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Award takes Powley’s

program to new heights
Unicoi man started flight training at UCHS in 1991

By Brianna Murphy
Staff Writer

news@erwinrecord.net

When Lt. Col. Bill Powley
began teaching at Unicoi
County High School, he
had a vision to inspire stu-
dents to fly.

Powley, who never gave
up on that vision, will re-
ceive the A. Scott Cross-
field Aerospace Educa-
tion Teacher of the Year
Award for his 19 years of
helping students in Unicoi
and Sullivan counties fly.
The award, given by the
National Aviation Hall of
Fame, will be presented at
the NAHF President’s Din-
ner in Dayton, Ohio, on July
16.

“I have a lot of people to
thank for this,” said Powley,
a retired Air Force fighter
pilot who lives in Unicoi.

When Powley was hired
at UCHS as the Junior Re-
serve Officer Training
Corps instructor in 1991,
the program was on proba-
tion by JROTC headquar-
ters because it did not have
enough students to meet
requirements. Powley de-
termined to recruit more
students by offering them
the experience of flying.

“I thought I could in-
spire the students by flying
them,” he said.

Powley went to the
school board and asked if
they would allow him to
take students up in a small
airplane as part of his cur-
riculum. In April 1992, a
4-3 vote approved the pro-
gram. However, as taking
students flying costs mon-
ey, Powley set out to fund

Lt. Col. Bill Powley

the program.

“We started the fund-
ing by taking aerial photos
and selling them for 8100 a
piece,” said Powley.

Eventually, Powley
formed the non-profit
Flight Lesson Instruction-
al Grants Helping Teens
Foundation, better known
as FLIGHT, as away toboth
fly students and build spon-
sorships to do so. Powley
began talking to local and
national individuals, busi-
nesses, and organizations.
He partnered with local in-
surance agent Fain Bennett
to raise money.

“He created a way for
the funds to be available to
make the kids able to fly,”
said Fain, who helped Pow-
ley communicate with local
community boards.

Several businesses made
donations, and Powley be-
gan taking students in the
air in his Cessna 172.

As the program pro-
gressed, Powley saw an op-
portunity to further train
and educate the ROTC ca-
dets to become pilots. He
began training several stu-
dents for solo flights, and in
1996 his first solo student,
Seth Bennett, hit the air.

After his solo training,
Seth decided to apply for
the Air Force Academy af-
ter high school. During the
application process, Pow-
ley prepared Seth in an ir-
replaceable way, said Fain.

“Powley walked along-
side him the whole time,”
Fain said. “He even prac-
ticed the interviews with
him.”

Sethentered the academy
in 1998, and in 1999 Powley
had a major breakthrough
in the funding search with
a grant from NASA for
$10,000.

“That was really the
sponsorship that brought
this thing above stall speed
and got it up and running,”
Powley said.

Following that grant, in
2001 the Tennessee Aero-
nautics Division promised
a yearly grant which has
increased from $10,000 to
$42,000 to help keep the
FLIGHT Foundation in the
air.

FLIGHT Foundation be-
came part of Sullivan South
High School’s JROTC pro-
gram in 2001, and also as-
sists 12 schools from Knox-
ville to Lee County, Va., in
flying students. In addition
to orientation flights, pro-
grams from these schools
can recommend cadets for
the solo training program,

taught by Powley:.

Since 1991, the founda-
tion has flown 4,100 stu-
dents on orientation flights,
and started 85 students on
solo flight training. The
solo training costs $750,
and Powley credits several
sponsors in helping those
students achieve their
wings.

Jerry O’Connor, presi-
dent and CEO of Impact
Plastics in Erwin, has spon-
sored one or two students a
year for the solo training.
O’Connor said Powley’s
administration of the pro-
gram is one reason he con-
tinues to sponsor.

“He’s done a great job
and done a tremendous
thing for the community,”
O’Connor said. “He’s cer-
tainly well worth the rec-
ognition for his contribu-
tion to the schools.”

Other major sponsors
of the program include Lt.
General Fred McCorkle,
Nuclear Fuel Services, Riv-
er Rats, Paul Farnor and
Scott Niswonger.

Powley was nominated
for the award by Seth Ben-
nett. The award, started in
1986 by Scott Crossfield,
is awarded annually to a
teacher in the public school
system whose core cur-
riculum is based on aero-
space. Recipients must also
show creativity, effective-
ness, and high standards.
Powley’s creation of the
FLIGHT Foundation and
desire to help students fly
garnered the award.

“When that fighter pilot
puts his nose on a target,”
said Fain, “he hits it.”



