Student Activities Using Keypals & E-Mail

E-mail can be used for student activities that require the sending and receiving of various types of messages.  Keypals is one of the simplest activities available to teachers. Students are partnered to communicate with another person.  This is the techno-spin-off on the old penpal activity. Keypals is a good tool for developing students' communication, language, and keyboarding skills. 

Some questions teachers involved in a keypal exchange will want to answer before the exchange begins:

· What is the purpose and goal of your keypal exchange? 

· Will the keypals work together on a particular project? 

· How often will students correspond?

·  Will students do their own keyboarding?

·  Will all communication be filtered through the teacher? 

Many keypal exchanges fail because there is no solid purpose for "keypal-ing."

· Will it be a simple exchange of friendly letters?

·  Will students discuss a topic of mutual interest?

·  Will classes be charting and comparing weather information in two different locales? 

· Are you looking to exchange cultural information with another class?

Without a solid purpose, the communication between students is bound to fizzle after a couple back-and-forths. The benefit of using email is that it allows for quick communication. A pitfall to avoid is to plan carefully to avoid unstructured communication. An agreement between teachers on the frequency of communication is essential too. Without such an agreement beforehand, one of the teachers -- and a whole class of students -- will be disappointed. The key to success lies in careful planning and commitment.

Management: 

· Some teachers insist that all their students' writing go through the writing process and be typed by the students. 

· This is a good activity to be instructed in keyboarding skills and can provide an opportunity to apply those skills. 

· Some teachers have parents or care partners come in to type up the students' work to send to keypals. The students wrote their draft on paper and teachers can save this as part of their evaluation.

Where to find Keypals?

· Visit a site that hosts keypal information. Browse through the databases of classes that are looking for keypals and make your own match. You can find such databases at e-pals Classroom Exchange (http://www.epals.com/) 

· Visit a school's Website and make a request. If you're looking to correspond with a school in a particular region or country, you might find a school that has a Website and write to one of the teachers there. Many school Websites provide e-mail addresses for each of the teachers on staff.

· Join an educational listserv or educational newsletter. On many listservs and newsletters, teachers can post requests for keypals to other teachers with similar interests.

Where do I get email addresses for my students?

· I would avoid having your students use Hotmail accounts due to the ever-increasing number of unsolicited advertisements and emails.

· ePALS (http://www.epals.com/) offers Monitored Email for teachers and students. You can use it to instantly create email accounts for each of your students, and use sophisticated filtering technology to ensure that messages are safe and appropriate. You can create a maximum of 35 monitored email accounts using ePALS Classroom Exchange. It is free when you register with ePALS. There is absolutely no cost or fee to join ePALS nor are there any "strings" attached.
· Gaggle.net (http://gaggle.net/gen?_template=/templates/gaggle/html/index.jsp) also offers three service levels for their filtered email for schools and students.  Some teachers in our school division have used the free service. The free version has no cost, but it does expose your students to some advertising. On the Gaggle Network teachers can also control what can be written and who can correspond with the students. Messages with inappropriate words are automatically re-routed to the teacher's account. This allows the teacher to decide whether or not the student gets to see the message.
Student Activities
· E-mail other students in the school 

· Correspond with e-pals in classes in other parts of the country 
· Collaborate with students in a class in another school on a project 
· Write monthly reports about class activities and e-mail the reports to parents 

· Correspond with relatives of students who live in other countries 

· Adopt a senior citizen who uses e-mail to correspond with the class 

· Turn in class assignments by sending them as e-mail attachments
· E-mail Project Ideas: there are many ideas for integrating e-mail activities into the curricula such as Plant Growing Contest, Weather Watch, Sun and Shadows, Price is Right, Round Robin Stories, Tales to Tell, Make-a-Monster, Geography Game, Map Skills, The Cost of Culture, and Television Time.

For the best results, provide students with:

· A goal for partnering

· A designated time frame for the activity

· An outline of expectations 

Studies and experience show that students do a much better job when they are required to draft a plan for their activity.

I have found that Keypals are a powerful incentive to students to practice and improve language expression and mechanics. My students were more willing to write, write more, and proofread their work because they know their peers will be reading it. Spelling, grammar, punctuation, and sentence structure all of a sudden become important to them! Keypals offered a new kind of motivation and interest in learning!

