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Abstract 

In language learning contexts, telecollaboration is understood as an exchange between people from 

different populations through the use of electronic means in order to develop intercultural and 

linguistic communication skills with the purpose of exchanging knowledge. In telecollaboration, 

bilingual models are proposed for learning a foreign language, on the one hand, this can be between 

students of different cultures, and on the other hand between students with a common language in 

order to strengthen the learning of another language. This study looked to promote 

telecollaborative exchange among 16 elementary school students in Boyacá aged between 9 to 11 

years old. Considering the age of the participants and their needs, we sought to develop one of the 

production skills, in this case, writing, considered by the participants as the most complex. The 

objective of this project was to explore and describe young learners’ EFL writing skills 

development as they become involved in a telecollaboration exchange of personal letters during 

the pandemic between two institutions. The results showed a positive evolution in writing skills 

during the telecollaborative exchange as students expressed the emotions generated by the 

pandemic and their new friendship. This demonstrated that curiosity, motivation, diversity, 

confidence, and technological tools can transform foreign language learning in any context.   

 

Key words: telecollaboration, writing skills, technological resources, pen pal exchange, pandemic, 

elementary schools.  
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Introduction 

Learning a foreign language requires developing multiple skills according to the stage of the 

learner. Among those, there are four important abilities to cultivate in order to master during our 

language education: writing, reading, listening, and speaking. In the context of this study, writing 

had been the least worked skill in the schools according to students, and it was also regarded as a 

skill that demands more time and commitment. One of the reasons for these students’ 

perceptions could be that in early stages, these young learners had been exposed more to 

listening and speaking activities than to writing exercises. For this reason, the spaces for writing 

had been limited and students had only focused on writing vocabulary correctly instead of 

writing as a means of communication. This project gave special emphasis to writing skills, and 

allowed participants to write their experiences during the lockdown using their knowledge of 

English language to express their ideas, highlighting the reality that the whole world had to face, 

which was the global Pandemic. 

During the year in which the investigation was carried out, face-to-face education was 

transformed into virtual education due to the global pandemic caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus. 

Thus, schools had to create strategies to help students attend their classes through different 

technological means such as phone calls, video calls and asynchronous chat, among others. To 

reduce the impact of this unexpected event and to continue learning English, it was decided to 

carry out a pen pal project. 

The aim of this project was to support the development of writing skills in students from 

two different school populations through a telecollaboration exchange of personal letters during 

the pandemic in Institution “J” and Institution “V”. This study sought to answer the research 
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question: How does a Pen Pal telecollaboration exchange between two elementary schools in 

Boyacá during the COVID-19 pandemic shape a group of third to fifth students’ EFL writing 

development? Consequently, students started to write English letters to peers in another 

institution using electronic media through a telecollaboration framework.  

Dooly & O´Dowd defined telecollaboration “as referring to the pedagogical processes 

and outcomes of engaging learners in different geographical locations in virtual contact together” 

(p. 9). This online pedagogical design can provide synchronous and/or asynchronous 

collaboration for learners and teachers. Thereby, the use of social media and social networking 

tools can enable quick connections with other individuals, communities or institutions. In this 

study, communication between populations was asynchronous because it was more convenient 

considering the limitations that students had due to the lack of resources or difficult access to the 

internet. It was expected that this collaboration among students supported their English practice 

to improve their writing ability.  

This qualitative study employed the precepts of action research to answer the research 

question mentioned above. Likewise, surveys, interviews, journals, and student artifacts were 

used to analyze how the telecollaboration pedagogical design progressed and to understand how 

the pen pal experience influenced participants’ EFL writing skills construction.     

This proposal is distributed in six sections. The first one presents the description of the 

problem, it establishes the research question, the objectives, and the justification of this study. In 

the second section, the literature review that helped to guide the research is introduced. The third 

section describes the research design, the participants, the context, and the instruments to gather 

data. In the fourth section, there is a description of the pedagogical intervention. The fifth section 
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describes the data analysis process and discusses the findings. Finally, the sixth section includes 

the conclusions of the research study, the pedagogical implications, and further research. 

Problem statement 

In Colombia, one of the contexts where young students learn English is in rural schools. 

It is expected that EFL education can promote cultural, academic, social and professional 

opportunities for these students despite limitations in terms of resources that these schools may 

have. In Boyacá, some rural institutions have opened their doors to foreign language pre-service 

teachers from the Pedagogical and Technological University of Colombia (UPTC). Every year, 

work is done with these schools in Boyacá.  

Looking retrospectively at the work that pre-service teachers have done with students 

from third to fifth grade, in two institutions in Boyacá: Institution “J” and Institution “V”, it has 

emerged that one of the skills that generates more difficulty is writing.  One of the reasons why 

this limitation in writing has emerged is related to previous pedagogical experiences students had 

had because the teaching of English was focused on other skills, namely, speaking and listening.  

In addition, the initial diagnosis we conducted by means of a survey (see annex 1) showed that 

students in the target institutions lacked practice in writing and therefore they did not have much 

confidence when using this skill.  

The development of language skills starts by initial exposure to oral language at an early 

age. Later on in the process, awareness of the sounds that make up the words contributes to the 

child's spontaneous approach to writing (Scott & Ytreberg, 1990). In the case of institutions “J” 

and “V” the students’ average age was between 9 and 11 years, which implied an ideal stage to 

start developing writing skills in English. However, there had been too much of a delay to 
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support these learners’ writing skill development, since they had been exposed more time to oral 

production, and writing practices had been delayed. Consequently, the aforementioned 

limitations allowed us to infer that the English learners in this study faced a challenging task in 

mastering writing. 

At the beginning of this study, institutions had to start virtual education because of the 

Sars Cov 2 virus. It means that students were unable to return to school or have close contact 

with their classmates or teachers due to the confinement. In this regard, Dubey et al. (2020) 

mention, “during a severe pandemic like COVID-19, community-based mitigation programs, 

such as the closing of schools, parks, and playgrounds will disrupt children's usual lifestyle and 

can potentially promote distress and confusion” (p. 782). As a consequence of this drastic change 

in the social life of the students, it was evident that some students experienced different emotions 

provoked by the confinement such as insecurity, fear, joy at having their family members with 

them. Finally, the students had to face the adversity they were experiencing while being educated 

from home, in a non-face-to-face environment, and with the technological resources, they could 

have at their disposal. 

English was strongly affected by the aforementioned challenges and virtuality emerged to 

deaden communication between teachers and students in Ventaquemada and Jenesano 

institutions. Likewise, virtuality brought with it other challenges for students to gain access to the 

internet and its technological tools; thus, many students did not have adequate technology such 

as cell phones, computers, and quality internet to optimize communication. From all this arose a 

pen pal and telecollaboration project which had the objective of improving participants’ writing 
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skills using technological devices affordable for all participants. In response to these issues, the 

following research questions and objectives were formulated to guide this study.  

 

Research question 

How does a Pen Pal telecollaboration exchange between two elementary schools in 

Boyacá during the COVID-19 pandemic shape a group of fourth and fifth-grade students’ EFL 

writing development?  

Research Subquestions 

How is writing characterized when participants are involved in a pen pal project during 

the pandemic? 

What are participants’ perceptions about a pen pal experience mediated by 

telecollaboration during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

How did technological resources affect English writing during the pen pal telecollaboration 

project? 

 

Objectives 

Primary Objective 

To explore and describe young learners’ EFL writing skills development as they become 

involved in a telecollaboration exchange of personal letters during the pandemic between 

institutions in Ventaquemada and Jenesano. 
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Specific Objectives 

● To propose strategies to help students improve their writing skills in English language 

through letters by using WhatsApp and phone calls. 

● To analyze students’ perceptions and feelings about the use of letters in their EFL writing 

when they are telecollaborating through letters. 

● To characterize the EFL writing that emerges as participants telecollaborated through 

letter exchanges.     

● To analyze the effects of the technological resources in English writing during the pen pal 

telecollaboration project. 

Justification 

The target institutions at Ventaquemada and Jenesano, where this study took place, were 

affected regarding foreign language learning due to challenges that arose with the pandemic and 

weaknesses in the written skills of the participants. This study sought to improve the weaknesses 

in English writing by using a pen pal exchange experience. 

During this study, 18 students participated and some instruments were applied to get 

some relevant information from them. Instruments revealed a weakness in the written skill of 

participants, they affirmed throughout surveys that writing was the most difficult skill. 

Therefore, the project aimed at improving their weaker ability through a pen pal project by 

gradually progressing in each letter and creating a communicative context to exercise this skill. 

Students took advantage of available technological devices seeking to improve their 

communication in English using writings among peers. 
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By tackling participants’ limitations in their EFL writing skills this study aligns with the 

Colombian government’s objective to strengthen English learning so that students can 

communicate in this foreign language. The Ministry of Education of Colombia (MEN) has 

established a program called "National Bilingualism Program" (2018-2022) that seeks to 

strengthen pedagogical practices and open more spaces for learning the foreign language through 

functional content for assertive communication in English (MEN, 2018).  

The basic standards of competencies in foreign languages-English for Colombia propose 

that elementary school students from third through fifth grade need to understand and manage 

basic communicative functions at the writing level, for instance, providing personal information, 

answering questions, describing places and physiques, and telling short stories (MEN, 2006). 

Therefore, in response to the government's request, the project aimed to strengthen students' 

writing skills by involving students into practicing to expand their communication abilities in 

relation to the aforementioned language functions. 

      The relevance of this study is also related to the pandemic which resulted in some 

challenges for the target institutions. Firstly, the Ventaquemada institution was located in a rural 

area, and the Jenesano institution was located in a small town where their resources and ease of 

access to the Internet were limited, consequently, their access to education was sometimes 

restricted because of the technological limitations of both institutions. Secondly, the learning to 

use electronic media, students had not been exposed to a similar situation of studying at home, 

then a challenge was the adaptation and learning to use electronic media as an academic medium. 

Considering these challenges, the relevance of this study is also related to the options to bring 

educational opportunities to children, and opportunities that are adapted to their realities by using 
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technology easily, and finally, that despite all these challenges, these children can continue to 

learn even in remote areas. 

Considering that face-to-face education was replaced by virtual education, the Ministry of 

Education declared that the teaching-learning process between educators and students should be 

carried out through all possible means of communication, so students and relatives receive 

educational service at home and the institutions should look for alternatives to continue with the 

classes in a virtual way (MEN, 2020). As a consequence, students started to learn how to use 

technology to interact with other people in a different place, and to study from home to break the 

distance that Covid-19 has generated. Bearing in mind that not all students were in unequal 

conditions, it was decided to work with the resources that they had, mainly WhatsApp was the 

application determined for communication between students and teachers, another resource used 

was telephone calls in the case of students who did not have a stable internet connection. 

Furthermore, it can be said that indirectly the situation of the pandemic opens a space to learn to 

use phones and social networks meaningfully. Hence, this study had contributed to the EFL field 

by examining how teachers’ pedagogical designs can take advantage of these doors open by the 

pandemic and generate meaningful English learning spaces. 

In Colombia most of the studies found about telecollaboration have been focused only on 

exchanges between Colombian students and international students, for example, prospective 

English teachers re-examining language ideologies in telecollaboration a study of Viáfara (2019) 

and Online peer feedback between Colombian and New Zealand FL beginners. Hence, there is a 

need for students to explore studies of telecollaboration between students in different regions of 

Colombia to recognize diversity and multiculturalism, that is why this research is so relevant. 
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Literature Review 

This section focuses on the presentation of the theoretical constructs and review of some 

related studies that were the fundamental basis for the development of the research. The 

constructs that are discussed in this section are telecollaboration, pen pal projects, and EFL 

writing. 

Telecollaboration  

Telecollaboration means an Internet-based exchange between people from different 

locations, in a language learning context, and is also established in an institutional environment 

to expand language and intercultural communication abilities (Byram, 1997). In general, it is 

common that participants in this type of project are from different backgrounds, and also aim to 

develop language skills, as well as their intercultural communication skills through collaborative 

work that allows them to strengthen and exchange ideas to improve language related skills. 

These types of internet-based collaborations provide authentic social interactions for 

students via technology. Depending on the type of technology tool that is integrated into course 

planning, students can communicate either synchronously or asynchronously with distant peers. 

In synchronous communication, students are virtually connecting in real-time (for example, live 

online chat and video conferencing), while in asynchronous communication, students are not 

communicating in real-time (for example, blogging, and email) (Healey, 2016). In this study, 

asynchronous computer communication was used, since the students created their letters on 
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paper, and others through the computer, and they were receiving their response not immediately, 

but they received each letter through WhatsApp or email every week.  

 Exchanges may not necessarily be bilingual indeed, they can be monolingual, involving 

just one of the partners’ languages or they can be multilingual, involving the sharing of more 

than two languages (Helm & Guth, 2010). This study focused on the bilingual model because the 

participants of this project communicated in English even when their native language was 

Spanish. They exchanged letters, which were the means of communication, additionally, these 

letters were written in English and could integrate other semiotic resources to support their 

limited English abilities and knowledge such as drawings or Spanish; that is, they had the option 

to express themselves in both languages and use other communication resources they felt 

comfortable with. 

Telecollaboration in the EFL Classroom 

The literature about Telecollaboration in the EFL Classroom is mostly dedicated to 

international projects related to the classroom during second or foreign language learning, 

however, telecollaboration offers opportunities for various educational settings to support their 

interaction strategies which might include institutions in the same country. It also involves 

students dialoguing with their colleagues in different parts of the world through collaborative 

tasks and projects considering the foreign language as a target. Telecollaboration integrates 

technological tools as the main resource, but in addition, the role of the teacher is involved and it 

is essential for them to guide the students' process. 

Part of a teacher's skill set in the 21st century is the ability to integrate and exploit 

technologies in the classroom. These electronic media have the potential to be powerful tools for 
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developing students' intercultural competence, foreign language skills, and other transversal 

skills. But for this to happen, teachers are required to “reap the benefits of new ICT 

developments and adopt innovative and active pedagogies, based on participatory and project-

based methods” (European Council & Commission 2015, p. 29). With this in mind, many foreign 

language educators have employed the potential of networked technologies to enhance and 

complement traditional communicative classroom activities, which are often seen as limited and 

excessively focused on information exchange (Greenfield, 2003). 

According to O'Dowd (2007), the first reports of collaborative online project work 

between language students in different locations showed a variety in the ways to exchange 

knowledge. In 1920 Ce´lestı´n Freinet invented a project in which his French students wrote 

articles in the newspaper. These journals were printed and exchanged with other students from 

the country, who also wrote in the newspaper and did the exchange. Later in the 1990s, the first 

publications about telecollaboration began to raise awareness in the world of foreign language 

education about the potential of online exchange for language teaching while taking specific 

learning into account.  Cummins and Sayers (1995) reported about a clearinghouse for online 

exchange projects between classes of distant partners in the American continents and in Europe. 

These projects were focused on learning specific topics of a subject through a foreign language. 

Additionally, activities such as surveys of dual communities, scientific investigations, contrastive 

geography projects, and comparative studies of oral history and folklore were included. In the 

next pages we describe some telecollaboration projects in the EFL classroom. 

“Prospective English teachers re-examining language ideologies in telecollaboration”  

was a project carried out by Viáfara (2016). The study involved participants from two 
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Universities of Colombia and Spanish heritage learner in the U.S. The exchange provided 

participants opportunities to develop language and intercultural abilities. It also allowed students 

to explore their native-speakerism ideologies in order to rethink their self-perceptions about what 

being a native speaker means. In this vein, they shared their ideas about the stigmas that exist for 

non-speakers of a language in order to understand how complex language learning can become 

and also the whole linguistic culture around this process. From these important reflections, better 

understanding and acceptance of English language skills emerged in participants. 

A project called: “Video conferencing and multimodal expression of voice: Children's 

conversations using Skype for second language development in a telecollaborative setting” by 

Austin et al (2017) aimed at knowing more about how the voice is experienced and expressed in 

a video conferencing environment in two groups of twelve kids from six to seven years of age. 

These participants were from England with Urdu or Punjabi as their mother tongue and Portugal 

with Portuguese native speakers. This study established several findings related to the 

importance of including other semiotic means such as gesture, intonation, gaze or objects, among 

others, to enrich communication. In addition, the participants searched for creative ways to make 

themselves understood and with the help of teachers, they found relevant topics to share with 

others and make conversations flow. Finally, the students were able to think and brainstorm 

together as a team about the proposed topics.  

A study called EFL learners 'perceptions about language learning and culture when using 

telecollaboration by Lizcano and Cabrera (2020) aimed to explore students' perceptions about the 

relationship between foreign language learning and culture when using telecollaboration with six 
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sixth graders and two international peers from France and Sweden. The study showed that 

students recognized the importance of learning a foreign language for global communication, 

accepting the complexity of human beings and the recognition of diversity and singularity. In 

addition, this experience allowed them to express emotions and feelings to share their cultures, 

and to accept the differences they may have. 

A project called: “Online peer feedback between Colombian and New Zealand foreign 

language beginners: a comparison and lessons learned” by Tolosa et al. (2015) sought to 

investigate aspects of the impact of an online peer tutoring program in 28 eleven years old kids 

from Auckland and 24, fifth to sixth graders from Bogotá, interacting for eight weeks. On one 

hand, some findings showed that the use of Spanish was frequent at the beginning but it was 

decreasing considerably during the process. On the other hand, the number of errors of 

Colombian students was greater than those from New Zealand students, and even 

incomprehensible sentences could be observed showing the low English level of Colombians. 

Finally, it was found that correction was very complex and the students preferred not to do it, 

highlighting how important a correct and concrete correction of errors can be for a student.  

Letter exchange was the center of the telecollaboration experience in the study reported 

along this document. The next pages discuss what pen pals are and how pen pal experiences 

function at the pedagogical level.  

Pen Pal Projects in Education 

Pen Pals are those who regularly write to other people either by post or email. They seek 

their Pen pal according to their interests, hobbies, ages or occupations; however, there are those 
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who search without any interest, only in order to know and learn new things. Pen Pals are from 

anywhere in the world, can be male or female and can speak any language. According to 

Sundman (2006), “writing letters in another language has advantages. You can learn different 

languages as you are communicating with native speakers of other language learners” (p. 128). 

In this way, students can exchange ideas and enrich their language and their vision of the world. 

For no expert speakers, this experience can motivate and benefit their learning while developing 

their interpersonal and communicative skills. Participants can also meet different cultures, which 

helps to expand knowledge and feel closer to their Pen pals. 

Pen pals can interact any time which helps both parties to reflect on what they have 

received, or they are going to send, and thereby improve their written communication skills. 

According to Guth (2002), “no matter where the sender and receiver are located, if they are near 

or far, they can decide what to send (photos, videos, manuscripts or whatever) at any time” (p. 

234). Likewise, today there are different means to communicate and there are many tools 

available to most people to interact from all corners of the world expanding the possibilities of 

interacting with different cultures. The emotional or intellectual value of this type of exchange is 

really satisfying because differences can complement peers’ visions of the world. Finally, each 

participant in a pen pal experience is enriched when he or she shares about different cultures, it 

could be understood and internalized by the participants and (Farley, 1994, p. 41).  

Watson et al. (2007) conducted an interesting project about Pen pals. The study involved 

90 children from third to eight graders in the United States and 85 fifth to seventh graders from 

Malawi.  The findings included cultural aspects regarding Malawian kids' civil status as 

unmarried in their presentations which was an important cultural aspect but was not noted by 
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kids from the United States. Hence, the study evidenced that maybe kids at an early age were 

getting married in Malawi. They talked about topics like: family, pets, food, religion, and 

hobbies; furthermore, kids tried to use similar patterns in their written style in order to avoid 

mistakes, for example: a U.S kid said: “My favorite animal is a snake” and his Pen pal answered: 

“My favorite animal is the sheep”. That happened with longer sentences and the same way vice-

versa. Finally, the motivation and enthusiasm of all the students involved helped them improve 

their language and learn more about each other's cultures and it opened the possibility of 

including parents and other teachers to continue working with pen pals. It was a personalized 

activity because the instructors delivered the letters in person each week. 

Larrotta and Chung (2020) worked on a Pen pal project which took place in Texas. The 

study sought to explore how foreign-born TESOL instructors supported adult immigrant learners' 

development of literacy through a pen pal project and what components of the pen pal project 

promoted the development of civic literacy skills. Six TESOL volunteers’ instructors from Iraq, 

Egypt, Babylon, Israel, and Mexico and 14 ESL learners from Mexico, between 25 to 56 years 

old, were involved in this study.  The activity was very personalized because the instructors 

delivered the letters in person and participants had to write more than one letter due to the 

difference in the number of peers. They found that building a good relationship between both 

parties was crucial to motivate and encourage them to improve their skills because EFL learners 

were emotionally comfortable.  All participants learnt about other cultures, traditions, respect 

and tolerance by sharing different life experiences as individuals and as immigrants. Finally, the 

participants understood the value of reading, interpretation, participation, self-expression and 
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confidence, and they all grew better as people, improved their writing skills and their 

communication with others. 

Another Pen Pal project was conducted by Lin (2018), this study enrolled 26 midwestern 

girls in the United States and almost 40 Turkish pen-pals. This project was thought of as an 

intercultural process. This exchange was made through e-mail once a week for 14 weeks. Before 

the process started, students from the United States learned about the situation in Syria, the 

relation between Turkey and the U.S. and in the same way they were asked to collect more 

information about their cultures, system education, traditions, and difficult situations in each 

country. They understood the importance of knowing hard situations around the world as in the 

case of refugees in Turkey, how different both populations could be, their needs, social and 

political problems and some history. Reflection, empathy, and diversity were important 

outcomes of this intervention because in each exchange the students demonstrated tolerance 

towards differences. Likewise, they recognized their own environment without judging a person 

by their nationality or skin color, and most importantly all of this occurred while improving their 

English skills and using online technologies. 

A Colombian research study designed by Suárez (2015) chose 14 seventh graders from 

Cali to start a Pen pal project through the internet page Pen Pal world. Students started by 

proposing some questions to the people they added as friends on the page. The intrigue of these 

students made them enjoy the process of this project, getting to know new cultures and habits. 

The students also began to value and accept the people of their country and city since they 

recognized the economic and social differences of the surrounding people. Also, participants' 

interest in knowing more about the new culture led them to continue communicating with their 
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new friends even after the project ended. Finally, this project motivated the students to use 

English but also to recognize and accept how different they were from others. Acknowledging 

differences helped them learn to communicate ideas and empathize with the multiple situations 

that arise around the world. 

Developing Children’s Writing Skills in EFL  

Making a learner proficient in the use of English involves, among other aspects, his/her 

development of all the four basic language skills being: listening, reading, speaking and writing. 

Listening and reading are the receptive skills and they work as an input for the learners and 

gradually prepare the learners for the productive skills: speaking and writing. Among all four-

skills, teaching writing seems to be the most challenging (Scott & Ytreberg 1990). More 

specifically, teaching writing to young learners can become a genuine challenge for teachers. 

However, writing is a skill which should be gradually practiced from an early age. 

Writing Challenges in the EFL Classroom 

Writing can become more difficult than normal because of those who teach how to write. 

Sometimes teachers make errors more important than content itself, creating spaces of frustration 

and denying students the possibility to express themselves freely. Another issue that complicates 

writing is that it is more difficult to express numerous emotions without using body language. 

This limitation in writing generates negative feelings during the writing process. In addition, the 

variety of written activities and how much a child can freely say through words should be the 

main aspects to help kids tackle the challenges of EFL writing to avoid the complexity of what it 

means to understand and improve this skill (Reid, 2001, p. 28-33). 
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According to Richards and Renandya (2002), “writing is the most difficult skill for L2 

learners, since they need to generate ideas, organize them and translate these ideas into readable 

text which can be very difficult for students” (p. 303). The writer must express the ideas in a 

coherent and legible way in his/her writing since the objective is that readers can understand 

while reading the text. Similarly, spelling also plays a dominant role in both literacy and writing. 

One of the most prominent challenges that EFL students have difficulties in spelling is the 

relationship between the spelling of the word and its pronunciation, as there is no 

correspondence between the sound and the way the word is spelled. In the English language, a 

single sound has several spellings, while the same spelling has several sounds, this is why some 

students find it very difficult to master the spelling and pronunciation. This is when the strategies 

and techniques of EFL teachers must begin as it is one of the challenges facing a learner of 

English as a foreign language. 

 Furthermore, it is relevant to highlight the transition from listening to writing because it 

is easier for children to recognize phonemes rather than graphemes. Such graphemes take more 

time to be analyzed and internalized by children and generate great confusion when expressing 

what they hear into words. For this reason, it can be heard “the question of when to start teaching 

children to write in English is closely linked to starting to teach them to read. In general, it's 

better to introduce English first by listening and speaking, then reading and writing last” (Reid, 

2001, p. 4). After this transitional process from sounds to words, ideas and thoughts begin to be 

expressed in written form knowing how the words sound before putting them in writing.  Finally, 

much work has been done to teach writing correctly and many ideas and principles have emerged 

that could help make this process easier and more effective. 
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Pedagogical Principles and Techniques to Involve Young Learners in Writing 

For many people, writing has been the most important ability to learn a foreign language 

because as a production skill, it provides each person with the communication and thinking 

ability to use it effectively in life, according to O’Dowd (2017), over the last decades, the 

introduction of new techniques to help students become better writers in a foreign language has 

increased considerably. In 1970, English classes were based on grammar most of the time, and 

students copied fragments of texts with only minor modifications. By the 1980s, writing was 

limited to sentence structure, based on questions and answers. Then, in that same decade, writing 

in English was based on the “expressive approach”. Subsequently, there was a writer-based 

approach in which the process was more important than the product which was aimed at writing 

for an audience.  Hence, at the beginning of the 21st century, new pedagogies began to develop 

in the process of writing because traditional teacher-centered approaches were evolving into 

more learner-centered courses, and academic writing was seen as a social communicative act. 

However, writing must be taught correctly to avoid confusion or refusal to improve. There are 

several techniques and resources to support children’s development of EFL writing skills such as 

pictures and drawings, for example. 

As writing is a productive skill, pictures are one of the most effective sources, which are 

mainly a visual stimulus to motivate young learners to write. Wright (2003) points out the 

important role that pictures play to help teachers to teach writing. According to him, a picture 

can motivate learners to pay attention and take part in the lesson. It can bring the context of any 

situation into the classroom so that students can express their ideas, and most importantly 
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pictures can be described in many ways that develop the learner's writing and organization skills 

as well.  

Another strategy would be working in pairs or in small groups. This technique is 

remarkable because it can generate more confidence among them, and it can also bring more 

motivation since new ideas arise when writing collectively. According to Parupalli (2017), “the 

main concept of collaborative or cooperative work is to allow the learners to perform the given 

task in groups where they share their ideas among the members of their groups (p.8)”. Although 

writing is a skill that is developed personally, working in groups or pairs gives support to 

students while they learn the instructions given by the teacher. It is important that the child 

understands the instructions before going to the group to ensure that they understood individually 

and then if they have doubts, there can be support among the students. 

In addition, the elaboration of creative texts is another strategy that motivates students. In 

this case, students can write about topics that interest them. In this way, children can feel proud 

of their work to the point that they want to be read. Following this idea, teachers can give a 

choice to the students, so that they can choose their own topics. Also, a noteworthy factor is to 

guide the children with easy instructions starting with brainstorming the topics they like best, so 

they can start with words and then give a story to these ideas, thus encouraging creativity and 

preventing children from feeling frustration at not knowing what to write.  (Parupalli, 2017).  

Finally, it is important in the writing process that as children begin to get used to writing 

and following the syntax of English, the teacher acts carefully when correcting the errors found. 

At the same time teachers should be alert while checking writing tasks, so they do not engage in 
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excessive correction focused on children's English level because this may have a negative 

impact. Harmer (1998) also points out that "overcorrection could have a demotivating effect on 

the students" and suggests that "teachers can tell the students that for a particular piece of writing 

they corrected mistakes of particular aspects of language like- grammar, punctuation, spelling or 

organization" (p. 354).  From teaching writing to correct it, the whole process is amalgamated 

which gradually develops the writing skill of second language learners. 

Writing and New Technologies. 

The use of technology when teaching a foreign language is not new since tools such as 

tape recorders, videos, and language classrooms have been used since 1960, and they are still in 

use today. Around 1980, "Computer Assisted Language learning" (CALL) appeared, which Levy 

(1997) defines as "the search for and study of computer applications in language teaching and 

learning" (p. 334). This brought practices such as filling in spaces in texts, joining sentences and 

answering questions through the computer. The Internet is also an indispensable means to carry 

out many activities through technological tools. In the 90s, the term TELL (Technology 

Enhanced Language Learning) appeared responding to the possibilities offered by the Internet 

and communication technology for language learning, with some more innovative resources such 

as chats, videoconferencing in real time, and communicating with people from anywhere in the 

world. 

Guerrero (2012), in his research called: The use of Skype as a synchronous 

communication tool between university students and native speakers, states that students were 

more motivated when conversing with native speakers using the language as a means of 

communication and leaving aside learning through grammar tests. The use of technological 
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resources (internet, computer) has been recognized for increasing student motivation and 

favoring cooperation and collaboration among them, in this way, the use of these technological 

resources is more used to reinforce speaking and writing skills as a tool that combines idiomatic 

expressions, interaction, reflection, and collaborative work. 

According to Reidngton (2011), "the computer in its many forms as a writing tool and a 

means of communication is changing the way we interact with information and with each other" 

(p. 238). This shows that written language plays an important role in current communication 

through different technological tools and also closes the gap for a fast and effective cultural 

exchange. Additionally, technology can improve all aspects of the writing process, allowing easy 

revision, multiple drafts and spell checking. Furthermore, increasingly sophisticated translation 

suggestions and grammar tips are available, which can be used with caution by advanced writers 

(Hanson-Smith & Rilling, 2007). In this way, writing skills are enhanced, enriching the 

vocabulary to be able to interact and exchange ideas more easily, also bearing in mind all these 

advantages when using technology as a resource to improve writing skills motivates students to 

learn in a way that is different from how they learned in previous years, and improving with the 

different platforms offered by the internet. 

Access to the Internet brings the world into the classroom and helps the students to use 

the language in authentic contexts. Thanks to the great majority of online electronic resources, 

such as journals, library catalogs, topical databases, and search services in English, students can 

find resources that they can use easily to enhance their writing skill. Today, some language 

instructors use the internet in many creative ways. If the goal is to teach writing, “internet 

activities should be structured so that they bring about an increase in the types of writing 
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processes and relationships essential to becoming a better writer” (Warschauer & Whittaker, 

2002 p. 39). 

Research Design 

This section explains what research approach and method was implemented in the study. 

In addition, this chapter provides specific information about the environment, population, 

participants, and how ethical issues were handled with parents. Finally, a description of the data 

collection instruments and procedures is provided.  

Research Approach and Method 

For the development of this research study, we employed a qualitative approach. 

According to Flick et al. (2004), qualitative research is another way to describe the world from a 

different perspective, which is the perspective of participants. In this vein, this research study 

sought to explore participants’ writing in English through letters exchanged within a 

telecollaboration framework. Our study matches the precepts of qualitative research because it 

was conducted in the natural setting of participants, the online environments that the school has 

promoted for their education during the pandemic. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), 

qualitative research involves an interpretive, and naturalistic approach to the world. This means 

that qualitative researchers study participants in natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or 

to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them (p. 3).  In order to answer 

our research questions, we considered the experiences told by our participants and our 

interpretations about the phenomenon under study taking into account constructs and 

subquestions that were established during the process. 
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Action research, the method employed in this study, is understood as a research process 

that seeks to recognize the work of teacher-researchers integrate reflection and intellectual work 

in the analysis of the experiences acquired during the whole process (Best & Kahn, 2006). The 

fundamental aspect in action research is the reflective exploration that is done in pedagogical 

practice, not only to contribute to the resolution of a problem but for all teachers to reflect on 

their practice. What was explained above is supported by Best and Kahn’s (1989) definition of 

what action research involves: 

Action research is focused on immediate application, not on the development of the theory, 

nor upon general application. It has placed its emphasis on a problem, here and now, in a 

local setting. Its findings are to be evaluated in terms of local applicability, not in terms of 

universal validity. Its purpose is to improve school practices and at the same time, to 

improve the practitioners. The purpose of action research is to combine the research 

function with teachers’ growth in such qualities as objectivity, skill in the research process, 

habits of thinking, ability to work harmoniously with others, and professional spirit (p.21). 

 

Finally, taking into account the Kemmis and McTaggart (1998) model, we share a spiral 

to explain how action research was implemented (see figure 1). We adapted the following stages 

according to our study:   

 Figure 1.  

Action Research Spiral Model by Kemmis and McTaggart (1998) 
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Plan  

Before going to school, it was thought about different questions and ideas that would help 

the project to develop students’ English skills, taking into account the previous knowledge of the 

institutions given by other teachers.  

Act and observe  

On the first visit to the target context, it was possible to carry out a diagnosis through a 

focus group interview which identified the needs of the students regarding their English skills, 

the students’ point of view of English learning, and their preferences in relation to the use of 

technology in English class. At the same time, the teachers observed the student's environment 

and the context they were involved in to make future decisions.  

Reflect  

Based on the focus group interview and the context of the situation, which did not allow 

face-to-face education, an intervention was planned through technological tools (WhatsApp, 
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calls, videos, images) to develop the project, in this way, it was thought that the students would 

communicate their experiences during the pandemic in order to improve the production written 

in English through telecollaboration by using letters.  

Revised plan  

After collecting the data and reflecting on what teachers wanted to do, it was necessary to 

plan again taking into account the context, the resources of participants and point of view of each 

student to start developing the exchange from home with the guidance and necessary tools given 

by the teachers. 

Act and observe  

The initial intention of the letters was to promote the production of written language and 

the use of technological tools (WhatsApp, phone calls). At this stage, the students received the 

support material for the creation of their writings. The first step was the knowledge about the 

structure of the letter. Then, professors taught the support material, the structure and vocabulary 

required for each week. The evidence was sent and received via WhatsApp, in this way the 

teachers analyzed them to see weaknesses to improve and act as mediators in the learning 

process.  

Reflect 

The aim of this stage was to provide spaces for researchers to analyze the information 

collected through the proposed instruments (journals, interviews, student artifacts and surveys), 

in this way all the information collected with the aforementioned instruments was studied in 

order to answer the research question and sub-questions and improve the pedagogical strategy. 
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Context 

In this project, two different public institutions participated: Institution “J” which 

included preschool and primary school sites, with approximately 200 students. This institution is 

located in Boyacá. Some of the students enrolled in this institution live mostly in the nearby 

town and others in the rural area near the town. The other institution is called Institution “V” 

located in a rural area in Boyacá. There were approximately 32 students in this school. This 

school has a system called “Escuela Nueva”, which implies a multi-grade classroom approach 

with two teachers, one for preschoolers, second and fifth graders, and the other one for first, third 

and fourth graders. Due to the pandemic the context of students changed and they had to study 

from home being WhatsApp and phone calls the main tools to keep assertive communication. 

For some students, it was possible to set the class time at specific hours, but for some others, it 

was necessary to set individual classes taking into account the disposition of the parents due to 

their corresponding job and resources. 

This project was carried out in the PPIP (Práctica Pedagógica Investigativa y de 

Profundización) which is organized by the faculty of education at UPTC to provide teaching 

services in different institutions of Boyacá. In this specific case, being pre-service teachers 

affiliated to the B. Ed in foreign languages, the objective was to teach English and French in the 

target institutions. We used a methodology guided by the basic standards of competence in 

foreign languages presented by the Colombian government, complying with weekly planning 

and reaching these populations who welcome preservice teachers from the university. The 

official practicum lasted about four months and then pre-service teachers with the approval of the 
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target institutions (see annex 2) continued working with students for two more months in their 

practicum in order to complete their data collection process.  

Population and Participants 

The population of this project comes from the department of Boyacá in Colombia, where 

two institutions were part of this process, one located in Jenesano and the other in 

Ventaquemada. The first one, located in downtown Jenesano, will be called "J" in this study and 

constitutes a more urban context due to its location. The second one, the Ventaquemada 

institution that will be called "V" is immersed in the rural area which is located in a headquarter. 

Both institutions seek to educate students from the villages and towns providing the same 

opportunities for them to receive a quality education. 

Considering the context of both institutions we can find some differences. On the one 

hand, the institution “V” has a total of 32 students from kindergarten to fifth grade, which has an 

“Escuela Nueva” methodology, that is, students work simultaneously with peers from different 

grades which highlights the collaborative work among them. Also, these children showed a taste 

for farming skills since their parents were farmers in the sector finally, their backgrounds 

corresponded to medium-low socio-economic contexts.  On the other hand, the institution "J" has 

an integrated methodology that divides students by grades according to their level and has 200 

elementary students from kindergarten to fifth grade, here it was noted that most of the students 

lived in the town where the children participated in different extracurricular and social activities. 

In general, their parents worked in the town or in the nearby city of Tunja. Finally, their 

backgrounds corresponded to medium socioeconomic strata, and it was evident that these 

students had more economic and social opportunities than the population from Ventaquemada. 
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For the implementation of the project, the process started with 49 students in total from 

both institutions, 9 in Ventaquemada and 40 in Jenesano. The number of students in Jenesano 

was reduced because not all students had the permission of their parents due to the academic load 

they already had with the school. Likewise, it was decided to start with 18 students in total, that 

is 9 in each institution, and in this way, pairs were established between students from both 

populations. At the end of the project, we ended with 16 students in total, since 1 student from 

each institution left the project for reasons of quitting school. The criterion for deciding the 

sample groups was based on the age of the students because they had already been exposed to 

listening skills and it was possible to continue to encourage the written skills in them. Finally, the 

ages of the students ranged from 9 to 11 years old, being 9 girls and 7 boys. Half of them came 

from rural sectors and the other half from urban areas. 

Concerning the role of the conductors of this study, it is necessary to mention that the 

teachers were both pre-service teachers and researchers developing the last teaching practicum 

and at the same time applying the research project. 

Ethical Issues.  

In regards to ethical considerations, the institutions where the project took place were 

assigned by the University (UPTC) during the teaching practicum. In these schools, 

Ventaquemada and Jenesano, the teachers were in charge of the area of English and French, so 

students and parents were familiar with this type of project and teaching practices.  Bearing in 

mind that the teaching practice was virtual due to the pandemic, it was decided to make an 

informative video about the project for all students and parents. Then, in order to acquire 

parental permission and resolve doubts that may arise about the project, parents were asked to 
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sign a consent form (see annex 3). Also, calls were made to parents to achieve closer contact 

with them and ensure that they had received the information, and know if they agreed with their 

children’s participation.  

Data Collection Instruments and Procedures.  

As action research, this study used four instruments to gather data and subsequently 

answer the research questions guiding it: questionnaires, interviews, journals for researchers, and 

students' artifacts. 

Survey 

Surveys are defined by Check and Schutt (2012) as "the collection of information from a 

sample of individuals through their responses to questions” (p. 160). This data collection 

instrument can provide answers and viewpoints from students. During the study process, 

questionnaires were administered in order to know the experiences of the students with the 

telecollaboration pen pal experience and to know the opinion of the students regarding their 

progress in EFL writing. The questionnaires were used to identify the individual impressions and 

feelings of the students in relation to the process, and their impact during interaction with peers. 

In this research study, two questionnaires were administered in order to obtain an answer 

in relation to the research question:  How does a Pen Pal telecollaboration exchange between two 

elementary schools in Boyacá during the COVID-19 pandemic shape a group of third to fifth 

students' EFL writing development?  These surveys were sent to eighteen students. These 

instruments included closed-ended and open-ended questions. The first survey (see annex 4) was 

sent through WhatsApp in a Google format which was easier for students and teachers to handle. 
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In this way, two questionnaires were applied, one at the beginning, another one in the middle of 

the project, and the last one almost at the end of the project.  

The survey number one addressed students' perceptions of their writing progress with the 

telecollaboration project and the challenges they encountered in writing letters. This survey 

sought to know how students were working with the technology and if they mastered these 

devices for their classes. Also, we wanted to know if the students felt motivated by the 

acquisition of their writing skills and their new friend. Finally, survey number two (see annex 5) 

explored the most intimate perceptions of the telecollaborative project, from how they prepared 

to write their letters to how they felt about the exchange. They were also asked about the impact 

that the project had on their writing, their motivation to improve with each delivery, and their 

preferences in discovering online tools. It is also important to note that for the last two surveys 

16 students responded since during the process two students withdrew from the project and 

school. 

Teacher journals 

A teacher journal is an instrument used by researchers to record facts to be analyzed and 

interpreted in order to save valuable information every school day. In this sense, the journal is a 

tool that allows us to systematize experiences and then analyze the results. According to Bashan 

and Holsblat (2017), journals work as tools to examine and evaluate the strategies during the 

research (p.45). It is also a space to reflect on the research process, taking into account that while 

it is being carried out, there are situations in which solutions or alternatives must be sought to 

achieve the purpose of the project. It is well understood that journals provide significant insights 

that sometimes cannot be noticed by the application of other data collection instruments. 
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The journals were an instrument in which the teachers highlighted feelings, emotions, 

weaknesses, and strengths in students' learning and the English writing progress of each 

participant. Also, different experiences, doubts, tutorials, stories were also noted and encountered 

during the project. In this way, these findings helped us to answer our research question in 

relation to the process of students during the exchange of letters through telecollaboration. 

Journals were written taking into account three aspects: Pen Pal letters, writing skills in English 

and the use of technology by students. Finally, this journal form (see annex 6) was carried out 

weekly by both teachers. Each teacher registered what she considered to be possible answers for 

the established questions and objectives. The journals were carried out during the time the 

experience took place.  

Interviews 

According to Parsad (2012), “interviewing is a very systematic method by which a person 

enters deeply into the life of even a stranger and can bring out needed information and data for 

the research purpose” (p. 24).  The idea of employing interviews with the students was to listen 

to their voices about their opinions and feelings at the end of the project process. Besides the 

perceptions of the participants were a remarkable factor to explore their experiences during the 

project related to the letters, their use of online communication tools, the ability to write in 

English, and the motivation that students found writing to someone in English.  

The interviews were unstructured and semi-structured. On one hand, Minichiello (1990) 

defines unstructured interviews as interviews in which neither the question nor the answer 

categories are predetermined. They rely on social interaction between the researcher and 

informant to extract information. This kind of interview seems to be more suitable for children, 
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since these interviews can really explore the students’ interests, without the limitation of pre-set 

questions and considering spontaneity as a factor to interview children. Ten students from both 

institutions answered the unstructured questions.  On the other hand, semi-structured interviews 

according to Bernard (1988) are best used when you won't get more than one chance to interview 

someone and when you will be sending several interviewers out into the field to collect data and 

the questions let a discussion flow about the topic. Likewise, this type of interview was for 

parents (see annex 7) who were indirectly involved in the project, and who provided us with 

additional information to corroborate students’ answers. The interviewed parents were 10 in 

total, 5 per institution, and the average time of conversation was 15 minutes each one. There 

were 10 parents interviewed in total, 5 per institution, and the average conversation time was 15 

minutes each. Teachers communicated with parents through phone calls and recorded zoom 

meetings with prior parental consent. 

Students' artifacts   

  The progress of students was analyzed through their letters. As Merriam and Tisdell, 

(2016) state “artifacts are usually three-dimensional physical “things'' or objects in the 

environment that represent some form of communication that is meaningful to participants 

and/or the setting” (p.162). The artifacts are anything that can provide evidence of education and 

experiences found by the students during the process, also those artifacts consisted of the letters 

(see annex 8) developed along with the project. This instrument allowed the researcher to make a 

critical analysis of how effective the English learning process could be after using the support 

material designed and based on the students’ own interests and their degree of appropriateness.  
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The artifacts of the students were the way that researchers had to look and analyze the 

weekly English writing process of each student since each teacher analyzed aspects such as the 

sentence order, vocabulary, coherence, and cohesion of ideas and the support from other semiotic 

media for written communication. These aspects were of great relevance because they could 

reveal the strengths and shortcomings in students’ skills, and thus provide help to the student to 

improve their writing in English. A total of 144 letters and 16 videos were received from all 

students during the 10 weeks of the project. These letters were stored by week and institution for 

organization and later analysis.  

 

Pedagogical design 

 

Telecollaboration proposes bilingual models between learners from two different 

cultures, but this concept also includes monolingual exchanges between learners who adopt a 

second language learning in common. This type of exchange has two modalities. On one hand, 

the synchronous one highlights the participation of students at the same time, and here it is 

important the use of immediate communication tools such as video calls, text messages, phone 

calls. On the other hand, the asynchronous type describes the communication of students at 

different times, here the response is not immediate and highlights the means of communication 

such as email, letters, text messages. This study describes the telecollaborative development of 

two institutions in Boyacá, institution “J” and “V”. The project was led by two teachers, one in  

each institution. The aforementioned characteristics implied that between these teachers there 

was joint work to address the same study model, which involved the same methodology, lesson 
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plans, and support material. To implement the telecollaboration project between the two 

populations, the exchange was done in an asynchronous way, considering the context and the 

resources of both institutions; that is to say, the students communicated through letters that were 

answered weekly by their peers. 

Experience Organization 

This research was carried out in the teaching practice of two pre-service teachers. It is 

important to note that not all students participated in the telecollaboration study. At the 

beginning of the project there were nine students in institution "V" and forty students in 

institution "J". The difference in the number of students was based on the Escuela Nueva model 

of institution "V" that implied fewer students. In institution "J" the number of participants was 

reduced due to the fact that not all parents agreed to participate because their children had an 

excessive course load from school. However, in order to have the same population in both 

institutions, nine students from institution “J” were randomly selected and the remaining students 

did letter exchanges among themselves without being part of the project. Finally, to choose the 

pairs between both populations it was decided to haphazardly select one participant from each 

institution.  

Another important aspect in the organization of the research was the methodology 

implemented regarding the support material to make the letters since it was easier for students to 

understand the writings with a vocabulary that has already been learned and which their peers 

were also using. In this way the teachers used workshops to choose the topics to be used in the 

letters, then students studied the topic during their classes and practiced taking it to a real context 

through the exchange of letters. In addition, to strengthen and give more support to the students, 
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the teachers sent support material and at the beginning a model letter, which was gradually 

eliminated when the students began to show more independence.  

Taking into account the logistics of this project, there were times when students could not 

send the letter due to external factors, so the teachers had planned schedules to contact students 

by cell phone in case they did not receive a response by WhatsApp. During the whole process, 

participants exchanged nine letters and a farewell video in week ten to get to know each other 

and thus finish the telecollaboration project. 

Pedagogical Implementation 

The teachers initiated an observation stage at the institutions: “J'' school in Jenesano and 

institution “V” in Ventaquemada. Starting the teaching practicum and upon meeting the 

populations, it was decided to implement a first survey in which the students answered questions 

about the use of technological tools at home, and at school. They were also asked about their 

English skills, which was the most difficult for them, and which one was the easiest.  As a result, 

it was found that the students reported having more difficulty in their written ability in English. 

In this way, it was decided to design a project that helped students improve this skill through the 

use of technological tools. 

 Initially, it was proposed to work using as many technological tools as possible in each 

institution in order to improve students’ writing with the resources that the school could have, 

but at the beginning of the practice in these schools, an outbreak of a virus called SARS cov-2 

started. This situation kept people in quarantine for three months. Consequently, students and 

teachers began to study and work at home; however, the teaching practicum continued through 
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the WhatsApp platform and telephone calls because some students did not have good access to 

the internet. Then by changing the conditions of the practice and students, it was decided to 

implement a telecollaboration project through letters.  

 The pedagogical design was conducted through some stages. First, students learned the 

structure of the letters as Header (date, salutation or greeting), body, conclusion, closing: (Name 

and postscript) using support material (see annex 9). Besides, the students would write a letter 

for an unknown kid to start communicating between them. Each child chose a nickname to 

maintain their anonymity until almost the end of the activity to generate a little mystery and fun 

to the process. Second, students received support material weekly to complement the workshops 

that they were going to receive in the schools (see annex 10). In this way, they talked about 

personal information such as feelings, appearance, their houses, family, clothes, food and they 

provided more information about their lives. Each student sent their letters weekly to their 

respective teacher to review their content. Thus, teachers helped students with corrections if it 

was necessary. This exchange of letters was done through WhatsApp because the survey showed 

that 90% of students had access to this media and knew how to use it.  Most of the topics had 

been worked together with the workshops which were sent to the children for their activities. 

Finally, the theme of the letters was chosen based on the implemented workshops in the English 

class and organized depending on the students’ needs. The table below shows the themes of the 

letters worked on in relation to the themes seen in the English class (see table 1) 

Table 1 

Workshops and Letter Topics 
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Week Letter Workshop Theme Letter Activity 

1 1  Self-introduction  Who am I? 

How to do a letter   

2 2  

Emotions   

This quarantine makes 

me feel 

 3 3  

My daily routine  

I want to tell you what I 

do every day.  

4 4  

Places’ description   

The place where I live 

I 5  

Physical description  

How do I look? 

6 6  

Clothes   

I wear 

7 7  

Meals  

I like to eat 

I do not like to eat 

8 8  

Professions 

I would like to be 

9 9  

Questions 

Questions and answers 

about me. 

 

10 

Video  Talking about 

myself and introducing 

myself to my peer   

Goodbye, my friend. 

 

 

 

Data Analysis  

This research has employed some principles based on ‘thematic coding’ for the analysis 

of data. According to Gibbs (2007), “coding is a way of indexing or categorizing the text in order 

to establish a framework of thematic ideas about it” (p38). Coding is to identify key phrases in 

the instruments and to organize ideas about the data collected with the aim of giving answers to 
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the research question; thus, codes are gathered, listed, named, and organized in groups.   As 

pointed out by Braun, Clark, and Weate (2016), there are six phases of coding: data 

familiarization, coding, theme development, revision, refinement, and naming. These phases 

were adopted in this research as an accessible guide to analyzing qualitative data. 

According to the phases previously named for the data analysis procedure, we started by 

getting familiarized with all the data gathered as surveys, letters, journals, and interviews. It was 

necessary to upload the collected documents into ATLAS.ti, which is a software used for 

qualitative data analysis; then, the information was read several times. First, the journals were 

coded. At this point, relevant lines or fragments were underlined and they were selected looking 

for possible answers to the main question. Also, tools from the aforementioned software were 

also used to name those codes. Subsequently, when the first instrument was coded, it was 

necessary to read all the codes carefully to group them taking into account common topics. By 

establishing familiar topics, we organized codes. The same procedure was carried out with all the 

instruments.  

After all the initial codification was completed for every single instrument, we stopped to 

compare and to contrast codes across all of them. This helped us make big families of similar 

codes considering all the instruments. As this process took place, we also reduced codes by 

eliminating those which were repeated. Finally, we gave an appropriate name to each family of 

codes.  

The data analysis process was verified through triangulation. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) 

describe various types of triangulation for the purpose of assisting internal validity. This is a way 

of assuring the validity of research through various means. In the case of this study, one of them 
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was the use of multiple data collection methods called methodological triangulation in which 

some instruments were employed such as journals, interviews, surveys, and students’ artifacts. 

Using different points of view regarding the coding process was the second means we employed 

for triangulation. In our case, this was researcher triangulation since all the information was 

coded by two investigators separately and then the data was grouped collectively to discuss the 

organization of final findings. 

The aforementioned data analysis process, which was based on processing the 

information gathered and employing thematic coding and triangulation of data, resulting in 

answers to the main research question guiding this study: How does a Pen Pal telecollaboration 

exchange between two elementary schools in Boyacá during the COVID-19 pandemic shape a 

group of fourth and fifth students’ EFL writing development?  and the 3 research sub-questions: 

How is EFL writing characterized when participants are involved in a pen pal telecollaboration 

project during the pandemic? What are participants’ perceptions about a pen pal experience 

mediated by telecollaboration during the COVID-19 pandemic? How did technological 

resources affect participants’ EFL writing during the pen pal telecollaboration project? From 

this analytical process, the following categories and subcategories emerged that respond to the 

main question and the sub-questions, which are observed in the following table (see table 2). 

Table 2 

Sub questions, Categories & Subcategories  

SUB QUESTIONS CATEGORIES SUBCATEGORIES 

How is writing 

characterized when 

A gradual 

endeavor   encouraged 

An emerging skill based on 

inspiring contextual resources. 
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participants are involved in a 

pen pal project during the 

pandemic? 

by resources that in turn 

trigger new skills. A process-based experience: 

from a repetitive to a more self—

managed practice. 

A source of English 

communicative skills and pedagogical 

by-products. 

What are participants’ 

perceptions about a pen pal 

experience mediated by 

telecollaboration during the 

COVID-19 pandemic? 

 

An experience to 

make new friends while 

expressing one’s own 

feelings by writing in 

English  

An evolving opportunity to 

make new life discovering connections 

through English writing during the 

pandemic 

A quandary of emotions 

triggered by letter exchange and diverse 

expectations 

How did technological 

resources affect English 

writing during the pen pal 

telecollaboration project? 

Challenges for 

letter exchange and 

identity-based available 

choices configuring 

online experiences. 

Technological issues that 

complicated students’ successful 

writing in English during the exchange.  

The internet as an essential 

medium involving technology 

preferences during the pandemic 

 

First Category: A Gradual Endeavour Encouraged by Resources that in Turn Trigger New 

Skills. 

This category responds to the research sub-question: How is writing characterized when 

participants are involved in a pen pal project during the pandemic? Bearing in mind this sub-

question, we proceeded to answer it, thinking about the different characteristics we found in 

participants’ English writing during the data analysis. It is relevant to highlight that students 
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exhibited a gradual endeavor during their writing process. Some of them navigated from the 

type of writing characterized as the product of following a parallel model set by the teacher to 

the type of writing showing progress as they gained more confidence and produced more 

sentences freely and creatively.  

The fact that some students developed their writing skills following this process was also 

related to the fact that they employed certain resources which were related to the inspirations that 

participants had to write. Various resources propelled students’ involvement in their writing 

process. Some of these resources included students’ environment, the need to communicate their 

own ideas, the curiosity towards a new language to negotiate meanings, drawings to add 

significance to their writing in English, and their use of the mother tongue. Likewise, their 

teachers and parents were predominant resources to inspire their writing, since they guided 

students and nourished new ideas to write in English. 

We also discovered that students not only improved their writing skills, but they also 

indirectly used the skills of reading during the telecollaboration pen pal experience. In this sense, 

the exchange of letters in English involved the indirect use of reading abilities, since the students 

had to read the letter and understand it in order to respond to their fellow students. It was also 

found that some students taught their families the knowledge they learned during this writing 

process. All the various findings this 1st category exposes (A gradual endeavor   encouraged by 

resources that in turn trigger new skills) are related to what is quoted by Caballeros, et al. (2014): 

“writing implies the evolution of a series of knowledge built from interaction with other readers 

or writers and with the text itself and with the environment and situations in which learning takes 

place” (p 214). Considering this information, during the project some students demonstrated an 
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evolution related to their skills in writing in English since the continuous interaction with their 

peers allowed not only their writing skills to be more fluent, but also reading in English, 

additionally, the environment was very important because it was carried out in times of 

pandemic and parents were involved in this telecollaboration process guiding and providing 

technological support to their children.  Finally, to deepen some aspects mentioned in this 

category, the following subcategories will be discussed. We will start with the first subcategory 

called: An emerging skill based on inspiring contextual resources.  

 

First Subcategory: An Emerging Skill Based on Inspiring Contextual Resources. 

This1 subcategory describes the contextual resources that were at the time support, 

inspiration, and guide for students to achieve the process of writing in English. These diverse 

resources varied according to the context of the participants through their writing process. 

During the data analysis, the following specific resources were found: Real context and identity, 

the need to communicate and express their own ideas, the curiosity towards a new language to 

negotiate meanings, drawings to add significance to their writing in English, and their use of the 

mother tongue. Likewise, their teachers and parents were predominant resources, since they 

guided students and inspired new ideas to write in English. These resources will be mentioned in 

detail in the following paragraphs. 

Home-school teaching because of the pandemic allowed students to be more independent 

in terms of learning, with educators and parents becoming resources that guided and encouraged 

 
1 Throughout this section, some abbreviations were used: ‘Int’ meaning Interview. The 

Interviews were made in Spanish, short excerpts translated and transcribed in English.   
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participants behind this process. Firstly, the teachers were guides, not only regarding the teaching 

of writing in English but also providing academic and emotional accompaniment while 

monitoring each student’s process. Secondly, parents highlighted their help and commitment to 

their children's learning, in such a way that they were an inspirational resource for the students. 

Data shows that as participants progressed, they learned how to acquire more independence 

supported by teachers and parents. In this sense, a participant manifested that: 

With the support material and the teacher's instructions, I already knew what to 

do, so then I stopped asking the teacher how I should do it, I would see the letters 

model and support material again and then I said: oh! I already know what to do 

that. Also, sometimes my mother helped me with ideas in Spanish and with ideas 

to      decorate the letter. (Int, November 28th, 2020. Guardian of life).  

In addition, teachers maintained a pedagogical strategy to guide the student through a 

gradual release of responsibility which consisted of: Explaining the topic, providing support 

material and a guiding example for all students, but also extra tutorials (calls, conversations by 

chat, or video calls). All of this sought to increase individual work while students wrote letters to 

a new friend.  

It was also found that the teacher's role was not only as an academic guide and support 

during the process but an emotional accompaniment to the participants because they had never 

participated in a similar project before and for them it was a great challenge, so they showed fear 

and insecurity.  “I did not want to participate in the project because I had never studied English, 

I was very afraid of not understanding, but the teacher told me that here I could learn little by 

little and that I am intelligent” (Int, December 2nd, 2020. Ariel). The previous interview excerpt 
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evidenced this student's insecurity, but also how the teacher’s accompaniment was essential to 

motivate him to learn step by step and this allowed him the opportunity to try and gain 

confidence along the way. Likewise, parents were an important complement. As it was 

mentioned in the testimony of “Guardian of life” above, his mother helped him, not directly to 

write in English, but indirectly by supporting his learning with ideas and accompaniment.  

Parental involvement was also appreciated because the technology was provided by 

them; besides, it was found that some parents were also curious to receive the letter addressed to 

their child; they felt they were part of the project: “...When I received the letter on my cell phone, 

I did not understand anything, I was curious because I never studied English, …I helped her with 

ideas in Spanish and reminded her about the commitment with the letters” (Int, December 2nd, 

2020. Lisa’s mother). For many parents, English was new in their lives, however, when 

observing the process of learning English in their children, they were curious, to the point of 

being involved, providing ideas in Spanish, and supervising the work to be delivered on time. 

Curiosity was another resource that supported the motivation of the participants because 

this was an innovative project for them. Students wanted to know more about their peer’s lives 

while using English. In this regard, Vygotsky (1978) explains that learning is a socially 

constructed process that takes place through the social interaction of students, and their 

environment. Considering this perspective, the students built learning through social interaction 

with their peers during the pandemic. One of those means for social interaction was the second 

language. Within such a context, it can be said that curiosity increased and therefore promoted 

the development of language in terms of linguistic, sociocultural, and pragmatic aspects.  For 
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instance, their interest in their pen pals guided their need to include new vocabulary to express 

themselves and to learn grammar rules to write the letters. Simultaneously, their curiosity to 

understand the letters resulted in their acquisition of new vocabulary from their peers’ 

communications. All in all, curiosity to know more about their unknown peers and to make new 

connections encouraged them to learn to communicate in another language. 

To facilitate the English learning process, students used compensation aids to 

communicate like drawings and Spanish. These aids helped the participants to express ideas that 

could not be clear because they did not have a wide knowledge of English, so the students added 

these resources as a complement. Tarone (1980) describes how speakers use conscious 

compensation strategies to handle dilemmas that take place when they have trouble with the 

transmission of thoughts due to language limitations or knowledge (p. 417-431). This means that 

students in our inquiry supported themselves in their written English communication efforts by 

using different aids to be understood in each letter delivery and these aids reflected their desire to 

communicate with their peers in a fluid and accurate way.  

Since English was a new language, a compensation aid such as drawings was welcomed 

by participants. This visual resource occurred with more intensity bearing in mind students had 

limited knowledge of English grammar and vocabulary, and they could expand their meaning-

making possibilities through its use. In this regard, emphasizing that drawings have been used 

throughout history, Srinivas (2019) explained that “to signify different things that are connected 

to their everyday lives, the ancient people used to draw different paintings and methods and they 

used to convey their messages through images, pictures, and figures” (p. 141). Data showed that 
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the aesthetics of letters produced by participants, drawings, and colors seemed to help readers 

and writers to better understand new words. In specific cases, some writers talked about feelings 

by drawing a sad, happy, or angry face or by describing themselves drawing their appearance 

with the aim of associating what they wrote with a picture, as in the following letters (see figures 

2 and 3).  

Figure 2.  

Excerpt from Ariel Letter about Emotions.  

Figure 3.  

Excerpt from Lisa's Letter Physical 

Description 

 

Students2 also used Spanish as another compensation aid to facilitate communication for a 

better understanding in the exchange. By using Spanish students were freer to express their 

thoughts in order to get closer to their new friend and thus confidently write their concerns and 

wishes. In this case, L1 was included to complement and demonstrate different feelings. This is 

reflected by the following excerpt from a teacher’s rubric about what the student wrote in her letter 

 
2
 Throughout this section, some abbreviations were used: ‘R’ meaning rubric and L1 meaning Mother 

tongue 
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“Ice cream expressed some other feelings using Spanish and put some drawings to complement 

her letter” (R, July 8th, 2020, Ice cream). A study carried out by Schweers (1999), which sought 

to determine the importance of the use of Spanish in EFL, showed that most students participating 

asserted that Spanish would be useful to explain difficult concepts and check for comprehension 

of the topic or to define new vocabulary items.  Some students also affirmed that by using Spanish 

they felt less lost and it was better to understand the new language (p. 6-13). Considering the above, 

in this research Spanish was crucial to encourage students to communicate feelings and wishes 

about their time in quarantine, as to complement the ideas they expressed while writing in English. 

Real context and identity were also remarkable resources in the letter’s exchange. Both 

groups of participants were totally different. Jenesano's students had a higher level of English and 

had more resources. In contrast, the Ventaquemada students had less English proficiency and 

limited resources, but all students impinged their special touch in the letters. Different personalities 

can be seen reflected in the letters, in the case of “Guardian of life” (see figure 4) his letters always 

had the fictional character "Groot" and the letter was made entirely in English adding also colors 

and flowers. The same thing happened to “Lisa Simpson” (see figure 5) after a couple of letter 

exchanges started calling her friend “Bear friend” instead of “dear friend” and she drew a bear for 

her friend next to the T.V character Lisa Simpson in some of her letters. After describing findings 

in relation to “An emerging skill based on inspiring contextual resources” the next section will 

focus on “A process-based experience: from a repetitive to a more self—managed practice”. 
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Figure 4.  

Excerpt from Guardian of life’s Letter with 

The Character “Groot”  

Figure 5.  

Excerpt from Lisa's Letter with a Bear and 

the TV’s Character Lisa S 

 

 

 

Second subcategory: A process-based experience: from a repetitive to a more self—managed 

practice. 

This subcategory describes how participants’ learning process evolved, starting from a 

repetitive parallel model guided by the teachers to a more independent practice in which students 

exhibited more autonomy in their writing.  Starting the Pen Pal project students began to receive 

support to write based on model letters. In the beginning, it was observed in the first letters that 

most of the participants copied the same prompts and vocabulary from the model letter provided, 

however, as the project progressed several issues challenged participants’ dependency on model 

letters. To begin with, every week the process became more demanding and the students did not 
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always receive the guiding letter. Besides, students also wanted to express additional information 

to their peers which caused a need for new vocabulary, consequently, they began to learn the 

grammatical order of the sentences. Finally, the teacher motivated them to create their own phrases 

with the acquired vocabulary. Despite the prior encouraging situations, which triggered 

independence in writing, participants’ insecurity and frustration emerged in some students due to 

grammatical errors that the teacher found when giving feedback. Notwithstanding, their 

involvement in a gradual weekly process seemed to motivate them to learn from their mistakes. 

The following paragraphs discuss the prior issues in detail. 

This research, developed in times of pandemic, implied that students and teachers adapted 

to the use of support material (videos and a model letter) for the explanation of the topics. These 

circumstances required students to become somewhat independent. The videos made by the 

teachers explained the topics about grammar and language forms, likewise, the model letter was a 

guide for students during the creation of letters. It is important to note that model letters were 

stopped to encourage freer writing. In this way, the students learned to use this support material 

on their own. During homeschool, as the teacher was not in the classroom to check that the students 

completed their homework, they needed to be independent in terms of their learning. Thus, 

students began to learn how to use the support material and the creation of letters little by little 

while they adapted to the rhythm of the class. 

When starting the project, at first, the participants were focused on learning the language 

forms and recognizing them in the letters they received and sent. As the students progressed, they 

evidenced the need to acquire more language to express themselves meaningfully in English, so 
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students’ interest in learning a new language made writing and reading letters easier, as evidenced 

by “Lisa” in the following excerpt:  "I asked the teacher: How do you say this word? because I 

wanted to tell it to my friend...after that, I already knew how to write and read it and I understood 

it in the letter” (Int, December 8th, 2020, Lisa). Considering the previous excerpt, it is evident that 

the need to express themselves in English led the participants to search for new vocabulary. 

Additionally, “Lisa” showed that she felt more confident in reading and writing English by having 

access to more vocabulary. 

As the participants learned a new language, their needs increased in such a way that they 

wanted to include more information for their peers. Bearing in mind that they managed to identify 

and write language forms in the letters they received and sent, they became involved in writing 

simple sentences. With the support material, they were taught about word order in sentences and 

other structural aspects to maintain coherence and cohesion in their writings. This can be seen in 

one of the researchers’ journals: “Student  ‘Ariel’ asks for an extra tutorial the first few weeks for 

help in creating letters, then she receives feedback and corrects her own mistakes” (J3, August 

05th, 2020, Julieth). In the previous excerpt, the student raised questions and asked for feedback 

to her letters before sending them, so that she could maintain confidence in the quality of her job 

or could know if it needed some changes. 

To begin to write freely, participants moved a bit beyond the given model and changed 

some relevant words to provide individual and personal information. This was demonstrated by 

one of the participants, "Gatito", who was faithful to the structure presented by the teacher as we 

can see in the following examples (figure 6). Then, “Gatito” showed for the last weeks more 

 
3
 Throughout this section, some abbreviations were used: ‘J’ meaning Journal 
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autonomous progress, considering that the teachers no longer sent a model letter (figure 7). As the 

process moved forward and students gained confidence in their writing in English, it seems they 

wanted to take it to another level by leaving aside some of the compensation aids such as Spanish, 

that initially supported and complemented the letters. This is the case of “Lisa Simpson”, who 

started with simple sentences in English while making more use of Spanish (figure 8) and then 

decided to write only in English as you can see in (figure 9). After describing findings in relation 

to the evolution of students regarding their writing and communication skills the next section will 

focus on different skills which emerged in the research. 

Figure 6.  

Excerpt from Gatito’s Following the 

Structure Presented by the Teacher 

Figure 7.  

Excerpt from Gatito’s demonstrating freer 

writing without the help of the form letter. 
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Figure 8.  

Excerpt from Lisa's Letter Using English and 

Spanish. 

 

Figure 9.  

Excerpt from Lisa's Letter Using Just English 

 

 

Third Subcategory: A source of English communicative skills and pedagogical by-product. 

This subcategory illustrates other skills, different from writing that seemed to be stimulated 

within the context of the Pen Pal telecollaboration experience. We found that participants engaged 

in the ability to read, interpreting letters with the aim to respond to their peers according to the 

message received. In the same way, taking into account the teacher’s support, students had to work 

on the ability to speak when required by the educator in tutorials by cell phone or video calls. 

Regarding pedagogical by-products, the students also wanted to teach English to their relatives 

when it was required either to have their support, advice or to explain issues to younger relatives. 
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This entire process of learning, interpreting, and teaching generated in the students a taste for the 

language and the topics worked in the project.  

 This research was focused on student's writing but indirectly this was not the only skill 

worked by students. In the case of reading and speaking, which students seem to develop at the 

same time, students used those skills, especially in tutorials. When students needed help due to 

lack of resources, the teacher asked them to read in English what they wanted to express to their 

peers. It can be seen in Johana’s journal: "This week I helped two students (Ice cream and Lion) 

to write their letters. I asked them to tell me in English what they wanted to express and I corrected 

some things about their pronunciation" (J, August 05th, 2020, Johana).  Sometimes in tutorials, 

students not only expressed what they wanted to write to their peers but also started to read the 

letters to reinforce the work done.  

In addition, the project led participants to become “English teachers” for people around 

them. In the case of Gatito's mother, she expressed: “...Every Friday my son asked me if the letter 

had already arrived because he felt excited, I wanted to help him but I did not know anything about 

English, but he taught me many things in this new Language...” (Int, December 20th 2020, Gatito´s 

mother) or the case of Guardian of life he said “I have a little sister, after my tutorials or classes I 

used to teach her everything that I had learned with my teacher. I also liked to imitate the teacher 

so that my sister could learn better” (Int November 18th, 2020 Guardian of life). Students were 

progressively improving their writing skills but also their ability to teach and work as a team with 

their family taking advantage of the circumstances in the confinement. The next lines will discuss 

the second category “An experience to make new friends while expressing one’s own feelings by 

writing in English”. 
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Second Category: An Experience to Make New Friends while Expressing One’s Own 

Feelings by Writing in English.  

This category answers the sub-question: What are participants’ perceptions about a pen 

pal experience mediated by telecollaboration during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

As an answer to that sub-question, the category: “An experience to make new friends while 

expressing their feelings by writing in English” describes the social and emotional experiences 

that students lived during the telecollaboration process, taking into account each student's 

perception of the pandemic as the context of the project. 

The context in which the project was developed coincided with the quarantine proposed 

established by the government due to the pandemic. According to Frank and Grady (2020), “the 

COVID-19 pandemic has altered the daily lives of the global population profoundly in a very short 

period. To contain the spread of the virus, many countries introduced serious social restrictions 

including lockdown” (p. 35). In Colombia the mandatory quarantine began on March 24th, then 

parks, shopping malls, schools, and others closed, to avoid massive contagion. Regarding the 

education sector, the government implemented online classes from students' homes. Consequently, 

children had to adapt to learn from a virtual medium, without the company of their classmates and 

teachers.  According to Sylva (1994), “school closures could have had serious psychosocial effects 

on children because school is not only a place for children to learn but also offers opportunities for 

interaction with friends and for psychological comfort” (p. 135). This pandemic situation caused 

different emotions in the students such as fear, sadness, happiness, and nostalgia since each student 

perceived the situation differently. 
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According to Luger (2020), “loneliness in lockdown is common for kids separated from 

their friends. But all children will not be emotionally rattled by the pandemic equally–or even at 

all; COVID-19 will affect them to different degrees and in different ways” (p.8). During the data 

analysis, there were different responses from the students related to the feelings that being locked 

up caused to them. On the one hand, Lisa said: "I feel sad because I can't go to school and I'm at 

home alone because my parents work, they leave me the cell phone but I have to play alone" (Int, 

December 1st, 2020, Lisa). In this case, due to her family situation, Lisa feels sad and lonely, she 

showed that she missed her school and her companions. On the other hand, Guardian of life said:" 

I was afraid of the pandemic at first, but I did not feel sad because I am with my mother and my 

little sister and we play a lot, it does not affect me to study at home" (Int, November 28th, 2020, 

Guardian of life). He is a child who has all his family at home and he had the support of his 

relatives. These two examples show that each student has a different perception and reaction to the 

pandemic lockdowns, which varies according to students’ family environment. 

 Sharing feelings with another person during the pandemic through letters could be 

a way to seek support regarding those emotions. In this project, the participants shared their 

emotions and parts of their lives with other children they did not know, in order to communicate 

in another language. This type of practice was also common during quarantine. For example, 

according to Brown (2020), Legacy Healthcare started the project "Love Letters" for residents of 

nursing homes, who for quarantine reasons were losing visitors. These residents received letters 

from volunteers who decided to write to them. Results showed that there was a lot of gratitude and 

the feeling of being loved by another person. This pen pal practice can also be observed in prisons, 
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places with people who have anxiety and depression problems, so pen pal programs have been 

implemented to mitigate the feeling of loneliness. 

Our Pen Pal project took place in the middle of the pandemic and that seemed to influence 

their views regarding their pen pal telecollaboration English writing practices. Data shows that this 

pen pal telecollaboration experience, not only engaged kids in their development of English 

writing and the other skills described above but that participants perceived it as a distraction during 

times of a pandemic concerning the novelty of meeting a new person. In order to deepen some 

aspects mentioned in the prior discussion, the first subcategory will be described below.  

 

First Subcategory: An Evolving Opportunity to Make New Life Discovering Connections 

through English Writing.  

This first subcategory is focused on opportunities to make new connections between 

participants. This Project was not only classwork required by the teachers but a chance for the 

students to get to know the environment and culture of a new person who, although located in the 

same state, might experience different life situations. The connections that this study triggered 

brought excitement to many students because they were intrigued by who their Pen Pal behind a 

curious nickname could be. Sometimes the students asked the teachers who the classmate was or 

what he looked like before describing themselves: “Yiraf asked me today about her peer, she 

wanted to know if it was a girl or a boy, I told her that the next time we would know more about 

the physical appearance of the person behind the letters” (J, August 29th, 2020, Johana). Some 

questions posed by students led them to choose topics based on their wishes to let the project 
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flow propelled by their confidence. Also, big enthusiasm was perceived by parents each week as 

demonstrated in an interview when Bear’s mother said:  

My son was asking me since Wednesday if the letter had already arrived and 

when it arrived, he told me to take him to his aunt’s home because she had an 

internet connection there and a cousin of him also helped a lot, if we couldn't go 

to my sister’s house, he and I looked up the words in the dictionary or the 

translator when we learned how to use it. In the same way, he got very nervous 

about his partner's response but ready for the next delivery.  I think he liked the 

activity a lot for learning English in a different way. (I, November 22th, 2020. 

Bear’s mother).  

 

The aforementioned excitement helped students show that both students and parents saw 

the exchange of letters not only as an opportunity to make friends but also to learn English. 

Likewise, participants also expressed to the teacher how good they felt talking to a new friend 

like in this excerpt from a journal: "Today Pear told me that she was very happy to make a new 

friend and learn English as her cousin who speaks English" (J. August 5th, 2020. Johana). The 

students show that they like to exchange information with another person they do not know, but 

at the same time, they feel that this helps them to improve their English skills. Meeting new 

people and starting conversations was motivating for participants, and this dynamic created a 

feeling of friendship that allowed them a fun opportunity to learn English through a new friend.  

Finally, the idea of making new friends and sharing experiences helped them improve 

their skills to connect and have fluent conversations, and also students raised a quandary of 

emotions triggered by letter exchange and diverse expectations during the quarantine that would 

be described better in the following section.  
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Second Subcategory: A Quandary of Emotions Triggered by Letter Exchange and Diverse 

Expectations during the Quarantine.  

Regarding the emotional sphere, the telecollaboration pen pal project revealed feelings 

that participants embraced. These emotions were the result of the complex pandemic scenario 

and the experience of making new acquaintances through the Pen Pal project. The context of the 

pandemic affected the children emotionally, which depended on certain aspects such as the 

accompaniment of a relative during quarantine, concerns about the situation of the spread of the 

virus, and missing their school life including their classmates and teachers. In the letters received 

it was observed that many students wrote about their feelings when they were locked up during 

the confinement (see figure 10). On one hand, in this letter, “Toto” expressed in his mother 

tongue the feeling of sadness caused by his inability to share experiences with his classmates and 

teachers, but also, he claimed he was feeling well at home with his family because they were 

healthy. On the other hand, in a different letter, Toto expressed in English (see figure 11) that 

observing the streets he used to walk to school made him sad, consequently, Toto received an 

answer from his Pen Pal "Pear", who replied (see figure 12) that she was happy to receive his 

letter and expressed that her emotions became more intense because of the confinement; 

however, she highlighted that it was important to have a routine to avoid feeling bad.  
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Figure 10.  

Toto's Letter Written in Spanish 

 

}

 

Figure 11.   

Toto's Letter Written in English. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12 

Excerpt from the Reply to "Pear's" Letter Written in Spanish. 
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In the previous communications, it can be seen that the students used both English and 

Spanish to express themselves, especially to write about the quarantine situation. In this way, 

they created a link between them because both participants were living the same experience from 

different places. This shows how, from the beginning, there were feelings on one side of fear; of 

not knowing how to express themselves in English; and on the other hand, emotions and great 

expectations of meeting someone through letters as evidenced by the example below “This week 

Lisa continually asked for the response to her peer's letter, she expressed great excitement and 

interest in knowing more about him, every week she inquires for her letter without exception”. 

(J, August 29th, 2020, Julieth). Some students found the project to be a fun way to entertain and 

accompany them while they were at home. Pen Pals created a friendship from a distance in 

which experiences and feelings were shared through letters. 

Finally, the emotions provoked by the expectations of making a new friend and by the 

confinement situation implied an adaptation process during the study. The process began with 

fear and expectations, but over time the participants found a peer with whom to share their 

experiences and feelings caused by the confinement situation. They also learned that there are 

people from other places who felt the same and that through letters they can be supported.  After 

describing findings in relation to “A quandary of emotions triggered by letter exchange and 

diverse expectations during the quarantine”, the next section will focus on “Challenges for letter 

exchange and identity-based available choices configuring online experiences”.  
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Third Category: Challenges for Letter Exchange and Identity-Based Available Choices 

Configuring Online Experiences. 

This category responds to the research sub-question: How did technological resources 

affect English writing during the pen pal telecollaboration project? This section is related to the 

difficulty that students had with the technological tools they used to develop their writing skills 

and the identity-based available choices that configured their online experiences. Concerning the 

1st angle of this category, the students struggled at first because at the beginning of the 

experience most of them used technology for communication, but then, because of the pandemic, 

they have to use it to navigate the different tools offered in order to learn. Sometimes parents did 

not have an Internet connection or they simply could not communicate with teachers. Also, for 

many people, quality Internet access was really difficult because of different reasons. Lack of 

resources was a major obstacle to submitting homework because the mobile data was very 

limited. Also, some parents struggled because their cell phones were out of signal most of the 

time and it was hard to deliver assignments on time.  In addition, in some households there was 

only one mobile device for several students or the device that was there did not have the 

necessary technology to be able to carry out the proposed activities or navigate the different tools 

offered by the Internet. 

Talking about the identity-based available choices configuring online experiences, it was 

found that the internet offered several possibilities and tools that have contributed positively to 

the development of letter writing in the case of the participants in this project. As mentioned by 

Pacheco (2005), “The World Wide Web certainly triggers communication. It is one of the most 
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exciting pedagogical resources in use today. It encompasses a significant and unlimited number 

of educational materials that remodels teaching methodology by incorporating Web-based 

learning” (p.19). This quote mentions that students can take advantage of technology due to its 

extensive online possibilities. The students also chose the most suitable tools for them depending 

on their resources, and in this way, they elaborated their letters taking advantage of what the 

internet offered them. The teachers also gave the participants freedom as long as the activity was 

delivered as requested. This allowed the students to discover different tools independently and to 

complement their writing positively. 

However, for many students and parents, technological tools, such as the cell phone 

camera, WhatsApp, and phone calls were essential to developing their activities. Likewise, all 

participants in this project had access to some resources regardless of whether they had devices 

in their houses or through a close relative with the instruments. These tools and the ones 

previously mentioned were a great help to continue the learning process due to the multiple 

opportunities, resources, and material that the online platforms provide. In this sense, Lakewael 

(2017) mentions that “the Internet is a media to help teachers and students to get materials, 

enrich teachers’ pedagogy when selecting the material and methods in English learning, and 

engage the students in creating a new English learning experience” (p. 261). This means that the 

Internet acts positively on students' English learning when they immerse themselves in a new 

experience. In the project, the participants were creative regarding their letters as they used 

different tools to do a great job pushing themselves to deliver a better letter each time which was 

reflected by comparing the first and last letters. In addition, technological issues that complicated 

students' successful writing and the internet as an essential medium involving technology 
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preferences will be described in depth in the following subcategories. In order to deepen some 

aspects mentioned in the prior discussion, the first subcategory will be described below.  

First Subcategory:  Technological Issues that Complicated Students’ Successful Writing in 

English during the exchange. 

This first subcategory describes the technological problems that students had while 

learning to write in English during the telecollaboration exchange. These challenges sometimes 

did not allow them to perform their writing activities satisfactorily. During confinement, internet 

use increased and it is presumed that it was aimed at compensating for the lack of direct 

communication in real life during the quarantine. In the educational field, the internet was the 

replacement of the school space. Through the internet, students gained access to the learning 

provided by the teachers; however, not all students had satisfactory access to the internet, either 

due to signal problems, or lack of money to access it. Additionally, some students faced other 

problems such as not having the necessary technological tools (cell phone or computer) when 

receiving their letters. 

During the project, some of the difficulties mentioned above were found, especially in the 

students from Ventaquemada school, since most of them were living in the countryside where 

cell phone signals were weak. This limitation implied that students could not communicate on 

time with their peers or teachers. Likewise, other students did not have the economic resources to 

add mobile data on the cell phone continuously. Taking into account these technological issues, 

it was necessary to propose alternative solutions for these students. These alternatives were 

adapted to their specific connectivity conditions to avoid affecting their learning of writing in 

English. 
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Students' awareness of these technological problems was evident: "Yes, it affected me not 

having the internet because I couldn't check the support material or ask the teacher. ...sometimes 

I sent the letter late, and sometimes there was no signal when the teacher called me to explain" 

(Int, December 1st, 2020, Pear). Students realized that these coverage problems were 

uncomfortable for them at the time of letters exchange since it caused delays in the deliveries to 

their pen pals. Similarly, students who did not have these problems understood that it was normal 

and that many times these delays were due to issues with the Internet signal. “Sometimes I was 

very excited about the letter but I did not receive it in time because my partner did not have an 

internet connection, so I had to wait a little longer”. (Int, November 28th, 2020. Guardian of 

life). 

It is important to note that one of the most used platforms by students and teachers was 

WhatsApp because they could maintain asynchronous communication. This means of 

communication consumes less data for students and is a more effective solution for those with 

connectivity problems. This possibility made online communication more accessible to all 

students; however, taking into account that students could not always connect due to the 

problems mentioned above, teachers resorted to creating a schedule with each student in case 

they had a technological problem during the week. In this specific schedule, the teacher called 

the student to explain the topics and/or support their letter writing according to what the student 

communicated during the call. It is important to note that the parents' schedule was also taken 

into account since the participants were between 9-11 years old, so the cell phones used were 

their parents', and the calls were made to their parents' cell phones. 
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 The context of the pandemic produced some inequalities that were noticeable during the 

project; mainly the limited access to connectivity was observed. Nonetheless, we did not want to 

put these students aside, then we offered them more options, in this way they could learn equally. 

“I thank the teacher who was patient with us calling and texting so that my daughter could turn in 

her homework and learn English” (Int, November 28th, 2020. Aracne’s mother). Parents were 

also present in this process of helping those with more difficulties since it was a process made 

between the student, the teacher, and the parents to ensure that the student received and shared 

information and letters through different alternatives.  

After describing findings in relation to “Technological issues that complicate students’ 

successful writing in English”, the next section will focus on “The internet as an essential 

medium involving technology preferences during the pandemic”. 

 

Second Subcategory: The Internet as an Essential Medium Involving Technology Preferences 

during the Pandemic 

This subcategory discusses the preferences of students while they use technology to 

develop the project. In this way, the technological means provided the students with important 

help to carry out the exchange. They chose the applications and programs of preference that 

complemented their own learning process. Over time the students began to use different tools 

such as the translator or the online English dictionary. For example, in the case of Lion, she 

stated: "At first I used the dictionary but my sister taught me to use the translator and I realized 

that it was faster and better to write letters ...."  
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But technology not only helped kids in their written production but also to decorate 

letters with drawings, pictures, or colors. This is illustrated by Pitter’s letter (see figure 13). Pitter 

employed PowerPoint slides where he used different fonts, colors, and funny images. In this 

way, the peculiar style of each participant, both regarding the aesthetics of letters and the written 

production, was seen in relation to his/her personal touch. This could be reflected in Julieth’s 

Journal, she wrote: “Pitter today asked me if he could send his letters using PowerPoint slides 

and send them through email. He told me that he just got a new computer and he is trying to 

discover new tools” (J, July 08th, 2020, Julieth). It seems that discovering new tools motivated 

this particular student to express himself creatively. The web browser was a tool used frequently 

by participants who had computer and internet connection because from there they could find 

more interesting tools such as email, translators, many English-Spanish dictionaries, PowerPoint 

slides, among others.  

Figure 12 

 Pitter’s Letter Using PowerPoint Slides  
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Curiosity to know more about their classmates led participants to search the Internet in 

order to understand what their classmates' environment was like. In the case of Aracne, she said: 

“One day I looked for Ventaquemada town on the internet because I wanted to know more about 

my partner, but it was difficult because Tigre lived in the countryside. I realized that because 

later in a letter he described his context" (Int, December 8th, 2020. Aracne). Even if she did not 

find the information she was looking for, her curiosity led her to surf the net and take advantage 

of the resources that the internet offered her. 

Furthermore, the students accommodated themselves to various tools such as WhatsApp, 

this tool allows an inexpensive and simple communication way. In which any person can send 

audios, images, videos, and documents. This could be observed every Monday when the support 

material was sent to the students through videos and images or at the end of the week when the 

participants had to take a photo of their writing and then send it to their teacher. For images and 

audio, data consumption is minimal, and facilitated communication between students and 

teachers when resources were limited. For this reason, the sending of letters was possible most of 

the time through this medium.  

The dictionary was also one of the tools used by most of the students in the project. Also, 

there was the translator which was also used by several students and some learned to use it in the 

middle of their process. Another tool was the web browser that helped them with some doubts. 

Next, it was found that PowerPoint presentations provided them with a lot of interesting visual 

material, and finally, some of them used email to send the evidence of their work done at home. 

Also, each student showed likes and dislikes in their personal life and sweet anecdotes to send a 
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tender letter to their new friend. The project revealed interesting conclusions, pedagogical 

implications, and relevant topics for future research which will be described in depth in the 

following section.  

 

 

Conclusions 

This section provides an explicit answer to the questions and subquestions formulated to 

guide this study. In relation to subquestion number one about the characteristics of participants’ 

writing when they were involved in a Pen pal telecollaboration project during the pandemic, the 

following answers were established.   

The 1st characteristic that we identified was that writing was not an isolated process; it 

was a process supported by different actors and means. The teachers were a constant guide for 

the participants, they monitored the whole process and gave emotional and technical support to 

the students when it was necessary by giving students tutorials by chat or phone. Likewise, the 

students had to take advantage of the classroom and tutoring spaces with the teachers in order to 

create, correct, and send an understandable and pleasant letter. The previous dynamics help 

participants to maintain cohesion and coherence in what they wanted to express through their 

letters to their peers. 

Furthermore, their writing was also characterized by the new environment in which they 

were involved due to the pandemic since they had to be at home all the time. The authority 

figures they had at home were their relatives who in most cases did not know the English 
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language, but they started to learn this new language to be a helpful source to their children.  The 

parents also helped in the writing process by accompanying their kids in the project as if they 

were part of it and supporting their children with inspiration and ideas for writing their letters. 

One more characteristic of the students was an emerging and very useful skill in their 

home-based learning environment. This skill was teaching, used in two specific cases: The first 

case was when there were younger family members at home and the project participant wanted 

to teach them something new or help them with their English homework. The second case was 

when their parents were involved in the Pen pal project and in order to work as a team, it was 

necessary for everyone to have the necessary knowledge of English. Finally, the students could 

reinforce what they had learned in their foreign language class and their parents, siblings or 

cousins acquired new knowledge about the language.  

The writing was also characterized by the curiosity that participants imbued in the 

process because of their new mystery friend. At first, students did not know what their friends 

looked like or what their voices sounded like, and they wanted to know more about the person 

they were talking to. From this, questions arose about their gender, appearance, environment, or 

age; as the project progressed and they already knew some relevant information about their 

peers, they began to question their lifestyle, routines, hobbies, and how they were feeling in their 

confinement guided by the curiosity that the differences and anonymity generated in them. 

Another important characteristic of writing was the impact of the context and identity of 

the participants through their letters. The diversity of ideas, experiences, adventures, daily 

routine, and colorful letters were attractive and motivating for recipients as each student was 
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different and unique. Likewise, participants started to challenge themselves to improve, not only 

in terms of form, but the appeal of the letters, their content, and the language used to express 

themselves.  

Finally, during the process of learning to write in English, it was found that this skill was 

not the only one that worked during the project. Indirectly participants use reading and speaking 

skills. In the first case, they received letters from their classmates weekly, and to continue “the 

conversation” in the letter they exercised their reading skills. Speaking was also found in 

situations when the teachers called their students by phone to help them with the letter writing, 

and tutoring sessions in which they were requested to give their ideas in English. 

Concerning subquestion number two about the participants’ perceptions related to a pen 

pal experience mediated by telecollaboration during the COVID-19 pandemic, the following 

answers were established.  

The students' perception of the pen pal project was very positive with some of them 

expressing excitement about meeting new and different people. The pen pal project also served 

as a means for them to unburden and talk about their experiences during confinement and 

studying from home. Some of these stories reflected a lot of emotions and feelings, highlighting 

the sadness of not being able to see their friends and the excitement of meeting a new person 

through letters.  

Other students held different perceptions and emotions about the pen pal project. In the 

beginning, fear and nervousness arose because of all the exchange’s expectations which made 

some of them also felt unsure of themselves, and of their English knowledge. Then, when the 
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exchange began, many students felt happy, excited, and intrigued due to the activity itself. 

Hence, students showed from fear and insecurity to self-confidence in the emotional aspect 

through trust in their peers when expressing their personal experiences. 

  In relation to subquestion number three about how technological resources affect 

negatively and positively English writing during the pen pal telecollaboration project, the 

following answers were established. 

Lack of technological resources affected English writing because some students were 

living in rural areas where access to different resources was very limited or their conditions were 

not optimal. The aforementioned limitations were due to the lack of mobile signal originated by 

their remote location, and by the lack of electronic devices because some families do not have 

the necessary economic resources or they do not see much use for devices without signal. This 

situation prevented the students from accessing the knowledge, building opportunities provided 

by their teachers, and their response letters suffered delays.  

The lack of quality internet was the main resource that generated a negative impact on the 

whole exchange and on their English writing. This affectation happened because when we 

wanted to contact the students or parents through the WhatsApp chat, teachers did not receive an 

answer until some days later. Nonetheless, when the teachers sent support material or videos 

explaining the subject, the students had many problems with the downloads and visualization. 

Finally, it was complicated for some students to discover and use tools, offered by the internet as 

an aid in their writing process.   
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The writing was also positively affected by technology.  Students who were able to 

access some tools found aids to strengthen their learning process. One of them was that they 

were able to access some online dictionaries and translators that expanded their vocabulary and 

sentences in their writing. Their processing also improved because they could have tutorials all 

the time to correct their writing and improve it through chats and video calls. One of the students 

found that making their letters using PowerPoint was easier and more fun. Finally, the 

participants found in the resources certain independence and identity that was reflected in each of 

their submissions. 

Pedagogical implications for Pedagogical Practice.  

  

Based on the answers that we obtained through our research process, we would like to 

express some considerations which we expect can support the efforts of teachers working in 

similar projects. 

The first set of implications is related to the role of some stakeholders in children’s 

learning in this type of telecollaboration pen pal projects.  In this research, it was found that 

parents played an important role in supporting the children during the process, not only with 

academic but also emotional assistance. In view of this, we believe that parental involvement is 

significant for the children, and should be fostered by the parents, teachers, and the institution 

itself. Participants' learning process is facilitated when they receive help, ideas, support, and 

motivation to write their letters.  

As this research was conducted in times of pandemic, face-to-face contact with the 

students was not allowed so, the ideal was that students and teachers could share the same space 
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in other to solve doubts at the moment and also giving kids easy and clear instructions the 

previous fact could make the relationship between the student and the teacher to be strengthened 

with respect and trust in order to develop all the activities in the best possible way.  

Another important aspect regarding the role of teachers involves their teamwork. 

Collaborative work between teachers provides a broad vision of the perception of students, as 

well as the transfer of knowledge and skills that happens when working with others, which is a 

potential source of support and learning. This research study was guided by the joint work of two 

teachers because the exchange took place between two different institutions. It was relevant that 

both teachers maintained the same topics, vocabulary, and grammar, which facilitated the 

comprehension of the letters, both for reading and writing because the topics and words of the 

letters were already known by the participants. Likewise, teachers’ teamwork is meaningful to 

guide and manage the writing process to create the letters and to guarantee positive results and 

avoid confusion in students, for example, teamwork ensured that teachers were synchronized in 

the organization of curricular elements such as selection of topics, language practice  

The second set of implications is related to social, affective, and subjective aspects 

influencing students’ involvement in these types of experiences. To begin with, the emotions and 

the engagement that the students had, were one of the most remarkable findings because 

participants found accompaniment and interest on the part of their peers in the exchange of 

letters. The curiosity to know a new friend allowed the students to exchange more deeply their 

feelings about their context and circumstances. In this type of cultural exchange project, it is 
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crucial to motivate students to express their emotions and feelings through their writings in order 

to strengthen friendship and confidence.   

In addition, one more finding was the challenges the students had to improve their written 

communication in English, which arose from the curiosity to meet a new friend from another 

context. Likewise, In this way, the students learned and understood the differences that exist in 

the community.  It is a relevant aspect to promote interculturality and diversity among 

individuals in the same country because those exchanges enriched students' perspectives about 

other people in the same and different environments.  

The independence and personal preferences of the students, as fundamental pillars for 

their success in their telecollaboration letter exchange experience, were interesting findings. 

Each student chose the most convenient and suitable tool for their own work depending on their 

resources and profile. It is fundamental to give students freedom and autonomy, in such a way 

that each participant can explore different aids at their disposal. This can increase their chances 

to deliver quality activities that are motivating for all of those involved in the experience.  

In this project, we also found some evidence about learning and the use of indirect skills 

learned during the research, such as teaching. This inspiration was generated because they 

wanted to transmit what they learned to their relatives in order to demonstrate their knowledge 

and to imitate the role of the teacher. It is relevant to encourage students to use their diverse 

skills to implement in their context what they have learned about English. 

Another implication is related to the connection that was established between English and 

Spanish, students used both languages to be able to express and communicate their ideas and 
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feelings. One of the implications that we can elucidate here is about the relevance of allowing 

kids to use Spanish or other semiotic means as drawings to express what they feel when they do 

not have a good English level.  

Regarding the use of technological tools for new research, it is recommended that students 

carry out this telecollaborative exchange with the teacher's supervision. The continuous 

accompaniment of a responsible adult, e.g., teacher or parent, is necessary for the project to be 

successful due to the dangers that exist when being online. In addition, it is important to use a 

secure electronic platform, so that communication is exclusive among students being part of the 

experience. If any institution does not have the necessary means to carry out synchronous exchange 

through video calls, the asynchronous medium can be used through letters and the exchange can 

be mediated by both teachers. 

For Further Research  

 

During this study, we detected students’ curiosity leading to their discovery of more 

information about their pen pals and we examined intercultural communicative competence. They 

learn from their peers’ customs, experiences, habits, which caused more interest and fascination at 

the moment of exchanging letters. In a further study, intercultural pen pal telecollaboration could 

be an interesting way to investigate how students get involved in a different reality in the same 

country accepting the differences that exist around with other students while learning a new 

language. 

The telecollaboration between two different populations during the EFL learning process 

allowed the students to reacquaint themselves with their own context, in order to confront them 



83 

DEVELOPING YOUNG LEARNERS’ EFL WRITING SKILLS 

 

with the new cultural knowledge they were exposed to. In this way, it was found that children were 

motivated to learn more about their context in order to be able to teach it and also to receive new 

knowledge from their peers while learning English. Considering these institutions were rural and 

that this type of project is carried out with electronic tools, it would be possible to deepen projects 

that involve populations from other departments of Colombia or students from another country, in 

this way the intercultural exchange between the two populations while learning English would be 

observed in a more remarkable way. 

We also found that Spanish played an important role in letter writing because it helped to 

complement some ideas that students could not express in English and explain the new topics. 

Likewise, students felt confidence and comfort when they were writing letters because they place 

a short fragment in their mother tongue telling experiences to their peers. Also, Spanish helped 

them to better understand instructions in the activities that were proposed. For this reason, a future 

research study could analyze how the mother tongue can be used to add and complement some 

ideas, in the case of instructions and small spaces to write in Spanish; at least initially so that 

participants feel comfortable as the project develops and gradually increases in difficulty. 
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Diagnosis survey  
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Annex 2 

Institution consent form 
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     Annex 3 

Parents’ consent form 
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Annex 4  

First survey applied 
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Annex 5 

Second  survey applied 
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Annex 6 

Teacher’s journal form  
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Annex 7 

Parents’ interview 
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Annex 8 

Students’ letters, Lissa’s letter   
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Ariel’s letter 
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Gatito’s letter  

 

 



107 

DEVELOPING YOUNG LEARNERS’ EFL WRITING SKILLS 

 

Yiraf’s letter  
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Annex 9 

Support material, Sample letter sent by the teacher 1 
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Sample letter sent by the teacher 2 
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Video sent by the teacher  

 

PowerPoint slides send by the teacher  
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Annex 10 

Activities proposed by the institution 
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