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Scott Niswonger, left, founder of the Niswonger Foundation, and Dr. Randy Wykoff, dean of the Col
lege of Public Health at East Tennessee State University, were key speakers at a regional forum held 
Thursday to address issues related to improving the overall health of citizens in the region. 

Regional Wellness Checkup
 
Health Rankings ‘Tightly Related’ To Education
 
Spending, Economic Development, Experts Say
 
BY LISA WARREN 

STAFF WRITER 

Educators, health-care providers, 
industry leaders, public officials and 
others from across the region gath
ered Thursday in Greeneville to con
sider factors that impact the health 
and well-being of East Tennesseans. 

The East Tennessee Regional 
Health Forum was held at the Gener
al Morgan Inn and facilitated by the 
Tennessee Institute of Public Health. 

“This is an impressive crowd,” said 
Ginny Kidwell, who serves as the 
institute’s director. 

“This group represents a wide 
range of professions, including the 
public, private and non-profit sectors,” 
Kidwell said. 

“Everyone is here today to think 
about health, and the way it affects 
our lives,” she added. 

The forum was one of three region
al events being sponsored this sum
mer across the State of Tennessee by 
the Robert Wood Johnson Founda
tion and the University of Wisconsin 
Population Health Institute. 

The East Tennessee forum was 
hosted by the Tennessee Institute of 
Public Health, in partnership with 
the Niswonger Foundation and the 
Tusculum Institute for Public Leader
ship and Policy, and the ETSU Col
lege of Public Health. 

The purpose of the forum is “a 
chance to bring together community 
leaders from 13 Northeast Tennessee 
counties to talk about the counties’ 
health rankings,” Kidwell said. 

The Tennessee Institute of Public 
Health, Kidwell explained, is a state
wide partnership of public and private 
agencies, organizations and higher 
education institutions. 

It was established by the Tennes
see General Assembly to promote 
research, education, service and policy 
that includes the health and the lives 
of Tennesseans. 

The institute is guided by a state
wide board of directors, under the 
leadership of Dr. Randy Wykoff, dean 
of the College of Public Health at East 
Tennessee State University. 

Wykoff was the keynote speaker at 
the health forum and was introducted 
by Dr. Nancy Dishner, vice president 
of the Niswonger Foundation and 
executive director of the Tusculum 
Institute for Public Leadership and 
Policy. 

THREE MAIN ISSUES 

The Niswonger Foundation, 
Disher said, is concerned with 
three main issues: education, public 
health and economic development – 
because each of those issues impact 
the other within a region. 

“The health status of any region 
is directly related to the economic 
development of that region, and the 
level of educational attainment of 
the individuals within that region,” 
Dishner explained. 

During his keynote address, 
Wykoff spoke about the health sta
tus of the East Tennesee region, 
which, he said, “faces some signifi
cant health challenges.” 

Tennessee is currently ranked as 
the 12th least healthiest state in the 

United States, Wykoff said. 
Greene County was ranked 42nd 

in healthy outcomes among the 95 
counties of the state. 

But while our health status is 
“not as good as it should be,” Wykoff 
pointed out that changes can be 
made to make it better. 

He encouraged those present to 
take what they learned from the 
forum and use the information 
to implement positive changes in 
their communities and work toward 
“improving the health and well
being” of the region. 

“Look at where you are strong and 
where you are weak in your coun
ties, then bring people together and 
find ways to work together,” Wykoff 
said. 

The responsibility of public health 
does not solely lie upon the shoul
ders of the hospitals and health 
departments, Wykoff said. 

It also lies upon public officials, 
industry and economic development 
leaders, educators and individuals 

“Health does not not 

stand alone. In order for 

a region to have improved 

health, it must also have 

economic development 

and good education.” 

Dr. Randy Wykoff 

Dean of ETSU College of Public Health 

in a community, he said. 
Many factors impact the health 

and well-being of an individual, 
Wykoff said. 

Among those are: genetics, social 
and economic circumstances, envi
ronment, health-care access and 
lifestyle choices. 

A CHANGE IN BEHAVIOR 

While genetics cannot be 
changed – other factors can be, 
Wykoff said. 

Lifestyle choices and behaviors, 
such as tobacco use, physical inac
tivity and overeating, all play a 
major role in one’s personal health 
outcomes, Wykoff said. 

Tobacco use nationwide has been 
declining in the past 25 years, 
but Tennessee still has a large 
percentage of the population that 
smokes, he said. 

Obesity is another major health 
issue facing the nation, especially 
this region, he added. 

“We’ve come to understand that 
social circumstances are often a 
detriment to changing behaviors,” 
Wykoff said. 

Income level also makes a huge 
difference in the health of a popu
lation, he said. 

How, then, can we improve the 
health of a region “unless we 
improve its economic develop
ment?” Wykoff said. 

Health outcomes are also “tight
ly related” to education levels of a 

population, he added. 
“Health does not not stand 

alone,” Wykoff said. 
“In order for a region to have 

improved health, it must also have 
economic development and good 
education,” he said. 

Wykoff said community leaders 
need to work together to improve 
affordable access to health care, 
enhance economic development, 
reduce poverty, and improve edu
cation. All of these factors, he said, 
improve the health outcomes of a 
community. 

These are not just state and 
national issues, Wykoff said. These 
are also local issues that local 
communities should find ways to 
resolve, he said. 

Greeneville businessman and 
founder of the Niswonger Founda
tion, Scott Niswonger said he feels 
that there is a link between the 
overall health rankings of upper 
East Tennessee counties and cur
rent educational spending. 

“The State of Tennessee ranks 
almost dead last in the nation in 
spending per pupil for education,” 
Niswonger said. 

Among the 95 counties in Ten
nessee, Greene County ranks 91st 
in educational spending, he said. 

“I do believe there is a correla
tion between education spending 
and what we’re going to spend in 
health care,” Niswonger said. 

EDUCATIONAL SPENDING 

“If we spend more in these areas 
(of education and economic devel
opment), then we will live longer,” 
he said. 

“And that’s a good thing, right?!” 
Niswonger added. 

“So if it comes to that 13 cents 
(or so) on those property taxes ... 
for additional funds for education, 
just think of it this way ... you’re 
going to live 5.7 years longer with 
that 13 cents,” he said. 

Niswonger said he was pleased 
that representatives from educa
tion, business and government 
were all present at the forum 
because “those three entities have 
to work together if we’re going to 
have healthier citizens with better 
jobs in this community.” 

In the past, industries looking to 
locate in a community were typi
cally most concerned with what 
wages would cost them, Niswonger 
said. 

Today, industries are also looking 
at how well educated the  workforce 
is as well as how healthy they are, 
Niswonger said. 

Education must be the firstfoun
dation toward improving the eco
nomic conditions and ultimately the 
health status of a region, he said. 

“The difference between a 12th 
grade education and a bachelor’s 
degree over the course of a career 
will mean about a million dollars,” 
Niswonger said. 

“That’s the way that we work 
ourselves out of this mess that our 
country finds itself in,” he said. 

——— 
Online: 
www.countyhealthrankings.org 

Takoma Earns High 
Hospital Safety Score 
By National Group 

Takoma Regional Hos
pital has earned an “A” for 
its hospital safety score, 
according to the national 
Leapfrog Group. 

Takoma  is  one  of  only 
three hospitals in the 
Tri-Cities to receive the 
highest mark, accord
ing to Daniel Wolcott, 
Takoma’s president and 
CEO, in a hospital news 
release issued last week. 

“Joining us are Holston 
Valley and Bristol 
Regional,” Wolcott said. 
“Interestingly, all three 
are part of the Wellmont 
Health System family.” 

Takoma  is  also  part 
of the Adventist Health 
System. 

The grades were given 
by the Leapfrog Group, 
an independent, non
profit organization that 
promotes transparency 
and value-based hospital 
incentives. “A” is the saf
est score, with “F” being 
the worst. 

Takoma  scored  an  “A” 
based on survey infor
mation provided on 26 
patient safety measures 
that focus on medi
cal errors, medication 
errors, patient inju
ries and infections, the 
release says. 

Other well-known cen
ters of excellence, includ
ing the Mayo Clinic, 
also received an “A,” the 
release says. 

The Hospital Safety 
Score was developed 
using nationally avail
able publicly reported 
data, including the Cen
ters for Medicare and 
Medicaid Services, and 

ETSU’s Telemedicine Program
 
Helps Rural Medical Providers
 

JOHNSON CITY (AP) 
— Doctors at East Ten
nessee State University 
are now able broadcast 
lectures to rural doctors 
and nurses in nearby 
Appalachian counties, 
and soon doctors, nurses 
and even patients will 
be  able  to  communicate 
back. 

The University’s 
telemedicine program 
kicked off with a lec
ture on oncology broad
cast to providers in five 
participating counties: 
Hancock and Johnson 
in Tennessee, Harlan 
in Kentucky, and Smyth 
and Tazewell in Virgin
ia. 

Doctors and nurses 
there can watch the lec
tures for continuing edu
cation credits. 

Barbara Sucher, assis
tant dean of continu
ing medical education 
at the ETSU College of 
Medicine, told the John
son City Press the lec
tures are designed to 
help  patients  by  provid
ing information that is 
immediately useful to 
their doctors. 

While the broadcasts 
currently are one-way, 
beginning in the fall the 
telemedicine system will 
have the equipment in 
place to allow for two-
way interaction. 

That means that some 
patients requiring fol
low-up visits for special
ty  care  will  to  able  to 
go to local providers but 
still see and talk with 
their doctors in Johnson 
City. 

Sucher said that some
times patients who live 

far away do not return 
to the university’s medi
cal practice for follow-
up care for reasons that 
include the cost and time 
needed to travel. 

“What we’re trying 
to do is maintain that 
care, that continuity of 
care, between the spe
cialist and the patient,” 
she said. 

A U.S. Department 
of Agriculture Rural 

What we’re trying to 

do is maintain that 

care, that continuity 

of care, between the 

specialist and the 

patient.” 

Barbara Sucher 

ETSU College of Medicine 

Development grant for 
$191,600 has helped 
the school to develop its 
telemedicine program. 
ETSU kicked in another 
$96,000. 

The broadcasts are 
part of a continuing 
medical education pro
gram called Grand 
Rounds. 

Four hour-long Grand 
Rounds are broadcast 
each  week  on  subjects 
like internal medicine, 
obstetrics and gynecol
ogy, pediatrics and psy
chiatry. 

“And they’re sort of 
the bread and butter of 
what’s going on in medi
cine today,” Sucher said 
of the lectures. 

DANIEL WOLCOTT 

TAKOMA PRESIDENT/CEO 

the Leapfrog Hospital 
Survey data. 

“Hospital participa
tion  in  this  survey  is 
voluntary,” Wolcott said. 

“We participated 
because our goal is to 
provide world-class 
health care and patient 
safety right here in 
Greeneville,” he said. 

“This analysis helps 
us compare ourselves 
with other top-perform
ing hospitals nationally,” 
Wolcott added. 

This is the first time 
that hospitals have been 
given letter grades based 
on their performance 
on hospital safety mea
sures, the release says. 

More than 2,600 U.S. 
hospitals were graded, 
with most hospitals – 
1,243 – earning a “C” or 
below, the release says. 

Health-care consumers 
who want to see how hos
pitals ranked can visit 
www.hospitalsafetyscore. 
org. 
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