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Brandi Clark, a junior at 
Lees-McRae College, never 
thought she would attend 
college, much less spend a 
month studying wildlife in 

New Zealand.   At age 11, Brandi had 
lost her mother and then lived with her 
father and an older brother. By the time 
she turned 15, she was skipping school 
and getting into trouble. At 18, she went 
to live with her grandmother, who divides 
her time between Weeki Wachee, Florida 
and Sugar Mountain, NC. Meanwhile, 
Brandi drifted from one fast-food job 
to another and managed to earn a GED 
along the way.

While visiting her grandmother in 
North Carolina in 2013, Brandi be-
gan to think about taking a new direc-
tion. She shared her concerns with a 
friend, who told her about the New Op-
portunity School for Women at Lees-
McRae.  Brandi contacted the school di-
rector and within a short time found her-

self in a group of women who had similar 
experiences to hers. Like Brandi, they felt 
trapped and wanted to better themselves. 
Over the next three weeks the New Op-
portunity women learned how to write re-
sumes, how to dress, how to interview for 
a job, how to build self-confidence, how 
to help each other. They kept daily jour-
nals, studied Appalachian literature, and 
attended cultural events in the area. They 
also took advantage of health services 
(mammograms, pap smears, dental work, 
eye exams, and glasses) that were available 
to them. 

“The New Opportunity School gave 
me another chance in life…a chance to 
get on my feet and do something with my 
life,” Brandi says. “I gained confidence and 
began to believe in myself. We all empow-
ered each other. I decided I wanted to go 
to college and make something of myself.”

After the New Opportunity School 
session ended, Brandi was accepted in 
the freshman class at Lees-McRae that 
fall.  Her experiences at the May Wild-
life and Rehabilitation Center on campus 
opened her eyes to opportunities in that 
field. As a sophomore, she decided to ma-
jor in Wildlife Biology, with a concentra-
tion in rehabilitation. A part of the pro-
gram included traveling to New Zealand, 
where she studied the yellow-eyed pen-
guins who shelter and breed there. When 
she returned to Lees-McRae, Brandi 
decided to remain at the school for an 
additional year to pursue a second major 
– Biology and Health Sciences – and to 
prepare herself for veterinary school. An 
excellent student, she will graduate in 
2018.  Meanwhile, scholarship and work-
study cover Brandi’s college expenses.

“Brandi is one of the most self-actual-
izing students I know,” notes Nina Fisch-
esser, director of the May Wildlife Center. 
“Once she makes up her mind, she does 
everything to make that happen.  She of-
ten attends the symposiums at NC State 
and uses every opportunity to make con-
nections there.   That’s how she came to 
work on one of their turtle teams.  Brandi 

now mentors other work-study students 
at Lees-McRae, plus she knows how to 
take care of herself.”

The first person in her family to go 
to college, Brandi will be the first one to 
receive a degree. “Everyone in my family 
is extremely supportive of me,” she says.   
“They are proud of the way I have turned 
my life around.”

Were it not for the doors that New 
Opportunity School opened for Brandi, 
she might not be where she is today. “New 
Opportunity School gave me the confi-
dence to do what I am doing, and it gave 
me a purpose in life,” she says.   “I had 
wanted to be a vet since I was five years 
old.  I realized I wanted to go to veterinar-
ian school and study wildlife and exotic 
medicine after college. The school also 
prepared me to travel to New Zealand and 
experience the world. I am 29 now; I’ll be 
35 when I get out of vet school.”

As a house sister to New Opportunity 
students at Bluefield College in Virginia 
last summer, she looked at the program 
from another perspective. “It was excit-
ing to see the change in the women…to 
see them take control of their lives and 
seriously look at what they can do,” she 
recalls.

“Brandi is an example of what the 
New Opportunity School can do for 
women,” says Jennie Harpold, director the 
LMC program. “It helps them find em-
ployment, as that is usually their most im-
mediate need. It also helps them develop 
a plan that best suits their future needs.   
Brandi chose to further her education 
here, while some of our other graduates 
take advantage of the educational oppor-
tunities at community colleges.” 

In 1987, Jane Baucom Stephenson, a 
Banner Elk native, founded the New Op-
portunity School for Women at Berea 
College in Kentucky, where her hus-
band John was serving as president.  The 
program began with a phone call from 
Gurney Norman, an Appalachian writer, 
asking if the college had a program that 
might help a woman who was recently 
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Brandi Clark Find Purpose in Life
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SkyLine/SkyBest has a new 
home for its customer ser-
vice operations in Watauga 
County with the recent 
opening of its newest cus-

tomer center near Boone Mall.  Lo-
cated on Wilson Drive in the former 
Village Laundry, the new Boone Cus-
tomer Center provides greater conve-
nience to SkyLine/SkyBest’s Watauga 
County customer base and supports 
efforts to expand SkyBest Communi-
cations’ service footprint to new areas.

The full-service Customer Center 
features weekday business hours of 8 
a.m. to 5 p.m. as well as walk-in service 
from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. on Saturdays.

In 2013, SkyLine established a Cus-
tomer Center location in Banner Elk, 
which has drawn more Avery County 
traffic away from the Seven Devils lo-
cation, and the close proximity of these 
two facilities led company officials to 
find a location closer to Boone that 
could better serve all of the coopera-
tive’s Watauga customers, as well as its 
subsidiary’s business customer base in 
Boone.

SkyLine/SkyBest recently intro-
duced new broadband packages with 
speeds ranging from 5 Mbps to 1 
Gbps, and it continues to offer digital 
TV, local and long-distance phone ser-
vices, bundled services, security, auto-
mation and surveillance, and medical 
alert systems.  It also functions as a cus-
tomer service stop for Carolina West 

SkyLine/SkyBest Opens 
New Customer Service Center 
in Boone

Wireless customers for bill payments, 
purchases, or cell phone plan upgrades.  
The modern facility features a video 
wall, streaming TV and VoIP displays, 
and a telepresence device that is used 
for additional customer service support 
via live video conferencing from other 
locations.

“With Boone as the commerce 
center of Watauga County, we feel 
this new site allows us to offer greater 
convenience and to be more accessible 
to all of our Watauga members and 
customers,” said Retail Sales Manager 
Jamey Jenkins. 

The Customer Center’s move to 
Wilson Drive further coincided with 
SkyBest’s expanded service footprint 
to more of the Boone business com-
munity, specifically along Highway 105 
and Business 321, and to the Lenoir 
business community.  

The Boone location is led by Jamey 
Jenkins and staffed by Retail Sales Su-
pervisor Paige Phillips and six retail 
sales consultants.  Sales staff assigned 
to the Boone and Lenoir business mar-
kets includes Strategic Sales Supervi-
sor Brent Keith, Business Account Ex-
ecutives Charity Shatley and Graham 
Brown, and Inside Sales Coordinators 
Robin Miller and Hollie Brown.

SkyLine engaged David Patrick 
Moses, Architects of Banner Elk and 
VPC Builders of Blowing Rock with 
the design and construction at the new 
Boone location.

divorced and needed to know how to get a 
job.  Shortly after that, a foundation look-
ing for a worthy program to fund knocked 
on the college door.

“I had one week to write a grant 
proposal,” recalls Stephenson. “About 15 
people gathered in our living room one 
day to brainstorm and design the program. 
We talked about classes, internships, 
and housing.   John insisted we include 
Appalachian lit classes in the program, and 
Gurney believed creative writing would 
help the women build self-esteem.”

The original mission of the New Op-
portunity School for Women—“to improve 
the financial, educational, and personal cir-
cumstances of low-income, middle-aged 
women in the Appalachian region”—has 
not changed. Over the course of its 30-
year history, the school has transformed 
the lives of more than 900 graduates who 
have completed the program at one of its 
three sites—Berea College, Lees-McRae, 
and Bluefield College. 

“A survey of all graduates of all pro-
grams this past year revealed that 41 percent 
of the children of our grads answering the 
survey have gone on to higher educatio —
and four have earned Ph.Ds.,” notes Ste-
phenson. “Furthermore, 15 percent of the 
grandchildren of our grads  have  pursued 
higher education. Thirty percent of our 
graduates have completed Bachelor’s and/
or Master’s degrees, and 76 percent have 
become employed part-time and/or full-
time. An additional 13 percent are self-
employed.   Interestingly, 17 percent have 
retired from employment. 

I truly believe that to educate a mother 
is to educate a family,” she adds.

Stephenson continues to be involved 
in the program at all sites, serving wher-
ever she is needed and getting to know 
the students. However, her primary fo-
cus these days is raising money for the 
NOSW Foundation, which provides funds 
for scholarships, health care needs for the 
women, and operating costs at the three 
sites. 

“I especially enjoy meting the students 
each year and learning how the program 
has changed them,” she says. The New Op-
portunity School for Women is now taking 
applications for the summer session, June 
11 – July 1. Application forms are available 
online at http://www.lmc.edu/academics/
nosw/index.htm
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