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Local 18-year-old takes year off in high
school to cook up entrepreneurial
opportunities
By Kelsey Haugen
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Tanner O’Dell is just a high school student at Lincoln East,
but for the 18-year-old go-getter, the future is now.

O’Dell is taking the year off from classes to focus on his
expansive slate of professional ambitions, which begin and
end in the kitchen.

The Lincoln native is an entrepreneur, cook, motivational speaker, radio show host and caterer.
He aspires to be the next Alton Brown on the Food Network.

“I became interested in cooking when I was 12,” O’Dell said. “I was totally obsessed with the Food
Network and each morning, I would try weird things, like deboning a turkey.”

As he became engrossed in cooking shows, O’Dell bought the Culinary Institute of America
textbook and highlighted every detail he found important.

“I just wanted to learn everything I could,” O’Dell said. “I’m mostly Food Network and self-taught.”

At Lincoln East High School, O’Dell had taken every culinary class available by his sophomore
year, though he didn’t find them to be very helpful.

“They (LPS) aren’t as good at adapting to kids wanting to do something different than everyone
else,” O’Dell said.
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The courses don’t incorporate advanced skills, according to O’Dell. They also don’t apply to
students who want to expand their horizons toward things like vegan cuisine — something O’Dell
is interested in learning more about.

While he was in East culinary courses, O’Dell won state in some cooking competitions through
Lincoln Public Schools and also taught some culinary classes. This led to him teaching classes
with dieticians at Hy-Vee, where he said his fan-base was mostly older women.

“I would also do cooking demonstrations at their churches and the Lincoln Women’s Chamber of
Commerce,” O’Dell said. “That transitioned me into speaking on more of the motivational side.”

In hopes of forming a connection with people and also creating a professional name for himself,
O’Dell started his own business two years ago, called Tanner O’Dell Productions (TOP).

“I didn’t know what direction I was going in and I wanted to cover it all through an actual business,”
O’Dell said.

On his TOP website, he posts a daily blog, uploads videos and photos and provides several ways
for viewers to subscribe to his page or newsletter.

“I love how much people get interested in it,” O’Dell said. “It’s fun to see them get into something
I’m passionate about.”

Recently, O’Dell completed his second season of “Fat Plate” on KFOR. He created this series
based on the 18th definition in the dictionary of the word “fat” — the richest or best part of
anything. O’Dell also hosts “Top of Lincoln” on KZUM on Wednesdays, during which he
interviewed people from Top Chef, authors and local business people. He also does “Healthy
Food Fridays” with Matt McKay on KFRX.

“Speaking is the place where the most growth is happening in my business right now,” O’Dell said.

In addition to hosting radio shows, O’Dell has given speeches both nationally and locally. In
Nebraska, he has given talks as part of TEDxLincoln, TEDxOmaha and Ignite Lincoln. He has
also spoken at the University of California-Los Angeles extension of the National Restaurants
Industry Conference. CEOs from huge California-based companies such as Red Robin, Taco Bell
and Applebee’s attended this convention.

“I met Danny Meyer, who owns some amazing restaurants and has won several awards,” O’Dell
said. “It’s like the Oscars for the culinary world.”

http://tannerodell.com/tag/tanner-odell-productions/
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O’Dell has attended two years in a row, both times keeping fans updated on his endeavors
through blogs and videos.

“I go to conferences to meet people,” O’Dell said. “They might have great content, but it’s all about
connecting.”

This summer, he will head to Texas to attend the Natural Epicurean Academy of Culinary Arts, a
small private school that focuses on vegan cooking.

“I’m looking for a change and for new opportunities,” O’Dell said. “It’ll be difficult leaving everything
I’ve built here, but I want to take time off to focus on school.”

This program, which lasts six months, will be followed by an externship to somewhere outside of
Texas.

“There is a high demand for students coming out of this school since it teaches vegan cooking,”
O’Dell said.

Although he hopes to end up with an externship somewhere such as the Food Network, O’Dell
said he’s in no rush to get there.

“My advice is always to take it slow, take in everything you can and do things without expecting
anything in return,” O’Dell said.

Johnny Schrunk, the president of Next Move Marketing and Explosive Marketing Systems, helped
O’Dell along his journey.

“I’ve been mentoring Tanner on speaking and getting his message out there through technology
and social media,” Schrunk said.

By giving O’Dell access to specific programs, Schrunk aided him in reaching out to more people.

“I’ve been helping to brand and position him and in turn, he’s building a large following of people
who appreciate his content,” Schrunk said. “I see him going into the realm of the next Anthony
Bourdain.”

Throughout his mentorship with O’Dell, Schrunk discovered some attractive professional qualities
in the young entrepreneur — persistence and fearlessness.

“If I teach him something, he’ll literally go implement it. He’s a doer that’s not afraid to test things,”
Schrunk said. “He’s very open-minded and an extremely forward thinker.”
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