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“Friend is treasure.”

AN ACCOUNT OF A PILOT KEYPAL PROJECT FOR KOREAN
CHILDREN.

Jaehee Choi and Hilary Nesi

1. Introduction

I'he main reason for teaching English at primary level is to enable our children to use
language in real situations. Children see little purpose in studying sentences that do not
make sense in their world, yet they do understand the purpose of language to
communicate, identify, persuade and find solutions (Holderness 1991).

Traditional language-based teaching tends to place emphasis on language structures
rather than meaning, and therefore denies children a real purpose for learning English.
Brewster(1991), however, describes current approaches to English language teaching
which make use of projects to provide opportunities for children to use English in a
meaningful way. Holderness (1984) points out that if children are given interesting
project topics they will be motivated to search for meaning and explore in greater depth.
Projects can therefore be far more stimulating and challenging than those language
exercises which concentrate solely on form. Moreover, task-based learning can make
teacher-centred classrooms more learner-centred, as students are invited to help each

other and become actively involved in their own learning process (Nunan 1989).

The Internet has enormous potential as a resource for projects and as a medium for
communication between learners. It enables teachers and students to collaborate and
share ideas relevant to their interests and concerns, and primary educators have not been
slow to take advantage of its capabilities. In particular, classes at the K12 level are
beginning to implement e-mail “keypal” projects which require children to read and
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write in English to communicate, and which also provide them with opportunities 10
learn about different cultures. Today thousands of children around the world are
involved in virtual classroom Jearning through the medium of the Internet. They
communicate in English with virtual classmates, in classrooms without boundaries
(Deemer 1994, Sela 1995, Warschauer, 1994).

Educationalists in Korea have done much to encourage Information Technology skills.
All elementary schools are now Jinked via the EDUNET network, which offers teachers
and students access to the World Wide Web and an e-mail service. Many schools bave a
computer laboratory where each pupil is allocated one on-line computer. Some schools
also have a “‘computer corner” in their classrooms, and some schools have arranged
computer classes for their students, as an extra subject taught by outside tutors. There is
also strong support for young people outside the classroom. A number of organizations
promote computer literacy and help students to learn how to use applications such as ¢-
mail and the WWW, and in the Korean press there are frequent reports of individuals or
organizations donating hardware, software and free e-mail addresses in order to
promote Information Technology to the younger generation. For example the Daily
Chosun (a newspaper company) and KITEL (a computer company) have agreed to
provide free Internet access for teachers and pupils in all the elementary and secondary
schools across the country, and Kyungsung University in Pusan also distributes free

Internet access locally.

However, despite widespread access to the Internet in schools, keypalling was unknown
in Korea prior to the project described in this paper. Teachers were aware that the
Internet might help English language learning, and children were enthusiastic about the
technology, but it was clear that outside guidance and support would be needed to get a

first pilot project up and running.

2. Planning and implementing the Keypal Project
The first step in this pilot Keypal project for Korean children was taken by contacting
subscribers to TESLCA-L and TESLK-12 (both branches of TESL-L). The following
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