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Abstract 

 

This special issue highlights the new educational landscape created by the COVID-19 pan-

demic, particularly in relation to working with multilingual learners and their families. 

The manuscripts explore pedagogical, policy and equity related issues while underscoring 

the importance of advocacy and social justice for multilingual learners. 
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Since March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a tight grip on the world and has made us 

rethink how we approach practically all aspects of our lives. In the United States, the impact of the 

pandemic on low-income families of color has been evident, as we are observing “a disproportion-

ate burden of illness and death among racial and ethnic minority groups” (CDC, April 22, 2020) 

with the highest death rates among Blacks and Latinos (PEW Research Center, 2020). Among the 

causes of such disparity is the fact that Latinos and Blacks are disproportionately represented 

among low-wage workers (KKF, 2020). Low-wage workers are at higher risk of becoming infected 

due to their low chances of working from home as they constitute a large portion of essential 

workers. Low-wage workers also have lower access to healthcare, a higher chance of job and food 

insecurity, higher rates of underlying health conditions (CDC, 2020; Garfield, Rae, Claxton, & 

Orgera, 2020). In regards to Education, at the height of the Coronavirus outbreaks, 107 countries 

world-wide, and more than 120,000 U.S. public and private schools had enacted school closures 

by March of 2020 (Russel et al., 2020). The school closures only exacerbated the impact of 

COVID-19 on vulnerable population families, including immigrant, refugee, and multilingual 

families. It’s essential that we explore our processes and practices of equity during such emergen-

cies so that we can be prepared to better support our vulnerable populations upon the entrance of 

another health or societal emergency.  

While most states spent significant time on lockdown trying to curb the spread of the virus, 

school districts across the nation had to act quickly to transition from brick and mortar school life 

to remote teaching and learning modes. In addition, teachers and school leaders were working 

furiously to also provide help with food and housing security, securing tech resources for their 

homes, health and wellness navigation, and financial supplement options due to loss of employ-

ment. The response from schools during the pandemic has deeply underscored the disparity of 

school and family resources. Since the inception of the pandemic crisis, questions have been raised 

by all stakeholders about whether and in what ways persistent challenges experienced by vulnera-

ble student populations would get exacerbated by the pandemic emergency remote or distanced 

learning modes and what learning plans would be implemented to avert the deepening of the preex-
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isting academic achievement gaps. Could a school system that had historically underserved stu-

dents of color and low-income students be able to effectively support their learning during this 

pandemic crisis? 

Indeed, the first emergency schools across the country had to face was how to feed their 

low-income students and spent the first two weeks after the school closure creating elaborate plans 

to deliver meals to millions of poor children. At the same time, teachers started struggling to de-

liver instruction remotely to all children facing a wide array of obstacles in delivering online in-

struction, the first one being the uneven distribution of internet access among low-income families. 

Just as many teachers didn’t have the preparation to teach online and through remote learning 

technology, “many of their students also lacked either the devices or reliable Internet connections 

in their homes to access the ongoing, nontraditional lessons so they can keep up with their better-

connected peers” (NAME, 2020). According to a study done by Cushing-Leubner et al. (2020), 

teachers of multilingual learners were significantly impacted by these needs, with over 80% of 

multilingual teachers interviewed for the study across three Midwest states indicating that they 

spent time on the non instructional family supports listed above, while only approximately 38% 

indicated they were able to provide direct instruction more than one time per week during remote 

teaching (Cushing-Leubner et al., 2020). When considering special education teachers, 66% of 

Special Education teachers interviewed through a study done by Supratiwi,Yusuf, and Anggarani 

(2021) stated that they encountered significant barriers to providing the services describe in stu-

dents’ individual education plans. According to Gross and Opalka (2020), difficulties serving all 

students, especially vulnerable students, remotely were magnified in rural schools, with affluent, 

suburban, and urban districts being almost twice as likely to provide appropriate educational ser-

vices as districts in small towns serving significant numbers of low income students (Gross & 

Opalka, 2020). It soon became clear that the COVID-19 pandemic could produce a prolonged lack 

of access to educational resources, ultimately, contributing to widening the pre-existing wealth 

and health gap between upper-middle class and low-income communities. Rethinking Schools 

stressed that, “Now is not the time to pull away from social justice education activism, but to find 

new ways to express it. As schools go on to the internet (at least for older students)—or into hi-

bernation—we need to make sure this happens in a way that does not promote greater inequality” 

(Rethinking Schools, 2020).  

The new educational landscape created by the pandemic was particularly challenging for 

educators working with multilingual children and their families. The chronic educational disad-

vantages of this population was clearly being exacerbated by the Covid-19 crisis, especially in 

emerging rural diaspora/multilingual communities throughout the country and particularly in com-

munities with high levels of undocumented families. Schools had to quickly adapt to educate stu-

dents in their second language and provide them with the necessary learning supports so that they 

would be successful in new remote learning environments.  

In addition to the challenges of academic remote learning, there was an “up-tick” in meet-

ing the social emotional needs of students due to pandemic-induced trauma (Modan, 2020). Many 

schools already provided “wrap around services” for students and their families before the pan-

demic, but now the need for this was greatly underscored. Students experienced higher anxiety 

levels as their lives are impacted by family unemployment, social isolation, and possible illness 

and death. The concern centered around particularly vulnerable families and their children--poor, 

immigrants, refugees—and how the pandemic crisis added a whole other layer of uncertainty.  
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Using multilingual students and families, schools, and the Covid-19 pandemic in the 

United States as a point of departure, this special issue of Thresholds in Education presents quali-

tative and quantitative research that examines how educators, parents, and students learned to nav-

igate this unfamiliar terrain. They specifically explored educational settings that served multilin-

gual learners, students who qualify for special education, and students in rural schools. The indi-

vidual articles take us on a journey through the COVID-19 pandemic from the perspectives of 

practitioners and families, but also offer us considerations for asset-based instructional practices 

across different learning landscapes. The work also highlights the impact of policy and guidance 

around vulnerable populations.   

Weddle, Caduff, and Hopkins work, Equity for Multilingual Learners in State COVID-19 

Guidance, amplifies the importance of an asset-based mindset and workset around multilingual 

learners and their families, especially in acute circumstances, such as the pandemic we have been 

experiencing globally. It also brings to light the importance of state education agency advocacy 

for multilingual learners and specific guidance around equitable services from an asset-based lens. 

In the most essential way, state agencies set the tone for how multilingual learners and their fami-

lies are approached in school districts, which is evident through the varied experiences of multi-

lingual learners and their families across the United States.  

Reyes’ work, Pedagogy of the Elusive: Teaching English Learners in the Midst of Absence, 

within the context of the Texas-Mexico border and the COVID-19 landscape, explores the peda-

gogical significance of teaching and learning through the lens of elusiveness. Reyes examines how 

teaching with an understanding of the elusive nature of students on the margins may help educators 

to grasp what this looks like, while reconciling the inability to not always know and understand 

concretely what this means within the parameters of a traditional education system.   

DeRosia et al.’s paper, Collaborating to Accommodate: Teacher Insights About Providing 

SPED and EL Services During the COVID-19 Pandemic, brought to light the ways that state edu-

cation agencies and local administrative support both hit the mark and failed during the pandemic 

crisis, especially when considering the needs of multilingual learners and students who receive 

special education services, and those who are dual-qualified. The article also celebrates the power 

of teachers supporting one another through the uncertainty of the first year of pandemic education, 

which reiterates the importance of collective efficacy in teacher teams as one of the most important 

factors contributing to student success. 

Nino’s work, A Pedagogy  of Care: Transformational Practices of Social Justice Advocates 

During COVID 19, brings to focus the immensity of impact educators can have through embedded 

social justice work in education, even amidst the COVI-19 pandemic, by transforming their own 

thinking and consistently approaching their work through a social justice lens. It also reminds the 

readers that authentic two-way relationships are central to educational justice. 

Rockwood’s paper, Serving ALL Students Social and Emotional Learning in a “Press 

Pause” World, posits “that students continue to be provided equitable opportunities for success 

through the continuation and reinforcement of social and emotional learning in a socially distanced 

world will require administrators and teachers to think differently.”  Her work provides insights 

into what potential professional development needs are in helping expand educators’ capacity to 

provide equity-based SEL.  

Delany-Barmann, Paciotto and Meeker’s work, Navigating the Educational Needs of Rural 

Multilingual Students During the Pandemic:  Parents’ Experiences and Perspectives contributes 

to the often overlooked research subfield of EL rural education and attempts to give voice to the 
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frequently silenced or ignored voices of parents of ELs. The findings show the multi-layered strug-

gles rural ELs’ parents faced during the pandemic and their resiliency vis-à-vis what schools pro-

vided to support them.  

Dyshko, Minei, and Razuvaeva’s paper, Applications for Collaborative Online Interna-

tional Learning (COIL) in the Era of COVID, describes a semester-long Collaborative Online In-

ternational Learning (COIL) project in which university students partnered to learn English, cul-

tural aspects of each other’s culture and to develop international connections during the initial part 

of the pandemic. Their work provides new perspectives for international collaboration with an 

emphasis on equity. 

The issue helps fill the critically needed knowledge gap about ELs in an attempt to (a) 

inform current and future local EL education policies and practices related to pandemic emergen-

cies in settings with teachers’ and parents’ voices; (b) reduce the marginalization of placed-based, 

EL education in research and, ultimately, in state/federal language education policy-making during 

and after the pandemic; (c) contributing to the literature on EL education for teacher education and 

professional development; (d) examine ways in which school district staff can provide pertinent 

and equity-based social emotional learning support to students even when they are not physically 

present; (e) open up possibilities for reimagining EL educational settings not only as places of 

disadvantage but also as places of opportunity for multilingual and multiethnic students and fam-

ilies, and (f) help teachers, administrators, and support staff during processes to elevate EL/Bilin-

gual students to address learning realignment upon returns to in-person learning environments.  
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