
Six Humboldt County high school students may soon make their business dreams a 
reality. A� er being challenged to think like entrepreneurs for the INNOVATE! Business 
Challenge, all six have gone home with prize money to kick-start their businesses a� er 
presenting in the � nal round of the competition at the Ingomar Club in Eureka on 
Friday.

� is is the third year that the Humboldt County O�  ce of Education has hosted the 
business challenge, asking county high school students to submit a minute-long video 
pitch of their business idea. Over 100 students submitted pitches and about 40 were 
called back for the second round where they were asked a series of business-related 
questions. A panel of judges was then able to narrow the pool down to � ve � nalists, with 
one team of two, to present their ideas Friday.

“We kind of like to think of it like our own mini version of Shark Tank, where these 
students are in front of a panel of judges and a live audience pitching their ideas,” said 
Jenny Bowen, the community outreach coordinator with the Humboldt County O�  ce of 
Education.

Bowen said the competition encourages students to think like an entrepreneur and to 
use creative solutions to solve problems. Workshops with local businesses and a mock 
judging helped students further develop their business plans, according to Bowen.

“We really use this model throughout the continuum of our work. It’s trying to encourage 
students to do what they love, do what they’re good at, and do what the world needs,” she 
said.

Five di� erent business ideas were presented Friday by six students. Some invented a 
product to market and others aimed to solve a problem in the community.

Owen Reiss and Canyon Robins, a team of high school juniors from Arcata High School, 
made it to the � nale. � eir business was built around a conductive rubber that they 
invented for a school chemistry project.

Reiss and Robins decided to replace the erasers on No. 2 pencils with their conductive 
rubber, creating a product that could double as an eraser and as a stylus for an electronic 
device. � ey call it the E-raser.

“You can already get a pen that has a stylus on the end but we thought it would be cool to 
create a pencil,” Reiss said.

� e pair plans to use their winnings to obtain a utility patent on their product so they 
can eventually market and sell it. Robins said the competition helped them to develop 
their business plan, but will also help them obtain the patent.

“We’re hoping to get a patent on it, and that’s a lot of the reason why we’re in this 
competition, because that’s expensive,” Robins said.

Other students like Tim Simmons, a senior at Eureka High School, hope to use their 
business to address an area where Humboldt services are lacking. His business, Luscious 
Soil, was born from a problem his father faces while running his business Luscious 
Landscaping.

“He spends a lot of money dumping green waste and buying it back as compost,” 
Simmons said. He said his business will provide better options for people looking to buy 
compost and potting soil.

Simmons will be graduating in June and plans to go to college for a year, but when he 
moves back to Humboldt it is his goal to get Luscious Soil o�  the ground.

“When I found out about this, it really made me want to do this business. � at’s when I 
had to � gure out exactly what my business was going to be,” Simmons said.

Simmons said the competition allowed him to better develop his business idea, but 
another student said he might not have gone through with his idea had it not been for 
the competition.

Conner Callison, another senior from Eureka High, said the competition gave him 
validation for his business Norcal 3D, a fabrication laboratory where people could access 
technology like 3D printers.

“If I didn’t make it though this process I don’t know if I would have pushed through to 
open this business,” Callison said.

He said he plans to study computer science at Humboldt State next fall and hopes to have 
his business up and running by next year.

“I want to open it here because I think it would be good for the community. It will 
provide a place for youth to go and will increase the viability of other manufacturing 
businesses around here,” Callison said.

He said the possibilities of a fabrication lab are endless, but that he also wants to be able 
to create opportunities for other entrepreneurs to follow through with their ideas.

He said the INNOVATE! Business Challenge was bene� cial to him, and that he thinks it 
will continue to help others in the future.

“I think it’s a really great program that will inspire a lot of entrepreneurial attitude in the 
youth of the community,” Callison said.

� e other � nalists who presented Friday were Tristen Schlotzhauer, a senior from 
Fortuna High with his business TS Ornamental Iron, and Genevieve Regli, a sophomore 
at Ferndale High with her business called Green Grass Veal. All � ve � nalist groups were 
awarded prize money ranging from $250 to $2500. Some of them still have a few years 
of high school ahead of them, but all have big plans for their prize money and their 
businesses.

“It is going to take a community to come together and think about how we are changing 
our cultural perceptions of what’s possible for these young people and giving them the 
tools they need to pursue a path beyond high school,” Bowen said.

High School students mean business in competition


