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Elida High School computer science teacher Mark Suter, left, conducts a planning meeting with his Grit9 Design students. Grit9 is a 
student-run company that sells web development and other services to the Elida community and beyond.

Mark Suter’s intensity and enthusiasm are infectious 
as he tosses out ideas to his new students during the 
second week of the school year. The proof of that is 

seen in the way they excitedly bounce their ideas back to him.

The students are part of Elida High School’s Grit9 Design, an 
innovative program Suter developed shortly after he arrived 
at the school in 2016. Grit9 is a student-run company that 
sells webpage design and photo scanning services to customers 
in the Elida Local (Allen) community and beyond. It also 
provides students with real-world business, technical and 
communication skills.

Elida is not the first district in which computer science teacher 

Suter started entrepreneurial programs that put students in 
real-world learning situations. He created similar projects at 
Ridgemont Local (Hardin) and Pandora-Gilboa Local 
(Putnam) as a way to better prepare students for life after high 
school.

“I saw a disconnect between the how and what I was teaching 
students and the how and what the real professional world 
was doing,” said Suter, who was a 2018 Ohio Teacher of the 
Year finalist. “Rather than try to control a simulation of the 
real world, I just brought the messy, ambiguous scenarios of 
the real world into my classroom, letting go of any sense of 
control. It used to be scary, but now I have complete faith that 
the experiences my students are having is better than anything 

Finding true grit

Elida students operating real-world business
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by taking risks Gary Motz, 
editor

I could have designed for them.”

There are two components to Grit9. One is the web design and 
photo scanning business run by the Technology and 
Entrepreneurship class, which requires an interview to join. The 
other is the Grit9 Club, which is open to the whole student body 
and designed to develop student business and professional skills. 
The club often is a steppingstone to the real business of Grit9.

The program’s unique name came from a long deliberation 
with founding members in 2016, Suter said. 

“We wanted something short, memorable and with an 
available (internet) domain. Pushing through difficult 
situations is central to what we do, so grit makes sense. It 
takes grit to make it through ‘the whole nine yards.’” 

Among the skills Grit9 students learn in the Technology 
and Entrepreneurship class are web development, 
business management, soft skills, personal development, 
critical thinking, financial literacy, project management, 
professionalism and perseverance. They are required to deal 
with real clients spending real money for real services.

“Soft skills are things like calling people, running a meeting 
and collaborating with another team, all those skills that are 
a part of any workplace,” Suter said. “Personal development 
is their passion projects. They design a project of their own 
choosing that only has two requirements — it has to be risky 
and it has to be measurable, which is really scary for them. But 
they come up with the greatest things.”

Suter said he stresses the importance of learning to take risks. 
Mistakes can fuel innovation, he tells his students, and he 
freely shares examples of his own missteps.

“When I screw up I show them, here’s how I messed up 
and here’s how I responded to it,” Suter said. “It’s a way to 
start modeling those behaviors that you want them to have. 
Because if I’m not taking risks, I can’t expect them to either.

“I have this theory that if you build trust first — psychological 
safety — then they will feel comfortable taking risks. If you 
don’t have that, it’s over; it’s a just a typical class then. You can 
pretend to run a business all you want, but until you build that 

trust, they’re not going to willingly take risks.

“What makes this work is that we, as educators, also have to 
feel safe to take those risks. My administration here has been 
so supportive of this in saying, ‘We see the program’s benefit 
to the students, so we’re going to do what it takes to have that 
positive impact on them.’”

Elida High School Principal Darren S. Sharp said Grit9 
meshes well with the school’s outreach efforts to local 
businesses and organizations like the chamber of commerce, 
the chamber’s Women in Business branch and Link Lima, 
a workforce development agency. He said these and other 
groups in the region have a strong record of job creation that 
helps keep local youth in the community.

“There are programs that we work with that help increase 
students’ soft skills and give them experience managing their 
time, working with people and other things students don’t get 
in a traditional classroom,” Sharp said. “The community has 

Teacher Mark Suter shows students the finer points of operating 
photo-scanning equipment.
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been really receptive to Grit9, and it’s a great opportunity for 
those kids.”

This year’s Grit9 team recognizes that opportunity. The 
students are sharp, motivated and inspired to learn all they 
can. They also are ready to embrace the risks and challenges 
that Suter says lie ahead.

“This program is really interesting because it gives me more 
time to focus on what I want to do,” said sophomore 
Preston Layman, who hopes to become a surgeon. “In other 
classes, I have to focus on the set rules and guidelines they 
give us. Here, there’s a lot more flexibility; it’s more fluid. It 
really lets you come out of your shell and develop a bunch of 
different skills like speaking to people, being in interviews 

Just like any other business, Grit9 proudly displays the first dollar 
the firm earned.

and increasing your technical abilities.”

Junior Anna Rose said the business side of the program is 
what appeals to her. Although she is still debating what she 
wants to do after high school, one possibility is to become a 
business manager.

“I’m really into the business aspect of the program, not 
necessarily the web design,” Rose said. “I like to be able 
to get out into the real world and work with people. Grit9 
will definitely help with the business part by improving my 
management skills, enabling me to deal with people and 
clients and learning about web design.”

Students work with clients in a variety of ways, Suter said. 
That approach reflects the real business world.

“Students call clients from my classroom and use their school 
email accounts to send clients updates on the progress of their 
project,” he said. “Students also run face-to-face meetings 
with clients to coordinate web design and train them how to 
run their websites.”

Grit9 students also have presented at the Ohio Educational 
Technology Conference in Columbus, Sharp said. And, at last 
year’s conference, one student used the networking skills he 
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learned in Grit9 to get a vendor to take a look at his project.

“This student, on his own, created a virtual reality program to 
teach people how to change a tire,” Sharp said. “It seems so 
basic, but there are still specific steps you have to go through. He 
got the attention of some people selling virtual reality equipment 
and they actually put it on their computer in the vendor area.

“It was one of those opportunities for students to see the 
business aspect of, ‘Hey, I have a product, what do I need 
to do to get it exposed?’ That was a great example of how 
important networking is. In fact, that student was shocked, 
because the company was talking to him about an internship.”

Suter clearly finds teaching the Grit9 class very gratifying. He 
also enjoys seeing what his students achieve after they leave 
Elida High School.

“Seeing students attend chamber of commerce events and 
network with other working professionals with confidence is 
a huge win for both me and the students,” he said. “I know 
that the work is worth it when I see that. It is rewarding 
to get updates from other teachers, parents or the students 
themselves that the impact Grit9 is having on them is 
resonating in other areas of their lives too.

“I also have several students who are in or have graduated 
from (postsecondary) computer science programs. One is 
currently in Iraq serving in network administration. He cites 
being in this classroom as the reason he went into that field. 
Another runs a web-development business as his full-time job; 
he was my first tech club president.”

Among Grit9’s clients are the Ohio School Boards 
Association, which hired Grit9 to scan more than 15,000 
photos from its archives. Others include WZOQ/ZSportsLive 
Radio; Allen County’s American Township; Midwest Ohio 

Grit9 students discuss what kind of business cards they should use 
for their company.

Offices in: Cleveland, Toledo, Mansfield and Columbus.  

For more information please call 1-800-233-2938. 

Mini Barns; Immanuel Church of Elida; TJ’s Pizza; and a 
Pittsburgh-area school district. 

The program, which is self-funded through its business ventures, 
also benefits other students. A portion of Grit9’s surplus is given 
as scholarships; that amount was $2,000 last year.

“The long-term goal is to get students placed in internships 
that take them out of school part days or a few full days a week 
to get on-the-job experience in any field, not just the tech 
subjects I teach,” Suter said. “I’m very proud of the program 
we have and enjoy seeing the work students go on to do after 
they graduate. I love to hear from them and hear that being in 
this environment somehow impacted where they are now.

“It’s my favorite part of teaching.” n

Editor’s note: For more information, visit https://grit9.com.


