
Ms.Hudson i 
got accepted to 
the university of 

iowa!!

look 
at all that you 

have accomplished 
here. 

since 
kindergarten, you 

have excelled in all 
that you do.  

and, you will 
continue to do 
so the rest of 

your life. 

the 
idea of going away 
makes me nervous. 

everyone here knows me, 
my story, and they have 
guided me to make me 

who i am. 

The best kids go. Emily is the prodigy of ellis, iowa. She is able 
to prosper as a result of the investment from the community. 
the community takes pride and in directing the best kids out. 

a comic of: 
hollowing out the middle 
by: Patrick J. Carr and Maria j. Kefalas

The heartland matters because without them, the 
country wouldn’t function. in the small town of 
Ellis, Iowa, there are four types of students that 
help to understand the widespread, debilitating 
process of hollowing out.

I 
knew from 

your first day here 
you were going to 

make it big. I’m 
so proud of 



But, making a 
new life will be 

hard.

ellis 
is just the 

beginning. It is 
your time to 

influence the rest 
of the world. you 

owe it to 
yourself.

emily will go on to earn a degree, and likely live outside of 
iowa. When the community pays most attention to its achievers, 
it drains ellis’ resources, as it serves young people who are 
least likely to give anything back to the town. Emily begins to 
see ellis the way outsiders do. 

i’m behind in 
school. but, i work 

long hours. i can pay for 
cool clothes and i can 

afford a car with my 
pay. 

i think because it 
is much cheaper and 
they don’t believe in 

me. 

anyway, i have a 
purpose, i’ve  

matured and i have 
direction in my 

life. 

great. 
That seems 
like a good 
plan. 

Brendan, a stayer, will continue living in iowa to stay around 
like-minded people. He can’t imagine life elsewhere. He enters 
into the workforce early. He fails to realize that short-term 
financial independence will not be enough when he is an adult, 
has a child, and a mortgage. 

brendan, why 
have you been in 

detention often? 

you should 
value the money that 

you are making now, and 
secure this job. it’s likely 

you won’t get into 
college. my parents 

and teachers seem 
to think similarly. 

They encourage me to 
stay, go to trade 
school, or to the 

military.



I’m curious 
about what’s out 

there. I am 
compelled  to 

leave here. 

i 
have the drive to go 

do something different. 
i am not at the top of my 
class, nor do i have the 

money for college. but, i 
see campaigns for the 

military. the opportunity 
to enlist excites me. 

so, 
what’s your 

plan? 

and, go 
where?

jess
ica, how are you? 

what’s your next 
step? 

my plan is to go 
to community 

college for two 
years. 

I don’t think many 
people will expect this 

from you. But, your teachers 
speak highly of your work ethic 
And, your athletic 

performances are 
superb. 

I want to see 
what the world 
outside ellis is 

like. 

what 
drives you to do 

that? 

Sophie was desperate to free herself from what she saw 
as the limitations of a small-town. She is a seeker who 
enlisted because a lack of options. Sophie reaches 
disappointment when she realizes she does not have a 
college degree, but she has experiences unlike her peers 

I have no desire to 
settle into a married 

life, or have a dead-end 
job. i want the opportunity 
to see the world, see the 
ocean, and take a plane to 

an exotic destination.  

this 
could be a 

good option for 
you. military life 

does promise 
glory and 

exci



the stayers, leavers, and returners ultimately teach us 
that the small towns play a role in their own decline.  
Young people who have talent get airlifted out to fulfill 
their potential, and the investment in them makes a boon 
for someplace else. ellis takes pride in children who 

i’m nervous to go 
too far. my family is 

here. i am comfortable 
here.  

how to help with the brain drain: 
Awaken the world about the social and economic 
crisis in the heartland. 
Incentivize young adults to live in rural areas by 
offering tax cuts and credits. 
retain college graduates. 
Bring more recreational, cultural, and consumer 
amenities. 
create jobs. 
to learn more read: hollowing out the 
middle 

more education will 
bring more opportunity to 

your life. 

Jessica started out as a seeker, but landed back in ellis as 
her new life failed to take hold. As a returner, Life outside 
seemed too overwhelming. the skills that she acquired may be 
overlooked, because there is an underinvestment in people 
who are already situated to help the small town thrive. 

rural job market is now 4.26 
smaller than it was in 2008. 

Urban areas are robbing rural 
areas of intellectual capital. 


