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Executive Summary 
 
K-grams is a student organization at the University of Michigan that connects elementary 
students with undergraduate students in mentorship roles. Its core program is the pen pal 
program, which establishes a letter writing relationship between local classrooms and residence 
halls on the University of Michigan campus. On a yearly basis there are between 600 and 1,000 
pen pals from the residence halls involved in the program. The organization is very successful 
and brings a lot of joy to those involved at the University of Michigan and in the Ann Arbor/ 
Detroit community.  
 
To investigate the pen pal program, we interviewed six members of the K-grams organization; 
four directors, one Hall Head, and one Swing Kid. From these interviews we collected data and 
organized the information into various models that allowed us to analyze the organization. 
Through this process we identified three major issues that K-grams faces. The following report is 
structured around these major findings. Each finding is followed by short term and long term 
recommendations that can be implemented by K-grams. The findings and recommendations are 
structured as follows: 
 
Finding 1: Transitions 
Transition refers to the process of recruitment and training of new members for the organization.  
Since the organization is comprised of all undergraduate students, this is a yearly stress for K-
grams.  Currently this process relies heavily on binders of information collected by each director 
each year that are passed to new directors the following year. We recommend earlier recruitment 
and more extensive training of directors through a “shadow period.” This would take advantage 
of the strong interpersonal skills of K-grams members. Binders should be consolidated and used 
as reference tools, not as the primary means of training. We also recommend training swing kids 
before pen pals, so that the swing kids can take a more active role in the training of pen pals.  
 
Finding 2: Communication 
One of K-grams’ main strengths is the enthusiasm and strong commitment of its members. 
However, due to the sheer size of the organization, communication is often difficult. At the lower 
levels of the organization, pen pals and swing kids are often unsure about what the directors are 
doing. We recommend further use of email communications as a short-term measure, and the 
creation of a blog as a long-term solution. A blog can provide a forum to share the activities of 
K-grams and allow comments from swing kids and pen pals. We also recommend an online 
feedback form to collect input from pen pals about their experiences and suggestions for 
improvement. Finally, we think more informal gatherings with food provided would be a great 
way for K-grams members to build a sense of community.  
 
Finding 3: Technology 
Since the members of the organization are recruited to be mentors for elementary students, the 
technological needs of the organization are often neglected.  The website, although a useful 
communication tool, contains out of date information.  As with the website, the IFS space is 
heavily used by K-grams, but also is disorganized.  For the short term, we recommend updating 
the website content and removing outdated content. In the long term, it would be ideal to find a 
volunteer who can redesign the website to better serve the needs of K-grams, then create an IT 
position for regular maintenance of the website and other technology tools. 



Introduction 
 
K-grams 
 
K-grams is a non-profit, student-run organization at the University of Michigan. The 
organization is dedicated to building ties between undergraduate students and elementary school 
children in the community. Since its founding in 1998, it has grown to be the largest student 
organization on campus, with over 1000 volunteers every year. Its projects include a pen pal 
program, a mentoring program, classroom projects, and an annual Kids Fair.  
 
The core program of K-grams is the pen pal program, which pairs college students in the 
dormitories with elementary school students in area schools for monthly letter-writing exchanges. 
Nine resident halls and nine area schools are involved in this program, which usually includes 
between 500 and 1000 college pen pals. The pen pal program gives college students a chance to 
connect with the local community and build positive mentoring relationships with their 
elementary school pen pals.  
 
Once a month, pen pals write letters to their elementary school pals. The monthly letter writing 
process is overseen by swing kids, who live in the dormitories and are responsible for collecting 
and editing letters. Each swing kid collects the letters for one elementary school classroom, 
approximately 15 to 30 letters. Swing kids report to a hall heads, each of whom supervises one 
residence hall on campus. Each residence hall is affiliated with one school. Hall heads receive 
the letters from swing kids and deliver them to the schools, then pick up letters to return to the 
pen pals. The entire program is overseen by the eight K-grams directors.  
 
Project Scope 
 
The scope of this project was to analyze the information and work flows pertaining to the core 
pen pal program. As an entirely student-run, volunteer organization, K-grams faces some unique 
challenges in maintaining its year-to-year operations. It has limited monetary resources, and the 
volunteers are all full-time students with little extra time to spare. The organization experiences 
high turnover every year as students graduate from the university. This causes K-grams to have a 
short institutional memory, which must be supported through documentation and training 
methods. The Pen Pals Five investigated the work flows, communication, and information 
systems at K-grams to improve quality and efficiency of the core pen pal program.  

 



 
 

Data Collection and Analysis Methods 
 
The primary method of data collection was through interviews with K-grams volunteers at 
several levels of the organization. We completed six interviews during the month of October. 
Interview participants included four program directors, one hall head, and one swing kid. 
Through these interviews, we learned about the letter-writing process, recruiting and training of 
volunteers, and information management practices at K-grams.  
 
After each interview, we conducted interpretation sessions to collect notes and draw models of 
the communication, sequence, physical, artifact, and cultural aspects of the process.  
 
Once the interview process was completed, we consolidated our data into six models 
(communication, sequence, physical, artifact, cultural, and swimming lane). We also collected a 
total of over 200 affinity notes to help us understand the process and find areas of concern. We 
organized these notes on post-its through a process called affinity diagramming, in which we 
displayed the notes on a wall and clustered them into several main categories:  
 
- Organizational Goals and Attitudes 
- External Relationships 
- Recruitment and Transition 
- Training and Standardization 
- Communication Flows and Tools 
 
At that point, we conducted further analysis of the main areas of concern, which we narrowed 
down to:  
 
- Transitions 
- Communication 
- Technology 
 
Our findings and recommendations will therefore be organized around these three main themes.  
 



 
 

Findings and Recommendations 
 
In this section we have organized our findings, evidence, and recommendations into three main 
categories. Each finding is combined with the evidence for the finding. Our recommendations 
were developed to suit the specific needs of K-grams, keeping in mind the strengths and 
constraints of the organization.  
 
 
Transitions 
 
Findings and Evidence: 
 
K-grams’ yearly transition presents a large challenge for the organization. As one director noted, 
“Transition is our biggest challenge.” Incoming directors are selected and briefly trained at the 
end of the school year before summer break. Most pen pals and many of the swing kids are 
recruited in the first few weeks of the new school year. As the largest student organization at the 
university, K-grams recruits 600 to 1,000 new students each year. The busy recruitment phase is 
time-consuming and stressful for directors. Also, both paper and online applications are 
manually and entered into a database by the directors.  
 
The time crunch surrounding recruitment also influences the training of students. During our 
interviews, we found that there are some pen-pals and swing kids who didn’t receive enough 
formal training. Also, there is no formal training for directors. Most training of directors is done 
through “transition binders,” which contain the institutional memory of the organization. Current 
directors will also put their experience into the binders. However, based on interviews, the 
maintenance of binders is not as good as it could be. “Some binders are done poorly,” said one 
interviewee. Older binders are stored in a closet and difficult to access, so the organization’s 
institutional memory is often incomplete. One director noted, “New things are tried every year, 
so if they don’t work, someone may still try the same thing again two years later.”  
 
Recommendations: 
 
Based on these finding, we recommend K-grams recruit and train directors and swing kids earlier. 
For directors, we would like to recommend a shadowing period where future directors can learn 
about the job from outgoing director, relying more on interpersonal communication instead of 
binders. This would build upon the personal experiences and relationships that makes K-grams a 
strong organization. We recommend training swing kids before pen pals, so that they can get 
involved in the training of pen pals and be more connected to them from the start. Regarding the 
binders, we suggest cleaning out the closet and consolidating all the previous binders into one for 
each director position.  
 
The benefit of recruiting and training directors is to avoid a rushed transition between directors at 
the end of the term.  Incoming directors can learn the job during a shadowing period, allowing 
them a chance to ask questions and help out during busy periods. Compared with reliance on 
binders, this will help the adaptation of new directors go smoothly, as candidates can gain 



 
 

experience from the day-to-day operations. This is also important for the culture of K-grams. As 
a volunteer organization, K-grams relies on the integration of new members each year who will 
rise to higher levels in the organization as they gain experience. Through personal contact, 
candidates can become more acquainted with the culture and atmosphere of K-grams enabling 
them get more involved.  
 
Consolidating the binders would be beneficial because with years of accumulation, much of the 
information is redundant. By consolidating redundant information, K-grams office will be more 
organized and this will help work efficiency. Also by consolidating binders, directors can learn 
more about the history of the organization and define their responsibilities. Binders can be an 
excellent reference tool for new directors, because they contain the institutional memory of K-
grams. However, for training we believe personal contact will be stronger and more effective.  
 
 
Communication 
 
Findings and Evidence 
 
Given the nature of K-grams as a mentorship and community-based program, the members of K-
grams are very outgoing and positive.  Interviewees expressed how positively they feel about the 
organization and how well they get along as a staff. One member said, “I get a lot of joy out of 
doing this.”  Another said, “We are the largest student organization.  We are completely student 
run, and are very proud of that.” The directors are very proud of the organization and have a 
great outlook towards the future. These positive attitudes are shared at all levels of K-grams, and 
have a great influence on the communication of the organization, between the different levels of 
the volunteers as well as the relationships with University of Michigan Housing and the local 
schools.   
 
Because of its size, K-grams inevitably has some problems with their current methods of 
communication.  One interviewee commented, “The Swing Kids don’t always know what’s 
going on.”  Swing Kids are the vital link between the upper levels of the organization (Hall 
Heads and directors) and the Pen Pals.  It is very important that the Swing Kids are regularly 
updated as to what is happening at directors meetings and other important information.  This will 
not only encourage the Swing Kids in their current position, but will help them to understand 
their role in the organization and encourage them to stay involved with K-grams.   
 
Recommendations 
 
At one time, K-grams had a paper newsletter, which was time consuming to create and distribute.  
Currently, the directors e-mail the Swing Kids and Pen Pals with important information.  A 
short-term recommendation would be to use this e-mail list as a way to send out information 
more regularly.  E-mails could include minutes of directors’ meetings, upcoming events, and 
other ways for the Pen Pals to get involved.   
 



 
 

A longer term recommendation for building stronger communication between the levels of the 
organization would be to create a K-grams blog.  The blog could contain short biographies and 
job descriptions about the members of K-grams so that the students can get to know each other.  
This would help to build community within the organization as a whole.  Also, K-grams 
directors could post meeting agendas, and then Swing Kids and Pen Pals could comment on 
anything they feel should be brought up in the meetings.  Though K-grams currently invites 
Swing Kids to directors’ meetings, they do not often attend.  The blog could serve as another 
means to inform the Swing Kids of current events, and provide a forum where they can give 
feedback to the directors.  This could be a very helpful resource for all levels of the organization.   
 
In addition to the blog, we recommend that K-grams set up a form for feedback that can be 
submitted by students electronically.  We found that there is a strong need for feedback from all 
levels of the organization, as directors voiced their concern about this.  A feedback form should 
be sent out mid-semester so that changes can be made within a semester if necessary.  This will 
help the directors to evaluate the organization and see what is going well and what needs 
improvement.  The feedback form should include information on how the person characterizes 
their experience within the program, their experience with their Swing Kid, any 
recommendations they may have for the program, and if they would be interested in getting more 
involved in other K-grams programs.  Feedback forms could also be sent to the teachers to get 
information about how the program is going in their classroom.  Given the positive feedback 
collected in the interviews with K-grams members, these forms would not only point out 
weaknesses in the organization, but will also highlight and reinforce the organization’s many 
strengths.       
 
Since positive links of communication are essential to K-grams, and since the culture of the 
organization is so optimistic, K-grams could benefit from more informal communication as well.  
Though we are aware that some Swing Kids and Pen Pals hold letter writing parties and 
occasional K-grams mixers, it would be beneficial for the Pen Pals to be enticed to attend these 
events.  Incentives such as pizza at letter-writing parties will encourage the mingling of Pen Pals 
and Swing Kids within each dorm.  Also, a Swing Kid mixer or pizza party could reward the 
work of the Swing Kids from all the dorms and allow them to get to know each other and share 
ideas.     
 
 
Technology 
 
Findings and Evidence: 
 
The students that become K-gram directors join and work for this group to build mentor 
relationships with school children, not to be webmasters or complete data entry. As a result, 
technical knowledge is inconsistent from year to year. By default, the duties requiring these skills 
go to the few directors possessing them. For example, we have found that this year only one 
director performs any website maintenance. Furthermore, this maintenance has to compete for 
her limited time against her other duties. As a result, many of the technological tools used by the 
organization are in disrepair and serve a low level of functionality.    
 



 
 

The primary manifestation of this disrepair is the K-grams website. The site currently serves as 
one of the main channels of organizational advertising and communication. However, the 
website contains information that is outdated, such as Smile Programming Council alumni 
information and the K-grams calendar of events. The guestbook had been inundated with spam 
and no longer functions. It is clear that web maintenance is focused on the home page and 
information that is vital to the organization. As one director put it in our interview, “The website 
is a mess.” 
 
Secondly, this lack of technical knowledge has led to an arduous online application process. 
Current online applications must first be sent to the K-grams Gmail account and then entered 
into the database by hand. K-grams currently uses two forms of applications, a paper form and an 
online form. In our interviews, directors expressed a desire to rely more on the online version. 
This fall, K-grams received over 100 online applications in just one night following a mass email 
to the residence halls, so a streamlining of this process would be most helpful.   
 
Recommendations:  
 
We recommend that the directors remove or update all outdated information as soon as possible. 
We especially feel that the outright removal of the guestbook is in order and should be done 
immediately, as the current spam may reflect negatively on the organization.   
 
Our long-term recommendations for the website take two forms. First, we recommend a 
complete overhaul and redesign of the site. By using a free, open source content management 
platform, a more functional and easily managed website can be created. The website can be 
designed with file management, blog, and administration modules that will help to simplify work 
integration, communication, and website maintenance. This redesign should integrate the 
volunteer application with the database in order to streamline the online application process. 
Please see the Appendix B for relevant technical notes. 
 
K-grams can accomplish this by utilizing the UM community for assistance in implementing 
these upgrades. Firstly, we recommend that K-grams works with the School of Information to 
find a one time volunteer to help implement the front loaded work of redesigning the website.  
 

• K-grams can get this project added to SI 631, which is a project-based web design 
class. To be considered for inclusion to the Winter 2008, contact one of the 
instructors, Paul Resnick (presnick@umich.edu) or Mark Ackerman 
(ackerm@umich.edu). Also, complete the enclosed form in Appendix C.  

 
• As a second option, K-grams could contact the SI Career Services department, which 

may be able to set up an independent study project with an SI student. Contact Kelly 
Kowatch (kkowatch@umich.edu) for this option. All these SI staff and faculty 
members have been contacted by the Pen Pals Five and are aware of the 
organization’s basic needs.  

 
For long-term website maintenance, we recommend K-grams create a yearly IT position. This 
student can be recruited using the normal Pen Pal recruitment process by adding a “web skills” 



 
 

portion to the application. This person could devote some time each term to make sure the 
website is running properly and work with the directors to update content. This person could also 
work with a designated communication point person to ensure efficient electronic 
communication.  
 

Summary 
 

K-grams is an excellent student organization that provides an important and valuable service to 
students and the community. Our recommendations have been designed to support K-grams’ 
mission by smoothing transitions, improving communication of K-grams’ values, and utilizing 
some of the tools of technology.  
 
First, we have recommended that K-grams give incoming directors as much time as possible to 
learn how K-grams functions in order to ease transition from director to director. This can be 
done through early recruitment and hands-on training. We would also like to see Swing Kids 
trained earlier and integrated into the training of Pen Pals. To mitigate some of the time 
constraints at the beginning of each year, we recommend streamlining the volunteer application 
process by standardizing paper and electronic applications.  
 
Second, in order encourage the most meaningful participation in the program it is important to 
make communication a priority. Top-to-bottom communication can be facilitated by regular e-
mails from directors to Pen Pals and Swing Kids. A less structured type of communication may 
be accomplished by the creation of a open K-grams blog. Bottom-up communication should also 
be made a priority by establishing a standard means for feedback. 
 
Finally, many of our recommendations may be implemented with various tools of technology. 
We have advised the creation of a blog and an online application. We have suggested that an up-
to-date and relevant website is important for K-grams’ image on campus and with teachers who 
may want to participate in one of the K-grams programs. Finding the technical know-how is the 
challenging part of implementing these recommendations. K-grams should use the resources of 
the University community to facilitate the front-end work of developing good technology tools. 
They should then recruit from within their broad volunteer base for people with the skills to help 
maintain these tools. 
 
As we have tried to do throughout our recommendations, we want to refer K-grams again to 
what is clearly their greatest strength: their shared joy in serving kids and the community. By 
keeping these values central, K-grams will continue to inspire volunteerism and participation by 
students in the community and within the organization itself. We are please to have had the 
opportunity to work with K-grams over the last number of weeks and wish them well as they 
continue their good work. 

 
 
 
 



 
 

Appendix A:  
Models 

 
 

What follows are three of the models we constructed from the data we gathered through 
interviews with K-grams. These models are: 
 
Communication Model: This model is designed to show how information flows between people 

and artifacts within an organization. 
 
Swimming Lane Diagram: This model is designed to show who communicates/coordinates with 

whom during a sequence of activities. 
 
Physical Model: This model attempts to show how features of the physical environment may 

affect how work gets done.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





 
 

Appendix B: 
Technology Notes 
 
 
A web content management system is software, usually implemented as a web application, for 
creating and managing HTML content. It is used to manage and control a large, dynamic 
collection of web material (HTML documents and their associated images). Content 
Management Systmes facilitate document control, auditing, editing, and timeline management. 
 
PHP is a widely-used general-purpose scripting language that is especially suited for Web 
development and can be embedded into HTML. 
 
MySQL is a multithreaded, multi-user SQL database management system (DBMS) The basic 
program runs as a server providing multiuser access to a number of databases. 
 
Both PHP and MySQL are open source, free software distributions that are currently supported 
on servers in the University. They are extremely robust and will be more than adequate to handle 
K-grams needs.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
Appendix C:  
SI 631 Project Application Form 
 
 
This is the official form for applying for services through School of Information course: SI 631 
Content Management Systems. To be considered for inclusion to the Winter 2008, in is 
important to contact one of the instructors, Paul Resnick (presnick@umich.edu) or Mark 
Ackerman (ackerm@umich.edu).  
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Project Proposal for SI 631 – Content Management Systems 
 
Thank you for submitting a project to be considered for the University of Michigan School of Information 
course – SI 631, Content Management Systems – during the Winter 2008 semester. Please fill out the 
form below. We will review the proposals and may contact you for further clarification. Those project 
proposals that we think have a good chance to be successful in terms of both student and client outcomes 
will be presented to students on January 7. They will bid on projects they find most interesting and we 
will inform you by January 15 whether we have a student team to work on your project. The more 
information you can provide about your potential project, the more likely students are to request your 
project. 
 
A few things to know about the course and students, so you can tailor project descriptions effectively. 
- Students will be grouped into teams of four or five students. The project should be scoped for this 

number of people. 
- The team is composed of students typically taking a full course load; this course will be just one of 

four. As a result, the project should be scoped on the assumption that students will work about 10 
hours per week each on your project. 

 
Again, many thanks for submitting a proposal to work with our students. We look forward to learning 
about your project! 
 
 
Name of Organization: __________________________Location: __________________ 
 
Existing Website (if any): http://www.______________________________________________________ 
 
Primary contact(s)/email: __________________________________________________ 
 
Description of your organization’s mission and activities. 
 
 
Description of the project work you are wanting from a student team engagement. 
 
 
What is the current state of the project? (i.e., To what level of detail has your organization worked 
through what you want a website to do? Have you already done some of the work? Created 
content?) 
 
 
Is there a contact person willing to spend an average of one hour per week with the student team? 
Are there any other people who the students would interact with regularly? If so, what would their 
roles be on the project? 
 
 
If you are not in Ann Arbor, MI, would you be willing/able to provide resources to have the student 
team visit your organization during UM spring break (Feb. 23 – Mar. 2, 2008) or at some other 
point during the semester? 
 
 
Anything else you think students should know when considering your project? 


