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jroberts@johnsoncitypress.com

Ask 11-year-old Gabe Watkins 
if  he’d choose not to have autism 
if  given a chance, and he’ll tell 
you that having autism makes 
you a better person.

“If  I were to ever be given a 
chance to take away my autism, I 
probably won’t because I think 
that having autism makes you 
better,” Watkins said. “It’s makes 
it better if  you have autism 
because it makes you different 
and that’s good.”

Watkins’ friend Jacob Stewart, 
who also has autism spectrum 
disorder, agreed.

“It’s amazing to have autism 
because if  we were all the same 
we would all like the same things 
and we would all know what 
(everyone likes) — we would just 
be robots and it would be really 
boring,” the 9-year-old Stewart 
said.

Stewart and Watkins aren’t 

WORLD AUTISM AWARENESS DAY

‘If I were to ever be given a 
chance to take away my 
autism, I probably won’t 
because I think that having 
autism makes you better.’
GABE WATKINS, below right

‘If we were all the same  
we would all like the same 
things ... we would just be 
robots and it would be 
really boring.’

JACOB STEWART, above left

Jeremiah School 

students share their 

thoughts on autism

JONATHAN ROBERTS/JOHNSON CITY PRESS

Jeremiah School has 21 students enrolled this year.

Jeremiah School is a non-profit faith-based school for 
children with communication disorders such as autism. See AWARENESS, Page A2

Ballad: 
Credit 
rating 
‘historic’

By Hank Hayes
KINGSPORT TIMES NEWS
hhayes@timesnews.net

Moody’s Investors Service has 
announced it has upgraded the 
credit rating for Ballad Health to 
A3 from Baa1, the highest rating 
experienced by Ballad Health or 
its predecessor organizations by 

Moody’s.
This upgrade 

follows a recent 
report by Fitch 
Credit Ratings 
affirming 
Ballad Health’s 
“A” rating.

“Ballad 
Health’s gover-
nance consider-
ations continue 
to be favorable 
with a tenured 
management 
team,” Moody’s 
stated. “The 
board is reflec-
tive of  the com-
munity and has 
diverse compe-
tencies.”

Moody’s cited 
strong gover-

nance as a consideration under 
its Environmental, Social and 
Governance framework for con-
sideration in credit ratings.

Moody’s added: “Management 
has demonstrated the ability to 
operate effectively within the 
limits of  regulation … and con-
tinues to demonstrate the value 
created by the merger for the ser-
vice area …”

Citing ongoing challenges for 
not-for-profit hospitals, which 
face uncertainty with patient vol-
umes and revenue due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Moody’s 
pointed to continued population 
decline as a risk in the Ballad 
Health service area, in addition 
to the increased shift of  payer 
mix from commercial to 
Medicare, Medicaid and other 
governmental payers. Ballad 
Health’s inpatient payer mix has 
less than 20% of  inpatients 
having commercial health insur-
ance.

Moody’s did attribute part of  
Ballad Health’s volume decline to 
a “decrease in readmission rates 
as quality metrics improve and 
care shifts to outpatient and 
lower cost settings.” Ballad 

MOODY’S

Moody’s upgrades to highest 
credit rating Ballad has held 
from that ratings service 

‘This action 
is truly 

remarkable 
for Ballad 

Health and 
for our 

commun-
ities.’

ALAN LEVINE
Ballad Health

See RATING, Page A2

United Steel 
Workers 
Local 7739  
headquarters on 
Wheeler Street in 
Johnson City.

ROBERT HOUK/
JOHNSON CITY PRESS

By Robert Houk
PRESS SENIOR REPORTER
rhouk@johnsoncitypress.com

The Tennessee General 
Assembly is moving closer to 
putting a referendum on the 
state’s 2022 gubernatorial ballot 

to specifically include the “Right 
to Work” law in the Tennessee 
Constitution.

The state Senate voted last 
month to approve a resolution 
sponsored by Sen. Brian Kelsey, 
R-Germantown, to allow voters 
statewide to amend the docu-

ment when they go to the polls to 
elect a governor next year.

“This amendment will guar-
antee future generations of  
Tennessee workers their right to 
work regardless of  whether they 
choose to join a union,” Kelsey 
said in describing his support for 

GOP ‘right to work’ amendment advances
TENNESSEE LEGISLATURE

Push for referendum on 2022 ballot awaits House action

See AMENDMENT, Page A2
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