
This collaborative program between a 
public school and a university began seven 
years ago when Barbara Wollak, a Speech 
and Language Pathologist at Highland Park 
Junior High School teamed up with Dr. David 
Koppenhaver, a Professor at Appalachian 
State University. They believed that social 
interaction through the use of assistive 
technology and online web tools would 
mutually benefit students with disabilities and 
college students studying to become teachers. 

Borrowing from the literacy-improvement 
practice of “pen pals,” they created an e-pal 
exchange and blog where Mrs. Wollak’s 
students could converse regularly with college 
students. Most of Mrs. 
Wollak’s students 
were non-writers, so 
she introduced them 
to Co:Writer, a word-
prediction writing 
tool that helped them 
communicate despite significant spelling and 
grammar challenges. Co:Writer can be used 
wherever students write, including email, 
blogs, wikis or word processing documents.  

Mrs. Wollak and Dr. Koppenhaver had no idea 
how successful and far-reaching the project 
would become when they began, but after 
seven years this initiative transformed the 
lives of 160 junior high non-writers and 320 

college students, who now know what it’s like 
to work with kids with learning and physical 
challenges.

One of the students in the 
program, Joey, has autism and 
was a non-writer. Today he tells 
his mom jokes and writes her 
notes. His mom Veronica said, 
“Joey has become very social. 

At home, we see a new, happier kid! In his 
first semester, he wrote three-word prompted 
responses. After interacting with his e-pal 
using Co:Writer, he writes paragraphs that 
show action, desire, emotion and reflection. 
His vocabulary has expanded. This learning  

experience 
helped him gain 
self-confidence, 
independence and 
self-esteem. I wish 
all schools were 
this creative!”

A manuscript written by Dr. David 
Koppenhaver, was published in the American 
Reading Forum, April, 2007 about this 
technology-supported e-learning exchange.

Read more about innovative learning 
approaches and implementation projects 
through the use of assistive technology at  
www.donjohnston.com/schools_news    

Highland Park students with disabilities became 
more social—they now read and write and share 
their thoughts through daily interaction.
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Watch a short video by Mrs. Wollak  
and her student, Joey, as they describe the 

e-pal distance learning exchange at 
www.donjohnston.com/wollak-epal

Will your school be next to be featured  
in our Schools in the News showcase?

Read more student success stories at 
       donjohnston.com/casestudies

Barb’s Tips to Create Your Online e-Pal Exchange 

   ✖    Find a college with students studying to 
become teachers.

   ✖    Match up their interests with your students’.  

   ✖    Contact parents and get them involved in the 
project. Ask parents to write/comment on blogs to 
create a school-to-home connection.

   ✖    Set up a responsible Email Monitor to track 
messages. (All emails are monitored.)

   ✖    Involve school administrators and IT personnel to 
safely unblock firewall restrictions. 

   ✖    Make the learning experience real! You can create 
authentic lessons for students to learn about their 
e-pal’s hometown, interests and hobbies. 

   ✖    Experiment with blogs and wikis. Mrs. Wollak 
designed a virtual author’s blog so her students 
would enjoy and practice their writing to share 
experiences. Each week an assistant posts questions 
about current events. She tells her students, “You 
are now published authors!”  

   ✖    Never post a photo without permission and never 
use a child’s full name.

   ✖    Ask college students to post comments on blogs, 
along with email correspondence.

   ✖    Use assistive technology writing tools, like 
Co:Writer, to break through typical learning 
barriers such as poor spelling, lack of vocabulary  
or grammar usage.

   ✖    Create a video email (Eyejot) for visual stimulation. 
Free at www.eyejot.com

   ✖    Set up a Twitter account to help students write 
brief messages using 140 characters. 

http://donjohnston.com/casestudies/



