who 
choose to participate in the fair.”
 Chamber CEO Beth Rhinehart said opportunities will likely 
soon arise for workers who need to stay in Bristol. “American 
Merchant is just gearing up its hiring process. They’re looking 
at hiring up to 200 individuals. That is a great opportunity for 
folks to hopefully make a seamless shift if there is an appropriate 
position available based on their own skill sets and what they can 
bring from one job to the other. We will certainly do everything 
in our power to help with that if we can. We will reach out to see 
if there is anything specific we can do.
 “The other thing we can do is to try to connect people with 
our own member businesses. Other opportunities may exist 
or may be on the horizon,” Rhinehart said. “Hopefully we can 
serve as an intermediary between the loss of one job and the 
transfer into a new one.”
 Rhinehart says she’s heartened by the quick response from other 
manufacturers interested in the possibility of hiring Bristol Com-
pressors workers. “Sixty days will be here before you know it.”

Bristol Compressors closing

by Scott Robertson

Bristol Compressors CEO Ed Gniewek 
FILE PHOTO

470 displaced employees to enter job market in next 60 days

Features
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The on-again, off-again Sessions Hotel 
project in Bristol, Va., is on again. 

Ground was broken July 26 for the 70-room 
boutique hotel on State Street that had 
originally been announced in Dec. 2013. The 
hotel, once slated to open in spring 2015, 
is now scheduled to open its doors next 
summer.
 Funding for the project, originally 
announced to be in the $20 million range, 
proved to be more difficult to arrange 
than Cornerstone Hospitality President 
and CEO Kimberly Christner would have 
liked, she said at the groundbreaking. “I’m 
sure some of you never thought that this 
day would come, and while we’ve never 
wavered in our belief in the project, there 
were times when we didn’t think it was 
going to happen either. So I can assure you 
we are grateful to be here.”
 Even with funding from Kentucky-based 
Community First Bank and several Bristol-
area private investors including Lois and 
Larry Clarke and Mitch Walters, the project 
still needed help across the finish line.
 A representative from Senator Mark Warner’s office confirmed 
Christner applied for the senator’s assistance to cut through red 
tape. “Our office was contacted in 2017 by Kimberly Christner, 
CEO of Cornerstone Hospitality, to inquire on her behalf on the 
status of her SBA loan application—which was the last piece 

of the financing puzzle to move forward 
with the Session Hotel project,” said Nelly 
Decker, Warner’s press secretary. “After 
Sen. Warner’s office inquired on the status 
of the SBA loan on Ms. Christner’s behalf, 
the SBA provided a timely decision and 
ultimately approved the SBA loan.”
    “Anyone who does this kind of work, the 
bringing back of historic buildings in down-
town markets, knows it is a very difficult 
process,” Christner said. “It is time consum-
ing. You take two steps forward and six 
steps back. You take one step forward and 
three steps back. Before you know it, you’re 
square dancing with someone you didn’t 
intend to square dance with. It is fraught 
with twists and turns and ups and downs 
and is an exhausting process. But when 
you’re bringing something this fabulous 
back to life, you just press through.”
    The planned hotel will incorporate the 
Owen Equipment Building on State Street 
with the former Jobbers Candy factory 
and Service Mills buildings with an open 

air performance venue associated with a restaurant between 
them. The venue, Christner said, will be a place for musicians to 
perform, “on their way to Nashville.” The Sessions Hotel takes its 
name from the Bristol Sessions of 1927, generally regarded as the 
birth of country music.

Sessions Hotel project back up and running
by Scott Robertson

The official groundbreaking  PHOTOS BY SCOTT ROBERTSON

Kimberly Christner, Cornerstone Hospitality 
CEO, speaks as Bristol Chamber President 
Beth Rhinehart looks on.
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Covenant Transportation Group (CTG) acquired Landair 
Holdings, Inc. in a deal announced July 5 in Greeneville. 

Under the terms of the agreement, CTG purchased all of 
Landair’s outstanding stock in exchange for approximately $83 
million in cash. Landair was founded in 1981 by Scott Nis-
wonger and Ed Sayler. Presently, Landair operates around 430 
trucks and 900 trailers and manages 12 distribution facilities 
covering about 1.8 million square feet of warehouse space.
 “Today is the start of the next chapter in the Landair story,” 
Niswonger said in a statement. “We are blessed to have 
identified a strategic buyer that was founded on faith-based 
principles and is committed to continued investment in our 
business and people.”
 As for the ramifications of the deal, Landair president John 
Tweed will continue to lead the company, and CTG expects 
to maintain Landair’s Greeneville headquarters. CTG said 
Landair’s employees and customers should notice little change 
moving forward.
 “I am excited about this combination because it will give 
Landair and its customers access to, and the benefit of, the 
comprehensive resources of CTG,” Tweed said. “Continued 
growth at the pace we are experiencing requires access to the 
resources and support of a strong partner like CTG. The align-
ment in company cultures should enable a smooth integration 
of the two well-respected organizations.”
 Covenant Transportation Group, Inc. is the holding company 
for several transportation providers for customers throughout 
the United States. The consolidated group includes operations 
from Covenant Transport and Covenant Transport Solutions of 
Chattanooga, Southern Refrigerated Transport of Texarkana, 
Arkansas and Star Transportation of Nashville. In addition, 
Transport Enterprise Leasing, of Chattanooga is an integral 
affiliated company providing revenue equipment sales and 
leasing services to the trucking industry.
 “We pursued Landair because of their proven record of 
growth and profitability in the dedicated and 3PL markets, 
their talented management team led by John Tweed, and 
the quality and integrity of their culture represented by their 
co-founder, Scott Niswonger,” said CGT’s Chairman and CEO 
David R. Parker. “Landair is a perfect fit with our strategy 
to grow in areas where we can get closer and more heavily 
integrated with customers. We believe the backing of CTG will 
provide additional resources to expand Landair’s dedicated 
truckload operations to best meet the needs of its strong 
customer base, as well as improve profit margins through 
identified cost synergies.”

Features

Covenant acquires Landair 
for $83 million
by Dave Ongie
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In 2016, the Virginia General Assembly approved legislation 
requiring the Commonwealth’s Standard of Learning (SoLs) to 

include computer science and computational thinking, includ-
ing computer coding. As a result, last year, computer science 
SoLs were written for kindergarten through eighth grade, with 
optional electives at the middle school level, and a sequence of 
high school courses. 
 Every public school in Virginia now teaches topics including 
computing systems, networks and the Internet, cybersecurity, 
data and analysis, algorithms and programming, and impacts 
of computing. Those concepts are integrated into the rest of a 
student’s classes. As a result, every public schoolteacher in the 
Commonwealth is charged with educating students in these 
fields. Educators, already trained in teaching other subjects, are 
working quickly to learn the knowledge and skills necessary to 
meet the new computer science SoLs.
 The Commonwealth, in association with the CodeVA non-
profit organization, implemented a “train the trainer” plan 
in which teachers from each school would travel to a remote 
location (Richmond), where they would learn not only what they 
would need to know to meet the SoLs, but also what they would 
need to train their colleagues to meet the same standards.
 Chris Dovi, executive director of CodeVA, said the program 
gives pre-service training that mimics the training teachers 
would receive in a college of education. “The teacher comes to 
us in the summer, then we work together throughout the school 
year and they come back the following summer.”
 Unfortunately, the cost – transportation, overnight housing, 
paying a substitute and missed work time) of sending teachers to 
Richmond put the training out of reach of many school systems. 
In fact, as of August, 2017, CodeVA had trained nearly 1,800 
Virginia teachers, yet fewer than 40 of those trained teachers 
worked at schools in southside or the southwest. So in August, 
the Virginia Tobacco Region Revitalization Commission funded a 
$361,625 grant to train teachers from rural southside and south-
west Virginia public schools in computer science and coding.
 David Matlock, director of the Southwest Virginia Higher 
Education Center in Abingdon, mounted a campaign to host the 
Southwest Virginia educators. “It’s our mission to meet the needs 
of our citizens in order to build a more effective workforce,” 
Matlock said. “I wanted to make sure our school superintendents 
from Region 7 had this resource available to them and no cost to 
the educators.”
 Dovi toured the center, which was then chosen as the site to 
which teachers in Southwest Virginia (an area roughly stretching 
from Lee to Bland, Floyd and Wythe counties) would receive 
their training. In addition to its central location in the region, the 
center also has the technology needed. As it turned out, teachers 
from as far away as Roanoke were in the first class of 54 educa-

tors to take the training in Abingdon the first week of June.
Kristie Hucks has been teaching fourth grade science and social 
studies at Meadowview Elementary School for 16 years. “I 
went to class from June 4-6. The first day we learned a coding 
program which we used all three days. We went through the 
SoLs and talked about what we are already doing as teachers 
and what else we need to do to make sure the Sols in computer 
science are met.
 “I still have another class in October to finish up,” Hucks said, 
“then I’ll take back to our teachers the things they can start 
integrating into their classrooms as daily classroom activities to 
meet the SoLs. As it stands right now, we have an IT teacher, but 
she’s only there one, maybe two days a week. So, it’s really the 
job of the classroom teachers to make sure the SoLs are met.”
“The model worked,” said David Matlock, director of the 
Southwest Virginia Higher Education Center. “The teachers 
drove here, then most drove home, slept in their own beds and 
came back. We were less than an hour’s drive for most.”
 Going forward, Dovi says, the demands of the Virginia economy 
mandate the growth of computer science as an area of study. “Ad-
vanced manufacturing, next generation biomedical, agricultural 
– these areas are all moving toward requiring computer science as 
a base skill. It is a literacy and it is a transferable skill.”
 “These students are the workforce that’s coming,” echoes 
Hucks. “They are our future.” 

 If you’re interested in exactly what Virginia students are learn-
ing, the SoLs for computer science can be found at doe.virginia.
gov/testing/sol/standards_docs/computer-science/

Bringing the mountain: 

by Scott Robertson

Bristol, Va., Superintendent of Schools Dr. Keith Perrigan (left), educa-
tor Melissa Warren and Southwest Virginia Higher Education Center 
Director David Matlock at a CodeVA meeting for Bristol, Va., teachers, 
July 30. PHOTO COURTESY SOUTHWEST VIRGINIA HIGHER EDUCATION CENTER

CodeVA training comes to region
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7:50am    Ecommerce site ready to launch.
7:51am     Called IT to make sure fraud protection   

was in place.
7:52am    It wasn’t.
7:55am    Postponed site launch.
8:00am    Called Megan at First Tennessee.

FOR SOLUTIONS THAT SERVE YOUR INDIVIDUAL BUSINESS NEEDS,   
VISIT FTB.COM/SOLUTIONS

©2018 First Tennessee Bank National Association operating  
as First Tenne ssee Bank and Capital Bank. Member FDIC. 

In an ever-changing digital age, staying one step ahead is vital, 
especially when it comes to fraud risks. First Tennessee’s fraud 
protection services help combat threats by getting to know 
your business and developing plans to protect both you and 
your customers from risks. And that’s a reward in itself.
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San Bernadino, Cal.-based Anita’s Snack Foods held its 
official ribbon cutting in Kingsport Tuesday morning, about 

60 days after beginning operations in the former Pure Foods 
building in the Gateway Commerce Park at Tri-Cities Crossing. 
The company acquired the Kingsport operation in May. “Anita’s 
Mexican Foods is expanding its business across the nation,” 
CEO Ricardo Robles said. “We are now able to supply customers 
more efficiently from coast to coast.”
 Brim’s Snack Foods had originally won the right to purchase 
the assets of Pure Foods in March, outbidding Anita’s in the 
process. Soon afterward, however, Brim’s and Anita’s began 
talks, said Clay Walker, CEO of NETWORKS Sullivan Partner-
ship. “We had been somewhat disappointed when Brim’s won 
out originally,” Walker said. “We had talked with the folks 
from Anita’s. They had met with local officials and they really 
wanted to be involved in the community.”
 Brim’s was more interested in acquiring the assets than in 
the location, Walker said. “They were never about getting to the 
employment levels Anita’s wants to reach.”
 When Anita’s began operations 30 days ago, roughly 30 
employees were brought on. Today that number has already 
almost doubled, and the company plans to hire more than 100 
workers for the Kingsport operation.
 “Anita’s has already talked to us about long-term plans regard-
ing potential growth from that facility,” Walker said. “They plan 
for that growth to come from the east coast and the Southeast.
 The 88,000-square-foot building was built by JA Street and 
Associates specifically for snack food production and is easily 
expandable, should business growth call for it.
 NETWORKS, the Tennessee Department of Economic and 
Community Development, the Kingsport Chamber of Com-
merce and the Kingsport Economic Development Board have 
all worked to make sure the site becomes a productive driver for 
the regional economy.

Anita’s breathes life into 
former Pure Foods site

Anita’s ribbon-cutting ceremony was held July 30 in Kingsport. 
PHOTO BY JEFF WILLIAMS
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Cash on the Barrelhead: Speyside cooperage to benefit 
Washington, Smyth economies
 
 France-based 
Speyside Bourbon 
Cooperage, Inc. will 
invest $26 million to 
establish a bourbon 
barrel cooperage in 
Smyth County, Va., 
and $9 million in a 
new stave mill facility 
in Washington County, 
Va. The announcement 
came from the office 
of Governor Ralph 
Northam, who said the 
projects will create 
125 new jobs in Smyth 
County and 35 new jobs 
in Washington County. 
 “Speyside Bourbon 
Cooperage is expanding its footprint in Virginia just two years after 
announcing its first operation in Bath County, a neat testament 
to the Commonwealth’s business advantages and access to mar-
kets,” Northam said. “This global company’s new facilities in Smyth 

and Washington Counties will be a significant economic boost to the 
region, and we look forward to working with our state partners to 
facilitate the company’s success in the Commonwealth.”
 Speyside Bourbon Cooperage, Inc. is an offspring of Speyside 
Cooperage Ltd., founded in Scotland in 1947. In 2008 Speyside 
Cooperage was sold to the Tonnellerie François Frères Group, 
a publicly held company founded in 1910 and headquartered in 
France. The company operates stave mills and bourbon cooper-
ages in the U.S., with facilities in Kentucky, Ohio, and Bath 
County, Va.
 “Speyside Bourbon Cooperage is very excited to be expanding 
our operations in the Commonwealth of Virginia,” said General 
Manager of Speyside Bourbon Cooperage, Inc. Darren Whitmer. 
“Working with state and local authorities has been a wonderful 
experience for us, and thanks to these groups of people we have 
been able to locate excellent sites for our upcoming expansions.”
The Virginia Economic Development Partnership, the Virginia 
Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services (VDACS), the 
Virginia Tobacco Region Revitalization Commission, and Vir-
ginia’s Industrial Advancement Alliance worked with Smyth and 
Washington Counties, the Smyth-Washington Regional Industrial 
Facilities Authority to secure the projects for Virginia. Governor 
Northam approved a $325,000 grant from the Commonwealth’s 
Opportunity Fund to assist Smyth County with the cooperage 
project and a $200,000 grant from the Governor’s Agriculture and 
Forestry Industries Development (AFID) Fund to assist Washing-

Presented by the Bristol Chamber of Commerce, in partnership with Bristol, VA, 
Bristol, TN, Washington County, VA, the Washington County VA, Kingsport and 
Johnson City Chambers of Commerce, Sullivan Networks Partnership, NetRep 
and our regional business community.

JOB FAIR
Tuesday, August 28, 2018  |  9AM – 6PM

The Holiday Inn Bristol Conference Center
3005 Linden Drive, Bristol, VA

For more information, or to sign up 
to participate in the job fair as an 

employer, please contact Amy Shuttle, 
Senior Vice-President, at 423-989-4850 

or ashuttle@bristolchamber.org.  
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want to go. Veteran CFOs, providing on-site 
financial management. Working beside you 
to help manage and mentor your team through 
times of transition. Building the financial strength, 
processes and relationships to move you 
forward. Local, engaged, connected. Kaplan 
CFO Solutions. We’re your bridge. Mike Holt

Kaplan CFO, 
Engagement Partner

mike.holt@kaplancfo.com
Tri-Cities
423-676-1100

ton County with the stave mill project. The stave mill will procure 
approximately 80% of the white oak logs used for stave production 
from Virginia growers. The Virginia Tobacco Region Revitalization 
Commission approved a total of $510,000 in Tobacco Region 
Opportunity Funds for the projects.

British kayak maker to open 
distribution center in Unicoi County

 Pyranha, a maker of roto-molded canoes and kayaks based in 
the United Kingdom, has announced the relocation of its North 
American distribution facility to Erwin. The company has chosen 
a site along the Nolichucky River as a North American distribution 
center. Headquartered in the United Kingdom near Liverpool, 
Pyranha cited a favorable tax climate and the natural assets of 
Unicoi County as key drivers of its decision.
 The company’s new home in Erwin is near the natural rock 
escarpment known as “the Devil’s Looking-glass” along the 
Nolichucky River. This announcement comes as Unicoi County 
and Northeast Tennessee continue efforts to position the county 
and region as a premier destination for outdoor adventure.
According to the Outdoor Industry Association (OIA), outdoor 
recreation is a powerful economic engine. In 2017, the OIA 
calculated that $1.59 billion was spent on outdoor recreation 
each year in Tennessee’s First Congressional District, which 
includes Unicoi County. The OIA also identified water sports as 
one of the most popular activities in this district.
 “This is exactly the result we hope to 
see as we continue to encourage invest-
ment in our natural capital as a form of 
economic development,” said Northeast 
Tennessee Regional Economic Partner-
ship’s Outdoor Development Manager, 
Kayla Carter. “Erwin is ahead of the 
trend in terms of tapping into the 
outdoors as a form of economic vitality. 
All of our regional partners should take 
note and follow suit as we will all benefit 
from Pyranha’s investment in Erwin.”
 Pyranha expects to invest up to a 
million dollars in property, plant, and 
equipment at its new site and hopes the 
facility will be operational by the fourth 
quarter of 2018. Kayaks distributed from 
the site will be sold as far away as the West 
Coast and across Canada. 
 Pyranha US Head of Operations Mike 
Patterson said, “Pyranha’s North Ameri-
can kayak distribution headquarters has 
been in Asheville, N.C. for over 18 years. 
We’ve seen the cost of our business rise 
and the surrounding infrastructure be-
come strained and overly saturated. My 
wife Melanie and I are longtime Erwin 
residents, and we saw no better option 
than Unicoi County when tasked with 
finding a more suitable location for the 
company. The proximity to Interstate 26 

along with the low cost-of-living, affordable real estate, and low 
taxes make Erwin and Unicoi County the obvious choice.”

Three VCEDA Region Companies increase Sales and 
Employment, Graduate from Go Global with Coal and 
Energy Technology Program

 Three coalfield region companies have increased sales and 
employment during the two years they participated in a pilot 
program sponsored by the Virginia Coalfield Economic Develop-
ment Authority (VCEDA) designed to assist coal and energy 
technology businesses in expanding their international business.
 The second class of companies that graduated earlier this 
month from the Go Global with Coal and Energy Technology 
(GGCET) program included Paul’s Fans and West River Convey-
ors and Machinery Co. of Buchanan County, and Norris Screen 
and Manufacturing of Tazewell County.
 In addition to increasing their sales by 38.4 percent and 
increasing their employment by 27 percent, the three companies 
in the 2016-2018 GGCET class traveled to nine countries, some 
multiple times, participated in six international trade shows, 
participated in eight international trade missions, translated 
marketing material and websites into multiple languages, and 
identified new partners.
 The GGCET program, a collaboration of VCEDA, the Gover-

SEE NEWS BRIEFS, 18
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•  Additional Loan Programs Available
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News Briefs

nor’s Office and the Virginia Economic Development Partnership 
(VEDP), was created in 2015.

KOSBE Announces Propel Mentor/Protégé Pilot 
Program Class Members

 The Kingsport Office of Small Business Development & 
Entrepreneurship (KOSBE) has announced the inaugural Propel 
Mentor/Protégé Program class:
• Angela Braan – Cassia’s Salon & Spa (Kingsport)
•  Anthony Pasquale and Jeremy Lizotte – Insight Polymers & 

Compounding (Kingsport)
• Robert Sheffey – Rowan Tree Care (Johnson City)
• Joyce Brown – Broad Street on State Retro Diner (Bristol)
• Cristin Yeary – Masters Touch Salon & Spa (Russellville)
•  Jenna Tamayo – Appalachian Maid Services, LLC (Johnson 

City)
• Keddrain Bowen – Fanatics 101 (Johnson City)
• Twana Taylor – Taylor’s Martial Arts Academy (Kingsport)
• Jessica Goodman – H2O Pruf, LLC (Morristown)

 The Propel program is a one-of-a-kind opportunity designed 
for woman-, veteran-, and minority-owned small businesses and 
disadvantaged businesses including rural, economic, or social 
disadvantage.  The Propel program provides business owners 
with one-on-one assistance to help them grow their business, and 
teams each with a mentor (an established community business 
leader) and exclusive mastermind group. 

NEWS BRIEFS, CONTINUED

Coalfield region companies in the 2016-2018 class of the Go Global 
with Coal and Energy Technology program, sponsored by the Virginia 
Coalfield Economic Development Authority (VCEDA) in a collabora-
tion with the Governor’s Office and the Virginia Economic Develop-
ment Partnership (VEDP), recently graduated during ceremonies in 
Richmond, Va. From left, are Todd Elswick, Paul’s Fans; Diane Thomas, 
VEDP; Jackie Estep, Paul’s Fans; Pete Savage, West River Conveyors 
and Machinery Co.; and Tim Lilly, Norris Screen and Manufacturing.
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Under the leadership of BrightRidge Board 
of Directors Chair Dr. BJ King (right) and 
BrightRidge CEO Jeff Dykes, the energy 
provider has initiated plans to enter the In-
ternet, cable television and phone service 
marketplace pending the approval of the 
Johnson City Commission.

BrightRidge Board votes to initiate 10 Gb broadband, 
television and phone division

 On July 22, BrightRidge directors approved moving forward 
with an eight-year, $64 million investment to bring competition 
to the Johnson City broadband, cable television and phone 
service market.
 The board voted unanimously to move forward with a phased 
plan that will offer up to 10 Gb symmetrical service to com-
mercial and residential customers. The decision came after 
three years of study. A request will now go to the Johnson City 
Commission, which under state law must give final approval for 
BrightRidge to enter the broadband business.
 Provided the Johnson City Commission gives the proposal its 
blessing, service should initiate by the fourth quarter of 2018. 
By year eight, an estimated 33,000 residential locations will be 
reached by BrightRidge fiber, with another 25,000 residential 
locations served by wireless. 
 The Board of Directors of BrightRidge’s forerunner – the 
Johnson City Power Board – considered a similar move about a 
decade ago but decided against the measure at the time due in 
part to an estimated $120 million price tag.
 The first-year expenditure is estimated at $14 million with the 
broadband division achieving positive net income by year four. 
 Building on BrightRidge’s 167 miles of existing high-capacity 

fiber, distribution fiber 
will be extended into 
denser areas in and 
around Johnson City. 
From there, high-speed 
fixed wireless broad-
band will be offered in 
more rural areas.
 At the end of eight 
years, coverage will be 
provided to 75 percent 
of the BrightRidge 
service population, 
including customers 
living in Johnson 
City, Jonesborough, 
Washington County, 
Colonial Heights, 
Piney Flats and west-
ern Carter County. 
 BrightRidge and its 
consultant, Magel-
lan Advisors, have 
conducted several market surveys in recent years, each indicating 
a high level of demand for competition in the marketplace. 
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 The Healthcare Heroes program is The Business Journal of 
Tri-Cities, TN/VA’s effort to call the attention of the business 
community to the individuals and organizations making a posi-
tive impact on the provision of care from Greeneville, Tenn., to 
Marion, Va.
 Health care is the largest single sector in the region’s economy. 
The merger this year of two hospital systems has meant, among 
other things, that the single largest employer in the region is now 
a healthcare company. In addition, thousands of healthcare jobs 
in the region are not directly related to that single employer. 
Healthcare Heroes come from virtually every point on the 
healthcare spectrum. Whether direct care providers, administra-
tors, or volunteers, each has in some way demonstrated selfless 
spirit, innovative action, tireless dedication or all of the above. 
Most do not believe what they do constitutes heroic actions. It’s 
just what they do. Yet what they do means so much to so many, 

and in many cases the impact they make on other lives can last 
for years. As former Frontier Health CEO Charlie Good once told 
a class of honorees, “someone looked at you and thought, ‘There 
is a true hero.’”
 As it has been for 26 years, it is our honor at The Business 
Journal to recognize these heroes, as we did at a luncheon at the 
Carnegie Hotel in Johnson City July 13. We do this on behalf 
of the entire business community of Northeast Tennessee and 
Southwest Virginia. Without quality healthcare, none of the rest 
of our businesses can survive. Every business in the region needs 
healthy employees and healthy clients or customers.
 The Business Journal wishes to recognize the dedication 
and commitment of our title partner for the 2018 Healthcare 
Heroes, Ballad Health, as well as presenting partner Blue Cross 
Blue Shield of Tennessee, and partners Emory & Henry College, 
Frontier Health and London-Amburn.
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The 2018 Healthcare Heroes Luncheon

Eric Deaton, Senior VP of Market Operations, Ballad Health. Jeff Williams, left, with Dr. Jerry London, Rita London and Bill Derby.

Honorees Kevin Williams, center left and Ned McIntyre, right. Frontier Health table.

Allen Harris, left, and Chris Miller.
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Parents, now you can rest assured that if your child needs specialized orthopedic care, the region’s only 
orthopedic clinic is as close as Niswonger Children’s Hospital in Johnson City. Dr. Green and his team are experts 
in treating the unique needs of children from mending broken bones with brightly colored casts to performing 
surgery for complex conditions. 

We hope you won’t need us, but if you do, Dr. Green and his team are your go-to medical resource for diagnosing 
and treating a wide range of childhood injuries, disorders and diseases of the bones, muscles and joints such as:

Alison Herrig, CPNP

Brandon Green, D.O.

Mountain States Medical Group  
Pediatric Orthopedics

410 N. State of Franklin Road, Suite 130
Johnson City, TN 37604
423.431.2477 • balladhealth.org

Pediatric orthopedic surgeon Dr. Brandon Green and nurse practitioner Alison Herrig have joined Mountain States 
Medical Group Pediatric Orthopedics at Niswonger Children’s Hospital, and we couldn’t be happier about it.

If you want to talk with us for information or to schedule an 
appointment with Dr. Green, just call 423.431.2477.

• Brittle bone disease
• Cerebral palsy
• Clubfoot and other foot problems
• Limb deficiencies and prosthetic restoration
• Pediatric sports injuries
• Scoliosis and other spinal abnormalities
• Spina bifida

Our pediatric orthopedic dream team
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Cup Of Kindness Awards
Community Service Award

The Community Service Award goes to Scott 
Richards of Emory & Henry College. Back in 
2016, Richards was aware of a small free clinic 
in a strip mall in Marion, Va. It was doing good 
work, but Richards had a vision of something 
greater. Working with his colleagues at Emory 
& Henry and with Michael Armbrister, the di-
rector of the clinic, Richards formed a partner-
ship.  Today, the Mel Leaman Free Clinic has 
been renovated and expanded, and all Emory 
& Henry physicians assistant faculty practice 
there. Thus, the School of Health Sciences in 
Marion is now the only medical program in 
the country that incorporates students who 
follow their professors in clinical practice – 
caring for actual patients in the community 
– from the very first week in the program. 
It benefits everyone involved. Students get 
more experience. The community has more 
trained providers who have an interest in 
staying in Southwest Virginia to practice after 
graduation. Unique patients rose 36 percent 
last year. Patient visits rose similarly. Recently 
the Clinic added services in women’s health, 
dental hygiene, dental restoration, behavioral 
health, and physical and occupational therapy 
rehabilitation. And currently, the clinic is 
developing a mobile medical service that will 
travel to remote rural communities. Thanks 
to the work of the growing staff there and the 
vision of Scott Richards.

Scott Richards
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Cup Of Kindness Awards
Distinguished Service Award

 The Distinguished Service Award is pre-
sented to a provider who has shown leadership 
and excellence over a sustained period of time. 
To say today that Dr. London has worked for a 
sustained period is a bit of an understatement 
considering he retired five years ago and is still 
working four days a week. Dr. London joined 
Gastroenterology Associates in 1990 and 
moved to Kingsport. He brought the practice 
of endoscopic ultrasonography with him at the 
time. Over the years, he kept up with the latest 
advances, continuing to bring new technolo-
gies and procedures to the region. Dr. London 
was able to bring both Fine Needle Aspiration 
and Cyst Drainage to the Tri-Cities.  He was 
the first in this region to use this technology to 
perform endoscopic chole-docho-duodenos-
tomy, creating a fistula from the duodenum 
to the bile duct to bypass pancreatic cancer. 
In 2010, he went to MD Anderson in Houston 
to learn the new technique of endoscopic 
chole-docho-scopy.  That is being able to pass 
a 3 mm diameter scope through a standard 
ERCP scope and actually perform endoscopy 
inside the liver or pancreas. Dr. London 
offers training to any physician that wants to 
perform these procedures. Dr. London has also 
given selflessly of his time to better Holston 
Valley Hospital.  He has served as the Medical 
Director of GI Endoscopy, Chairman of the 
Marsh Regional Blood Bank, Chairman of 
the Department of Medicine, President of the 
Medical Staff as well as served on the Board 
of Directors of both Holston Valley Hospital 
and the Wellmont Health System.  He has also 
served as the Medical Director of Kingsport 
Endoscopy Corporation and as President of 
Gastroenterology Associates.

Jerry London



 27August 2018  |  bjournal.com

Cup Of Kindness Awards
Innovation Award

 The Innovation Award is presented to 
an individual who has used creativity or 
inventiveness to improve the offering of care 
in the region. After months of hard work 
and coordination with the Veterans Health 
Administration tele-icu program, Dr. David 
Hecht, chief of staff at the James H. Quillen 
VA Medical Center’s efforts paid off with the 
March 2018 opening of a Tele-Intensive Care 
Unit in a newly renovated state-of-art ICU 
on the Johnson City campus.  The James H. 
Quillen VA Medical Center has established a 
new partnership with the Tele-ICU Monitoring 
Center located at the Cincinnati VA Medi-
cal Center to enhance care for critical care 
patients. The Tele-ICU helps with the care of 
Veteran patients in the ICU with specialized 
doctors available 24/7 through this advanced 
technology.  The remote providers have access 
to bedside clinical data, can assess Veterans 
through video conferencing technology, and 
can provide consultative recommendations 
or directly intervene in patient care as desired 
by the local ICU staff. This innovation uses 
video cameras to view the patients and the 
Tele-ICU staff can use microphones to talk to 
the bedside nurse, doctor, or patient. Through 
Dr. Hecht’s vision and efforts, the Tele-ICU 
is now a reality and adds an additional layer 
of monitoring to standard care and raises the 
quality of care provided to our Veterans.

David Hecht
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Cup Of Kindness Awards
Meritorious Service Award

 The Meritorious Service Award is presented 
to an individual who has shown excellence 
in administration. This year it is presented 
to Lisa Carter, CEO at Niswonger Children’s 
Hospital in Johnson City. For the last 17 years, 
she has worked as an advocate for children’s 
healthcare in the region. She started her 
career at Johnson City Medical Center as a 
bedside nurse, became the vice president and 
chief nursing officer for Niswonger Children’s 
Hospital and the Johnson City Medical Center, 
where she was responsible for clinical opera-
tions, emergency services, and strategic growth 
for Niswonger Children’s Hospital. Named 
as CEO of Niswonger Children’s Hospital in 
2015 and as the vice president of the pediatric 
service line for Ballad Health in 2018, Ms. 
Carter has achieved a number of important 
goals, perhaps the most important of which 
has been the creation of the Special Care Unit. 
The Special Care Unit, or SCU, is a separate 
and distinct neonatal intensive care unit that 
is specifically designed to care for babies 
suffering from neonatal abstinence syndrome 
(NAS). The Special Care Unit opened in May 
of 2017, but Carter understood that while 
NAS babies are being treated in the hospital, 
there is a unique window of opportunity to 
also provide care and guidance to the mothers 
suffering from drug dependence and addiction, 
so she created a new program called Families 
Thrive to provide just that. The creation of 
the Families Thrive program means there is a 
good chance the mothers and their babies can 
thrive, as well. 

Lisa Carter
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Cup Of Kindness Awards
Support Service Award

 Older patients create more complex cases. 
They have more chronic conditions. The 
importance of preventive health care and 
managing patient risk rises dramatically. Each 
individual provider needs more support in 
order to keep the complexities from creating 
needless complications. For her role in moving 
care for the region’s growing senior population 
to a more seamless system, the Support Service 
Award goes to Dr. Ronna New. 
 Dr. New, of Holston Medical Group, is the 
region’s first board certified geriatrician. Most 
of her patients want to remain active and 
independent, living in their own homes as long 
as they can. So she helps to coordinate their 
care, because most are seeing multiple special-
ists who are all treating one particular organ 
system. A cardiologist and a nephrologist may 
also be working with the patient. But New is 
really looking at the big picture and helping to 
coordinate that care, helping patients navigate 
the system of healthcare, and helping to make 
sure that all the providers know what’s going on 
and are communicating. That coordination very 
much decreases the overall risk to the patient, 
minimizing transitions in care and empowering 
patients to age at home where possible. 

Ronna New
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 The first Healthcare Hero Award goes to 
Cristi Blalock of Frontier Health. One nomina-
tor referred to Ms. Blalock as the hardest 
working woman in social services. That’s 
appropriate because what she does is find work 
for others. Ms. Blalock oversees the employ-
ment programs for Frontier Health. You may 
have heard that the best mental health program 
may be a job. Blalock has been working with 
the Tennessee Department of Intellectual 
and Developmental Disabilities and others in 
an Employment First task force pilot project 
aimed at improving employment outcomes for 
individuals with a concurrent diagnosis of an 
intellectual disability and a behavioral health 
diagnosis. As services coordinator for Indi-
vidual Placement Support, she has overseen a 
success rate of 62 percent since the inception of 
Frontier Health’s IPS service.

Cristi Blalock

 Ms. Dulebohn was instrumental in making 
then-Mountain States Health Alliance become the 
first hospital system in Tennessee and Virginia to 
adopt the baby box program after learning that one 
in four infant deaths in Tennessee result from unsafe 
sleep environments. In Virginia, in 2016, almost 
half of deaths of children up to the age of one year 
were from unsafe sleeping practices. Every baby 
born at a Mountain States hospital was soon able to 
go home with a free Baby Box, made from durable 
cardboard and outfitted with a tight-fitting mattress 
covered with a breathable cotton sheet. Each Baby 
Box also came with free educational materials and 
newborn essentials such as diapers, baby wipes, 
brain-boosting activities and more to help the family 
get started. It has often been noted that becoming a 
parent does not come with an instruction book. But 
for those who benefitted from the vision of Heidi 
Dulebohn as director of Community Engagement 
at Niswonger Children’s Hospital, the whole family 
could sleep easier. 

Heidi Dulebohn
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 Ms. Fisher, the site director of Frontier Health’s 
two detoxification and residential centers for men 
and women with substance abuse disorders, Magnolia 
Ridge and Willow Ridge, received several letters of 
recommendation for this award, including one from 
a man whom she helped get clean after his decade-
long addiction to painkillers. He didn’t specifically 
nominate her for healthcare heroes, but rather, for 
sainthood. She oversees a staff of 35, but because the 
two facilities are 24/7 operations, she simply stays on 
call constantly. And to show the nature of the problem, 
Magnolia Ridge alone serves around 800 individuals 
annually, and both facilities currently have 16-week 
waiting lists. The sites not only meet the demand, they 
do so in a quality manner. They were recently awarded 
the 2018 Mental Health Corporation of America 
Certificate of Excellence for Overall Best Practices and 
Client Satisfaction and Ms. Fisher recently received 
a service award from Oxford House, a peer-led sober 
housing program in Tennessee. 

Meagan Fisher
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 Sixteen years is a long time to wait for someone to say, 
pick up your bed and walk. For one patient, the arrival of 
Dr. Green ended that wait. Before Dr. Green arrived in our 
market, there were no pediatric orthopedists in the area. 
Many of the young people who are now his patients were 
not receiving treatment because their families were unable 
to manage the travel required for such specialized care.
  One of Dr. Green’s patients, Macy, had suffered from a 
congenital hip condition since birth. She struggled to walk 
and move without pain. Though her mother had taken Macy 
to several doctors, none of them were able to correctly iden-
tify her condition or refer her out for appropriate care. This 
went on until Macy was sixteen years old. Then, Macy met 
Dr. Green. Immediately, Dr. Green recommended surgery. 
Macy and her mother were nervous but agreed. Following a 
successful surgery, Macy is now able to walk, and her mother 
says her confidence has improved exponentially.
 Of course, not every case is a success with a Biblical 
analog. On average, Dr. Green sees about 30-35 kids a 
day, three days a week. Conditions range from scoliosis 
to broken bones to significant issues that require surgery. 
Since the clinic opened at Niswonger Children’s Hospital 
he has performed more than 100 surgeries and has man-
aged more than 2,000 office visits. 

Brandon Green

 Having worked her way up through Mountain 
States Medical Group from a patient service rep-
resentative and secretary to her current position 
of AVP of Operations, Ms. Gulson has come to be 
recognized as an innovative and driven leader. 
When the primary care sector of Mountain States 
Medical Group was faced with thousands of com-
plex patients at high risk for hospital readmis-
sions due to medication-related issues, she helped 
create a Clinical Pharmacy team of three Clinical 
Pharmacists embedded in primary care offices 
in Northeast Tennessee and Southwest Virginia. 
One of their pilot projects has focused specifically 
on controlled substances. This project consists of 
more structured urine drug screen monitoring, 
protocols for tapering patients off of controlled 
substance medications, naloxone prescribing and 
counseling, and more frequent monitoring of 
the Controlled Substance Monitoring database. 
This project has resulted in a reduction of over 
500,000 hydrocodone tablets from being written 
over the next year.

KJ Gulson
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 As senior vice president of Operations, Ms. Hammonds is tasked 
with oversight of making the trains run on time in aspects of 
Frontier Health from HR to transportation to marketing to business 
development to property management. She also participates in 
formulating long term strategic and business plans, and through 
her leadership in this planning she has been vital in the formulation 
and implementation of Frontier Health’s Integrated Care program. 
There is a great need for individuals in our area to receive superior 
care for both their physical and mental health needs, and that inte-
gration has been one of Ms. Hammonds’ passions. Ms. Hammonds 
has been integral in the development of Integrated Care models with 
East Tennessee State University Physicians, Mountain States Medi-
cal Group, and State of Franklin Healthcare Associates. In addition 
to Ms. Hammonds’ duties within Frontier Health, she has also 
served on the Population Health Steering Committee convened by 
MSHA and Welllmont in preparation of the COPA process. She has 
also provided presentations to the Tennessee Association of Mental 
Health Organization (TAMHO) regarding models of Integrated 
Healthcare and she currently serves on the TAMHO Finance and 
Administration Committee.

Kristie Hammonds
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 Ms. Hancock is a double-dipper in Business Journal 
Awards. In 2001 she was recognized as a member of the 
class of 40 Under Forty. Today, she is coordinator of 
services for Frontier Health’s Adventure Program. That pro-
gram is actually an intensive outpatient treatment program 
for adolescents with substance abuse, mental health, and 
co-occurring problems. Tracking outcomes of that program 
shows a remarkable 94 percent with no relapse, legal issues 
or even school problems following completion. 
 In addition to her direct work with adolescents and 
their families, Ms. Hancock also works with two other 
important constituencies. Her Adventure Program is a 
popular student placement for graduate students in the 
area to gain experience in family therapy, and she can 
often be found advocating for the healing of the area’s 
youth in local media, community group meetings, schools, 
faith-based events, and school and career fairs.

Nina Hancock

 More than 25 individuals have volunteered at 
the Healing Hands Health Center Eye Clinic over 
the years, providing more than 4,000 patient 
visits at a value of more than $200,000. The op-
tometry program there was started with the help 
of optometrists and opticians and a start-up grant 
from the Lions Club of Bristol, which still donates 
glasses and frames. The late Dr. Jim McCord 
drove the program in its early years. Today, Drs. 
Bill Shumaker and James Callahan and optician 
Barry Mann are long-serving volunteers, having 
each started in 2004. Because of these volunteers, 
the program provides eye exams for $20 and new 
eyeglasses for $25 a pair, and no patient is ever 
turned away for inability to pay. 

Healing Hands Health 
Center Optometry and 
Ophthalmology Volunteers
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 As the director of Bristol Regional Medical Center’s radiology depart-
ment, Freddie Horn is part of Ballad Health’s leadership team. For 
Freddie, though, his role as a leader is much more than a title – it’s the 
example he sets, and the influence and impact he has on team members. 
 Recently, he literally went the extra mile when he heard about a 
patient who was being discharged at 11 p.m. on a snowy evening. The 
patient was weak and terminally ill, and Mr. Horn was concerned his 
family might not be able to settle him in at home, where his room was 
located on the top floor. So he contacted the patient’s loved ones to see 
if they would need assistance, and when they said they did, he drove an 
hour and a half in the snow, on his own time, to ensure the patient and 
his family were well-cared for after the discharge. 
 Another time, Mr. Horn learned about a family who had several 
relatives with recent diagnoses of brain tumors. A neurosurgeon 
advised several of the younger family members to be screened for 
potential problems. Obviously, this was frightening time for the fam-
ily, and when Mr. Horn found out, he personally worked on the MRI 
schedule and connected with the admissions team to attain insurance 
approval early. The family was able to have their scans that same day 
because of Freddie’s efforts, and he stayed late to ensure they were 
taken care of properly.

Freddie Horn
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 There will soon be an answer to the growing problem of 
a dearth of physicians assistants in Northeast Tennessee, 
and Andrew Hull will deserve a good bit of the credit. 
Hull, a 2001 graduate of Milligan College with an MS in 
Physician Assistant Studies from South University, began 
his career as a PA in emergency departments at area 
hospitals before serving full time on the team at Tri-Cities 
Skin and Cancer through 2016. When Milligan began 
exploring its options for starting a PA program, it asked 
Mr. Hull to serve on the Feasibility Study Committee. As 
that committee did its work, it became apparent to College 
officials their vanguard program director was sitting across 
the table from them already. Under his leadership, the 
program met accreditation requirements, completed facil-
ity build-outs, recruited faculty, developed a curriculum 
and secured hundreds of clinical placement agreements 
with healthcare partners across the region. In January, the 
program launched with a full cohort of 26 students. 

Andrew Hull

 Diane Karriker is a Healthcare Hero through her 
dedication. As a volunteer at Smyth County Community 
Hospital, she has logged more than 14,000 hours. She 
works at the front desk, provides activities for patients 
and runs the hospital gift shop four days each week. She’s 
also a tremendous asset for the rest of the volunteers. Ms. 
Karriker often provides rides to those who don’t drive, 
makes sure they can attend any official volunteer event 
and serves as an officer in the Smyth County Community 
Hospital auxiliary board – all in addition to her regular 
shifts. 
 Here are just a few examples of her many acts of kindness:
•  She knew a team member whose husband recently 

passed away. There was a coat in the gift shop the 
team member liked, so Ms. Karriker recruited fellow 
volunteers to help her buy the coat and give it to the 
team member.

•  She helped sit with a friend’s father who was in the 
hospital suffering from a brain bleed, and she gave the 
family food and grocery gift cards.

•  She came to the ICU before her shift and on her off days 
to visit and help feed a fellow volunteer who was a patient.

Diane Karriker
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 Charlie Lawson uses music and kindness to ease the worries of visitors 
at Bristol Regional Medical Center. This 89-year-old volunteer is a talented 
musician who plays the piano in the hospital lobby each weekday for at least 
an hour. Many patients, family members and hospital staff plan their day 
around his beautiful music. Though he struggles with arthritis and sometimes 
has difficulty getting from his car to the building, he is incredibly faithful to his 
duties. His music is calming and soothing. It touches the hearts of those who 
hear it, and you often see tears shed as folks listen to him play.
 Mr. Lawson always takes time to chat with those around him and to listen 
to them. He makes it a point to ask his listeners what their favorite tunes are, 
and he’s rarely stumped by a request. 
 There are countless examples of how his service impacts others. One that 
was particularly touching involved a husband and wife who were listening to 
Charlie play, and the husband was in a wheelchair due to Parkinson’s disease. 
The wife told Charlie about her husband’s condition. Then, as Charlie played 
their favorite song, the gentleman reached over to his wife and offered her his 
hand to dance. His feeble body could hardly get out of the wheelchair, but they 
slow-danced as Charlie played. Tears rolled down his wife’s cheeks. She later 
said they had never danced before. 
 Many people have commented on what a difference it makes to walk into 
a hospital scared, worried and tired, and then hear such beautiful, soothing 
music. The world of health care could use more of Charlie Lawson.

Charlie Lawson 
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 Dr. Angela May, Associate Chief of Staff Extended Care 
at the James H. Quillen VA Medical Center is a provider 
who has shown leadership and excellent service in the 
Extended Care/Geriatrics specialty for almost 15 years.  
Dr. May provides the leadership and passion in providing 
quality and safe care to our Veterans who are residents at 
the Community Living Center.  Her efforts are evidenced 
by the Veterans Health Administration Quality award 
of the Top 5 Star ranking of the James H. Quillen VA 
Community Living Center.  This ranking demonstrates the 
dedication to Quality, Staffing, and outstanding external 
site review results.  Staff commend her leadership style, 
dedication, and compassion to the care of the elderly and 
aging Veteran population.  Dr. May provides oversight 
to the Palliative Care and Hospice Programs.  Under her 
oversight, the Hospice and Palliative Care Program adds a 
focus on quality of life and comfort to the treatment plan.

Angela May

 Ned McIntyre is a registered nurse at Johnson City Medical 
Center, and he’s known for his excellent nursing skills. But it’s 
his attention to patients and people as a whole that truly sets him 
apart. If there is a problem, he goes above and beyond to solve it. 
 One weekend, one of his patients was worried about his dogs – 
he had no one in his life who could take of them while he was in 
the hospital. The patient even considered leaving the hospital early 
for the dogs’ sake. That Saturday, though, after Mr. McIntyre left 
work, he bought food for the dogs and went to the patient’s house 
to feed and take care of them. On Sunday, even though it was his 
day off, he went back to the house to make sure the dogs were OK. 
 Recently, Mr. McIntyre had a patient who was unable to sit up in 
bed. In talking with her, he discovered they both enjoyed reading 
and favored the same genre. The next morning, one of his team 
members heard him talking in the room. The team member then 
realized he wasn’t just chatting – he was reading to the patient, since 
it was too difficult for her to hold the book. The patient was very ill 
and passed away while she was on Mr. McIntyre’s unit. When her 
family packed up her things, they left the book for him because he 
was so special to her, and they wanted him to know how much his 
care and attention meant. The example Ned sets is one of compas-
sion and connection. 

Ned McIntyre
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 Chris Miller serves as associate administrator and chief 
experience and outcomes officer at Johnson City Medical 
Center. He’s the kind of leader that, when a team member 
had major surgery for cancer, his request was for Miller to 
be present to pray for him and to visit after surgery. 
 Mr. Miller also shows his compassion through com-
munity involvement and the way he lives his everyday 
life. He is passionate about caring for babies who suffer 
from neonatal abstinence syndrome (NAS), so he and his 
wife adopted a baby with NAS. He was recently invited to 
Washington, D.C., to share his experiences and help bring 
awareness to this issue. He has also spoken publicly to 
local media about how he has been affected, through loved 
ones, by the opioid crisis.
 Last year, he called together the leaders in his depart-
ment and challenged them to complete a service project 
outside the hospital during that month. The group decided 
to help serve lunch at the Melting Pot, a local soup kitchen 
for the underserved in Johnson City. The team was so 
inspired by this project, they decided to continue doing 
it regularly, so now they cook for and serve food to about 
200 people every month. 

Chris Miller

 Growing up in rural Parrottsville, Tennessee, Candi 
Overholt saw the growing and ever-present problems of 
poverty and substance abuse. Now an internal medicine 
physician with Takoma Medical Associates, Dr. Overholt is in 
a position to effect change – and she rises to the occasion. She 
founded Empower Cocke County, a charitable organization 
that brings together multiple churches and works to improve 
the community’s wellbeing. Empower Cocke County has 
established multiple resources for counseling, parenting 
classes, substance abuse treatment, jobs for life and anger 
management. It also has financial assistance programs that 
spur employment and empower the people of Cocke County.  
 Dr. Overholt shows the same heart and dedication in 
her daily work as a physician. She has made it a habit 
to meet with patients at times and places that are most 
convenient for them; often, that means after-hours or at 
their homes. She also champions education, enabling her 
patients to make informed decisions about their health 
and care plans. And she is a leader among the medical 
staff at Takoma Regional Hospital. Dr. Overholt has pre-
viously served the hospital as chairwoman of the medical 
staff and the clinical quality performance committee, and 
she is now the chairwoman of the ethics committee. 

Candi Overholt
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 For more than 23 years, Trish Tanner dedicated her 
professional career to helping others as a pharmacist. 
But when her beloved nephew Dustin Iverson died of an 
accidental opioid overdose, Ms. Tanner dedicated herself to 
honoring her nephew and to helping others avoid the same 
fate. At the completion of an 18-month Fellowship Program 
in January of this year, she presented her opioid research 
on Capitol Hill in Washington, D.C. As a result of her hard 
work – and the help of her colleagues at Mountain States 
Health Alliance, now part of Ballad Health – the number 
of inpatient opioid doses administered in its hospitals was 
reduced by an astounding 40 percent last year. Meanwhile, 
the system’s emergency department opioid prescriptions 
have dropped to a level that is 26 percent below the national 
average. Because of her passion for improving the health of 
our region, Ms. Tanner has been asked to serve as chairman 
of Ballad Health’s Opioid Taskforce. 

Trish Tanner

 Beverly Tester, the trauma services office coordinator 
at the Bristol Regional Medical Center trauma center for 
the last 26 years, has been passionate about trauma care 
before the center was even created. As a teenager, Tester 
was struck by a car and spent many weeks as a patient in 
UT Medical Center. Now, more than three decades later, 
she uses that experience as motivation and inspiration for 
trauma prevention and the center’s quality improvement. 
 The crux of Ms. Tester’s job is building the trauma 
registry, which drives an effective performance improve-
ment program. Ms. Tester is top-notch at collecting and 
verifying the data of all Bristol Regional trauma patients 
– 1,150 patients per year and growing.  All trauma 
registry data is required on a regular basis by state 
and national agencies, and those programs have strict 
submission timelines. Over the years, Bristol Regional 
has made nearly every deadline, and that commitment 
to timeliness can be entirely attributed to Ms. Tester’s 
hard work and dedication. She has also been present for 
every accreditation site visit – nine in total –preparing 
for these visits, each time organizing a central resource 
that includes thousands of pages of required information, 
documents and policies. 

Beverly Tester



 41August 2018  |  bjournal.com

 Dr. Alison Whitman is being recognized today not just 
for her commitment to giving back to her local community 
as a dedicated provider at Holston Medical Group, but also 
as a board member for the Cancer Outreach Foundation. 
Dr. Whitman grew up in Abingdon, Virginia, where she 
now serves as a family medicine physician for HMG’s 
Primary Care at Abingdon practice. 
 Dr. Whitman helps patients navigate the healthcare 
system by ensuring access to care with a focus on wellness 
and prevention. Many of Dr. Whitman’s patients face 
chronic conditions, such as diabetes and hypertension, 
and she plays a part in providing the tools and support 
needed to help them manage their disease effectively. This 
perspective drove her to partner with the Cancer Outreach 
Foundation to ensure patients diagnosed with cancer have 
access to essential services when their financial resources 
are limited. The Foundation provides low-income and 
underinsured patients in 16 counties in Virginia and 
northeast Tennessee with assistance in accessing medical 
care and treatment, prescriptions, home care services, 
medical supplies, transportation to medical appointments 
and more. 

Alison Whitman

 For Kevin Williams, a registered nurse at Johnson City 
Medical Center, service isn’t an action. It’s the very core 
of who he is. A shift leader in the hospital’s outpatient 
observation unit, he consistently puts the needs of others 
first, while maintaining a positive and encouraging at-
titude. Mr. Williams has fostered a stronger and happier 
team through his daily acts of kindness, from ordering 
pizza for the unit to taking on extra duties to relieve 
his team members’ workloads. Everyone in outpatient 
observation knows they can count on Kevin to make the 
shift better, no matter what. 
 He also builds lasting connections with his patients. 
They often remember him fondly, and many ask for him if 
they have return visits. He’s their advocate, and he will do 
anything to make them comfortable. Recently, a patient 
on cardiac telemetry felt awkward wearing only a hospital 
gown. Since the patient was unable to go to his car for pants, 
Mr. Williams went to a store after his shift and purchased 
a pair with his own money, so the patient could relax and 
focus on healing. It was the professional equivalent of giving 
someone else the shirt off his back, and it was appreciated 
by the patient and admired by Mr. Williams’ colleagues. 

Kevin Williams
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Many heroes across our region provide compassion, loyalty and excellent service. 
These heroes are just a few of the individuals and organizations that support the 

growth of healthy communities throughout the Tri-Cities, Tennessee/Virginia region.
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and Business Mobile Deposit. Easily review your accounts and 
deposit checks anytime, anywhere, without ever having to visit 
the bank. Looks like that’s one less interruption for your day.

So sit back and enjoy your coffee, then call us at 866-378-9500 
or stop by one of our branches.

“I’d like to finish my
first cup of coffee.”

Solutions 
Made Simple.
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Tennessee’s oldest institution of higher learning in the midst 
of a campaign to remake itself with increased regional 

relevance, productivity and civic service as hallmarks. The 
former Tusculum College (established 1794) officially completed 
the transition to Tusculum University July 1. 
 Several benefits of the move are readily apparent. The first 
is perception. Students had a tendency to think “community 
college” when they heard the words Tusculum College, says 
Tusculum President Dr. James Hurley. Tusculum is a private, 
four-year institution, not a community college, a distinction 
that became critically important when Tennessee’s “Drive to 
55” initiative made community college tuition free to qualified 
students. “We are not a community college and we are definitely 
not free,” Hurley says. 
 The second, more concrete benefit of becoming Tusculum 
University is the creation of a new College of Health Sciences, 
which will be a keystone for the expansion of the university’s 
mission moving forward. “You can’t have ‘The Tennessee College 
of Optometry at Tusculum College,’” Hurley says. “There has to 
be a structure in place where the college system is in place under 
the university umbrella. That was the biggest reason for the 
change. We will be developing colleges.”
 “So, we will have a College of Health Sciences, and inside of 
that we will have a school of behavioral health – and we’re already 
partnering with Ballad Health and with East Tennessee Children’s 
Hospital in Knoxville to start addressing pediatric opiate addiction. 
We’ll have a physician assistant program. We’ll also have a College 
of Optometry, and a lot of the focus there will be pediatric.”
   Tusculum’s curriculum is based in civic arts, rather than 

liberal arts, Hurley says. That distinction drives the university’s 
mission. “Civic arts is engaging our students to become civic-
minded and civically engaged when they leave Tusculum, 
meaning they’re involved in their community beyond just 
their profession. They’re in some kind of spiritual, faith-based 
organization; they’re in community service; they’re participating 
in other non-profits even if they’re working for a non-profit. We 
want them to become involved in ways that will really make an 
impact in society. We encourage our students to join non-profit 
boards when they graduate, because I believe those make the 
greatest impact on society.”
 Every class at Tusculum carries some civic engagement com-
ponent, even those in the College of Health Sciences. Executive 
Vice President of the college Dr. Andrew Buzzelli says, “The goal 
here is to make health care our civic engagement. We want to 
become known as the largest provider of healthcare professionals 
serving Appalachia and all of rural America.”
 The administration for the College of Health Sciences is in place 
and the process of hiring faculty is ongoing. The first cohort of 
students for the B.S in Nursing program is already filled. The col-
lege will also have a Masters Degree Nursing program, for which it 
is projecting 75 students. “Now we’re looking to put in an Associ-
ates Degree in Nursing,” Buzzelli says. “That’s needed because the 
community colleges in the area are pretty much maxed out.”
 In late June, Hurley and Buzzelli (who in addition to being 
executive vice president for the College of Health Sciences is 
also founding dean of the proposed new College of Optometry) 
traveled to Colorado to present their case for the College of 
Optometry to the Accreditation Council on Optemetric Educa-

Newly rechristened Tusculum University reinventing itself

by Scott Robertson

Civic mission driving new colleges

Hurley unveils the new Tusculum University sign at the main entrance 
to campus, June 28. PHOTO COURTESY TUSCULUM UNIVERSITY

Features

Tusculum University President Dr. James Hurley in a lab in the Meen 
Center, home of the University’s College of Health Sciences. PHOTO BY 
SWEET SNAPS PHOTOGRAPHY
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tion Board in hopes of enrolling its first class of students in 2020. 
 The demand for optometrists is rising across the nation, and 
particularly in rural America, Hurley says, because of changes in 
the relationship between optometry and ophthalmology. “When 
they first started recognizing optometrists as a doctoral degree back 
in the 1950s and 60s, ophthalmology was only a one-year post-
residency. Well now ophthalmology is a three-year post-residency 
and the number of residencies has been cut nearly in half over the 
last ten years. Federal subsidization of residencies has been cut 
drastically. Hospitals can’t afford three or four specialty residencies 
in ophthalmology anymore.”
 Today, changes in the scope of practice laws in several states are 
allowing optometrists to backfill the shortfall, particularly for non-
invasive procedures. That means greater demand for optometrists 
and greater demand for spots in optometry schools. 
 Before coming to Tusculum, Hurley and 
Buzzelli founded the Kentucky College of 
Optometry at the University of Pikeville. 
There were 60 slots for students. The college 
received 864 applications, Buzzelli says. 
 Tusculum University plans to have 70 
students in its Optometry College. To take 
more, Buzzelli says, would dilute the ability 
of the college to produce civic-minded 
professionals with a focus on this region. 
“Our civic engagement is Appalachia. These 
students have to understand the Appala-
chian culture. They have to take courses 
in diversity. They have to take courses in 
the spiritual characteristics of healthcare 
providers.”
 Why teach spiritual characteristics to 
optometrists? “I may have atheists or 
agnostics in the class, but the patient in the 
chair is not likely to be,” Buzzelli says. “That 
patient will probably have a level of faith 
which affects their healing, so our students 
have to understand that.”
 The accreditation council is expected to 
formally reply to the university’s presenta-
tion within the next month or so but has 
already asked for specific updates. “They 
wanted to know about the pro forma – do we 
have enough faculty to teach? They wanted 
to know about the finances – do we have 
the finances to do it? We answered all their 
questions accurately and now they want us 
to submit that in writing. Then they wanted 
to know about the real need for the school 
within the area. We have all the answers to 
those questions,” Buzzelli says.
 Hurley says he is confident of accreditation, 
especially in light of two factors that have 
not yet been formally announced. “We’re 
working on an expansive partnership with 
Ballad Health with which we’re working out 
the details. We also have a name donor for 
the college of optometry which we will be 

announcing in October.”
 The accreditation council board was particularly interested in 
updated details regarding the partnership, Hurley says. “We’re 
going to be one of the few colleges of optometry in America that is 
going to have an expansive partnership where we have access to 
clinics all across the Northeast Tennessee region, in particular with 
Ballad Health System. So, coming out of the meeting, the optom-
etrists were pretty excited because they know that this could be a 
new model for optemetric education.”
 “This is an exciting new time at Tusculum,” Hurley says. “Our 
mission has always been to serve the educational needs of our 
region. These advances are significant steps in providing additional 
opportunities in Appalachia.”
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Imagine being able 
to say, “When I 

was in eighth grade, 
I helped design a 
satellite that spent 
eight days in the 
Earth’s orbit.” Well, 
students at John I. 
Burton High School 
will be able to say 
it, thanks to an in-
novative curriculum 
filled with project-
based learning.
 Like many schools 
across the Com-
monwealth and the 
Southwest Virginia 
region, Norton City 
Schools realized 
the need to connect 
the classroom to 
the workplace. 
The school system 
encourages project-
based learning (PBL) in the classroom through exploration of 
real-world challenges and problems.
 For example, in one course offered by NASA DEVELOP team 
member and John I. Burton High School teacher Michael Brooke 
in 2018, eighth graders explored three focus areas through real-
world projects. Students tracked snow plow routes and schedules 
in Utah using geographic information systems, built and pro-
grammed robots to sense movement, and designed instrument 
packages that they sent into the atmosphere using high-altitude 
balloons. In November, students are scheduled to send a satellite 
to space for eight days through the ThinSat Program in partner-
ship with Virginia Space.
 Brooke said, “Science to me is inherently project-based, 
which is how students are able to come to an understanding of 
concepts that are difficult to comprehend through words. Each 
project introduces students to areas of science they might want 
to eventually pursue as a career. They’re simple projects, but 
when they accomplish something, we see the passion ignite. Even 
something simple like making a light blink on a robot is exciting 
to them because they did it – they are the ones that wrote the 
code to make it happen.”
 Studies from Purdue University, Concordia University, and 
Utah State University comparing learning outcomes for students 
taught via project-based learning versus traditional instruction 
show that PBL has a distinct advantage. The studies found that 
well-implemented PBL increases long-term retention of content, 

helps students 
perform as well 
as or better than 
traditional learners 
in high-stakes tests, 
improves problem-
solving and col-
laboration skills, and 
improves students’ 
attitudes towards 
learning.
Another local 
example of PBL 
can be found in the 
classroom of teacher 
Diane Kinser, an 
alumni of John I. 
Burton who spent 
years in the finan-
cial world before 
recently returning 
to academia and 
obtaining her 
teaching degree 
from University of 

Virginia College at Wise.
 Kinser said project-based learning was such an integral part of 
her degree that it’s now “part of her DNA”. In her three years of 
teaching, she has completed dozens of deeper learning projects 
with students that equip them with the skills to problem-solve 
and think critically. Her history students learned about the 
Industrial Revolution and used their knowledge to create a 1920s 
radio ad campaign for a product brought about in that era. Her 
science students actually solved a legitimate water drainage 
problem on the campus of Norton Elementary by researching 
and developing a plan to seal the greenhouse, level the platform, 
and concrete the entryway. 
 In her second year of teaching, Kinser’s seventh grade life 
science class partnered with Barter Theatre’s Project REAL 
(Reinforcing Education through Artistic Learning) to create a 
music video using song and dance to understand cell division 
stages, filmed and edited by the media class from John I. Burton. 
 Kinser said, “The eighth grade SOL [test] covers material from 
sixth, seventh, and eighth grades. When we started reviewing 
mitosis, the students remembered the video and some were like, 
‘Remember the hand jive? Remember I was in this part of the 
video? Remember this dance move?’ and I really got to see it 
come full circle. They retained that information because of the 
way they learned it. It’s all in stepping back, looking at the cur-
riculum and saying, ‘Okay. This is what they’ve got to learn and 
what they have to understand. How can I challenge my students 

Real-world learning at a young age
The second in the 2018 series of three “Operation Tomorrow’s Workforce” articles by United Way of Southwest Virginia

NASA DEVELOP team member and teacher 
Michael Brooke with a motion-sensing robot 
used in his STEM class at John I. Burton 
High School

John I. Burton High School teacher Diane 
Kinser
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to where it’s not just regurgitating information, but being able 
to apply it to real life? How can I utilize the resources we have, 
including cross content and area businesses?’”
 Some employers in the region already offer direct PBL support 
to the schools on a routine basis. Two years ago, CGI, an IT firm 
with a 400-employee center in Russell County, installed a special 
version of the Minecraft video game on 25 credit-card-sized 
computers called Raspberry Pis, and took the devices into sixth 
grade classrooms.
 Since playing a video game at school is any sixth grader’s 
dream, the project was a complete success, but because this 
version of the game required programming instead of button-
pushing, it introduced the students to a small part of the world of 
computer science.
 Kirk Lortz, director of operations for CGI in Russell County, 
said, “Students need a real-world example of what programming 
is, and students know Minecraft. Minecraft involves a lot of 
building with blocks, so one of our projects shows how writing 
code can help students build more efficiently in the game. At 
first, creating one block by learning a programming language and 
writing code seems senseless because it takes a while. Why would 
you spend time writing code to create one block when there is a 
button on the screen that would do the same thing? But, while 
their friend is placing one block by pushing a button, they adjust 
their code and place 100 blocks in the same amount of time.”
 The company has been providing project-based learning 
opportunities to local schools for two years. Lortz said, “We 
want to peak their interest in the computer science industry at 
a young age – even if the project is very simplistic – so they can 
potentially turn that interest into a career in ten years with CGI. 
We want students to understand the possible opportunities, and 
we want to grow our future IT talent here.”

 The addition of a project-based learning component to the 
United Way of Southwest Virginia Ignite program means more 
employers across the region will be able to easily partner with 
classrooms to walk through real-world challenges using critical 
thinking and problem-solving. The deeper learning opportunities 
provided with PBL can even help address the current “skills gap” 
seen in many career clusters, including STEM (science, technol-
ogy, engineering, and mathematics) fields.
 Travis Staton, president and CEO of United Way of Southwest 
Virginia said, “I’m so excited about the potential impact of 
project-based learning across the region. I am hopeful that our 
business community will join with us to ignite our students’ 
passion for learning.”

CGI employees join Lebanon Middle School students in the classroom for a project-based learning activity involving Minecraft.

High school students launched instrument packages attached to high-
altitude balloons in Spring 2018 at Lonesome Pine Regional Airport in Wise
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 JOHNSON CITY, Tenn. — What does quality mean in healthcare? 
Unfortunately, patients often feel lost amidst the large-scale operations of 
major healthcare systems. The award-winning teams at State of Franklin 
Healthcare Associates (SOFHA) promote patients’ sense of importance 
by aligning their practices with the goal of quality, personalized care. 
With a vision of high-quality, efficient healthcare, SOFHA’s teams of 
providers implement electronic data collection and records, peer col-
laboration, and patient education to achieve a level of excellence not often 
seen in modern-day healthcare. This goal has resulted in regional and 
national awards commending the highest overall quality of care in 2016, 
such as Cigna’s Best in Nation and Blue Cross Blue Shield’s Best in State 
for a patient-centered medical home. Behind this recognition lies teams 
of physicians, nurses, social workers, pharmacists, and other healthcare 
providers who dedicate their careers to the patient as a whole. For 
SOFHA, this improvement manifests in regular meetings and corre-
spondence where providers discuss new patient-benefitting research and 
confer on patient cases to create care strategies. Overall, the group avoids 
excess hospital admissions by providing enhanced access to providers 
and decreases spending through early intervention and evidence-based 
care, focusing resources on high risk and rising risk patients. These 
patient-centered medical home awards refer to an integrated approach 
where caring for the whole patient minimizes unnecessary lags between 
appointments and keeps patients up to date on important screens and 
tests. In the healthcare community, this comprehensive goal is called 
“Triple Aim,” encompassing decreased spending, increased care, and 
improving the patient’s experience. 
 As a member of a Medicare Accountable Care Organization (ACO,) 
SOFHA has earned distinction in the ninety-eighth percentile nationwide 

for achieving four standards of quality: Beneficiary Experience (i.e. a 
patient-centered medical center,) Preventive Care (i.e. administration 
of vaccines and routine health screenings,) Care Coordination (i.e. 
case managers and collaboration among providers,) and Disease State 
Management (i.e. blood pressure and diabetes control.) Success in each 
of these categories is measured in part by lower rates of emergency room 
visits, in which SOFHA earned Blue Cross Blue Shield’s Best in State and 
Cigna’s Best in Market, achieving forty percent below the expected rate 
of visits. The goal of these standards is for no patient to “slip through 
the cracks” of a large healthcare organization, but instead be personally 
advocated for by a care coordinator, scheduled for timely appointments, 
and educated to maintain healthy routines at home. Dr. Rick Moulton, 
ACO medical director and physician of internal medicine, attributes 
these awards to SOFHA’s increased access to care. 
 Moulton explains, “We’re seeing a shift in healthcare to more urgent 
appointments within twenty-four to forty-eight hours. If you call us, 
you can be seen, and that’s part of how we got this award. We want your 
phone call, we want to see you, and we’ve created availability to see you 
through the addition of physician extenders, a walk-in clinic, and more 
work-in slots with physicians.” In fact, SOFHA has expanded its group to 
include a current one hundred thirty-one providers (eighty physicians, 
fifty-one extenders) as compared to its original twenty-seven providers 
(twenty-six physicians, one extender) when it first formed in 1997. 
Increased access is enormously important in the lives of patients and 
enables early intervention to become lasting action. 
 For example, how would SOFHA’s integrated collaboration model 
provide quality care for a patient with diabetes, one of the most prevalent 
chronic diseases in the region? Receiving a diagnosis can be an intimidat-

By Your Side: State of  Franklin Healthcare Associates

ADVERTISEMENT

An Integrated Approach to Award-Winning Care

David Moulton, M.D. and patient Bill Hemphill



 49August 2018  |  bjournal.com

ing process, but SOFHA patients benefit from an appointment with 
Dr. Rick Hess, associate professor at Gatton College of Pharmacy at 
ETSU and certified diabetes educator. Together with SOFHA, Dr. Hess 
operates a certified Diabetes Self-Management Educational Program that 
empowers diabetic patients to understand their condition and manage 
their illness properly. During these appointments, patients learn how to 
administer their medications, structure their diet and exercise routines, 
and become more familiar with the disease itself. 
 Because education drastically reduces the fear held by a diagnosis, 
patients can confidently administer self-care in their daily lives. Complex 
patients are assigned a care coordinator who, between appointments, 
acts as a personal liaison for the patient and completes outreach calls to 
answer questions, clarify medication and diet routines, and explain any 
potential side effects or complications resulting from varying blood sugar 
levels. This proactive outreach offers a resource for hesitant patients who 
may avoid initiating conversations if they experience complications. 
A care coordinator is introduced as an extra nurse operating as an 
additional point of access to care—a link to creating open communica-
tion with primary care providers. If a symptom requiring a physician’s 
attention occurs before a patient’s next scheduled appointment, care 
coordinators then have the ability to schedule patients sooner to have 
their immediate needs addressed. Early intervention provides great 
advantages for identifying these problems and recognizing potentially 
dangerous situations, even before they occur. “Case  management is 
personal. It’s an individual call about ‘How are  you doing?’ It may be to 
review a diabetic patient’s blood sugar levels, congestive heart failure, 

whether their salt intake is appropriate, etc. It’s trying to head off a trouble 
before it happens,” Dr. Moulton says. 
 The program’s success is measured through metrics provided by insur-
ance companies. For example, Medicare requires a percentage of diabetic 
patients to measure under a certain A1C standard (a test that measures 
average blood sugar levels in the blood,) a metric in which SOFHA 
has earned Best in Nation. Care coordinators then use these metrics to 
strategize their outreach calls, interacting first with patients whose levels 
are most at risk. Integration of data collection, electronic records, and 
a personal connection allows SOFHA providers to drive their practice 
with both compassion and efficiency. Care coordinator and RN Sebrina 
Dycus explains the initial steps after assignment to a patient, “As a care 
coordinator, I first look at the patient’s record to determine whether they 
have visited the diabetes clinic, a dietician, or been referred to an endo-
crinologist to make sure they are receiving the best care possible. Then 
I’ll answer any questions they have about their symptoms or medicine 
dosage.” Each patient assigned to a care coordinator is greeted with a let-
ter and their coordinator’s contact information so they feel invited to take 
advantage of this personalized resource. In addition to SOFHA’s excellent 
diabetic care, patients with other chronic diseases such as hypertension, 
congestive heart failure, etc. also receive top-tier treatment and education 
under this strategic model of collaboration. 
 From leading treatment centers for diabetes and heart conditions to 
social work and behavioral health, SOFHA continues to offer patients the 
opportunity to participate in the management of their health care with 
the support of an award-winning team.

ADVERTISEMENT
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ON THE MOVE

 John A. Stewart has been named 
president of Nuclear Fuel Services, Inc. (NFS) 
effective July 1, 2018. “John’s impressive 
history with BWXT and the U.S. Navy make 
him uniquely suited for this leadership role at 
NFS,” BWXT Nuclear Operations Group, Inc. 
(NOG) President Joel W. Duling said. “NFS is 
important not only to the company as one of 
our largest manufacturing sites – it also plays 
a critical role in our national defense.”
 With more than 1,000 full-time employees and contract 
workers, NFS manufactures specialty nuclear materials for the 
U.S. Navy and other customers while protecting its workers, the 
public and the environment. NFS is the sole provider of nuclear 
fuel for the U.S. Navy and is a wholly-owned subsidiary of NOG.
  Since 2012, Stewart has served as president and general 
manager of BWSR, LLC, a BWXT joint venture performing 
decommissioning and demolition and supporting nuclear opera-
tions at Naval Nuclear Laboratory sites in Idaho, Pennsylvania 
and New York. Prior to managing BWSR, he was chief of nuclear 
safety operations at the Y-12 National Security Complex. 

 Tim Attebery has been chosen as the 
new chief executive officer of the American 
College of Cardiology. Attebery has been 
the chief executive officer of Holston Valley 
Medical Center since 2013, during which 
time he created initiatives that improved 
patient safety and experience scores, brought 
more orthopedic services to the region, and 
expanded Holston Valley’s cardiovascular 
service to include the addition of two new 
catheterization labs.
 Attebery’s transition will take place over the next six weeks. 
Monty McLaurin, chief executive officer of Ballad Health’s 
northwest market, which includes Holston Valley and Indian 
Path Medical Center, will serve as interim chief executive officer 
of Holston Valley while an executive search is conducted.

 Dale Clark has been selected to serve as Indian Path Medi-
cal Center’s chief operating officer. Clark comes to Indian Path 
Medical Center from Lonesome Pine Hospital and Mountain 
View Regional Medical Center, where he served as the hospitals’ 
president. During his tenure at those hospitals, Clark was 
responsible for the successful recruitment of needed physician 
specialties to Wise County and opening new services for the area. 
In his new role at Indian Path Medical Center, Clark will oversee 

John A. Stewart

Tim Attebery
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facility-specific operations, strategy and initia-
tives. He will also handle day-to-day operations 
of the hospital. 
 A licensed pharmacist and a fellow in 
the American College of Healthcare Executives, 
Clark currently serves on the board of direc-
tors for the Virginia Hospital and Healthcare 
Association’s HosPAC committee. He begins 
his new role on Aug. 5. While Clark transitions 
to Indian Path Medical Center, Mark Leonard 

– the current chief executive officer of Norton Community Hospital 
– will serve as interim chief executive officer of Lonesome Pine and 
Mountain View Regional Medical Center.

 Kenny Shafer, an accomplished 
healthcare executive with extensive experience 
in Ballad Health hospitals, has been named 
the chief operating officer for Johnson City 
Medical Center. In his new position, Shafer will 
handle day-to-day operations of the hospital. 
He will also be actively involved in service line 
strategies, including those for neuroscience, 
cardiovascular and orthopedic, and he will col-
laborate with executive leaders and physicians 

to improve quality and patient satisfaction.  

SEE DEPARTMENTS, 52
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 Shafer comes to this role after a successful tenure as the chief 
operating officer for Indian Path Medical Center and the assistant 
vice president of Ballad Health’s neuroscience service line. In that 
role, he was responsible for overseeing facility-specific operations, 
strategy and initiatives, and he also guided the neuroscience 
services through the launch of Ballad Health in February.

 For the first time in the history of East 
Tennessee State University’s Quillen College 
of Medicine, an alumnus of the medical 
school is at the helm. Dr. William Block, 
who received his medical degree from 
Quillen College of Medicine in 1992 and 
held various faculty positions at the medical 
school from 1998-2004, is now serving as 
the interim dean of the medical school. He 
replaces Dr. Robert Means Jr., who stepped 
down from the position but will continue his research, clinical 
practice and teaching activities as a professor in the Department 
of Internal Medicine. 
  Prior to taking the interim deanship, Block was serving as the 
chair of Quillen’s Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology. 
“There is no doubt Dr. Block has the credentials and expertise to 
lead our Quillen College of Medicine during this critical time,” 

said Dr. Wilsie Bishop, vice president for Health Affairs at ETSU. 
“I look forward to working with him as he shares his vision for 
the medical school and its future.”

 Northeast State Community College has 
named Dr. Sam Rowell vice president 
for Academic Affairs. Rowell has served as 
interim vice president for Academic Affairs 
since January 2017. Prior to that he served 
as interim dean of the Advanced Technolo-
gies division before being named full-time 
dean of that division in 2012.
 As interim vice president of Academic 
Affairs, Dr. Rowell played significant roles in 
articulation agreements for engineering and aviation programs 
at Milligan College and the TCAT-Morristown, respectively. The 
office of Academic Affairs works closely with deans and faculty 
from the College’s academic divisions of Advanced Technologies; 
Behavioral and Social Sciences; Business Technologies; Health 
Professions; Humanities; Mathematics; and Science. 

 HomeTrust Bank has announced the appointment of Roberto 
Aramburu to assistant vice president and branch manager of 
the Med Tech Parkway location in Johnson City.
 “We’re excited to have Roberto join our HomeTrust Banking 
team,” said Tom Goins, executive vice president and consumer 

DEPARTMENTS, CONTINUED
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banking executive.  “He has five years of 
banking experience, working his way up 
from part time teller to management.  He is 
a great addition to our staff.” 
 As branch manager, Aramburu will 
strengthen current customer relationships, 
develop new customer relationships, and 
coach and develop branch personnel.  

AWARDS & ACHIEVEMENTS

Rhinehart selected for national education fellowship
 Beth Rhinehart, Bristol Chamber of Commerce President 
& CEO, has been selected by the Association of Chamber of 
Commerce Executives (ACCE) to study education attainment 
along with 20 other chamber of commerce professionals from 
communities throughout the United States. The Fellowship for 
Education & Talent Development is an immersive executive 
development program that provides chamber of commerce 
professionals with education and tools to improve the birth-to-
career education pipeline in the communities they serve. 
 “I love the cohort model because I think that’s where I have 
had my greatest success over the years,” Rhinehart says. “You 
learn from each other while also having great facilitated experts 
come in and work with you. I also love the fact that when we’re 

done, we’re required to go back and implement something.”
 The fellowship will consist of four two-day meetings around 
the country interspersed with webinars and other online discus-
sions. The initial meeting is in Alexandria, Va., in September.
 
Vanessa Bennett graduates from Institute for 
Organization Management
 Institute for Organization Management, the professional 
development program of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce Founda-
tion, is pleased to announce that Vanessa Bennett, IOM, Executive 
Director of Operations and 
Leadership Programs of the 
Kingsport Chamber, has 
graduated from the program 
and has received the recogni-
tion of IOM. The IOM graduate 
recognition signifies the 
individual’s completion of 96 
hours of course instruction 
in nonprofit management. 
In addition, participants can 
earn credit hours toward the 
Certified Chamber Executive 
(CCE) or Certified Association 
Executive (CAE) certifications. 
 

Roberto Aramburu

Vanessa Bennett
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                            We want to achieve the best possible product 
with every new home we build, which requires a team effort. 
Ford Davis and Citizens Bank are an important part of that 
team. They offer fast approvals and cost-saving rates 
that make a big difference for our business.”

Kelly Wolfe, Owner
Wolfe Development

Kelly Wolfe (right) with Citizens Banker Ford Davis

For Americans from all 
parts of the country to 

participate in modern life, it 
is vital that they have access 
to broadband. We increas-
ingly use the Internet for 
information, entertainment, 
business, indeed, almost 
every aspect of our lives.
 In the 20th century, 
rural electrification projects 
brought power to parts of the 
country that were unserved 
or underserved. Federal 
assistance to cooperatives organized by farmers made a big 
difference for rural areas, aiding them in modernization 
and boosting their economies. Broadband today offers 
similar promise for rural areas, and the Federal Govern-
ment can lend a helping hand in realizing that promise.
 The House of Representatives recognizes the importance 
of broadband access for all parts of the country. In fact, 
we have already sent an important measure to the desk of 
President Trump, who signed it into law.
 Called the Repack Airwaves Yielding Better Access for 
Users of Modern Services Act, or RAY BAUM’S Act, it was 
named after the former staff director of the House Energy 
and Commerce Committee. Ray was a friend of mine, and 
he loved his work. Even when fighting the cancer that 
would eventually take his life, he kept up at his efforts, 
which included expanding telecommunications access.
 The legislation named after Ray reauthorizes the Federal 
Communications Commission (FCC), reduces barriers for 
deploying broadband, and accelerates development of 5G, 
the next generation for telecommunications.
 The Energy and Commerce Committee, which has 
jurisdiction over telecommunications, has stayed at work 
considering and passing broadband legislation. In unani-
mous, bipartisan votes, the committee recently advanced 
two bills for the full House to consider.
 I am a cosponsor of both. H.R. 3994, the Advancing 
Critical Connectivity Expands Service, Small Business 
Resources, Opportunities, Access, and Data Based on 
Assessed Need and Demand (ACCESS BROADBAND) Act, 
would streamline the process of applying for federal grants 
and coordinates federal resources in support of broadband. 

H.R. 4881, the Precision Agriculture Connectivity Act, would 
promote the deployment of broadband in agricultural areas.
 As part of the Energy and Commerce Committee’s 
continued efforts, its Subcommittee on Communications 
and Technology held a hearing on July 17 specifically to 
examine rural broadband. The subcommittee heard from 
representatives of the telecommunications industry about 
their deployment of broadband and what federal support 
would be most helpful.
 Witnesses also included a hospital administrator testify-
ing about the importance of broadband for telehealth. Hav-
ing introduced bills to promote access to stroke telemedi-
cine in particular and seen broader uses of telemedicine in 
the Ninth District, I appreciate the possibilities telehealth 
offers. More broadband access won’t just improve lives; it 
could actually save them.
 To learn more about the Energy and Commerce Com-
mittee’s work to expand broadband access throughout all 
regions of the country, you can visit energycommerce.
house.gov/broadband.
 President Trump and his administration have also taken 
steps to help rural areas with broadband access, including 
signing executive orders to promote it at the Farm Bureau 
convention in February.
 Americans already live in the Internet Age; the question 
is how fully they can participate in it. Broadband can be 
extremely important in rural areas because it allows access 
to services that city dwellers can find nearby, such as 
telemedicine and educational resources. But an FCC report 
issued in February found that 24 million Americans still 
lacked access to quality fixed terrestrial broadband at the 
end of 2016. Bridging the digital divide between rural areas, 
such as parts of the Ninth District, and urban zones must 
be a priority for our time.
 Quality broadband Internet access expands the horizons 
of commerce, agriculture, health, and numerous other 
aspects of modern life, but the digital divide limits too 
much of the country.
 Electrification helped rural areas catch up with the rest 
of the country in the 20th century, and so can broadband 
access in our time. My colleagues and I in the House have 
made progress in achieving this goal, but the work goes on.

 Morgan Griffith is the United States congressman 
representing the ninth district of Virginia.

The Last Word

Progress on Rural Broadband
by Morgan Griffith
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Get back to doing 
the things you love.
Carl’s story began with knee pain, which got so bad he could 
no longer do his chores. So he limped to Ballad Heath, where 
options including non-invasive treatment, joint-replacement 
surgery and physical therapy were all available. Today, Carl is 
pain-free and living happily ever after — except for the chores.

If you have joint pain, make an appointment with an orthopedic 
specialist. Visit balladhealth.org/ortho or call 833-8-BALLAD.
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Read the rest of Carl’s story 
and watch his Life Restored 
video at balladhealth.org/
life-restored

balladhealth.org

KNEE REPLACEMENT

Carl’s
back!


