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I have always felt my 
family – including siblings, 
parents and children – were 
destined to invent something. 
I just feel it’s in our blood.

We have even sat as a 
family and brainstormed. 

But try as we might, a big 
idea has failed us. Or, we get 

one and weeks later it’s found 
on the market already. 

As a kid, our daughter, for 
example, suggested a toaster 
that could toast a design right 
into the bread. Disney then 
suddenly had something. She 
was so disappointed.

My mom and I have been 
on the cusp of walk-in bathtubs 
(since developed), fl at bows 
for mailing packages (seen 
them), as other examples. 
My mom has had one idea 
brewing for years that she 
hasn’t seen, but you can bet it 
will show up if she pursues a 
prototype.

Our son has had some 

great suggestions, but is too 
much of a realist to want to 
invest in them. 

One of my brothers and 
his son have very technical, 
scientifi c (science fi ction) 
ideas that are over my head. 
They twice had visions 
before LED-lights became 
common, and we even got 
a visual presentation of one 
concept once. But, again, 
the technology develops so 
quickly it’s hard to stay ahead 
of the game.

We’ll keep plugging 
away, however. Like I said, I 
have long sensed someone in 
my family is destined to invent 

something important. I hope it 
makes life easier for all of us.

Whether we’d want to 
pitch the product on Shark 
Tank on TV is another whole 
matter. I honestly don’t think 
I could take the pressure. Way 
too often someone seems 
very prepared and the panel 
rips the idea to shreds. Other 
times I almost think the idea 
is a joke, and everyone jumps 
on board and the people walk 
out with a half million dollar 
deal for toilet paper crimpers 
or something. 

I would be certain to 
cry in front of the Sharks. 

Sometimes that’s effective 
and sometimes that just leads 
to bullying. 

And, I would want to 
consult with my partner(s). 
Sometimes that means losing 
the offer – Don’t leave the 
room, the presenters are told, 
offers can change.

Sometimes the Sharks 
don’t even permit another 
offer. If I could get the words 
out, I’m not sure I could read 
them well enough to know if I 
was risking everything.

Likewise, the follow-
up stories about the deals 
are incredible. A single mom 

could be working 26-hour-
days on her invention one 
day and the next she owns 
a warehouse with 200 
employees. 

The accompanying 
story and photos are about 
Tomahawk High School 
and Tomahawk Middle 
School students and their 
participation in a Shark 
Tank-like program. They did 
a great job developing and 
presenting their ideas, some 
of which have real potential.

Now, if I could just get 
my family on the same page. 
Destiny is slipping by.

By Kathy Tobin
Tomahawk Leader Editor
kathy@tomahawkleader.com

He pitches it as “Shark Tank meets Price Is Right.”
It’s the brainchild of Steve Bench, Madison, founder of Badger Business 

Camps, Inc., a business contest for students presented in a game show setting. 
Tomahawk Middle School seventh graders and Tomahawk High School 

freshmen each spent a day at the Packaging Corporation of America’s William 
Buedingen Center learning fi rst-hand what it might be like to create a business 
after inventing a product. 

In small groups, the kids were challenged to come up with a product 
solution to a problem, develop a business plan and then, in front of the entire 
class, pitch their idea, complete with slogan and logo. 

“The idea is to get the kids out of the classroom into a hands-on activity 
where they take the theory and technical information they learn in school, 
putting it into practice, where they’re in control and make all the decisions. 
They kind of get a taste of what it’s like to start a company,” Bench describes.

The process takes teamwork and creativity. It also requires public speaking. 
“I see kids come out of their shell. I see kids afraid to try something like 

public speaking, try it and do an awesome job. I’m always surprised by their 
creativity and the innovation and how student are very good at thinking of 
problems,” Branch says.

“This is more fun than Shark Tank and it’s without the mean, grumpy, rich 
people that are going to make you feel bad,” he shares with the kids.

“If you can think of a remedy for a problem people are struggling with, 
people will pay you money for it,” he tells the kids. “Perhaps there are products 
or services developed that could make life better for the people in Tomahawk 
and across the country.”

As an example, Bench recalls one group of girls from another school who 
came up with Smart Jewelry. The idea was that if you are being followed or 
harassed or feel in danger, the earrings you’re wearing can call for help. You tap 
your ear once to text a friend; you tap your ear twice to call 911. And, Bench 
noted the assailant or bully might not even know help has been summoned 
because tapping one’s ear is not an unusual movement. 

Brenda Bartz, president of Tomahawk Extended Area Partners in Education 
(TEAPIE), which helped sponsor the recent day in Tomahawk, said an exercise 
like this “is a great experience for kids to get a feel for how a company or 
organization works. They kind of do the basic positions of a CEO, marketing, 
fi nance, communications. It gives them the experience of teamwork. What I like 
best about it is you see the kids working together; they’re communicating which 
kind of goes back to old school. You don’t see a lot of cell phones out. And the 
project kind of forces them to work together as a team,” Bartz observes.

It also can give them an idea – a mini-experience – of a career area they 
may want to pursue, Bartz says. 

“The exciting part is just the ideas that come through,” she adds. “… it just 
kind of blows your mind how ingenious some of them are.”

One of the ideas from a TMS seventh grade group that won, she recalls, 
“was an alterative to replacing prescriptions for eye glasses. They came up 
with a chip that you simply put in your frame and your doctor just sends your 
prescription to the chip which fl oats over the eye,” she says.

Another one was like a Fitbit, with the tracking device and all the 
information in the shoes that you wear, Bartz notes.

“Those are young minds. Sometimes you hear the words that our youth are 
lost. It’s encouraging to see things like this, that there’s so much creativity and 
energy out there,” she states.

Shark Tank meets 
Price Is Right

Middle, high school students participate
in ‘business contest in game show setting’

The Cooling Crew team of Jason Nehring, Noah 
Buckwalter, Elijah Scheffl er and Adam Hall took 
fi rst place in Region 1 for their crotch cooler. They 
also won the slogan contest. Their invention is 
designed to offer sweat-free comfort.

Amber Florczak, Sydney Barnett, Rya Brown 
and Aurora Barthels went on to take fi rst 
place in Region 2 for their H2O Tech, high tech 
water bottle. They are joined by Steven Bench, 
founder of Badger Business Camps, Inc.

The day’s activities also included quick challenges 
like this ping pong ball test. Team members include 
Drew Bolder, Tyler Beck, Nathan Gould and Payton 
Bunce. 

A view from above of the teams at work.

Above and below, members of  N.C.A.S.  work 
on a space travel business for when the Earth is 
overpopulated. Members are Chris Bushong, 
Garron Albrent, Jason Brouwers, Mitchell Halloway, 
Austin Leinen and Dakota Woehrle.

Smart Athletics deals with athletic 
watches with high tech applications. The 
business is run by, front, Taylor Repinski 
and Lexi Millard; back, Dellana Graeber, 
Grace Witulski, Maddie McCormick, Mya 
Dhaseleer and Allison Schmidt.

The company Ecowear uses recycled pastic to make 
clothing, keeping the Earth a better place. Team 
members are Betty Fuszard, Taya Johnson, Jadyn 
Grice, Harmony Houpt and Savannah Chadwick.

An edible water bottle made of candy was developed 
by the Koamliren company, made up of Lily Jahn, Koko 
Isotani, Karen Bagin and Amanda Halverson.

The Smart Jacket from Keep It Classy was 
developed by, front, Alyssa Klopatek and 
Molly Mott; back, Kelsie Rigney, Aubrey Fryar, 
Haley Wojciechowski and Addison Bartz.

Fourteen teams created inventions and developed business ideas during a daylong “Shark Tank-type” challenge. -Tomahawk Leader Photos by Kathy Tobin


