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Economic Summit of 1999
• Losing manufacturing jobs

• Eastman Chemical (spinoff of Kodak)
– No layoffs since founding in 1925

– Business changed—automated

» Didn’t need people to push, pull, and carry

– Need for fewer and better educated people

– Technicians, managers instead

– Not only layoffs, but considering moving HQ to another 
place

• Consultant—”you’re part of the rust belt.”

Kingsport Background



Extinct but Don’t Know It

• Newspaper publisher—owns land on a mountain 
stream with endangered freshwater mussels. 

• Visiting biologist picks up specimen and describes 
complex and dangerous life cycle

• Thinks it has reproduced but years and series of 
steps before the young can grow

• But essential host fish no longer exist

• ”Poor guy’s extinct but doesn’t know it.”

• Publisher:  “That’s My Town”



Educate and Grow‐2001

• Another consultant:  “you’re not prepared for the 
new economy.”

• Plan: all citizens should have at least two years of 
college

• Keeping young people home was key

• Cover 70% of cost with local scholarships

• City first, then extended by County

• Now five counties

• Effectively, free community/technical college

• Changed K‐12 to K‐14



K‐14:  Unlocking Resources and 
Imagination

• An Excuse Evaporates
• “I Won’t Get Any of that Financial Aid”
• Defensiveness of Schools

• Concern about resources

• Concern about blame

• Business starts “full court press”



The Value of Education

– “Having access to higher education produces 
more jobs, and more jobs that provide higher 
income means a higher tax base, which means 
more infrastructure to support all the things we 
want to see in the community we live in.”

» Greg Neal, VP for Supply Chain at Wellmont Health Systems



Sustained Focus and Investment

• Community/ technical college locates 
downtown
• Benefit to decaying city center

• Technical programs (degree and 
certificate) focused on employer needs

• Health education center follows
• Financing mostly local—benefits 

obvious to all



Drivers of Change in Kingsport

• Business community

• Large employers

• Small businesses

• Parents, family

• Getting an education meant leaving

• Local newspaper

• Roots

• Backing for political leaders



Kingsport Outcomes So Far
“Advanced Learning as a Key to Unlocking Economic Growth”

• Education
– 23% increase in high school graduates

– 248% increase in HS grads going directly to college

– 27.5 % increase in adults with Associate Degrees

– 19.2 % increase in adults with Bachelor’s Degree

• Employment
– Lost 12,600 manufacturing jobs

– Gained 22,600 jobs in service, health care, professional
• Eastman doesn’t hire anyone with just a H.S. diploma

• Income
– Median family income up 20%



Personal Takeaways
• Local leadership is key

– If people don’t get it, they can’t be pushed

– Failure of Governor Bredesen’s initiative

• Financial resources to get to K‐14 aren’t great

• Once started to two‐years, momentum builds
– We need degrees and certificates at all levels

• Fostering similar developments should be key role of CHE

• No reason we can’t replicate Kingsport throughout SC
– Only barrier is in the minds of our citizens

– We have to dedicate ourselves to changing their understanding
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