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By Virginia Annable 

(Lenoir) News-Topic 

Joshua Smith plans to 

change the way he 

teaches and talks to his 

students about their 

careers. 

After three days touring 

six companies around 

Caldwelll County with a 

group of 31 other edu-

cators, Smith decided 

he needed to help his 

students see the good 

opportunities available 

to them, and get rid of 

the mindset that manu-

facturing jobs are bad. 

“We can flip the script 

and show them there is 

a path to great jobs in 

the county,” he said. 

The educators visited 

these businesses as 

part of the Hired Educa-

tion program run by the 

Caldwell County Eco-

nomic Development 

Commission and the 

Caldwell County 

Schools. The annual 

program aims to open 

the eyes of teachers 

who are molding the 

minds of the next gener-

ation, said Caldwell 

County EDC Executive 

Director Deborah Mur-

ray. 

“We need to ... inform 

our educators about our 

business community,” 

Murray said. “Our edu-

cators are the ones who 

inspire our youth.” 

Teachers from high 

schools, middle schools 

and the community col-

lege visited McCreary 

Modern Inc., a furniture 

         SEE HIRED PAGE 2   

McCreary Modern President Rick Coffey talks with teachers and administrators 

during a tour of the furniture company’s manufacturing facility in Gamewell. More 

than 30 participants took part in the three-day Hired Education event in order to 

learn more about Caldwell County companies and careers. 

Chase Corp. 

gains grant 

for expansion 

A fresh perspective 
Instructors learn about local industry through Hired Education 

By Guy Lucas 

(Lenoir) News-Topic 

A state grant will help pay for reno-

vation of a plant in Lenoir for an 

expansion that is expected to lead 

to more jobs, the N.C. Department 

of Commerce announced. 

The North Carolina Rural Infrastruc-

ture Authority has awarded a 

$172,500 building reuse grant to 

Chase Corp. to renovate the 

110,717-square-foot NEPTCO 

building in Lenoir. The company will 

invest another $172,500 in the 

project, according to a press re-

lease. 

NEPTCO, which employs about 100 

people at the Lenoir plant, expects 

to add about 25 jobs as a result of 

the project. 

The Caldwell County Board of Com-

missioners voted in May to offer job

-creation incentives of $2,000 per 

job, up to a total of $50,000, for 

the NEPTCO project. At the time, it 

was publicly identified only as 

“Project Patrol.” County officials 

said the company was considering 

other sites for the expansion. 

NEPTCO’s other operations include 

plants in New England and China. 

Chase Corp., based in Massachu-

setts, bought NEPTCO in 2012.  
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manufacturer; Exela 

Pharma Sciences, a 

pharmaceutical compa-

ny; NEPTCO, a plastics 

and adhesives manu-

facturer; Caseworx, 

which uses computer 

design and machinery 

to build custom cabi-

nets; Bemis Manufac-

turing, which makes 

plastics; and chemical 

manufacturing company 

RPM Wood Finishes 

Group. The three-day 

program concluded with 

a luncheon where the 

teachers talked about 

what they learned. 

The point is to show 

teachers how the local 

economy has changed, 

the new types of jobs 

that are available and 

the various opportuni-

ties out there for their 

students, and help 

them know how to bet-

ter prepare students for 

the workforce. 

Smith said one of his 

biggest takeaways was 

how well workers are 

trained and paid at 

companies so close to 

home. 

“We were all a bit 

floored and impressed 

that high school gradu-

ates can be employed 

so well,” he said. 

To prepare his students 

for manufacturing jobs, 

he plans to emphasize 

the importance of math 

and communication 

skills. 

For Misty Key, who has 

been at Hudson Middle 

School since 1996, see-

ing all the advanced 

manufacturing so close 

to home was shocking. 

“I saw things I’ve never 

seen around here,” Key 

said. “This is something 

that’ll have an impact 

on me for the rest of my 

career.” 

Key said she realized 

it’s part of her job to 

help students and par-

ents who are still in a 

“2010 mindset,” stuck 

thinking that manufac-

turing jobs were unrelia-

ble and not well paid, as 

many thought after the 

Great Recession. 

Key said she wants to 

focus on teaching stu-

dents people skills, let-

ting them know about 

mentorship programs 

and increasing commu-

nication with local in-

dustry. 

Ethan Ostwalt, a math 

teacher at Caldwell Ca-

reer Center Middle Col-

lege, said he plans to 

add a unit on the practi-

cal math that people 

use in manufacturing 

jobs. 

He hopes if his students 

are prepared, they’ll be 

more open to the jobs 

local companies are 

offering. 

“The fact is that this is a 

great place to live and 

work,” Ostwalt said. 

“They really can have 

the job they’re dream-

ing of close to home.” 
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Caldwell continues to set 

new employment marks 
Caldwell County continues to blaze 

new 21st century trails in terms of 

number of people working and the 

overall unemployment rate. 

According to data released by the 

N.C. Department of Commerce’s La-

bor and Economic Analysis Division, 

more people were working in May 

than at any time since April 2008. 

“The employment news continues to 

be very good and very strong,” Cald-

well EDC Executive Director Deborah 

Murray said. “I am most impressed 

that Caldwell County has added near-

ly 1,000 to the ranks of the em-

ployed since December 2017. We 

are fast approaching 36,000 em-

ployed, a number we haven’t seen 

since 2006. It is also no small feat 

that Caldwell has seen 96 consecu-

tive months of year-over-year im-

provement in our unemployment. 

In addition, Caldwell’s unemployment 

rate dipped to 3.5 percent, continu-

ing the trend of posting the best job-

less numbers since 2000. 

According to the May numbers, 

35,645 county residents were em-

ployed, an increase of 242 from the 

April totals. That figure is the highest 

since April 2008, when 35,678 peo-

ple were working. That month is sig-

nificant because it marked the best 

jobs report for the county prior to the 

Great Recession. 

The May total represented a 0,7 per-

centage point decline from the previ-

ous year and furthered Caldwell’s 

impressive 96-month streak of post-

ing lower year-over-year jobless num-

bers. 

Caldwell remained tied for the 32nd 

lowest unemployment rate out of the 

state’s 100 counties. The county has 

a lower jobless rate than Guilford 

(Greensboro) and Forsyth (Winston-

Salem) counties. 

At the same time, the Hickory-Lenoir-

Morganton Metropolitan Statistical 

Area posted a 3.3 percent jobless 

rate, tied for third with Durham-

Chapel Hill out of the state’s 15 

MSAs. 

“We are proud of the performance of 

the Hickory-Lenoir-Morganton MSA,” 

Murray said. “For the first time in 

decades, the Hickory-Lenoir-

Morganton MSA boasts the same 

unemployment rate as Durham-

Chapel Hill and is tied for the third 

best unemployment rate of all 15 

North Carolina MSAs. Just a few 

years ago, we were consistently 

ranked 13th or 4th. The county and 

the region have vastly improved and 

regained their competitive places.” 

                                                 Source: N.C. Department of Commerce 


