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Keypal Project Final Analysis/Reflection

Analysis of Spelling, Grammar, Punctuation, Usage


Any analysis regarding technical standards must come with certain caveats given the nature of this Keypal project. As the students our class was responding to have neither learned techniques employed in good writing nor have mastered computer messaging, errors are to be expected. Consequently, analysis will attempt to focus on any progression my Keypals made, not so much in a lower frequency of errors but rather an awareness of their errors and subsequent correction of those mistakes. This will be especially scrutinized in cases where I have corrected my Keypals, albeit not explicitly.

Nelly was generally quite good as far as spelling and other mechanics went. An instance where I thought she could perhaps correct herself based on my example was “wondering,” which I had used correctly in reply, but no change was made. Otherwise, her issues with spelling were more understandable. Proper names like Lodi and Massachusetts were spelled wrong, but that is expected because they are not common knowledge, and in the case of the latter, the name is quite long. Contractions were also difficult for Nelly. Words like “couldn’t” and “wasn’t” lacked apostrophes, and I would thus assume the concept was not taught yet. Of the least surprising were errors made using homonyms; examples include their/there, than/then, weak/week, and write/right. Additionally, some mistakes were made where irregularity might be an issue. Nelly used “shelfs” as a plural of “shelf” and “field” was misspelled without application of the “I before E” rule. Regarding anything else, Nelly’s subject-verb agreement was excellent throughout and her terminal punctuation also was very consistent, though her comma use would eventually need work.

For Derek, most orthographic errors seemed to be a result of missing letters here and there. In errors like “dinosar,” “plant (for “planet”), “qestion" and “anwer,” the spelling is wrong by only one letter. Moreover, “qestion” is used in one E-mail, yet the correct variation is used previously. This suggests to me that Derek knows the correct spelling of the word, and either in excitement, lack of focus or due to lack of time the right answer escaped him. Where Derek seems to require more attention is in subject and verb usage. “Have you ever?” lacks the “you” in one response and “I would like to Penguin books” is his version of “I like Penguin books.” Also, as far as punctuation goes, in stark contrast to Nelly, Derek employs no question marks when asking questions, yet occasionally makes use of commas.

Analysis of Message Length, Fluency, Development of Ideas

Arguably easier to zero in on in terms of progression or change is how much each Keypal wrote over the course of the project and how much each Keypal was willing to expand on in answering a particular query of mine. For Derek, technically, his responses were increasingly more developed in that they were longer, or at least they would seem to be. Derek’s responses do not conform neatly to ordered paragraphs; his first E-mail at points has simple phrases taking up an entire line, and even his last E-mail was somewhat haphazardly arranged. Nevertheless, in between, his paragraphs seem to take on more of a definite shape, and as a result, I would identify a slight progression in that area. (Note his second and third E-mails.) Where Derek struggles the most is in transitioning from thought to thought. Of course, the experience with Derek is much better than those of other members of the class who were asked nothing but unrelated questions, but some messages are merely enumerations and random juxtapositions of thoughts. E-mail Two, while still coherent, jumps from what books Derek likes to a question about my favorite book and movie to puffins to a report on lions to a visit to the library. E-mail Five is similarly hard to follow. Derek talks about going to New York, then playing baseball, then that he has something to tell me, and then asks if I have been to New York again. Maybe something is simply lost in translation from Derek’s mind to the words on his computer, and he needs more time or more help organizing his thoughts. Still, though, his text is readable and requires just a little more effort in keeping up with.

Nelly, meanwhile, made clearly visible strides in her writing, and I would like to think her increasing comfort with the project had something to do with this. While her earlier messages were slight, five-to-six line affairs, as time went on, the E-mails grew longer (her last reached double digits in total lines), and her writings took on a more paragraph-like shape. Another exciting development was a shift in Nelly’s approach from asking numerous questions (see E-mails One and Three) to turning the focus on herself. E-mails #6 and #9 are great examples of Nelly being able to fully explain a topic or idea. In the former, she explains her teacher’s use of a token economy and the three different shelves which hold different prizes. In the latter, Nelly tells a whole story about how her diary went missing, which carries on for a few sentences. With a little direction, Nelly seemed to collect herself and the product was higher-level thinking and writing.
Analysis of Tone and Voice

In analyzing the tone for one journal entry, I was encouraged to consider that my Keypals did not always seriously think about what they were writing. Indeed, tone is hard to decipher from online writing, and individual days can yield individual moods. For instance, one of Nelly’s E-mails is a simple enunciation of her boredom, but this would not reflect my overall sense of her writing. In actuality, and referring back to an earlier assessment, I think Nelly gradually felt more at ease in corresponding via E-mail; the fact she would write her “bored E-mail” in the style of an Internet chat is indicative of a more casual tone and voice. Other small elements would seem to substantiate this; in one E-mail, she refers to me as a friend, and in another, she writes in all caps and using exclamation points, which I think connotes fun and amusement rather than anger. Still, I found her very receptive to my own tone; where I tried to be more demonstrative about a topic, she adhered to that topic and wrote more expositorily.

As for Derek, there wasn’t as clear of a sense of identity behind his writing. The relative paucity of his E-mails likely owes a lot to that, and an added factor I have considered is that mere composition of his messages required a lot of his attention. In the wake of this theory, while it is too much to say that his E-mails were cold, they did feel slightly subdued. Even so, Derek seems like a genuinely caring and sweet young man. He often wished me a “nice” or “great” day, and I really believe he is an intelligent boy. If nothing else, his A+ on his report would suggest he is a great student.
Analysis of Themes and Content


Many of my fellow students talked about “hooks” and themes that really defined their rapport with their Keypals. In my experience, I would not say there was one uniting theme in my series of conversations, which has its drawbacks and benefits. Certainly, there are those students who encountered a source of commonality with their Keypals and really got them to open up. However, by the same token, I would not wish to maintain a dialogue on too provincial a range of topics. Indeed, Nelly, Derek and I discussed a number of things. In Derek’s case, we discussed his favorite books, animals, planets, sports and even classroom assignments. In Nelly’s case, we also discussed books (such was the tenor of my first E-mail, which was largely identical for both), pets, siblings, the aforementioned token economy, keeping journals, and Field Days. As stated and visible from the various themes, I did not find a real hook. Nonetheless, based on the amount of detail each Keypal offered, there might be some interest present that need time to develop. For Derek, he seemed to write the most in his discussion of sports and New York. To recap, he and I both had gone to see a basketball game, and naturally, I think that is of some interest to him. He also mentioned and asked about New York at two separate points in his E-mail, as referenced previously. In line with the theory he needs help organizing his writing and thoughts, maybe he simply had too much he wanted to say and not enough space or time to compose an E-mail that would encapsulate all that. For Nelly, school seemed to be a very comfortable environment, which the level of her writing would suggest. She asked me in two different E-mails if I like school and went into great detail about what makes a good teacher. As a sidebar, it is always reassuring to hear from a child who is enthusiastic about school and learning.
Self-Analysis


Technique-wise, I tried to make it as easy as I could for my Keypals to process the information I sent to them, especially as the project wore on and my fellow students highlighted difficulties regarding the degrees of responsiveness their Keypals were displaying toward their E-mails. Realistically, the length of my messages didn’t help the processing; I tended to try to answer all questions/cover all bases rather than focus on a particular sentence or thought they expressed. Perhaps that was to my detriment, but I personally felt uncomfortable about not providing a comprehensive reply, especially since we only sent and received one “letter” a week. Regardless, I tried different organizational methods, namely asterisks to sort little thoughts I had and, later on, underlined and bold text to stress something I figured was important. Unfortunately, my sample size is a bit small to accurately assess their effectiveness. Following the introduction of the later methods, Derek ceased to respond (which I understand is unrelated to the content of the E-mails) and there was only time in the project for one bolded question to ask Nelly, which she did answer. As for the content of my E-mails, I aimed to keep things light and not ask too much personal information, as I saw a definite risk in asking about family only to find some sort of tragedy had befallen one of my Keypals’ parents or something like that. In the beginning, I asked about a lot of school-related things, as I felt they were of most value, but in the later stages of the project, I opened things up, so to speak, and tried to make my questions topical. For example, in response to Nelly saying she was bored, I asked her what she does in her spare time. Hopefully, I can interject this same notion of making connections between the classroom and “the outside world” in my own classroom.
Conclusion/Reflection

It is an engaging exercise in thinking to view the teacher’s role today alongside one’s own recollections of what their elementary education was like. While education has changed immensely in just the past decade, I am not sure if the majority of Americans have changed their line of thinking about education to compensate for newer trends. More specifically, I wonder what exactly the average American thinks about the role of a teacher in 2008 and beyond. In my grade school days, which weren’t very long ago, Phonics and Spelling were major areas of study, and classes were heavily (work)book-driven. For those who have similar memories of school, it is not unreasonable to think they assume teaching literacy is simple and that a rulebook or rubric can govern everything there is to know about learning to read and write. However, I would submit that judging what is good writing and what is apt knowledge for a third grader to possess is no small task. A great deal of experience and the ability to sympathize with child learners is key to evaluating grade school reading and writing, even in something less formal such as the journals built into this project. Admittedly, I have been somewhat harsh in my expectations of how third graders should write, neglecting potential technological barriers are overestimating my own abilities at that age. Simply put, I don’t really know how to think like a third grader.


I also found it hard to write for a third grade audience. Imaginably, I was very conscious of the sophistication of my language, and hopefully, I was able to communicate in a way with my Keypals that felt authentic for both sender and receivers. Moreover, I consciously sought to refrain from crossing any boundaries I should not cross. At the heart of things, while it would be nice to have less restriction on when and how often to write, I wanted to reinforce the idea that while we are “friends,” we are friends only in the context of this project, and in turn, I spoke in a way that conveyed I was an adult who commanded and reciprocated respect. In our makeshift “midterm,” I read a study about a penpal project that was sufficiently more elaborate than ours, involving physical letters as well as a chance for the younger students to visit their penpals at college and receive a tour of the campus. In the end, though, I don’t feel like I missed out on much without actually meeting my Keypals. In all seriousness, it was fun while it lasted, and now in retrospect, I can attest to the change in my thinking about how strides in literacy can be made through more than just books. Our community is a global one, and as long as people from different races, cultures and even generations can reach out to one another in a meaningful way, this project, education in our country and the world as a whole have a bright future. 
