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International E-mail Project

Martin Pauly
Division for the Visually Impaired--Dept. of General Education

Abstract:

In the electronic age, with e-mail becoming widely accessible, the term  “e-mail pal” is becoming as common

as penpal. In the fall of 1997 an e-mail exchange between students of the National Technical Institute for the

Deaf, Rochester, New York, USA and the Tsukuba College of Technology, Tsukuba, Japan was initiated as part

of the Multimedia Exchange in Japan and US via the Internet project.
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Aims
1) To teach NTID and TCT students the mechanics of e-
mail.

2) To give participating students the opportunity of
actually exchanging e-mail messages with someone from

another country.

3) To understand personal communicative writing in the
form of e-mail letters received by computer.

4) To practice communicative writing techniques by
composing a letter which contained a self-introduction and
some questions and by responding to the questions of
another student (the e-mail pal).

Equipment

The Language Laboratory of the Division for the Visually
Impaired at TCT is equipped with 12 Macintosh computers
and two printers. Students with low vision can enlarge print
to a desired font. On five of the computers the voice program
outSPOKEN has been installed, allowing totally blind
students to read the screen and to monitor what they are
inputting. The e-mail program Eudora Light has been
installed on all computers. Various dictionaries, a TV-
monitor viewer (Optiscope, Ikegami, Ltd.) for increased
magnification of printed material, and individual lamps are
also available. Many students also have personal magnifiers.

Process
1) Getting Started All 2nd-year TCT students had used

the Macintosh computers and some had limited e-mail
experience in exchanging short notes among themselves or
with a faculty member. The idea of a “real” e-mail
exchange had been discussed but there had been no concrete
ideas. In June 1997 I was contacted (via e-mail) by Prof.
William Clymer of NTID. My name had been passed on by
Prof. Tsutomu Araki of TCT. We were all members of the
Multimedia Exchange in Japan and US via the Internet
project but I had never met Prof. Clymer. It is interesting to
note that all communication between TCT (DIV) and NTID
for the setting up and operation of the e-mail exchange, i.e.,
between Prof. Clymer and myself, was carried out entirely by
e-mail. We have never met in person, nor have we even
communicated by telephone.

In August, Prof. Clymer mentioned that he and a colleague
were going to teach a course entitled “Trends in
Communication Technology” and that e-mail was an
important part of the course. He mentioned that there were
two sections of about 15 students each and proposed an e-
mail exchange in the 2nd (Fall) term. As the NTID and TCT
terms coincided, and I had two classes which I thought would
profit from such a project, I agreed to the exchange.

2) 1st Exchange

Twenty-seven NTID students exchanged e-mail with 11 TCT
students (2nd-year Physical Therapy and 2nd-year Computer
Science). The exchange began in mid-October and ended in
mid-November.

It was decided to keep the initial exchange simple, i.e., a
student would send a short letter to another student and hope
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for a reply.

TCT students were given the homework assignment of
writing a self-introduction and a few questions to ask an
American student. These were to be checked and corrected
by the classroom teacher and then inputted as a reply to the
NTID student. During this checking/inputting students were
free to refer to print, braille or electronic dictionaries and to
ask the teacher (and later the technical assistant) or other

students for assistance.
3) 2nd Exchange

As of this writing (mid-December) the second exchange is
beginning. Fifteen NTID students are sending e-mail
messages to 21 TCT students (1st-year Physical Therapy and
Ist-year Computer Science). All TCT students have
experience with the Macintosh computer but none have used
e-mail in the Language Laboratory. Based on lessons
learned from the Ist Exchange (see below) some changes
have been adopted.

Problems/Challenges/Lessons Learned

1) Numbers NTID had 30 participants and TCT only 11.
This caused a bit of chaos, especially on the first day. Some
computers received three e-mail letters and some received
none. In that case I had to copy an NTID e-mail address
from one computer and dictate it to a student who hadn’t
received a letter. This was time-consuming, especially in the
case of a totally blind student. This problem was partially
solved by asking for the aid of a technical assistant for future

classes.

2) Grammar/Spelling Some NTID students wrote their
letters in a very friendly, colorful, casual, spoken-language
style, using creative constructions (e.g., “Where do u come
from, do u like to go that school!!) which were sometimes
ungrammatical with frequent misspellings. This was initially
confusing for the TCT students who are used to reading
grammatically correct texts, but it presented a good
opportunity to look at the authentic casual speech of young
American students.

3) Class Management/Step-By-Step My initial plan of
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having students receive a letter, read it in class, and respond
to it during the same class did not work well. Some students
were not reading the letters from NTID students as they were
in a rush to send out their letters. This seemed to be a bit
impersonal as they were not actually communicating with
another person. A slower, more step-by-step method, has
evolved to make more efficient use of class time and this will
be used in the 2nd Exchange.

a) In the Ist class, receive the letter, read it on the screen,
and then print it.

b) For homework, reread the letter from the NTID student,
write a self-introduction and some questions for the NTID
student, answer any questions which the NTID student asked.

c) During the 2nd class, open the NTID student’s letter in
“Reply” mode, and begin inputting the homework. While
the students are inputting, the teacher checks each student
and helps with problems. Students are instructed to “Save”
frequently but not “Send” until the letter has been checked
by the teacher. The letter can be sent during the 2nd or 3rd
class.

4) To Whom In the first stage there were some enquiries
from NTID students about deaf culture and the situation of
deaf people in Japan, to which the visually impaired students
did not know how to respond. To avoid future
misunderstandings, students were advised to include
“Division for the Visually Impaired” in their salutation or
in the body of the letter.

5) Various levels  As the literacy skills and typing skills
of the students varied, some of the students finished their
reading and inputting and were prepared to send before
others. When this happened, they were instructed to add to
their letter or were given another letter to which to respond.
On the other hand, absences and failure to prepare slowed
other students.

6) Personalization/Gender In the Ist Exchange, NTID
students were given only a TCT e-mail address. The Subject
line was usually “Welcome” or “Greetings” and began
with “Hello” or “Hi.” To personalize the 2nd Exchange



a bit more, from the first post NTID students were given the
e-mail address and name of the TCT student who sits at that
computer. NTID students were instructed to write
“Greetings” and the TCT student’s name in the Subject line,
e.g., “Greetings--H. Ichikawa” and then start the letter
with “Dear Hiroki.” NTID students were also told if the
TCT student was male or female.

Educational Benefits/Student Reaction

None of the TCT students are foreign language or
English majors but they seemed to have enjoyed the
challenge of communicating with someone in a foreign
country through English and by means of e-mail. Compared
with other assignments (e.g., compositions or speeches) I
noticed more attention to details, e.g., spelling, grammar.
Perhaps the incentive for this was that they knew the letter
was for real communication and was going to a real person,
and was not merely a classroom exercise for a teacher. A
few however, mentioned that it was “difficult” and one
woman said that she preferred to use the class for more
listening and speaking rather than with a computer.

Summary

As this was my first attempt at having students do an e-
mail exchange, it was a learning experience for me as well as
the students. As the process of sending and receiving e-mail
letters involves reading and writing skills, as well as
computer skills, it can easily fit into the syllabus of an
English language class. The biggest error in the 1st
Exchange was in the mismanagement of class time, by trying
to fit too many activities into one class.

As the e-mail exchange has been started and initial
difficulties ironed out I hope to continue with the project.
One TCT woman sent a poem she had written herself to her
NTID e-mail pal. In the future, as staff and students become
more comfortable with the computers and e-mail, I would
hope that we can concentrate more on the writing and
communicating and less on the mechanics of e-mail. I
would also hope that the students continue their

correspondence outside of class.
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