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A Passion for Language
Word of mouth has put PALS INTERNATIONAL on the global map

Carefully enunciating every syllable and dutifully watching the pace of her speech, Brenda Arbelaez-
Nock makes sure her distinct Colombian accent is an asset, not a barrier to making it in America’s
business world. “Having an accent is a plus because people remember me. When | call someone, they
hear my voice, and say, ‘BreNNNda!' | don’t want to lose my accent, I'm proud of it.

When | came to this country | had no confidence in myself. | couldn’t speak the language, and | was
shy. No one would believe that now,” she laughs. “I'm not afraid of people anymore, and | talk to them
one-on-one,” says the president of PALS INTERNATIONAL. Loving the country, but defying the
American way, this flamboyant Colombian native started a business with no money, and proclaims that
“money is the result of what you do well, but it is not the first step.” When Arbeldez-Nock started
Pan American Language Service (PALS), a language and cross-cultural training school located in
Troy, Michigan, some 17 years ago, her primary focus was to teach only Spanish courses. “In my
country, you concentrate on one thing and you become good at that one thing, but in America, you
can’t survive that way.”

Keeping that in mind the company, known today as PALS INTERNATIONAL, has over 2,000
associates and consultants working around the world to maintain links to every culture. To further assist
customers globally and to diversify the business, PALS has formed alliances with Toronto-based FGI, a
relocation support service which prepares employees and their families to work and live effectively
while on international assignments; and Michigan companies Accent Reduction Inc., which teaches
professionals how to speak English more clearly; International Translating Bureau Inc., an
interpreting and translation service; The Cross-Cultural Leadership Forum (CLF), specialists in
international workforce development and global management strategies; and HCI Group, Ltd., a
worldwide marketing development firm. “These alliances were necessary so that PALS could fully
concentrate on the language and cultural aspect of the company. That way, companies will get more
focused assistance from these other services,” she says.

The demand to stay connected to other cultures continues to surface as major companies shake hands
and become one. Armed and ready, PALS has given executives from DaimlerChrysler Corporation,
Ford Motor Company, General Motors Corporation, Johnson Controls, Inc., Lear Corporation,
EDS, Comerica Bank, Volkswagen of America, and many more, a trip around the world without
leaving their offices. From China, Germany and Portugal to Italy, Poland, South Africa and Russia,
PALS provides a global experience that equips traveling business executives with information about
proper etiguette, customs, language and culture to help them secure deals that might otherwise fall
through due to language or cultural barriers.
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“The ability to function in a foreign language is a critical factor in the success of Comerica’s
international lending officers and staff members who have frequent contact with foreign customers,”
says Ralph C. Heid, senior vice president of Comerica Bank in Detroit, who took an intensive Spanish
course from Arbelaez-Nock before she started her business. “We employ a mix of bilingual people and
those with limited foreign language capabilities, who are coming up to speed. Brenda’'s company
reflects her dedication to providing quality service to Comerica personnel.”

Jesse Lopez, president/CEO of Marisa Industries, a design contracting house in Auburn Hills,
Michigan, agrees that “Like herself, her company operates with a confident professionalism that is only
achieved after years of experience. Her instruction has provided the essential tools needed to operate
in Latin America. This service, | believe, distinguishes her from her competition. All programs seem to
be customized to the individual's needs.”

Arbeldez-Nock launched PALS with the assistance of her former husband. “He was incredibly
supportive. He would come home from his job and help me and | couldn’t have gotten started without
him,” she says of Mauricio Arbeldez, also a Colombian native. With no money and no grants, just a
house and a discovered need for the industry, she tutored her clients at her kitchen table. “Most people
believe that in order to start a business you need a lot of money. | didn't have any money; | had
students. Even now, | don’'t ask how much money we have. For me, its how many students do we
have? | was so happy to know that there were so many people here who wanted to know my language.
How nice to be able to tell others about yourself, your beliefs, and your country,” she says.

Getting clients was easy since she had already established a rapport with several corporations while
working for companies that are now her competitors. “From 1978 to 1983 | worked at private language
schools in Detroit that were teaching corporate people. This was really where | got my U.S. training and
how | learned that American corporate people really needed to learn foreign languages and cultures.”

Before her ties to the corporate world, Arbeldez-Nock remembers a struggling childhood in Bogota,
Colombia, to which she credits her strength and tenacious attitude. In 1953, at the tender age of 13,
she was sent to Maria Auxiliadora, a Catholic boarding school. She remembers how difficult it was to
be separated from her family, but she accepted the situation and grew up under the strict tutelage of
nuns. Then, at the age of 17, deciding to venture out on her own, she left high school to learn English
and study to become a bi-lingual secretary. “I left school and found myself totally lost and confused
about my future, so | asked if I could come back,” she remembers.

She was accepted back by the school and then was faced with two choices: either prepare for college,
or get a teaching certificate. “In my country, some high schools train you to either go to college or
become a teacher. The nuns wanted me to become a teacher. |, personally, didn’t want to, but |
listened to them,” she recalls, reflecting on making the right choice. She worked on campus while going
to school, and after receiving her teaching certificate, taught Spanish and Social Studies at a German-
run private high school in Colombia.

In 1965, at the age of 20, she married Mauricio who was both working and attending night school. Not
long after, her husband was offered a job in America for two years. The couple accepted, packed their
bags and moved to Detroit, Michigan. Unable to speak English at that time, Arbelaez-Nock eventually
went to an adult school and to the International Institute of Detroit to learn English.

Two years had come and gone and the couple had two weeks before their visa expired. However,
Arbelaez-Nock was seven months pregnant with her first child, son Andre. Granted an extended six-
month stay, they returned to their homeland in January of 1970 with the desire to immediately return to
make the U.S. their permanent home. It was five years, however, before they were able to come back
and become permanent residents. “Coming to the United States was a great opportunity. We liked the
U.S. and we had made good friends here. However, we came back with just suitcases, two children
and not much money. We struggled and struggled,” she remembers.
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After a series of jobs teaching for other companies, her passion for language could no longer be
contained. So, in 1983 Arbeldez-Nock branched out on her own and started PALS. After seven years of
working from her kitchen table and later moving into the basement of her home to accommodate the
overflow of students, she moved to her first office in Warren, Michigan. Uniroyal, Inc. and Ford Motor
Company were her first major corporate clients.

The first private lesson she gave was with a Ford employee, and his wife. They were going to
Chihuahua, Mexico, and wanted to learn Spanish. After they went to Mexico, they began telling their
business counterparts who were coming to Michigan to take English classes from PALS. One of the
referrals called one day asking if she could teach English. “I said, ‘Are you kidding? | need to learn
English myself.” But he was persistent, and so | said yes.” Encouraged by her friends, she searched for
books to learn how to teach English. “I didn’t know where to go to find books, or what to do; but we
found them and we were ready,” she says excitedly. “Teaching English to Americans is one thing, but
teaching English to foreigners is another,” she sighs. By 1985, Arbelaez-Nock was teaching more
English classes than Spanish.

Over the years, word of mouth has been the source of new business that has enabled her to develop a
prestigious clientele and a flawless reputation.

In fact, many of her students eventually became instructors. Now headquartered in a prestigious west-
side Troy office building, revenues have steadily increased $50,000 to $100,000 per year over the last
three years, to $850.000 in 1999. PALS now also offers cross-cultural training, language instruction,
accent reduction, business consulting services, translation and interpretation services and global
relocation support services, which include international and domestic relocation in the Detroit
metropolitan area and other cities in Michigan.

David Sanford in Boulder, Colorado, is a cross-cultural consultant to PALS. He designs and delivers
customized training programs for corporate clients concerning areas of diversity training, multicultural
team building, pre-departure briefings for overseas assignments, repatriation training, and training for
foreign nationals coming to the U.S. to work. “PALS’ strong, customized foreign language training
combined with my cross-cultural/diversity training expertise presents a whole package of services that
meet corporate clients’ needs,” he says.

PALS consultant, Linda F. Jacobsen, president/CEO of Global Vision Strategies, LLC in St. Charles,
Missouri, runs a cross-cultural and global management training firm that assists companies in
international markets in over 75 countries. She says, “Brenda is an amazing and wonderful woman with
both the intelligence and the heart that a woman business owner must have to be successful.”

Language and cultural classes cater to the company’s needs and each language has different levels of
difficulty. Arbeldez-Nock says, however, “You cannot learn the language without the culture because
everything we do, body language, the way we move our hands, the things we do, the way we say
things, ways of thinking, delivery, and so on, are important culturally,” she says. “When you cross
international borders, you have to adapt yourself to learn what other people do and how they think. And
you have to understand, without thinking you are right and they are wrong. It has nothing to do with
what is right or wrong, but what is different.

We don't realize that people do certain things because they are from another country,” Arbelaez-Nock
points out. “That's why diversity is being talked about so much. You now have to work with all types of
people; Japanese, Indians, Germans, African Americans, Filipinos, and Hispanics, and each individual,
because of their culture, behaves differently or understands things in a different way. So everybody
needs to be aware, at least, of the different ways of thinking.”
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Two years ago Chrysler Automotive of America merged with Mercedes Benz of Germany. Today,
DaimlerChrylser in Auburn Hills, Michigan, is one of PALS’ major clients, and many of its employees
have taken advantage of the courses.

Diana Mercer-Pryor, director, operational procurement and special supplier relations procurement and
supply, says “We felt there was a need to have at least some classes which exposed us to the German
culture, so we brought PALS on board, which really introduced us to that culture from a couple of
different aspects; business culture and country culture. One good thing about the class was that the
instructor was from Germany, so she brought first hand experience which proved to be beneficial to the
company.”

Former student, John F. Gutowski, DaimlerChrysler's manager, cross-cultural leadership
development, says, “Although different organizations have opted to contract their own language
providers, PALS continues to be our preferred provider. | was part of a decision making team that
compared PALS to other providers. PALS met the criteria for selection, mostly because of low cost,
personal attention and flexibility in scheduling classes.”

PALS was one of 52 companies recently chosen by DaimlerChrysler to take part in the company’s
mentoring program. These companies will be evaluated, advised and assisted in their future growth.
“They (PALS) rated as an acceptable supplier,” says Jethro Joseph, manager, special supplier
relations of DaimlerChrysler. “They are a perceived value that will add to our business and we perceive
them to be a long-term partner. They are our total provider of language services. That's quite an honor,
and they do it all.”

Ronald E. Watters, DaimlerChrysler's senior buyer operational purchasing procurement and supply,
who was part of the mentor selecting team, says, “Here’s a lady from South America who started this
business about 17 years ago. She takes a hands-on approach, is a very warm individual, and she’s well
known in the area.”

Russell R. Young, senior manager, staff services, sales and disposals, procurement and supply, adds,
“She has the potential to grow both within DaimlerChrylser and within our supply base. If (participating
companies) are not a first-tier minority source, we are encouraging the supply base to come in with
second-tier dollars. When | think of PALS, | see one that is energetic, dynamic, very customer-oriented,
and very responsive. And they follow through on their commitment. They say they’re going to do
something; it gets done, and it gets done on time and right the first time.”

“Building Relationships to Global Success,” is Arbeldez-Nock’s personal and business motto. Although
she’s proud to be a Colombian, she has no plans to return home, as there is no need for a language
school in her native land. “Colombia is a different country. When you want your child to learn a foreign
language, you send them to a bilingual school. They have so many schools that specialize in different
languages, and nearly everyone learns English. Here in America, when you are 20, 30, 40, or 50, and
your company sends you to a foreign country, then you learn another language,” she chuckles. “In
Colombia, mostly everyone, as a child, knows different languages, and everyone knows about the
U.S.”, she says.

Focused on her new homeland and a new husband, Arbeldez-Nock concentrates on building her
American company. “I'm still good friends with my ex-husband, and he still supports my business.
However, my new husband, who was born in the U.S. but raised in Mexico, is just as supportive.
Because of his financial background, he helps me with the portfolio of the company and gives me ideas
that would enhance the company,” she says of W. Ronald Nock, an investment advisor with Keystone
Financial Services, LLC.
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Also, along side her is a staff that has confidence PALS will lead them on a profitable international
excursion into the business world. “Brenda is an entrepreneur; someone with a lot of vision. | lived in
Guatemala for five years, so | understand the need for language and culture,” says Diana Burns,
PALS’ administrative financial coordinator.

PALS’ Bridgid Roarty, senior account manager, says, “The whole company works more like a team.
PALS is more customer-focused than most companies. We take into consideration our customers’
needs prior to taking in our own.”

Putting the customer first has certainly paid off over the years. Framed letters of thanks from corporate
executives and presidents, to the PALS team for their service, line the walls of their office. Additionally,
Arbeldez-Nock has received the “Entrepreneur of the Year” award from the National Association of
Women Business Owners (NAWBO), a Leadership Detroit award from the Detroit Regional
Chamber of Commerce, and recognition from the Hispanic Business Alliance (HBA) for her
continuing service and dedication to the goal of the organization.

Positioned to provide more expertise and extensive service, the new millennium brings a corporate
mentor, alliances, and Arbeldez-Nock’s 27-year old daughter, Paola Arbeldez, to work in the Troy
office as an account manager. Paola, who is being groomed to one day assume the responsibilities of
the company, says “Companies are finally realizing that in the new millennium languages and cultures
is necessary to be successful, and that with mergers and new alliances all over the world, we are all
equal. It's not just the U.S., Japan, or China, anymore”, comments the business administration
graduate of Northwood University in Midland, Michigan.

Before her daughter came aboard, her son, Andre Arbeldez, worked with PALS from 1990 to 1995 to
help build the company. “The foundation of the company was well laid before | arrived to work for my
mother after | graduated from Northwood. | was able to enhance the marketing and financial aspects of
the company by applying strategies and relationships with customers and friends of the company,” he
says. “l| do not plan on returning to the company as | know it will be in good hands with my sister”, adds
Andre, the director of development at Marisa Industries.

Arbelaez-Nock likens her business philosophy to a “turtle” in that the pace is, and always has been,
slow but consistent. She has all kinds of interesting little turtle figures around the office to remind her
employees that she prefers quality over quantity, and slow and steady progress over the fast and
hurried approach. “I'm not a very futuristic person. It is very difficult for me to think like that. When |
started this company, | never dreamed of being where | am today. But that didn't stop me. | still don't
work by business plans. Things happen in due time, and when | feel it is the right thing to do, either in
business or in my personal life, | do it. | know that's not the American way, but that's my way,” she says
with a confident smile.
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When Brenda Arbeldez-Nock first opened the doors of her language and
cross-cultural training school, PALS INTERNATIONAL, her primary focus
was to teach only Spanish courses. Today, after more than 20 years in business,
the firm provides instruction in more than ten languages, as well as cross-cul-
tural training and a complete range of related support services to executives from
companies like DaimlerChrysler, Ford Motor Company, General Motors Cor-
poration, Johnson Controls, Inc., Comerica Bank, and Volkswagen of America.
! [ Arbeldez-Nock,a native of Columbia, first came to the United States as a young
womanwithher husband,who had accepted a two-yearjob assignmentin the Unit-
ed States. After returning to South America and staying for five years, the couple
returnedtotheUnited StatesandbecameU.S.citizensin1975. Armedwithateaching
certificate, Arbeldez-Nock taught for a number of language schools for the next several years. In 1983,
she branched out on her own and started PALS.

After seven years of working out of her home, Arbeldez-Nock moved to her first office in Warren,
Michigan. Uniroyal, Inc. and Ford Motor Company were her first major corporate clients. Word-of-
mouth has been the source of new business that has enabled PALS, now located in a prestigious office
building in Troy, Michigan, to develop a prominent clientele and a flawless reputation. Over the years,
revenues steadily increased to $850,000 in 1999.

The recent economic downturn, however, has taken its toll on PALS. Sales decreased from
$775,000 in 2000 to $606,000 in 2003. At that time, survival became Arbe-
liez-Nock's primary goal. By cutting costs, downsizing staff, and reducing
&

office space, she was able to guide PALS through the trying times. Today,
PALS is slowly recuperating with eight full-time employees, 60 part-time
instructors, and a network of more than 500 associates and experts. To fur-
ther strengthen the firm, PALS’ board of directors has worked to develop
a business and marketing plan that includes translation and interpretation
services to complement the firm’s existing language and cross-cultural training.
In recent years, Arbeliez-Nock was recognized by Hispanic Business magazine 4
as one of 15 category finalists for the 12* Annual Hispanic Business Magazine ¢
Entrepreneur Award in 2002 and by the National Association of Women Business
Owners as one of the Top 10 Michigan Women Business Owners in 2004.
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