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Speaker 1 (00:05):
Main Street Business Insights is a production of Main Street America, an organization leading a movement that's committed to strengthening communities through preservation based economic development in historic downtowns and neighborhood commercial districts nationwide. To learn more, visit mainstreet.org.
Matt Wagner (00:25):
Welcome everyone to the next episode of the Main Street Business Insight podcast, where we feature the stories of America's downtown and neighborhood entrepreneurs. I'm your host, Matt Wagner, chief program officer at Main Street America, and this week's episode of the podcast features Jamie and Jerry Baker, owners of Trendy Teachers in downtown Rome, Georgia. After first visiting the store in early 2023, I actually had the opportunity to go back, of course and record the podcast. But in this time, in their new and expanded store. It was so great to see this relatively new startup just grow and expand by leaps and bounds in just a short period of time. Much of that, as you'll hear, is attributed to leveraging the community and experience that they've curated within the store and bringing that to an e-commerce environment, which as we all know is highly transactional and thus very difficult to recreate that sense of place that you're able to achieve in a physical store.
(01:27):
But as recent data from salesforce.com predicts this combination of bricks and clicks can deliver 1.5 times the growth rate over a purely in-store or an online play. As you'll hear, Jamie and Jerry have essentially cracked the code as they say, and provide some really concrete lessons and insights that I know our audience will be able to adapt as part of their own journey. So let's go ahead and get started. Hope you enjoy and we'll see you on the other side.
(02:07):
I'm wondering for our audience, have you ever found yourself just sort of walking down a street and see this awesome storefront and you're kind of drawn in, even though you may not be the customer they're seeking, but you have to see it. Well, a few months back, I was touring downtown Rome as part of this Georgia Power CREATE program, and ran into Jamie and Jerry's store, introduced myself and immediately thought I need to come back and interview them and hear their story for the podcast. Months later, I'm back, and so glad to be sitting down with the two of them. So Jamie and Jerry, thanks so much for hosting me today inside the store. Let's kick off the podcast by just hearing more about your personal journey and how this came to be the Trendy Teachers.
Jamie Baker (02:53):
Okay. Hi. Matt, thank you so much for coming today. So my name is Jamie, and I have, we're two and a half years into our business now. I was a teacher, I taught for seven years. And I took a break from teaching when I had my own children. I wanted to be a stay-at-home mom with them. When they were old enough to be in school themselves, I did not want to go back to teach.
(03:22):
So I went and I was a class mom for them, and I started subbing in the school system at their school. I really loved being with them at their school, but not having the pressures of actually having to teach myself. And during this time between when I was a teacher and when I stopped teaching, I noticed that all of the local teacher stores started shutting down all around, started here in Rome, and then all of these surrounding cities. So when I was a substitute teacher for my kids' school, I would overhear the teachers talking about how they needed this or that for the classroom, something that they may need for a lesson they were doing the next day or for what they were doing next week, or maybe they needed to decorate their classroom for an upcoming activity they were going to be doing. And because they did not have a local teacher store, they would have to plan an elaborate trip to, I think our closest store is in Atlanta, which is about an hour, hour and a half drive from us.
Matt Wagner (04:26):
Oh, wow.
Jamie Baker (04:26):
So I kind of just took that little bit of information away and sat on it. And then I decided during Covid, I was sitting at home bored to death because there's nothing to do. I wasn't subbing at my kid's school. We're just sitting around hanging out, and I talked to my husband randomly one day. I was like, you know what we should do? We should open a teacher store. And that's literally how the idea came to be.
Matt Wagner (04:54):
And he remained sitting down at the time. And what was your reaction, Jerry at the time?
Jerry Baker (05:01):
Honestly, at that point in time, I had done what I like to call semi-retire from the corporate world. So I had done that for a very long time and had since stopped doing that and was working for myself doing some other things. And when she came up with that idea, I was 100% on board. I thought it would be cool. I thought it would be fun, and I recognized the need just like she did. So I thought, Hey, if we're going to do anything, we might as well, and we've got the time to kind of strategize and figure out how we want to do this, where we want to do it and start kind of getting our ducks in a row. And we did, and we opened the store in the middle of a pandemic.
Matt Wagner (05:43):
What a way to begin.
Jerry Baker (05:45):
Great decision, right. But no, and it panned out perfectly. It was good.
Jamie Baker (05:50):
Thankfully, he's very supportive and I had this crazy idea to open a teacher store in the middle of a pandemic. He was totally on board. Not everybody was on board though. There was definitely some questions and pushback from friends and family, just questioning, are you sure that's a good idea or is there enough business in town for that? But I knew the need. We have a lot of schools here in our city, and because all of the other towns around us, they don't have any teacher stores, I knew that they would have to drive to us. So instead of all these surrounding towns going to Atlanta, we're closer to them than Atlanta. So I knew that they would come to us,
Matt Wagner (06:29):
Certainly an easier commute I'm sure than going into Atlanta. One of the things that I picked up on, I went to obviously to the website before, do a little background because I'd been to the store but wanted to learn a little bit more. And the one thing that caught my eyes, you use the words teacher boutique. Okay. And in fact, it's on your sign outside in front of the store. And I think a lot of people might naturally think, okay, there's a teacher supply store. I get that. But I think boutique, the very essence of the word sort of projects something. I'm sort of curious, was that intentional? Was that some of the thinking?
Jamie Baker (07:11):
Yeah, exactly. And actually it started with the store name Trendy Teachers. When I decided to open up the teacher store, I wanted to sell the sizzle because there is a stigma when you think teacher store, you think paper and pencils and Crayons and not so fun pretty stuff. And I knew today with Instagram and Pinterest teachers, they love their classrooms, they love making it pretty. And they're pretty competitive too. So they get on Pinterest and see beautifully decorated classrooms. And so I wanted to put the word trendy into the name so that they know well, they must have the newest and prettiest and most up-to-date decor because there is the old Dole Dowdy dated decor still out there that we remember from when we were kids. But today the decor is so beautiful. So I wanted to use the word trendy in the name to just sell the sizzle and go ahead and put in their minds that we are up-to-date on what we have.
(08:10):
And then I added the boutique to it because we're more than just paper products and classroom decor, we actually sell things for teachers as well. So we sell the teacher shirts, the teacher cardigans and lanyards, all the accessories that teachers like to have. So the pretty cups, the key chains. And then when you walk into the store, it's not set up a typical teacher store. It's set up more like a boutique where the displays are pretty and we have, it's just decorated really nice like it would if you were to go into a boutique on Main Street or a Broad Street. So from the name to the way we have it decorated, we definitely want to set it up like an actual boutique. And we have the open face, brick walls and the industrial lighting. So when you walk into the store, it definitely, you starts with a name, but then when you walk in, you also get the feel too before you even look at the products. So you're already, it gives you the good feeling.
Matt Wagner (09:05):
So you sort of carried that atmosphere in addition to the products themselves?
Jamie Baker (09:11):
Yeah. Yes.
Jerry Baker (09:12):
And we wanted to make sure we didn't have a institutional look and feel, just the blank walls and basic shelves, just that kind of thing. We wanted to veer away from that as much as possible and make it a lot more comfortable and the whole boutique kind of feel.
Matt Wagner (09:33):
That sort of carries into, so there's always this discussion that's been going on the last few years between sort of bricks versus clicks and clicks being sort of the, okay, I can get this sort of anywhere. No experience. Bricks being sort of the motif of the space, but it seems like you're starting to blend those two. And I'm curious what your sense has been in sort of dipping your toe into the e-commerce space while still growing out your brick space as well.
Jamie Baker (10:07):
Yeah.
Matt Wagner (10:07):
What's that journey been like for you?
Jamie Baker (10:08):
So e-commerce has been huge for us. I would say that's actually about half of our business, wouldn't you say?
Jerry Baker (10:15):
Yeah.
Jamie Baker (10:16):
Yeah. E-commerce is really big for us. So in the beginning, obviously we sold mostly through just brick and mortar walk-ins, word of mouth. Everybody locally was really excited to have a teacher store. And I opened up the website immediately. Day one, as soon as we opened, there was always a website there, but locally, our customers are going to come and shop because our products are hands-on product. It's like clothes shopping. You got to mix and match and does this go with this. So the teachers love coming in and actually seeing it. So because of that, the way I grew my e-commerce was through social media because like I said, you have to be able to see what it is in person. So if you think of clothes, when you're watching TikTok, you see a lot of the girls doing outfits. Well, this goes with this, and they change outfits, they pair it with this hat or this pocketbook.
(11:10):
So I incorporated that into the teacher decor. So what I like to do is if I'm making a TikTok, I pair bulletin board boarders, something that teachers love. So I'll put together little sets of what goes well together and you can do this and this and look how this looks. And the teachers go crazy over that. So I post it all over Facebook and Instagram and TikTok and I always on TikTok, I'll make sure I include my link and Facebook and Instagram, I always include the link where we can order that. And so that drives half of our business currently.
Matt Wagner (11:42):
Wow, that's amazing. Such a short period of time. I think what we discovered during the pandemic is that the use of e-commerce by sort of Main Street types of businesses was still pretty limited. And I'm curious, how you sort of, did you train yourself? Did you watch a lot of videos? What was the journey like in just getting online and starting to use social media as a way to brand and sell your product?
Jamie Baker (12:14):
No, I did not watch any videos or anything. What I did do is follow my competition or follow lookalike businesses, find somebody in the teacher, there's not a lot of teacher boutiques or teacher stores who do what I do. A lot of the teacher stores are more corporate owned. They have a corporate feel to that, and that's not what I want. So what I would do is I would find, like I remember one of the first businesses that I followed was a plant store up in Canada, the most random thing in the world. Obviously we don't sell plants, but I really liked how he did things. I liked how he posted his pictures, like just the types of pictures he posted. If he's getting a shipment in, how did he word like, Hey, look, I just got these cool plants. So I really copied, obviously my content was different from him, and I'm not posting pictures of plants, I'm posting pictures of teacher stuff, but I liked his style, so I would try to copy his style. And so that's what I did. I would just copy other people and,
Matt Wagner (13:17):
In totally different industries. That's great advice really, is there are no competition, but really what you're looking for is the technique. You're not looking exactly at the product mix per se.
Jamie Baker (13:29):
Exactly, yeah. What grabbed my attention, if that grabbed my attention, then that's going to grab somebody else's attention as well.
Matt Wagner (13:33):
Yeah, regardless of the kind of product or what have you.
Jerry Baker (13:37):
Reinvent the wheel. You find the process that works or recognize one and just duplicate it.
Matt Wagner (13:44):
Exactly.
Jerry Baker (13:45):
Just do it and be consistent.
Matt Wagner (13:48):
So tell us a little bit about, so we've had e-commerce and more businesses are ramping up, but now it seems like social commerce and you sort of alluded to that and sort of some of the software and tools that you're using. Tell us how you've used that to sort of engage and build relationships with your customers.
Jamie Baker (14:11):
Well, building relationships. Okay, well, first of all, I post that the three platforms I use the most is Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok. And what I found is each one of those platforms, they attract a different age group. TikTok tends to, a lot of the younger teachers tend to be on TikTok and some of the older teachers are on Facebook. So I really post in all three, Facebook and Instagram daily, TikTok, maybe once a week or so. In the beginning, like I said, I didn't really know what I was doing, I was just copying other people. And then after a while, I kind of found what worked for us and what I like to do to build a relationship, and this business is both me and my husband. I tend to be the face of it just because he doesn't do social media. I do. And so what I did to help build a relationship and let people know that they are buying from a small business, a local business, not a big box store, is I like to incorporate my face into a lot of the pictures.
(15:09):
I know that sounds so silly, but if I'm going to post a picture of a new product or a big shipment we just got in, a lot of times I'll have Jerry take a picture of me holding the product. So they're seeing me, they're seeing my face. So when I'm doing TikToks, I always introduce myself, Hey, this is Jamie, and always thank you for shopping with us. And so people, they actually will find me on TikTok, find me on Instagram, and then they'll drive hours to come shop with us in person.
Matt Wagner (15:40):
That's wild.
Jamie Baker (15:41):
We've had people drive from Florida and make a big day trip just to shop with us. And so when they come, they feel like they somewhat know me already, even though this is the first time we've met, just because they've seen my face for months and years at that point. So that's the way that I've kind of built a relationship from people that's not local. And then of course, there's the interaction between me and them on these social platforms. So that's the way I'm able to connect with people outside of our local community.
Matt Wagner (16:11):
Yeah. Yeah. That's fantastic. You've gone through this process using sort of social commerce related tools. What advice would you give to other small businesses that are probably sitting like, I'm trying to run my store, I'm just trying to keep things going, and now I'm supposed to do all these sort of e-commerce and social commerce. What advice do you give? How do you balance?
Jamie Baker (16:39):
Well, I just make it a priority. So when I come into the store every morning, the first thing I do as part of my opening activities, the first thing I do is go ahead and get my social media out of the way. That's the first thing I do every day before my customers come in. So sometimes I have an idea of what I want to do. Sometimes it's just a matter of me walking around the store until I find a product that pokes out and I'm like, oh, I'm going to do a picture of that. So I just make it part of my daily routine before the store opens. I spend about 30 minutes and just do a really quick little picture, and I copy and paste a lot. So whatever I do on Facebook is also going to go on Instagram. But just do it. And in the beginning you may not be that good at it, but eventually you'll get there and just make it a part of your routine.
Matt Wagner (17:23):
Okay. So you actually schedule it. Okay.
Jerry Baker (17:24):
I think it's more of an investment too, because as you do it today, you won't necessarily see any payoff today. But in the long term, if you stay consistent and you continue to build that following, and you get more views, then the next thing you know you'll have more online orders and everything like that. So it's kind of like an savings account. You put a dollar in a day. What big difference does that make but over the course of,
Matt Wagner (17:48):
Yeah, it pays off in the long run.
Jerry Baker (17:56):
It adds up.
Matt Wagner (17:57):
Okay. Okay. So you're no longer a startup. You're growing and scaling business at this point. I'm sort of wondering how do you think about the business now? Sort of hat's changed or what's different than you thought it might be?
Jamie Baker (18:10):
Okay. So actually we've had a pretty significant change as of this year. Matt, when I met you last year, we were at this little bitty small store. How many square feet was it, Jerry?
Jerry Baker (18:20):
About 1100.
Jamie Baker (18:22):
1100 square feet.
Jerry Baker (18:24):
Including the bathroom.
Jamie Baker (18:25):
Yes. Tiny little area, but we loved it, but we were already outgrowing that little area. And so since then we moved across the street and we are now in a building that is,
Jerry Baker (18:39):
2,900,
Matt Wagner (18:41):
Oh, that's a big leap.
Jerry Baker (18:42):
Square feet. That's the retail space. And then we have this back office area, and we also have a basement for storage.
Matt Wagner (18:48):
Okay.
Jamie Baker (18:49):
So our retail floor has more than about triple the size. And another big shift that we did was we incorporated an educational toy store too. So we actually have two businesses now. We have the teacher boutique, Trendy Teachers, and we actually open up a educational toy store called RAD Toys, and RAD stands for the little district we're in. We're in the River Arts District. So that's what RAD stands for. So now we are a teacher store and an educational toy store. So we're not, because we were such, a teacher store is so very niche, we were pretty much only, it was hard because a lot of, we sold other things that anybody, if you have kids, you can come in. We had educational toys in our other little store, but you didn't know that because you thought it was just for teachers.
(19:37):
We had people call all the time, I'm not a teacher, but can I shop there? So when we decided to open the toy store, we did that strategically because we wanted to let them know, everybody has kids. You either have a kid or you need to buy something for a birthday or you have grandchildren. So and in our town, we also did not have a toy store. Toys"R"Us a couple years ago closed down. So I decided to open up the educational toy store to help supplement our income in between our busy season, which is the summertime. It's our busy season. So we opened up the toy store.
Matt Wagner (20:15):
I think what's so smart about that is you differentiated the customer by actually creating a store inside of the store concept. That's brilliant. That's so smart.
Jerry Baker (20:27):
Because well, even when we had the teacher store, we sold some educational toys, and then of course when you went into the holidays, we kind of veered more towards the toys aspects. So we would carry more and then we would kind of, so we were kind of seasonal. So during the summer it was more the decor, and so you would kind of flip-flop back and forth. And so making this change, now we can offer these things basically year round. We've got the space to do it, and it makes the business much more consistent as toys are a year round thing.
Matt Wagner (20:58):
Exactly. You don't have those big cycles in the business.
Jerry Baker (21:01):
Kids have birthdays, kids have spending money, you've got Christmas. So that's a consistent year round thing. So it just makes our business a little, I mean, obviously it makes it better, but it definitely makes it more consistent.
Matt Wagner (21:14):
Yeah. Yeah. I'm sort of curious. We think about the new space, obviously a lot bigger and then your growing e-commerce business. Does e-commerce inhibit in any way the business space? How do you utilize between retail and logistics and warehousing? Do you use third party? How do you manage that aspect of the business?
Jerry Baker (21:42):
Our sales floor is also our warehouse. I mean, that's where everything is. Like I said, we have a basement, we've got overflow, we've got surplus, and we pull from that and we use from that. But we don't have a dedicated area or a warehouse house or a storage area, nothing like that. I mean, our sales floor is our warehouse. So when we do online orders, we will walk out there and get what we need and package it up and send it on its way. So it's all in one place. And that's something we spoke about as things change and hopefully grow, maybe there will be a need for that at some point where we would have a dedicated space that we handled the e-commerce out of.
Matt Wagner (22:30):
Yeah. Okay. Okay.
Jamie Baker (22:32):
I do have something interesting though. Last year I had a Facebook post go viral. And when I mean viral, I mean it took off in one night. And then that one night we got all these online orders, and that one night I did just as much as we typically do in the store in three months. So one night we did three months worth of in-store sales. So because of that, that depleted our inventory that we had all on the floor,
Matt Wagner (23:02):
Hard to predict that. Right.
Jamie Baker (23:07):
Yeah.
Jerry Baker (23:07):
That was a blessing and a curse because,
Jamie Baker (23:08):
Yeah. We couldn't fill those orders immediately, otherwise it would've depleted our whole store. So we had to rent one of those little, what do you call them?
Jerry Baker (23:17):
It was a pod.
Jamie Baker (23:17):
A Pod.
Matt Wagner (23:17):
Oh, a pod. Yeah.
Jamie Baker (23:19):
Yeah. We had to rent a pod. Had to call my suppliers and ship us pallets and pallets and pallets stuff. So it was great. But yeah, there was definitely, we weren't expecting that.
Matt Wagner (23:28):
Okay, people were going to want to know, so what was so awesome about this video or you put,
Jamie Baker (23:34):
Social media is the craziest thing, because sometimes you can plan, you're like, oh, this post is going to be great. Here's a great picture and here's great verbiage. And then just cricket. I might get a couple of likes or a couple of shares. And this particular post, there was literally no thought in it whatsoever. I mean, maybe a little thought, but not a lot. So all I did, I was in a group, it was a teacher group and nothing to do with me, just a random teacher group on Facebook. And it was a bunch of brand new teachers. And so I just got on, it was Memorial weekend, I just got on there and I had a picture of my storefront and a couple pictures of the inside of my store and the picture of the product. And I was like, Hey guys, as you're shopping for your class this summer, keep us in mind. We're a teacher boutique in Rome, Georgia, and that's all it was. And I had my link.
(24:23):
And because there's no teacher stores, not just here locally in my town or in my state, but nationwide, they're shutting down. And they went crazy over it. I mean, that post was shared thousands of times. Thousands of times. And I remember on my phone, I could go on my phone, the app, the Shopify app, that's what we use. Am I allowed to say that?
Matt Wagner (24:45):
Oh yeah.
Jamie Baker (24:47):
So we use Shopify and you can see how many people are viewing your website at any given moment, it'll tell you eight people are viewing your website, 20 people are viewing your website, and it showed you where they're located. Well, I just got on there out of curiosity. It was thousands. I'm like, what? This can't be right. Thousands of people are on the website,
Matt Wagner (25:06):
There's an error here.
Jamie Baker (25:08):
Yeah. But no. Yeah, in one night, three months worth of,
Jerry Baker (25:11):
It really was hard to compute because,
Jamie Baker (25:14):
Yeah.
Jerry Baker (25:14):
And it was at night too, I remember that. It was eight, nine o'clock at night, and her phone just keeps going off with orders, bing, bing, bing, bing.
Matt Wagner (25:23):
It's like that commercial where they're all watching the computer and sales are just coming in.
Jerry Baker (25:27):
And she's like telling me we're at this many dollars orders. And then 30 minutes later it's went up by another $1000. Something crazy. It just kept growing and kept growing. I'm like, oh my goodness. And like I said, it was a blessing and a curse. I'm like, oh, that's amazing. And on the flip, yeah, on the flip side, it's like, how are we going to do this?
Jamie Baker (25:47):
[inaudible 00:25:46] small business, it's literally just me and my husband, my 15-year-old boy who was 14 at the time, he'll help out here and there. And then we have an amazing employee Jessica, she's a teacher and she works part time. So it's just us. We don't have a warehouse.
Matt Wagner (26:01):
Definition of a small business right there.
Jamie Baker (26:03):
Yeah, it's just us.
Jerry Baker (26:04):
It's just a handful of troops around here. So yeah.
Matt Wagner (26:09):
One of the things lately that's been occurring, especially in the media, is you see a lot of things happening within the schools with teachers. Some of its political, some of its cultural shifts, societal shifts. Certainly things have been accelerated during the pandemic. And I'm wondering if any of that you're seeing impacting your business or way that you position your business given that teachers are such a big part obviously, of your business.
Jamie Baker (26:39):
Well, that's a very interesting question. And my philosophy is I'm just going to stay in my lane and I'm going to focus on the product. I do not get involved with any of that stuff. I don't lean one way or the other. So if you see us on social media or here in the store, it's all about the product, all about what we have to offer you. And I just feel like that's the best way to handle it.
Matt Wagner (27:06):
Just take it straightforward.
Jerry Baker (27:08):
Yeah. I mean, we recognized what teachers go through. I mean, she was a teacher.
Matt Wagner (27:11):
Yeah.
Jerry Baker (27:12):
So we know what they go through. And of course they share that when they're here in the story.
Jamie Baker (27:15):
[Inaudible 00:27:17].
Jerry Baker (27:18):
We have conversations with everybody that walks in and we hear these things and we know what's going on there, but at the end of the day, we're here to do what we do and they can handle that. And that's it. Just kind of avoid all of that noise.
Matt Wagner (27:37):
Exactly. Don't get involved in the noise and the clutter, especially on social media.
Jamie Baker (27:41):
Exactly.
Jerry Baker (27:41):
Yeah. Yeah. That's not our forte.
Jamie Baker (27:44):
And with cancel culture nowadays you don't want to be one of the cancel businesses. So I find the best way to prevent that is just don't lean one way or the other. Just,
Matt Wagner (27:53):
It's great advice because so many businesses have gotten caught up in cancel culture and to detriment, obviously of their business.
Jerry Baker (28:01):
Well, it's easy to be passionate about something.
Matt Wagner (28:02):
Yeah.
Jerry Baker (28:03):
And I recognize that. That's great. But like they say, business is business.
Matt Wagner (28:06):
Yep.
Jerry Baker (28:12):
And you got to keep that, but separate from the personal ideas and thoughts.
Matt Wagner (28:15):
So the other thing that's happening in the media is obviously there's been a lot of discussion around the economy and coming out of the pandemic and what has been really probably one of the longest from a retail sales perspective, growth horizons in a long time. But certainly dialogue around, are we in a recession? Are we going to be in a recession? And I'm wondering with you all how you think about the economy, how does that play? How do you try to forecast what's going to be happening? How does that impact your business?
Jamie Baker (28:52):
Well, for me, we started in the middle of the pandemic. So I mean, I feel like we started at the bottom of the basket. There's nowhere really to go but up. And I was happy when we first opened. I thought sales were great. And so since then we've only done better. Now as far as the future goes, I feel like we will be okay because we are such a niche store, teachers have to shop from us. And same thing with the toys. We are the only place locally that sells educational good, high quality toys. And so I know there may not be as much disposable income in the future potentially to maybe decorate your classroom exactly how you want to decorate or maybe get your kid every single toy that they want for Christmas. But they have to get some of that stuff somewhere. And I would like to believe that we would be that place for them.
Jerry Baker (29:44):
Yeah, I think it's all about positioning. We initially opened the store, we positioned ourselves in that teacher boutique. We got that traffic. And so we position ourselves in the educational toy store, so we get that traffic. So I think we'll get that walk-in traffic either way. And just as long as we stay positioned in that, I think we'll be good.
Jamie Baker (30:11):
And we're bobbers and weavers. If something happens in the future and we need to do something different, we'll figure it out.
Matt Wagner (30:16):
Agility, such a great word. And so apropos here with the business,
Jerry Baker (30:20):
You have to be able to pivot.
Matt Wagner (30:22):
Yeah.
Jerry Baker (30:23):
Friends reference.
Matt Wagner (30:24):
That's one of our biggest words we've all learned during 2021, 22, pivot, shift, agility. Yeah, exactly. I'm sort of curious, as relatively new business owners, what do you find most challenging about being in business? And then sort of the flip side, what's the most rewarding thing about being in business?
Jamie Baker (30:48):
I think for the two of us, both of our challenges and rewarding will be different. But for me personally, the most challenging thing, well, there's two. Personally, it's me. I'm my own worst enemy. I struggle with worrying that we're not good enough. Yes, we're a local business and yes, we're the only teacher store, but what if they're expecting something better? What if I don't have enough themes that they may want? What if I don't have enough toys from one year old boys? So I always worry that I'm not good enough, even though my customers come in and they love it and they come back and there's no reason for me to feel that way. But I always worry that I'm going to let my customers down. I'm not going to have exactly enough stuff for them and more. So that's me.
(31:38):
But as far as what I find the most rewarding, I don't feel like I'm ever at work. When I'm here, I genuinely love being here. It's not, and I love teaching. I like teaching. But you still felt like you were working. I got to wake up tomorrow. I got to go to teach. But when I'm here, to me, it's just fun. I genuinely love it. I never feel like I'm at work.
Matt Wagner (31:59):
Yeah. Jerry, what about you?
Jerry Baker (32:01):
Yeah, I mean, my challenge is more logistical. So just making sure things get done, making sure we get from A to B, like we should. Making sure those online orders are taken care of in a timely manner. Making sure the storage clean, making sure we got inventory.
Matt Wagner (32:18):
All the operations.
Jerry Baker (32:18):
Yeah.
Matt Wagner (32:18):
Yeah.
Jerry Baker (32:18):
Just operation stuff, that kind of thing. And as far as rewarding I feel like I have so much more time to spend with my family and do,
Matt Wagner (32:32):
It's important.
Jerry Baker (32:33):
Do the things because it is our business. So if we want to go to a school program or something like that, we just go, that's what we do.
Matt Wagner (32:40):
Yeah.
Jerry Baker (32:41):
So we get to make the rules and it's a lot more liberating than the corporate world that I came from. There, everything is scripted and you do it exactly as they have you do it, and there is no wiggle room there for the most part. So it's definitely a breath of fresh air for me as far as that's concerned.
Matt Wagner (33:02):
Yeah. One of the things that we talked about before we sort of came onto to the podcast today was sort of this interconnectedness between community and the mean of community to a small business. And that's really what sets small business aside from sort of big box and chains and that sort of thing. I'm sort of curious about how you think about community and its importance to your business.
Jamie Baker (33:30):
Yeah. So that is one of my favorite things about having a store too. So there's three different ways that I connect with my community. The first is with our local downtown development, the DDA and our chamber. We're very involved with both of those. We go to their meetings, we try to contribute to the different events. So that is a big part of the community with other business owners. As far as the actual, our customers in that community, one thing that we like to do is not just take by taking their money and selling them products, but we like to give back through not only donations. I think that's a given. I think every small business does that, but we like to host free events all the time. We try to do that on a monthly basis. So a couple of days ago with 4th of July, we hosted a little make and takes is what I like to call it.
(34:22):
The kids come in and they make a little something. So for Easter, we did make a craft with the Easter Bunny. The Easter Bunny was here, and they get to make a craft, and that's free. For 4th of July, the kids got to come in and make a sensory sparkler bottle for the 4th of July. So we try to do that for just about every holiday. The kids come in to make something for Mother's Day. As a parent, I know I always wanted something to do with my kids. And so we try to offer those different events for our local parents that's free to them. So that's how I'm able to connect and give back to my local community. And then also, another big part of the community is our small businesses here locally. So we as a small business, try to team up with our local businesses here too and do things with them, support them, because it's not, we work together. And I think when you work together, it just makes everybody better.
(35:14):
So one thing that we did with the crafts, with the Easter Bunny, I knew that we'd be getting a ton of people in, all these moms wanting to bring their kids and see the Easter Bunny and do a little craft. I knew we'd have hundreds of people coming in through our door, and I thought, we need to do what we can to help our little river district and downtown area and help send these customers to go visit them too. So we reached out to them and we did this little local event where there was hidden golden eggs at each of the little businesses. And so when the parents left our store, they had to go to the other stores and find the little eggs, and then there was prizes that we gave out. So that's how we worked as a community, with the other local businesses too.
Matt Wagner (35:59):
It's great. Wonderful. So I always like to end, one of the premise behind the podcast, of course, is for businesses to be able to learn from one another. And you chatted early on about going online, finding a plant store of all places in Canada where you learned some things. Well, now it's your chance to share things that you've learned and what advice you might give to small business.
Jamie Baker (36:19):
Well, I mean, I don't, follow me. I don't really know. Follow me on social media. My trendy teachers. I'm on TikTok and Instagram.
Matt Wagner (36:33):
It's a great plug, by the way, Jamie.
Jamie Baker (36:38):
Sorry. But yeah, follow us. And I mean, obviously you can't, my stuff's different from what you sell, but I mean, and if [inaudible 00:36:45] is somebody else buying another business. When you're on TikTok, what stops you? What stops you from scrolling through? And pay attention to that. What stops you and then what did they do that made you stop? So that's what I like to think about all the time. When I'm going through TikTok and I stop on this business, what made me stop versus pass through, and then I think about what they're doing and I just do that. So that's my best advice, is don't try to recreate the wheel. Like Jerry said earlier, just find another business, you like their style and just do what they're doing.
Jerry Baker (37:19):
For me personally, I would say the biggest thing I've learned that I would pass on to any other business owner, just throughout this whole process of opening the business and then eventually expanding. And we've covered a lot of ground in a fairly short period of time, I think. And based on that, I would just say there is no right time. People sit around and I'm just waiting for the right time. I'm just waiting for this, and I'm just waiting for that. And once this line, it's not,
Matt Wagner (37:51):
It's like no time like the present.
Jerry Baker (37:52):
It's not. There is no right time. If you've got a good idea and you've got the motivation, and you've got the means, like now's the time. You're sitting on it. It's just waiting on you. So you just got to go and you can't be scared. Can't let fear hold you back from a huge success. I mean, you never know what you're sitting on. It could be a million-dollar idea.
Jamie Baker (38:17):
And be flexible for sure. We talked about earlier with teacher stuff, is very seasonal. So when we were in the little 1100 square foot, we literally turned, we flipped it and turned that store into a toy store for Christmas. It was a lot of work but starting in October, we took out all the teacher stuff, we boxed it up, and we literally turned it into a toy store for Christmas. It was educational toys, not stuff that you can get at bigger, big box stores, but be flexible and find things that help bring in more traffic and more money.
Matt Wagner (38:51):
Great advice. Thank you so very, very much. It was so great to be able to come back, see the new store and have this conversation with you. Thanks for joining the podcast.
Jerry Baker (39:04):
Yeah. Thank you. Thank you for having us.
Matt Wagner (39:05):
Yeah, best of luck with everything. So there you have it. I hope you enjoyed the conversation with Jamie and Jerry Baker from Trendy Teachers in downtown Rome, Georgia. They provided so many great insights and lessons on the critical nature of taking e-commerce from simply a transactional experience to one that can really build on the community aspects of your bricks and mortar location and in turn, develop far greater market reach than one could achieve with just a bricks alone strategy. So I'm going to close this episode a little bit differently than normal as this week's podcast marks really a significant milestone for us. It's episode 10 and the last of our first season.
(40:00):
So we're going to be back, I promise you, for season number two right after the holidays. And we're already out and about recording all those great stories. We set out with a mission of creating a forum for small businesses to have peer-to-peer learning and gain further insights, as well as really making a point that innovation and creativity and economic development in our country is not simply the result of big tech companies or bank giants or media hawks like Musk and Zuck, but truly Main Street businesses like Delta Dirt Distillery, and Main Grains.
(40:39):
We certainly hope you enjoyed the first season. We're so grateful for you listening and supporting Main Streets and the small businesses and entrepreneurs that give them such a unique and genuine flavor. And a special thanks to my colleagues, Liz Shenk and Rachel Bowdon. They make all this happen at Main Street America and to Ryan Jones at Notice Pictures for all the editing and podcasting and making me sound half right. So that's going to do it for this episode and for the first season. Please keep sharing the podcast with your friends and colleagues and neighbors and other small business owners. And by subscribing, you'll get all the updates and announcements for the first episode of season two. So have a wonderful holiday season. Be sure to support those small businesses. They're so important to our national economy and the communities we all call home.
Speaker 1 (41:36):
Thanks for listening to Main Street Business Insights, a production of Main Street America. If you know a local business with a great story to tell, please share it with us by emailing businessinsights@mainstreet.org.
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