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9.1 Pen Pal Program

STEMCAP plans to facilitate a pen pal program called “Scientist n’ Student Colleagues,” in which scientists 
at the U of U write monthly letters describing their lives – as scientists and as people – to individual 
students. Students may correspond with the scientist if they wish. These letters will use pseudonyms to 
protect student identity, and all letters will be screened by U of U staff and YIC teachers to ensure security 
measures are upheld. At the end of each semester, scientists and students will create collaborative works 
of art by adding to each other’s pieces as they send them back and forth. This element deepens personal 
connections through artistic expression and collaboration that puts the scientist and the student on an 
equal playing field. 
 
Pen pal programs allow students to connect with scientists and find common ground. Understanding 
the lives that scientists have both in and out of their labs and classrooms can help students see the 
scientific enterprise more concretely and can be helpful in shifting students’ perception of what it means 
to be a scientist and to whom scientific careers are accessible. Pen-pal programs also allow for remote 
communication that does not require internet access. This type of programming can be a helpful way to 
engage with students at Centers where neither in-person nor virtual interactions are possible. 
 

9.2 Letters to Non-Profits 

STEMCAP has developed letter-writing workshops in which staff explain what nonprofit organizations 
are and provide information about three local nonprofits working to combat local environmental issues. 
These workshops were initially a component of Mission STEMCAP but can also stand alone. When selecting 
appropriate nonprofits for this workshop, STEMCAP staff look for organizations that might already be 
familiar to students along with those that directly impact the local ecological and social community 
through hands-on work, political action, education, and outreach. STEMCAP has found that students have 
trouble understanding what it means for an organization to be “not for profit.” So, STEMCAP staff compare 
the financial structure and overall objectives of nonprofits with those of for-profit companies. Once 
students grasp what each nonprofit does, STEMCAP provides prompts to help students get started on 
their letters. Students are encouraged to introduce themselves (using a pseudonym), give an overview 
of their understanding of and thoughts on a specific environmental issue, and ask questions about that 
organization’s work. Students can work in groups or write individual letters. 
 
STEMCAP does not currently implement this type of letter-writing workshop due to the USBE’s concern 
that specific stakeholders could perceive this practice as politically inclined or coercive. To avoid any 
possibility of engaging in politically controversial practices, STEMCAP replaced this workshop type with the 
Mission STEMCAP Correspondence Workshop: Starting a Conversation. However, the steps for implementing 

9. Ideas for Future Projects
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a conservation-themed letter-writing workshop can be translated into other themes that are less likely to 
run the risk of appearing politically motivated. For example, students could use a similar process to write 
to university students about a topic they are interested in and include questions about pursuing that field 
as an undergraduate. Students could also write letters to STEM professionals to better understand what it 
is like to work in different fields or explore pathways for turning their interests into future jobs. 


