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Summary of the project 
Peace Pen is an old-fashioned pen pal writing project that aims to foster friendship beyond borders and 
intercultural understanding among K-12 students. Using letter-writing as a tool, the project enables students 
to hear diverse perspectives within the global Peace Pen community and think critically about stereotypes, 
climate change, and other pressing world issues. Students will learn to think reflectively about their own 
culture and environment through this project. Furthermore, the letter exchange program is carefully 
designed and integrates various story-telling challenges, games, reflection and fun activities to achieve the 
stated objectives. Our partners span from UWC schools to under-served and special schools such as SOS, 
schools in refugee camps, schools for children with disabilities, and schools in rural areas. 
 
Rationale 
This project started from frustration. One year ago, I was a student presenter in the Global Expo event to 
teach children in Addison county (Vermont) about the role of governments around the world. I made a 
workshop of “designing” imaginary countries with the aim of helping children understand how the US 
government spends their national budget. In the workshop, the students have a choice of which sectors 
they want to invest in with their limited “national budget”, ranging from healthcare, education, public services 
to military services and foreign defense. Contrary to our expectations, a lot of kids decided to invest most 
of their money to National Defense with a rationale “to make nuclear bombs and exploit the third world 
countries’ resources”. As a student from a country that was in war with the US 40 years ago, their response 
stayed with me. I knew that something needed to be changed. 
 
My experience was not unique. Intergroup conflicts often take place among people of different identities: 
among my Palestinian and Israeli friends, among people of K’ho ethnic group and people of majority group 
in my little village or among the people who see avocado as a fruit (like myself) and others who see it as a 
vegetable. I cannot help to ask myself: why do people hate? Neuroscience research has pointed out that 
conflict does not originate from psychopaths or bad people. Conflicts start because of the tendency of 
human psychology to put people into groups and dehumanize the people who identify with the group that 
have different beliefs other than themselves (Kteily et al., 2016). I believe that some children from the 
workshop chose the unexpected answer because they were taught to view people in those groups as aliens 
— they do not know anyone from a “third world country.” 
 
Had the children who said that they wanted to bomb people from “third world countries” had a friend from 
Vietnam, would they think differently? I believe the answer is yes because I have witnessed Mohammed, 
my friend from Palestine, become friends with Dvir, my friend from Israel after continued conversations. I 
have seen the healing power of knowing others personally after UWC. It makes whatever injustice and 
suffering happen in other countries personal because I know a friend from each and every country. This is 
where I see the impact of my project — to rehumanize — let the students in one identity group get to know 
students from another as individuals, and keep peace through friendship and mutual understanding. 
 
I believe that old-fashioned pen pal writing is a meaningful way to achieve this goal. Pen pal writing has 
been proven to offer opportunities for students from different backgrounds to explore friendships and 
cultures (Barksdale et al., 2007). In this project, I have chosen a hand-written writing model because of its 
long-lasting benefits on cognitive thinking and memory (Olson, 2016). 
 
Central to our approach is a series of very fun and meaningful activities among pen pals that address 
specific needs and issues in each participating country. For instance, to address the issue of effective 
communication with people who have intellectual disabilities, I developed an activity where the students in 
the US have to come up with different ways to communicate with their pen friends, who have difficulties in 
expressing ideas. To address the issue of lack computer education in rural Kenya, I plan to develop a hybrid 
of keyboard typing and handwriting letter model. These are just very few examples of how we can make 
such great impacts in different aspects of many communities with a simple pen pal program.  
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Established partner schools: US -- Addison County School District (Ripton, Salisburry, Wedbridge, and Mary Hogan 
Elementary school); Vietnam -- G-cocoro vocational school for people with intellectual disabilities, Center of Research 
and Education for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing CED, Thach Thanh Boarding School for Ethnic Minorities, Hien Thanh 
Secondary School; Uganda -- the KULE foundation; Eswatini -- UWC Waterford Kamhlaba; Armenia -- UWC Dilijan; 
Kenya -- Gatunguru Secondary School. 
 

Prototype and promising impacts 
To iterate the initial idea, I launched our first pilot letter exchange between five classrooms in the US and 
four schools in Vietnam during the Fall 2020 semester. The funding for the first prototype was awarded by 
the Center of Community Engagement, the Community Connected Learning class fund and the Language 
in Motion program, totaling nearly $3000. Below are some highlights of the pilot project.   

1. Breaking stereotypes: Expose students to cultures that are not their own 
Teachers indicated that the program is a useful tool for the students to know about their pen friend’s 
personal life and also the cultures that they are living in. One teacher participating in the program shared 
that “the thought of exposing our rural, predominantly white students to global citizens was an awesome 
possibility. Having a pen friend around the world creates a sense of empathy for others and a greater 
understanding of how they live their lives.” “Students learned to think about "normal" as a relative term and 
to be thoughtful when considering standards and styles not their own.” - another teacher noted.  

2. Reconnecting students in the pandemic 
Not only does the program offer the students a great educational opportunity, it is also a place where the 
children can share and discuss their sense of idealism through letter exchange. One example is when 
asked what they want to change in the world, a lot of students shared with their pen friends that they want 
everyone to have equity or have no garbage in the ocean. This program is also where I see different ways 
of expressing love: I see one of our classrooms in Vietnam decided to draw and handmade a pencil case 
for their pen friends because they don’t know how to write.   
 
Moving forward - Scaling beyond prototype through the Project for Peace Program 
The pilot project helps us to envision the impacts as well as provides us the vision for future direction of the 
program. With this Project for Peace (PFP) funding, we will be able to scale up the program to impact 200-
400 students in 15-18 classrooms from Vietnam, US, Kenya, Uganda, Armenia, and Eswatini. In addition, 
the funding allows us to provide activities to challenge the students to turn idealism into actions through 
our series of activities. Below is our plan for future development of Peace Pen with PFP. 

1. Direction 
● Intercultural pen pal writing in Vietnam, US, Uganda and Kenya 

Through our pilot work, intercultural pen pal writing has been proven to have significant impacts on 
redefining stereotypes, increasing engagement of learning, and exposing them to multiple cultures. This 
model of writing is best suited for our partner rural schools where multicultural awareness is needed. In 
addition, I realized that Peace Pen has the potential to support our partner schools addressing inequalities 
in their community by providing opportunities for underprivileged students to learn essential skills that may 
change their future, such as writing and communicating in English (for students in rural Vietnam) or using 
computers (for students in rural Kenya and Uganda).  

● An additional approach: Intracultural pen pal writing in Eswatini and Armenia 
Through the prototyping process, I realized that this program could give underrepresented children a role 
model to look up to by connecting them with successful people who came from a similar background. An 
UWC Waterford Kamhlaba alum noted: “I come from the same background as the students in the SOS 
camp. They believe that if a child from SOS village like me can make it to UWC, they can do it as well”. 
This realization poses an idea of using Peace Pen to connect UWC students with SOS or local schools to 
inspire the local community around UWCs. I have already started a partnership with UWC Dilijan and 
UWC Waterford Kamhlaba to integrate this model into their CAS and extracurricular activities. 

2. Idealism into actions 
The PFP fund will allow us to create challenges that inspire children taking actions to address global 
issues. For instance, we are planning to organize a “one-dollar project” where students are challenged to 
find a creative way to make someone’s life better by a dollar; or a “zine” writing project that allows students 
to write about their pen pals and their country to local magazines; or a project to make recycled pots to 
plant trees in their home and share the experience with their pen friends.  

3. Ideas to sustain funding for  the program 
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We are committed to sustaining the PFP funding in order to make long-lasting impacts. Some of the ideas 
to raise funds for the program include organizing “global exhibitions” to present children’s artwork, selling 
keychains made by drawings of the children, and creating “patreons” in local magazines. 


