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A
h, online shopping—the great, fric-
tionless experience that has evolved 
to allow shoppers to tap a button or 

two and summon new stuff to their home in 
a matter of days (or...even hours).

As the internet has grown more sophisti-
cated, the popularity of at-home on-screen 
shopping has also risen steadily. And while 
the death of brick-and-mortar sales has 
been mostly overhyped, online shopping 

certainly has 
become more 
popular due to 
the pandemic. 
For apparel 
in particular: 
35.6% of appar-
el was bought 
online in 2020, 
compared to 
16.7% a decade 
ago.

The largest 
problem with 
that is that 
people like to 
try before they 
buy—especially 

with apparel. In pre-pandemic times, the 
biggest reason shoppers would visit stores 
instead of smashing that Add to Cart button 
was to touch and try on apparel.

Obviously, this hasn’t stopped many 
millions of people worldwide from buying 
clothes online. But the inability to try things 
on—to imagine what that new dress, or 
pair of sneakers, or jeans will look like—is a 
challenge. The fitting room of your local de-
partment store may be dingy and dimly lit, 
but it exists. And it helps you make a more 
informed decision. We’ve all tried on a pair 
of pants or three or four in a dressing room, 
looked in the mirror, and said, “Nope.”

So what about a “virtual” fitting room? 
Since at least 2010, companies have been 
working on some form of technology that 
allows shoppers to “try on” clothes from the 
comfort of their homes. Retailers and tech 
companies have tried solving the challenge 
via a mixture of augmented reality, artificial 
intelligence, cameras and other forms of 
sensors.

Now that we’re in the pandemic-trans-
formed year of 2021, the need to solve this 
challenge is stronger than ever before, and 
becoming closer to being solved than ever 
before.

Augmented reality (AR) is a huge part of 
virtual fitting rooms. The concept overlays 
digital elements onto the real, physical 
world. In this case, AR puts digital clothes 
on a user’s image in real time right on their 
computer or smart phone or tablet, allow-
ing them to “try on” items without actually 
physically trying them on.

Customized online 
shopping possible with 

augmented reality, 
artificial intelligence
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CTE SUPERVISOR

If you have been reading 
these columns, or spoken to 
me in the past few months, 
you are likely already aware 
that a new Career and 
Technical Education (CTE) 
program is coming to Cher-
okee High School as early as 
August of 2022.

After working with sever-
al local industry profession-
als it became apparent that 
there is a need for trained 
machinists in Hawkins 
County. There is just one 
problem with that, that 
program is quite expensive 
to start due to the cost of 
specialized equipment 
needed.

How expensive? We esti-
mated $250,000 as a base-
line just for equipment like 
manual mills and lathes, 
CNC mills and lathes, and 
bandsaws. That figure does 
not include the cost of tool-
ing for the equipment such 

as bits, cutters, and blades.
It does not include the 

cost of minor renovations 
to the shop space to reroute 
electrical, compressed 
air, and water. It does not 
include the cost of furniture 
for the shop in the form of 
work tables, shelves, and 
cabinets. It does not include 
the cost of computer work-
stations with software to 
program CNC equipment. 
So what is the bottom line? 
Likely somewhere closer to 
$400,000, or what I would 
consider “quite expensive.”

Each year Hawkins Coun-
ty Schools receives federal 
funds earmarked for CTE 
thanks to the Carl Perkins 
Act. Those funds are vital 
to our ability to equip and 
maintain our CTE pro-
grams, but unfortunately, 
the funds are finite.

We typically receive 
around $160,000 in Perkins 
funds annually, give or take 
a few thousand dollars from 
year to year. So long story 
short, we would not be able 

to start a machine tool pro-
gram with Perkins funding 
alone. We needed to locate 
other funding sources, like-
ly in the form of grants.

This is where the part-

nerships you’ve likely heard 
me talk about come into 
play. Thanks to the help of 
our partnerships with state 
agencies and post-second-
ary institutions, we have se-

cured the funds needed for 
this new program offering.

Hawkins County Schools 
will receive a Supporting 
Postsecondary Access 
in Rural Communities 

(SPARC) grant from the 
Tennessee Higher Educa-
tion Commission (THEC). 
The grant is awarded to dis-
tressed and at-risk counties 
in the state, as designated 
by the Appalachian Region-
al Commission (ARC) index 
of economic status.

Hawkins County is one of 
39 counties in Tennessee to 
receive an investment from 
the 2021 cohort of SPARC 
grant recipients. The third 
round of SPARC grant 
funding is a total invest-
ment of over $5 million.

SPARC is a targeted grant 
program for high school 
and adult learner popula-
tions with a specific focus 
on Career & Technical Edu-
cation (CTE). SPARC aims 
to address the associated 
education and workforce 
factors that designate them 
as economically distressed 
and to remove common 
postsecondary education 
access barriers in rural 

$124K grant will help Hawkins County Schools train machinists in CTE program

File photo: Machine tools like these will soon be coming to Cherokee High School as it 
launches a new Career Technical Education (CTE) machinist program. Hawkins County 
Schools was awarded a Supporting Postsecondary Access in Rural Communities (SPARC) 
grant in the amount of $124,700 from the Tennessee Higher Education Commission (THEC).

STAFF REPORT

Premier Communication 
Technologies, located at 133 
Highway 70S in Rogersville, 
celebrated its new office with 
a ribbon cutting ceremony 
on Nov. 18 in conjunction 
with the Rogersville/Hawkins 
County Chamber of Com-
merce.

Premier Communication 
Technologies is a full-service 
telecommunication company 
bringing fiber optics to East 
Tennessee communities to 
deliver high speed internet, 
telephone, and television.

Premier currently contracts 

Premier Communication Technologies 
celebrates ribbon cutting for Rogersville offices
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Premier Communication Technologies is a full-service telecommunication company bringing fiber 
optics to East Tennessee communities to deliver high speed internet, telephone, and television.

BY BECKY FERRELL

D
uring Heritage Days 
in downtown Rog-
ersville I took lots of 
pictures of Luella’s 

Gift Market and posted them 
on My Rogersville.

The place was hopping with 
shoppers looking at all the 
quality merchandise. Recently 
I went back and got to know 
a couple of the lovely ladies 
at Luella’s, including Sandy 
Haun Larkin and Caitlin Win-
burn. Abigail Daniels I had 
met previously.

Brought a couple of friends 
Jimmie Moody Salyer and 
Valerie Mallett Goins along 
this time. We had a blast pos-
ing for pictures and enjoying 
the Christmas atmosphere.

This is the store for the 
person who has everything. So 
many excellent gift ideas. They 
offer a wide variety of brands 
including Pandora. Brighton, 
Hobo purses, Nora Fleming, 
Life is Good, Ronaldo, Bogg 
Bags, Brumate, Lily Pulitzer, 
Kate Spade, and Stationary. 
There are candles, home decor 
local merchandise, gourmet 
foods, and specialties, baby 
items and seasonal items.

Luella’s Gift Market at 117 

E. Main Street in Rogersville 
opened Feb. 7, 2003 in the 
UGO Shopping Center, and 
moved downtown in August 
of  2014. They are open Mon-
day-Friday 11-4 Sat 11-3.

It’s such a fun place to 
roam around and discover 
all the treasures. I found an 
undercover unicorn brace-
let and embossed napkins 
for my mom to use during 

Thanksgiving. Jimmie and 
I went upstairs and tried 
on Thelma and Louise caps 
and found lots of interesting 

Luella’s Gift Market: For the 
person who has everything

BECKY FERRELL

Luella’s gift Market owner Sandy Lakin poses with some of her treasures.
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