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Cards made by SpeakEasy students.
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Sixteen Portland State University students sit in
a classroom, taking notes as German professor
Bill Fischer details the day’s assignment in
German and professor Maggie Elliott retranslates
in French. Fischer tells the students that during
their presentations for the class’s annual
Exposition and New Product Rollout there needs
to be a “high point” in their speeches to capture
audience attention.

Student Brett Condron questioned the idea of
incorporating excitement into the presentations,
saying speeches about sales and marketing
strategy can’t help but be boring. “Have you
ever seen a shareholder meeting?” Condron
asks.

“But we’re a small, hungry firm,” Fischer
responds.

This isn’t just any foreign language class. Fischer
calls the class “SpeakEasy.” It’s a third-year
German course conducted as a student-run
business startup company. “This is far more
difficult than putting verb charts on a board,”
Fischer says.

Speaking in German and French, students are in charge of a small business that designs,
manufactures and sells multilingual greeting cards. Their products include Valentine’s Day,
Christmas, birthday and thank-you cards that are printed on paper made from recycled elephant
dung. Their message is expressed in all 23 languages taught at PSU, plus Dutch, and the cards cost
between $1.50 and $3.

Business is booming.

“We’ve already exceeded everything we thought was practical,” says Condron, who is the equivalent
of the company’s chief financial officer.

The class sells the cards once a week from an on-campus booth. Sales during the spring academic
quarter (about half completed) are at $600. “Since we have a real presence, more people have
been finding out about us,” Condron says.

Students first sold cards to friends and family. “It was like being a new Avon sales representative,”
Condron says.
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Condron says.

Fischer began the class in 2001 when he incorporated business and occupational language into a
third-year German course and decided to craft the class into a workplace environment. It took
seven years to develop a product.

The first was small, portable vocabulary cards packed in plastic carrying cases, with early capital
between $750 and $1,000 coming out of Fischer’s pocket. “Quality control was horrendous,” Fischer
says.

The class switched to producing cards in 2009. A student suggested using a sustainable paper
product, which Fischer says amounted to instant advertising. “There was an immediate return,” he
says.

Sales increased by 600%. Production has doubled as marketing efforts increased in late February,
and Condron hopes that in two years sales will increase to $10,000 per quarter.

There’s more at stake than gaining practical language skills. Foreign language programs are getting
cut from university department offerings because of budget cuts and the perception that foreign
languages are not useful.

Fischer hopes that part of the profit can help lessen the impact of institutional budget cuts. “We’re
frightened that German [classes] won’t survive if we don’t adapt to the times,” Fischer says.
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Created: Mar 22, 2010
Ivan Kelly Studio-Gallery of Fine Art
www.ivankelly.com
Category: Small business
Created: Mar 10, 2010
Ivan Kelly Gallery-Studio of Fine Art
www.ivankelly.com
Category: Retail
Created: Mar 10, 2010

Add your listing today for free!

SPONSORED SECTIONS

For inclusion information please click here

EVENTS

100 Best Green Companies
Oregon Business magazine will announce its second
annual 100 Best Green Companies to Work For in
Oregon at a June 1 luncheon at the Portland
Downtown Hilton. The 100 Best Green Companies
also will be announced in the June “Green Issue” of
Oregon Business, which will be revealed at the end
of the event. The Top 10 companies will be honored
on stage during the luncheon.

For more information and to register for the event,
go to Oregon100Best.com.

Iron Chef benefit for kids

Reigning Portland Iron Chef Adam Sappington (The
Country Cat) will take the stage to defend his title
against contender Chef Andrew Garrett (Cafe Nell)
and the culinary artistry begins. You’ll wait in
anticipation as the panel of esteemed judges
evaluates the dishes and finally reveals the name of
who will reign supreme as the new Portland Iron
Chef! Support for this event plays a critical role in
allowing Children’s Relief Nursery to continue its
work with vulnerable children in our community. Join
the fun Saturday, May 22, at the Hilton Grand
Ballroom.
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ReVV 2010: ReVisioning Value Conference

The Intersection of Purpose + Profit

Presented by Springboard Innovation

ReVV 2010 is a one-day conference that will bring
the leading ideas and promising results of how new
financial and organizational models are increasing
the flow of needed capital to those who will use it to
create a more just and sustainable world.

PRESS RELEASES

Pacific University President Lesley M.
Hallick inaugurated

Pacific University formally installed and charged
Lesley M. Hallick, Ph.D., as its 17th president in an
inauguration ceremony on Thursday, March 4 at the
Forest Grove campus.

2010 100 Best Companies are announced

Oregon Business magazine’s 17th annual 100 Best
Companies to Work For in Oregon list is complete
and the winners have been announced.

WHITE PAPERS

Case Study: Oregon Research Institute

The Challenge: Control health insurance
cost increases while continuing to meet
employee coverage expectations.
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