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Magic in Your Mailbox: Learning from Letters and Other Mail
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The correspondence of the Madden family,
an African American family whose letters trace
back five generations (1740-1992), will be on display
for one year at the National Postal Museum.
Phato by Eric Long, Smithsonian Institution,
courtesy of National Postal Museum.




LESSON PLAN

Step 1: The Write Stuff

Objectives:

O compare letters with other forms of com-
munication

[ identify situations in which a letteris a
preferable form of communication

[ set up a system for delivering mail in the
classroom

Materials:

[ paper and pencils (or pens)
[ art supplies

Subjects:
[ language arts; social studies

There’s something special about letters.
True, they lack the immediacy of spoken
communication—but the words we write in a
letter can often convey our feelings,
thoughts, and opinions with more accuracy
and expressiveness than a conversation can.
Try this two-part activity to introduce your

students to the value of letter writing and to

encourage them to write their own letters.

Procedure:
Part A—When Is a Letter Better?

1. Ask the students how many of them have
written a letter or post card within the last sev-
eral months. Also ask how many of them have
received a letier or post card within that same
period of time. Chances are only a few stu-
dents will raise their hands. Explain that, in
the past, letters were a more common method
of communication than they are now. Ask
why this is the case. (The main reason is that,
before telephones were in common usage, let-
ters were often the only way people had of
getting in touch with one another. Students
may also come up with other possible expla-
nations, such as the idea that people had more
time in the past [it’s true that the pace of life
has gotten faster] or that people were once
“better” at writing than they are now.
[“Better” is a relative term. Though many peo-
ple communicated through letters, not all letter
writers were particularly literate. People with
limited educations often wrote phonetically, or
had someone else write their letters for them.])
2. Now lead a discussion about the benefits
of writing and receiving letters. Start by hav-
ing the students think about how they feel
when they get a letter. Are there times when
they’d rather get a letter than a phone call
from the same person? Why or why not?
Next ask the kids why they write letters

From twa children to two others—This
condolence letter was written after the
assassination of President John F. Kennedy.
Courtesy of John F. Kennedy Library, Boston,
Massachusetts.

themselves. List their ideas on the board.

3. Discuss the following situations. In each
case, ask the students whether or not they
think a letter is the best way to commumi-
cate—and why.

{3 A friend’s grandmother has died and you
want to tell your friend how sorxy you are.
3 You bonght a warm-up jacket with

your favorite baseball team’s decal on it.
You washed the jacket once and the decal
peeled off. Youn want to let the jacket manu-
facturer know how disappointed you are.

{1 You are in favor of a law that would help
protect endangered species, but you heard
your state senator speak out against the law.
] You’d like to let your favorite singer
know how you feel about his or her work.
('] While riding your bike, you hit a hole in
the pavement and lose control. You fail off
your bike and you h1t your head on the pave—
~ment: Eucki

helmet! You decide to let the helmet compa-
ny know that their product might have saved
your life.

4, After discussing the value of letters, try the
following activity to encourage students to
write their own letters.

Part B—Classroom Correspondence

For this activity yow’ll need to work with

one or two other educators in your school to
arrange a letter exchange program between
your classroom and at least one other class-
room. (If you're planning to have the students
write letters from the point of view of literary
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The caption of this circa 1917 photo reads “POSTWOMEN STARTING OUT ON THEIR DAILY BOUNDS IN
NEW YORK, RELEASING MEN FOR MORE ARDUDUS WAR SERVICE.” Courtesy of National Postal Museum.

or historical characters [see number 3 in the
directions], make sure the classroom with
which you’ll be corresponding is studying the
same books or historical period.)

1. Begin the activity by telling the students
that they’ll be exchanging letters with students
in another classroom. Then tell them to imag-
ine that their classroom, as well as the one
they’ll be exchanging letters with, is a town.
Have them suggest names for their own fown,
then have them vote on their favorite name.

2. Tell the kids to pretend that in each town,
the tables (or rows of desks, depending on how
your classroom is set up) are streets, and each
person’s desk (or other work area) is an indi-
vidual home. Then have several small groups
of students complete the following tasks:

{0 Name the streets and give each “home”

an address.

(] Make a map of the classroom that includes
all street names and individual addresses.

] Construct a central mailbox for depositing
outgoing letters.

3. To add interest to the actual letter writing,
consider having the students write letters
from different points of view. For example,
one week they could write letters through the
eyes of characters in a book both classes are
reading. On another occasion they could
write from the point of view of people living
during a period of history the classes are
studying. Another option would be to set up
a “secret pen pal” arrangement. Each person
couid choose a fake name, and students
could pick their pen pals’ names out of a hat.
In addition to other information, each letter
could reveal one or more clues to the per-
son’s real identity.

4. Review the rules for addressing a letter.
Show students where the recipient’s and
sender’s addresses and the stamp must
appear. (Students can draw stamps for their
envelopes or use stickers.)

5. Have the students take turns delivering the
mail. Give the mail carrier a shopping bag or
backpack to use as a mail satchel, and pro-
vide a map of the classroom that he or she is
to deliver the mail to.

Step 2: Family Ties

Objective:

(1 describe daily experiences and express
feelings in letters to family members

Materials:

[0 stationery
3 copies of “Letter Idea Sheet” (on Pull-
Out Page)

Subjects:
[] language arts; social studies

It seems as though it’s getting harder and
barder for families to keep in touch these
days. Busy schedules and homes separated
by many miles often keep cousins, aunts,
uncles, brothers, sisters, and other kin apart.
By writing letters to relatives—even if
they’re only brief, occasional notes—kids
can help reinforce family ties while strength-
ening their writing skills. Writing to relatives
can also be a good way to learn about

family history.

Procedure:

1. Discuss the value of keeping in touch with
family members through letter writing. What
effects might letters have on family members
that differ from the effects of visits and
phone calls?

2. Explain to the kids that they will be writ-
ing to several family members—preferably
those they don’t get to see very often.
Explain that a letter is a kind of conversation
on paper. Asking questions gives the receiv-
er of a letter a good reason to answer. The
most interesting letters often mix questions
with information about what the writer does
and thinks.

. 3. Distribute copies of the Letter Idea Sheet

on the Pull-Out Page and give the kids time
to fill them out.

4. Have the kids bring in the addresses of at
least two family members (or other people
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Lucky Keith Kempainen wrote to thank the Levi Strauss Co. for saving his Iife. Courtesy of Levi Strauss and Co. Archives.

they feel close to, but don’t get to see very
often). To stimulate ideas for letter writing,
you might want to provide the kids with
some ideas, such as the following:

{1 'Write to the oldest and youngest relatives,
the one you most resemble and the one you
least resemble, one who lives nearby and the
one who lives farthest away.

0 Write letters to all the relatives who knew
an ancestor, such as a great grandparent,
whom you want to know more about.

[J Send copies of the same letter to all your
relatives, asking them to tell you interesting
stories about the family. Gather those stories
into a booklet and make a gift of it to the rel-
atives who answered your letter.

5. Ask students to tell you when they get a
letter or to bring it to class. Perhaps they’d be

willing toread-asection of-it-As'a motivator; - - -

you might consider sponsoring a contest.
For example, you could give prizes for the
person who writes the most letters, receives
the most letters, or receives letters from the
farthest locations.

Step 3: Words of Praise

Objectives:

L] express opinions in a letter to businesses
L1 describe how letters can provide valuable
information from consumers

Materials:

[ Keith Kempainen’s letter (see above)

Subjects:
O language arts; social studies

Here’s a way to help students learn how to
effectively voice their opinions in writing.

Procedure:

1. Make an overhead transparency of Keith
Kempainen’s letter and read it with the
class.* Ask the kids what they like about the
letter. What makes it fon to read?

2. Have the kids make a list of some of their
favorite products.

3. Have them choose the product they feel
most strongly about and compose a letter

to its manufacturer. To help them along,
you might want to make the following
suggestions:

1 State how long you've used or owned

the product.

{1 Explain why you think the product is a
good one.

(1 If possible, tell the manufacturer about

a specific experience you’ve had involving
the product.

* Students might be interested to learn that the
Levi Strauss Co. asked Keith i if they could keep his
shirt and display it in the Levi s Museum, They
also told him that a consiruction worker in Fi.
Worth outdid him—he hung b?r a crane caught on
his Levi’s jeans 52 stories up.

[ Are there other products you’d like the
manufacturer to offer? If so, describe them.,
4. Tell the students to look for the manufac-
turer’s name and address on the product box
or label. If they can’t find the address they
can call the Consumer Directory of Toll-Free
Numbers at 1-800-555-1212. Once they get
the manufacturer’s toli-free number, they can
call for the address. (As an alternative, you
might want to have a Consumer’s Resource
Handbook on hand. Published by the United
States Office of Consumer Affairs, this free
handbook includes a directory of corporate
consumer contacts. For a copy, write to
“Handbook,” Consumer Information Center,
Pueblo, Colorado 81009.).

Extend the Activity!

In addition to being a good way of letting
manufacturers know when you’re pleased
with their products, letters can be very effec-
tive at communicating disappointment or dis-
satisfaction. If any of your students have a
well-founded complaint or other concern
about a product (or about an organization or
political figure, for that matter), encourage
them to speak up by formulating an appropri-
ate letter stating their opinions. Pont out that
most manufacturers are concerned about
what their customers think of their products,
and will usually respond to such letters.

Tell the students that, when writing a let-
ter of complaint, they should briefly explain
their concerns and avoid unnecessary nasti-
ness. (A complaint letter can be firm and
matter-of-fact, but name-calling won’t
do much for the writer’s credibility.) Letting
the manufacturer know what you expect—

a refund or replacement of a faulty product,
for example—is also a good idea.

If students receive responses to their
letters, have them share the letters with
the class.

Step 4: Dear Occupant..,

Objectives:

U describe the different types of mail people
receive

[ discuss the environmental impact of
advertising mail

Materials:

{1 advertising mail
Subjects:

[ math; social studies

Most of us can count on getting mail
every day—whether we want it or not! The
bulk of this daily dose is advertising mail.
Here are some ideas for how to put advertis-
ing mail to use as an educational tool,

Procedure:

1. Bring in an example of each of the follow-
ing types of mail to show the students:
Personal mail {cards or letters), magazines,
bills, business correspondence (such as bank
statements), and advertising mail (catalogues,
solicitations for contributions, and so on).

2. Tell the kids they’ll be predicting the per-
centage of each type of mail their household
gets and comparing thejr predictions to the
actual amounts. Have each person devise

a chart for recording this information.

Then have them record their predictions

in the chart.

3. Now tell the kids that they’ll be keeping
track of their household’s mail for a week.
Have each student create a tally sheet for
recording the types of mail and numbers of
each type their household receives during
that time.

4. Based on the information they’ve gathered,
have the students calculate the percentage of
their household’s total mail each type of mail
represents. You might also want to have them
calculate average percentages for the class.

5. Discuss the students’ results. Which type
of mail makes up the highest percentage?
(Advertising mail will probably come out on
top.) Then discuss the pros and cons of
advertising mail. On the “pro” side, explain
that advertising mail is an effective means of
communication. For example, many con-
sumers find mail-order shopping convenient
and enjoyable. Also, many charity organiza-
tions advertise their existence by sending out
letters to people who might not otherwise be
familiar with them. Such letters often
describe the work the organization is doing,
and many also ask for contributions to the

organization. The mail-solicited contribu-
tions many charities receive help these orga-
nizations to continue their work.

On the down side is the fact that con-
sumers often receive advertising mail they
don’t want. This unwanted mail represents a
waste of natural resources: Much of it is
made from virgin paper (which means trees
have been cut to make it, as opposed to the
paper being recycled from other paper), and
most of it ends up in landfills—smany of
which are already overflowing.

6. Have the students create a visual picture
of the amount of advertising and other mail
people receive by using their calculations to
create bar graphs. One graph could portray
their predictions, another could portray
actual percentages, and a tlnrd could repre-
sent-class-averages.

Extend the Activity!

Make the most out of advertising mail by try-
ing these activities:

[ Have students weigh a week’s worth of
advertising mail and use the calculation to fig-
ure out how much a year’s worth would weigh.
[0 Have them measure the volume of a
week’s worth of advertising mail, then calcu-
late the volume of one year’s worth, ten
years” worth, and so on. Point out that most
advertising mail currently ends up taking up
space in landfills. Compare the calculated
volumes to the volames of common objects,
such as a sofa, car, or anything else for which
kids would have a sense of size. (You may
want to have the kids calculate these “object”
volumes themselves.)

[ Find out whether your community recy-
cles marketing mail. If there is a center for

N

Marines from the 1st Marine Division, stationed in the desert west of Kuwait International
Airport, read their mail March 3, 1991 during the first mail call since the beginning of the Iragi

ground war. Courtesy of United States Navy.



taking mail but no curbside pick-up program
at individual homes, consider having the kids
set up and monitor a collection center at your
school. (It might also be interesting for the
kids to find out what happens to mail that is
to be recycled. Where does it go? What is it
recycled into?) If there is no mail recycling
program, have the students work with local
authorities to get such a program established.
[ Sponsor a contest for creative, practical, or
outlandish uses for marketing mail.

Step 5: Decode the Barcode

Objectives:

[ describe how the postal service uses bar-
codes to get mail to the correct destination
[ translate a mail barcode into the ZIP code
it represents

Materials:

[ envelopes from advertising or business
mail

[ copies of “Decode the Barcode,” sheets
A and B (on Pull-Out Page)

Subject:
L] math

How does a letter or other piece of mail get
from Point A to Point B? Here’s a fun way
for your students to find out.

Procedure:

1. Bring in several envelopes from advertis-
ing or business mail and show students the
pre-printed barcodes that appear on these
envelopes. Explain that mail barcodes are
used to sort the mail and get it to the correct
destination. Fach barcode represents a partic-
ular ZIP code. Special machines that are
designed to read these codes quickly (ata
rate of about 30,000 pieces of mail per hour)

Even when great distance separate us,
a letter can make us feel close fo friends
and family. Courtesy of National Postal Museum.

sort the mail into bins. A single piece of mail
may be sorted several times in this way. The
first reading determines the region of the
country it’s destined for. After being deliv-
ered o a post office in this region, a machine
reads the barcode to determine which post
office is closest to the letter’s destination. A
third reading in the final post office may be
used to determine which street a piece of
mail must be delivered to.

2. Ask students where they have seen other
uses of barcoding. Some familiar examples
include products at the grocery store, books
at the library, and videos at the video store.
But there are many other uses of barcodes as
well. For example, hospitals attach barcodes
to blood samples to track them as they move
from patient to lab.

3. Pass out copies of “Decode the Barcode”
(from the Pull-Out Page) and help stdents
decode and encode a ZIP code. (The answer
is 20560, the ZIP code for the Smithsonian
Institution.)
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More than just the average mail box, these folk art beauties make a statement all their own.
FPhoto by Eric Long, Smithsonian Institution, caurtesy of National Postal Museum.




Decode the Barcode — Sheet A

Here’s how to translate the barcode on Sheet B into a ZIP code:

1. First, ignore the beginning and ending lines of the barcode—
they don’t count. Then divide the lines into groups of five. Here’s

an example of how you can do this:

2. In barcode, each line within a group of five lines stands for a
certain number:

(] The first line always stands for 7.

(1 The second line always stands for 4.
[] The third line always stands for 2.
[1 The fourth line always stands for 1.
(] The fifth line always stands for 0.

Write the correct number above each barcode line. (We’ve done the

first group to get you started.)

3. Each group of five lines in a barcode represents one of the num-
bers in a ZIP code. To begin cracking the code on Sheet B, look at
the first group of five lines in the barcode. Add up the numbers

assigned to the two tall lines in this group. Ignore the short lines.

Write the sum of the two numbers here:

4. Before you can finish cracking the code, here’s something else
you need to know: In barcode, the sum of the numbers 7 and 4
doesn’t stand for 11. Instead, it stands for zero! Now figure out the
rest of the ZIP code in the same way that you figured out the first
number. (Remember: In barcode, 7 + 4 = (.) Write the answer in the

blanks under the barcode on Sheet B.

Y UOISUIYSD AL g HOHMISUT UDIROSYIRUS 3y} 10] POI JI7 2yl ‘DYSOT AIMsuY

Adapted with permission of the National Postal Museum, Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C,



Decode the Barcode — Sheet B

Using the directions on Sheet A, figure out the ZIP code this barcode represents.

2 0
|

Can you write your own ZIP code in barcode? Give it a try in the space below.

L ]
L
IR




lette( Idea Sheet

ART TO Z0OO
SEPTEMBER 1993

Translation by Orlando Lizama

Things I can say about myself:
My hobbies are

My favorite subjects in school are

My least favorite subject is

: My best friend is

‘When my best friend and I get together, we like to

Here’s what the other members of my family have been doing lately:

The books I’ve read and movies I’ve seen lately include

This is what worries me or impresses me in current events or politics:

Here’s a story or joke you’ll like:

Things to ask:

 OTurn any of the statements above into questions to ask the other person.
[ If the person is older, ask him or her to share memories of the family
from before you were born or from when you were very young.

[1 Ask about what your parents were like when they were younger.
[T Ask about family ancestors and where they were from.

[1 Ask about “interesting” relatives.

L1 Ask for and send photographs.



ART TO 200
SEPTEMBER 1993

Traduccién de Orlando Lizama

Letter Idea Sheet

Tres cosas que puedo decir acerca de mi:

Mis pasatiempos son

Las materias que yo prefiero en la escuela son

La materia que menos me gusta es “ - Mi mejor amigo es_

Cuando mi mejor amigo y yo nos juntamos, nos gusta

Esto es lo que los otros miembros de mi familia han estado haciendo tiltimamente:

Entre los libros que he leido y las peliculas que he visto tltimamente sé incluyen

Esto es lo que me preocupa o me impresiona de los acontecimientos actuales o de la politica:

Este es un cuento o un chiste que les va a gustar:

Preguntas que se pueden hacer:

[J Convierte cualquiera de los comentarios de mds arriba en preguntas que se [J Pregunta acerca de los antepasados de la familia y de dénde vinieron.
podrian hacer a otra persona. [ Averigua sobre parientes “interesantes”.
[ 1 Si 1a persona es mayor, pidele que comparta recuerdos de su familia de antes [1Pide y envia fotograffas.

que t1i nacieras o de cuando eras muy pequefio. Pregunta como eran tus padres

cuando €stos eran mas jovenes.




Descifra la barra de codigo — Hoja A

Esta es la forma de convertir la barra de c6digo de 1a Hoja B en un

cédigo postal:

1. Primero: olvidate de las lineas del comienzo y el final de la barra
de cédigo. No hay que tomarlas en cuenta. Luego divide las lineas

en grupos de cinco. Este es un ejemplo de cémo puedes hacerlo:

T— (Olvidate de las lineas del comienzo y el final) ——T

2. En la barra de c6digo, cada linea dentro de un grupo de cinco
lineas representa cierto nimero:

[ La primera linea siempre representa un 7

(] La segunda linea siempre representa un 4

[1 La tercera linea siempre representa un 2

L1 La cuarta linea siempre representa un 1
L1 La quinta linea siempre representa un 0

Escribe el nimero correcto en cada linea de la barra de cédigo.

(Ya hemos hechq el primer grupo para ayudarte a comenzar).

3. Cada grupo de cinco lineas en una barra de c6digo representa uno
de los hﬁmeros de un cddigo postal. Para comenzar a descifrar el
codigo de la Hoja B, mira el primer grupo de cinco lineas en la barra
de cédigo. Agrega los niimeros asignados a las dos lineas altas de

este grupo. Olvidate de las lineas bajas.

Escribe 1a suma de los dos niimeros aqui:

4.Antes de que puedas terminar de descifrar el cédigo, esto es algo
que necesitas saber: En una barra de c6digo, la suma de los nimeros
7y 4 no representa 11. En realidad, corresponde al nimero 0.
Ahora descifra el resto del codigo postal en la misma forma en que
descifraste el primer nimero. (No te olvides: en la barra de cddigo,
7+ 4 =0. Escribe tu respuesta en los espacios en blanco que estén

bajo la barra de cédigo en la Hoja B.
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Decode the Barcode — Sheet A

Here’s how to translate the barcode on Sheet B into a ZIP code:

1. First, ignore the beginning and ending lines of the barcode—
they don’t count. Then divide the lines into groups of five. Here’s

an example of how you can do this:

2. In barcode, each line within a group of five lines stands for a
certain number:
L1 The first line always stands for 7.

[ ] The second line always stands for 4.

[ 1 The third line always stands for 2.
[] The fourth line always stands for 1.
L] The fifth line always stands for 0.

Write the correct number above each barcode line. (We’ve done the

first group to get you started.)

3. Each group of five lines in a barcode represents one of the num-
bers in a ZIP code. To begin cracking the code on Sheet B, look at
the first group of five lines in the barcode. Add up the numbers

assigned to the two tall lines in this group. Ignore the short lines.

Write the sum of the two numbers here:

4. Before you can finish cracking the code, here’s something else
you need to know: In barcode, the sum of the numbers 7 and 4
doesn’t stand for 11. Instead, it stands for zero! Now figure out the
rest of the ZIP code in the same way that you figured out the first
number. (Remember: In barcode, 7 + 4 = (0.) Write the answer in the

blanks under the barcode on Sheet B.

(] ‘UOIBUIYSD AL U UOMIHSU] UDIUOSYIIS 241 40f P02 JIZ Y1 ‘(9SOL doasuy

Adapted with permission of the National Postal Museum, Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C.




Letter ldea Sheet

ART 10 Z0O

SEPTEMBER 1993

Traduccién de Orlando Lizama

Tres cosas que puedo decir acerca de mi:

Mis pasatiempos son

Las materias que yo prefiero en la escuela son

La materia que menos me gusta es

Cuando mi mejor amigo y yo nos juntamos, nos gusta

- Mi mejor amigo es

Esto es lo que los otros miembros de mi familia han estado haciendo tltimamente:

Entre los libros que he leido y las peliculas que he visto dltimamente se incluyen

Esto es lo que me preocupa o me impresiona de los acontecimientos actuales o de la politica;

Este es un cuento o un chiste que les va a gustar:

Preguntas que se pueden hacer:

[J Convierte cualquiera de los comentarios de més arriba en preguntas que se
podrian hacer a otra persona.

[ Si la persona es mayor, pidele que comparta recuerdos de su familia de antes
que td nacieras o de cuando eras muy pequefio. Pregunta cémo eran tus padres
cuando éstos eran més jévenes.

[1 Pregunta acerca de los antepasados de la familia y de dénde vinieron.
(1 Averigua sobre parientes “interesantes”.
[ Pide y envia fotograffas.



