
Reading Pen Pals with
El Padul Christian School

6th grade English Language Arts

 

Tandy Seppala
NCAI



Deep Hope:



Long Term Learning Targets: 

I can courageously build community through effective discussion.

I can strengthen my reading skills in order to serve others.



Curricular Outcomes:

RI.6.2/RL.6.2 summarizing texts
RL.6.3 describing plot and character development in a story

SL.6.1 engaging in effective collaborative discussions

Note: This FLEx was a collaborative effort between English Language Arts and Spanish. 
This presentation mainly reflects the ELA portion of this FLEx. 



Habits of Learning:
Gracious Communicating
Students wrote in Spanish to their penpals each week for 9 weeks. They practiced 
gracious communicating by:

• Including an appropriate greeting and closing to each entry
• Asking questions and responding to questions in order to build relationships
• Sharing about their reading in a meaningful way
• Celebrating common interests

Joy-Filled Collaboration
NCAI’s 6th grade students embraced the challenge of encouraging their penpal to 
build good reading habits. They understood that their individual effort played a 
valuable role in meeting El Padul’s learning objectives.



See God’s Story:
RESTORATION:
Restoration in Education
- Colegio Cristiano El Padul follows the traditional Nicaraguan system of 

learning that depends on copy work and rote memorization. An independent 
reading program strengthened by pen pal correspondence nurtured students 
at the mission in meaningful reading and writing; building skills necessary for 
all other learning.

Restorative Relationships
- The pen pal correspondence was a means of building relationships between 

students of different race, culture, and economic status. Students found 
commonality and developed friendships that challenged deep-set prejudices. 
This FLEx saw a piece of God’s Restoration Story realized.



Students build their own English reading, summarizing, and discussion skills.

Students are courageous in writing to a stranger. 

Students build meaningful relationship with another student.

Students are courageous in encouraging another students in their learning.

Storyline:

Dare to build
Encourage one another and build each other up  

1 Thessalonians 5:11



Throughlines:

Community Building

Students build friendships with other 6th graders

Servant Working

Students use their own time, learning, and abilities in order to support 
the learning of others. In this way, they are serving individuals, serving 
the El Padul mission, serving their community, and ultimately serving the 
Lord.



Formational Learning Experience:

Real needs: To strengthen the elementary education program in an 
inner-city mission school

Real people: Twenty-five 6th grade students at a local mission school in 
Managua, Nicaragua

Real work: Weekly correspondence with a local 6th grader: accountability 
for independent reading progress



January, 2025

• Students saw a short video about the local mission school, El Padul, 
discussed their observations, and came up with a list of questions they 
had about the school and its needs.

• Students interviewed Jennifer Ibarra. Mrs. Ibarra is an alumni of El 
Padul and currently teaches English as a Foreign Language at El Padul.

• Students brainstormed ideas on how to best support the mission school

INVITE



● Brainstorming questions for our guest
● Interviewing Jennifer
● Brainstorming ideas for our FLEx



February-March, 2025
• The students introduced themselves in a ‘All About Me’ page that included a picture of the 

student. The El Padul 6th grade class made their own ‘All About Me’ page. These became 
part of a reading log/correspondence journal shared by each set of pen pals.

• In ELA, students were held accountable for their independent reading (AR) by writing 
weekly summaries. These summaries were the basis for grammar and writing work.

• The journal was transported between schools on a weekly basis. Students read the entry 
from their penpal and responded. Often, while responding, real time photos were 
exchanged between the two 6th grade classes and displayed on the overhead projector.

• Students reflected on growth and challenges of the FLEx in a personal Reflection Journal.

• Students met in small groups to discuss the growth and challenges.

NURTURE



● An ‘All About Me’ page allows pen pals to introduce themselves



● Weekly independent reading summaries. These were often revisited for grammar and writing 
lessons.

● The students translated these summaries into Spanish as they wrote to their pen pals about 
their reading.



● Writing to pen pals in a shared 
correspondence journal

● An entry from an El Padul 
student

● Two sets of pen pals were paired 
because of language or learning 
difficulties. These students had a 
modified journal format.



● (right) El Padul students beginning their reading journey during their first week of school. Independent 
reading had never been a routine for these students, and is uncommon in Nicaraguan schools in 
general.

● (below) El Padul students drafting their reading summaries. These pictures were taken ‘real time’ and 
shared with NCAI’s students on the projector, as NCAI’s students were writing their responses to a 
previous journal entry.



Note: The Spanish department 
collaborated in this FLEx, and the 
correspondence with pen pals was done 
during Spanish class, under the supervision 
of NCAI’s Spanish teachers.

● Students reflect and discuss 
growth and challenges during 
ELA.



The class took a field trip to the mission school
March 26-April 2, 2025
• In preparation for the field trip:

• Students reflected on their growth and learning, and prepared a personal testimony.
• Students chose a Spanish children’s book from their school library.
• Students practiced engaging children in reading with the Kindergarten class at NCAI.
• Students collected books to donate to the mission school.
• Students wrote a goodbye card to hand deliver to their pen pal.

Thursday, April 3, 2025
• During the field trip:

• Students got to know their pen pals through collaborative games.
• Students paired up with their pen pals and read and colored with younger students.
• Each penpal pair got into a small group with two other pairs and shared testimonies of 

growth and learning.

EMPOWER



● Brainstorming 
for testimonies

● Discussing 
testimony ideas 
in small groups

● Preparing 
testimonies and 
goodbye cards



● Reading buddy practice with the Kindergarten Spanish class. Students explore methods 
for supporting younger students in their reading comprehension.



● The pen pals finally meet! Ice breaker activities between the two 6th 
grade groups.



● Three sets of pen pals form a team for competitive games



● Fifty 6th graders divide into 4 groups and go to 4 different preschool, Kindergarten or 1st grade classrooms. Each 6th grade
and his or her pen pal work together to read to several younger students.











● The forming friendships are evident as students return to the central meeting area after reading to younger 
students. 



● Sharing testimonies in small groups



● Pen pals!



● Exchanging goodbye cards, saying farewell



Student Reflections:
After the field trip, students reflected 
in their journals, then met in small 
groups to discuss their reflections.

As a whole class, we looked at our 
brainstorming slides from January, and 
celebrated all that we were able to 
accomplish through our FLEx.

Finally, we each shared our greatest 
‘take-away’ from our FLEx.



Teacher Reflections:
I have served at the El Padul Mission School for many years, so it was a natural place for a FLEx. I wanted to find a way to 
draw out the common ground between the students from the two schools, and I thought it might be possible for the students to 
come alongside each other in their learning. 

Although my 6th grade class would only correspond with El Padul's 6th graders, the FLEx was the impetus for a reading 
program throughout the entire elementary.

Students at both schools took the work seriously and looked forward to the weekly correspondence. They listened carefully to 
teacher feedback and worked to improve their reading and writing - conscious of the real person who waited on their response.

Careful preparations were made before the onsite visit so that all students would feel equally invested. Both groups of students 
chose children's books to read to the younger grades. 6th graders from both schools prepared testimonies to share in a small 
group and a good-bye card for their pen pal. This teamwork between the two schools paid off! The final visit left a big 
impression on both groups of students. For the El Padul class, it was a new experience to interact with a student body of mixed 
races and cultures. They went home to share with their families about how they got to work alongside kids from Canada, Korea, 
China and the US. For my NCAI class; even months later, many students said that meeting their pen pal was their favorite 
experience from 6th grade.


