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Editors’ Introduction 

 
 

Gloria Delany-Barmann, Carla Paciotto, & Lindsay Meeker 

 

 

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. 

 

Keywords: equity, pandemic, multilingual learners, social justice, pedagogy, policy, social emo-

tional learning 

 

 

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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Equity for Multilingual Learners in State  

COVID-19 Guidance 
 

 

Hayley Weddle, Anita Caduff, & Megan Hopkins 

 

 

Abstract 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic presents unprecedented challenges to educational equity for 

multilingual learners (MLLs) and their families. Given that state education agencies play 

a prominent role in guiding and supporting schools and districts, they are well-positioned 

to ensure civil rights obligations for MLLs are upheld amidst the pandemic. This article 

reports findings from a policy analysis of over 150 state guidance documents related to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, collected across 50 states and the District of Columbia. Documents 

were reviewed to examine the extent to which states addressed key issues pertaining to 

MLL education, as well as how they characterized MLL students and families. Findings 

reveal substantial variation in the depth of states’ guidance focused on six areas of MLL 

policy, which corresponded with whether characterizations of MLL students and families 

focused on their assets or perceived deficits. Gaps in guidance across states included part-

nering with MLL families to support student learning and supporting ongoing assessment 

practices. Implications for policy and research are presented that consider how state lead-

ers can support schools and districts in attending to equity for MLLs amidst the pandemic. 

 

Keywords: multilingual learners; equity; COVID-19; education policy; state education agencies 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic presents unprecedented challenges to educational equity for multilin-

gual learners (MLLs) and their families (Hough et al., 2020; Lowenhaupt et al., 2020; Sattin-Bajaj 

et al., 2020; Sugarman & Lazarin, 2020). In addition to navigating limited access to technology 

and opportunities for engagement with school staff in their home languages, many immigrant-

origin MLL families are often confronted with exclusionary climates in their states and communi-

ties including increasing anti-immigrant sentiments, fear of deportation, and surveillance (National 

Education Policy Center, 2020). As districts and schools shifted to remote instruction in spring 

2020, some high-incidence school districts such as Chicago and Los Angeles estimated that only 

about half of their MLLs logged on to online learning platforms or participated in distance learning 

(Sugarman & Lazarin, 2020). Relatedly, Hough and colleagues (2020) found that in California, 

“English learners and students of color were far less likely to have the opportunity to interact 

directly with teachers” during distance instruction (p. 2). In light of these disparities, the purpose 

of this paper is to examine state guidance provided to districts and schools related to serving MLLs 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, and to assess the extent to which such guidance supported edu-

cational equity for MLL students and families. 
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Since the passage of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), state education agencies 

(SEAs) play an increasingly prominent role in setting educational policy and providing guidance 

to local education agencies related to instruction, assessment, and professional development 

(Brown et al., 2011). SEAs are thus in a position to offer support to districts and schools amidst 

the disruptions and transitions stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic. For MLLs, SEAs are also 

responsible for supporting districts and schools with upholding their civil rights obligations, which 

require that MLLs are provided opportunities to meaningfully participate in educational programs 

(Lau v. Nichols, 1974). Given the barriers described above related to accessing technology and 

engaging with staff in their home languages, opportunities for MLLs to meaningfully participate 

in educational programs may be more limited during the COVID-19 pandemic. Although SEAs 

are well-positioned to guide districts and schools in the delivery of high-quality MLL instruction 

and family engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic, a March 2020 analysis of SEAs’ initial 

remote learning guidance showed that few states explicitly attended to MLLs (Reich et al., 2020). 

Building on this early analysis, we collected a corpus of over 150 state COVID-19 guidance doc-

uments published through July 2020, spanning 50 states and the District of Columbia. We included 

documents pertaining to remote learning and school reopening, as well as any MLL-specific doc-

uments, and examined their attention to equity across several dimensions of MLL education pol-

icy.  

Given that how populations are constructed in policy shapes the kinds of support they are 

afforded (Schneider & Ingram, 1993), we also consider how MLL students and families are char-

acterized in states’ COVID-19 guidance. Policy designs often reflect social constructions of people 

and/or problems, separating populations into “deserving” and “undeserving” groups (Schneider & 

Ingram, 1997). Groups that are deemed deserving often receive the most policy benefits or oppor-

tunities, while those deemed undeserving receive fewer benefits or face punitive policies (Ingram 

& Schneider, 2005). For example, state leaders might characterize “language diversity as an asset 

in U.S. schools” (Umansky & Porter, 2020, p. 4), and their state policy may be more likely to 

encourage the integration of MLLs’ home languages in instruction. We thus examine the extent to 

which states use asset-based characterizations of MLL students and families in their guidance, and 

consider whether these characterizations correspond to states’ attention to equity.  

Our study addresses the following three research questions: (1) To what extent did states 

attend to equity for MLL students and families in their COVID-19 guidance? (2) How were MLL 

students and families characterized in state COVID-19 guidance? and (3) How were characteriza-

tions of MLL students and families related to the depth of COVID-related guidance for this popu-

lation? 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

 This study is grounded in literature examining dimensions of MLL policy (Umansky & 

Porter, 2020), and draws on literature focused on the social construction of target populations 

(Schneider & Ingram, 1997).  

 

Dimensions of MLL Education Policy  

 

Recent scholarship outlines three core dimensions of MLL education policy at the state 

level: understanding student assets and needs, ensuring access to high-quality instruction, and cre-

ating equitable system conditions (Umansky & Porter, 2020). These dimensions generally align 
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with federal guidance that outlines the conditions that are necessary for upholding the civil rights 

of MLL students and families, including guidance issued by the US Department of Education in 

mid-May 2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic. In our study, we used six areas of federal guid-

ance that align with the core dimensions of MLL education policy to frame our examination of 

states’ COVID-related guidance. 

With respect to understanding student needs, the US Department of Education (2020) ad-

dresses identification procedures, outlining that local education agencies (LEAs) should continue 

to screen newly enrolled students to determine eligibility for MLL services “to the greatest extent 

possible” (p. 2), and addresses temporary entrance procedures that can be implemented for provi-

sional identification of students during remote learning. Further, the federal guidance attends to 

MLL assessment, encouraging LEAs to “use formative assessments and/or EL specialists and 

teacher input to help inform instruction and placement decisions” in the absence of English lan-

guage proficiency data (p. 2). However, LEAs may not exit students from MLL status “unless the 

student has demonstrated proficiency on a valid and reliable assessment that includes the four 

domains of listening, speaking, reading, and writing” (p. 8).  

With respect to access to high-quality instruction, the federal guidance states that LEAs 

must ensure continuity of language services for MLLs amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, including 

supports to promote English language development (ELD), although delivery of these services 

remotely may be different than the approaches used during onsite instruction. Relatedly, LEAs 

have a responsibility to “provide language accommodations for MLLs for content classes,” (p. 4) 

ensuring MLL’s access to content regardless of the learning environment (e.g. remote, hybrid, and 

in-person).  

Finally, in terms of attending to system conditions, the US Department of Education (2020) 

articulates that LEAs must communicate with families in a language they understand. For the pur-

pose of this analysis, we refer to such communication as communication in home language. The 

federal guidance also states, “SEAs and LEAs should consider all possible methods in order to 

ensure meaningful communication with LEP [limited English proficient] parents of all students” 

(p. 9). We refer to this meaningful communication as engagement with MLL families. Drawing on 

these six areas of federal guidance related to serving MLL students and families during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, we assessed the depth of state guidance related to each area to gauge states’ 

overall attention to equity for MLLs. 

 

Social Construction of Target Populations 

 

To explore how MLL students and families were characterized in states’ COVID-related 

guidance, we drew on literature examining the social construction of target populations (Schneider 

& Ingram, 1993, 1997). Political scientists describe how the “social construction of deservedness” 

informs and legitimizes public policy (Ingram & Schneider, 2005) by categorizing groups as either 

deserving or undeserving and designating benefits accordingly. Social constructions resulting from 

distinct values and meanings stigmatize some target populations and praise others, which shapes 

the kinds of policies designed to attend to their needs. These dynamics affect material conditions 

and circumstances, and can potentially exacerbate inequities across race, ethnicity, gender, and 

class (Schneider & Ingram, 1997). For example, when policymakers construct Latinx students as 

criminals, exclusionary and punitive discipline policies are more likely to be put in place (Brezicha 

& Hopkins, 2016). On the other hand, when diversity is constructed as beneficial to all students, 
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race-conscious policies that ensure equitable access are more likely to be implemented (Franken-

berg et al., 2015).  

Applying the theory of social construction to MLL students and their families in state guid-

ance, we consider two types of constructions. The first frames MLL students and their families as 

assets who benefit U.S. schools and society with their linguistic, cultural, and intellectual skills 

and knowledge. This asset-oriented framing aligns with the concept of additive schooling, in which 

diversity is seen as the norm and a positive force to build upon (de Jong, 2013). In this perspective, 

promoting students’ linguistic and cultural diversity in schools is framed as necessary to support 

student learning (Valenzuela & Rubio, 2018).  

The second and opposing construction focuses on perceived deficits of MLL students and 

families. Deficit-oriented frames highlight the need for MLL students to let go of their “cultures, 

languages, and community-based identities” (p. 2) to assimilate to culture in the U.S. (Valenzuela 

& Rubio, 2018). Deficit characterizations of MLLs align with the goals, rationales, and assump-

tions conveyed by policies supporting subtractive schooling. In subtractive schooling, the goal is 

to limit linguistic and cultural diversity, and monolingualism is positioned as the norm (de Jong, 

2013). Drawing on this literature, we examined state guidance to assess whether MLL students 

and families were described using asset or deficit-oriented characterizations.  

 

Methods 

 

This study came out of a partnership between university-based researchers and state edu-

cation agency leaders whose work focuses on MLL education. The purpose of the project was to 

develop evidence-based resources for SEAs and LEAs in serving MLL students and families dur-

ing the COVID-19 pandemic. To guide resource development, the partners sought to understand 

the extent to which SEAs had addressed MLLs in their existing COVID-related guidance. We 

collected and analyzed over 150 guidance documents that were publicly available on 51 state ed-

ucation agency websites.1 These guidance documents were published between March and July 

2020 and included remote learning and school reopening guidance, as well as guidance specific to 

MLLs (e.g., FAQs related to supporting MLLs, toolkits focused on MLL family engagement, etc.). 

We reviewed the state guidance documents and collected any information pertaining spe-

cifically to MLLs, focusing on six areas of MLL policy included in federal guidance: continuity of 

language services, access to content, identification, assessment, communication in home lan-

guage, and family engagement. Relevant information from state guidance was added to a spread-

sheet containing excerpts for each state across each area.2 Examples of these excerpts are presented 

for two states in Appendix A. Excerpts were used to examine the depth of guidance related to each 

area, as well as to analyze how MLL students and families were characterized. 

 

Depth of Guidance 

 

To determine the depth of states’ COVID-19 related guidance pertaining to each of the six 

areas of MLL policy, we used a rubric to assign scores ranging from 0-4 (see Appendix B). A 

score of 0 was assigned if the guidance did not address the topic. States received a 1 if the guidance 

addressed the topic in one sentence or less. A score of 2 was assigned if the guidance addressed 

the importance of a topic in more than one sentence, but did not provide clear or relevant strategies. 

                                                           
1.  Includes DC 

2.  An anonymized version of the full data set can be shared upon request. 
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A score of 3 was assigned if the state guidance provided clear and relevant guidance related to the 

topic, but did not address implementation. The highest score, 4, was assigned if the state provided 

clear and relevant strategies related to a topic, and also addressed implementation of those strate-

gies. Implementation included examples of how the strategies might be employed in practice, or 

information about when particular strategies might be most effective. Because states received a 

score of 0-4 for each of the six areas of MLL policy, each state had a possible total score ranging 

from 0-24 (see Table 1).  

 

Table 1: Example Scoring for Depth of Guidance 

 Continu-

ity of 

language 

services 

Access to 

content 

Identifi-

cation 

Assess-

ment 

Commu-

nication 

in home 

language 

Family 

engage-

ment 

Total 

Score 

State A 4 4 4 4 4 4 24 

State B 3 3 0 0 4 4 14 

 

Characterizations of MLL Students and Families 

 

In addition to analyzing the degree to which each area of federal guidance was addressed, 

we analyzed the state documents to examine whether MLLs and their families were characterized 

using asset or deficit/inattentive frames. The literature on additive and subtractive schooling (de 

Jong, 2013; Valenzuela, 2002; Valenzuela & Rubio, 2018; Stritikus, 2006), parental engagement 

(Carreón et al., 2005), funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992), and social construction of parents 

of color (Bertrand et al., 2018) informed the creation of four categories used to analyze character-

izations of MLL students and families: terminology, linguistic diversity, cultural diversity, and 

families (see Appendix C). For each category, we assigned each state a score of 0 (guidance refers 

to deficits of MLLs and families or is inattentive) or 1 (guidance refers to assets of MLLs and 

families). Although rare, some states used conflicting language about a category, reflecting aspects 

of both deficit and asset-oriented characterizations. In these instances, we assigned a score that 

aligned with the majority of the language used related to that category. 

The first category, terminology, assessed whether the terms used to describe MLL students 

referred to perceived deficits (e.g., “vulnerable students”, “students-at-risk,” “struggling students”) 

or emphasized their assets. An example of asset-based terminology is: “embrace English learners 

as the assets they are while also providing them with the support they need to succeed.” The second 

category, linguistic diversity, assessed whether linguistic diversity was treated as a characteristic 

that must be minimized or ignored (deficit characterization) as opposed to something that should 

be built upon and integrated into program models, instruction, and assessment (asset characteriza-

tion). The third category, cultural diversity, considered whether state guidance addressed integrat-

ing home culture into teaching practices. In this category, asset-based characterizations framed 

cultural practices and funds of knowledge as strengths educators should build upon and integrate 

into their teaching. Finally, in the category families, we assessed whether MLL families were char-

acterized as sources of expertise and partners in their students' education (asset characterization) 

or framed as passive recipients of information (deficit/inattentive characterization).  
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Analytical Approach 

 

The rubrics for depth of guidance and characterizations were developed jointly through 

discussions about foundational literature and initial scoring test-runs to ensure relevance to state 

guidance. After finalizing the rubric categories, the first author analyzed and scored COVID-re-

lated guidance excerpts to examine depth of guidance related to the six areas of MLL policy (see 

Appendix B). The second author then coded the same guidance excerpts to explore how MLL 

students and their families were characterized (see Appendix C). To promote inter-rater reliability 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), we developed procedures for inter-coder agreement checks (Creswell 

& Poth, 2016). We engaged in three rounds of independent scoring followed by collective discus-

sion to refine the rubric categories and resolve any questions arising during independent analysis. 

During these discussions, the coder for each rubric shared their rationale for coding decisions, 

solicited input, and adjusted scores as needed. As a result of this iterative process, the group came 

to agreement on all final scores assigned. 

After analyzing states’ COVID-19 related guidance excerpts to independently examine 

depth of guidance and characterizations of MLLs, we created a scatter plot including states’ cu-

mulative depth scores (x-axis) and cumulative characterization scores (y-axis). We then calculated 

a best-fit line to depict the relationship between depth of guidance pertaining to issues of MLL 

policy and the characterization of MLL students and families. Finally, we used the scatter plot to 

select two states (States A and B) for a deeper analysis of guidance language. In the final section 

of the findings, we compare both states’ guidance on family engagement to illustrate differences 

in depth. These state-specific examples also further illustrate the relationship between guidance 

depth and characterizations of MLLs. 

While the analysis described above enabled a deep exploration of the extent to which 

states’ COVID-related guidance promoted equity for MLLs, there are two primary limitations of 

this study. First, the topics included in the analysis are not comprehensive. Although our analysis 

includes six key areas of MLL education policy, other topics such as social-emotional learning or 

funding may also be important considerations. The second limitation is that the data set includes 

only information publicly available on state websites between March-July 2020. Thus, the analysis 

does not capture guidance that may have been shared via other venues (e.g., email, webinars, phone 

calls) or guidance developed and shared after July 2020.  

 

Findings 

 

Findings for this study demonstrate correspondence between high-depth guidance and as-

set-oriented characterizations, both of which were used relatively infrequently across the state pol-

icy documents analyzed. In the subsections below, we present findings pertaining to the depth of 

state guidance related to six aspects of MLL education, the characterizations of MLL students and 

families, and the relationship between guidance depth and characterizations. 

 

Depth of Guidance Focused on MLLs 

 

Analyzing over 150 guidance documents across six areas of MLL policy revealed that 

while 49/51 states explicitly referenced MLLs in their guidance, most did not provide deep guid-

ance across the six areas outlined by the US Department of Education (continuity of language 
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services, access to content, identification, assessment, communication in home language, and fam-

ily engagement). More specifically, only one state provided highest-depth guidance that included 

clear and relevant strategies and addressed implementation for all six areas. Two additional states 

provided high-depth guidance for 5 of the 6 areas, and one state provided high-depth guidance for 

4 of 6 areas. Conversely, two states did not provide any information about MLLs in their COVID-

19 related guidance, and an additional state only referenced one of the six possible areas pertaining 

to MLL education.  

As illustrated in Table 2 below, the average depth scores for each topic ranged from 1.6 to 

2.5 out of 4. On the rubric, a score of 1 indicates that the topic was addressed in one sentence or 

less. A score of 2 indicates that the guidance addressed the importance of the topic beyond one 

sentence, but did not include clear and relevant strategies (score of 3) or implementation (score of 

4). The topic that received the highest average depth score was identification (2.5), while assess-

ment received the lowest average depth score (1.6). Thus, states were less likely to provide MLL-

specific guidance that included clear strategies and addressed implementation for assessment com-

pared to the other five topics.  

 

Table 2: Average Scores for Depth of Guidance by Topic 

 Continuity 

of language 

services 

Access to 

content 

Identifica-

tion 

Assessment Communi-

cation in 

home lan-

guage 

Engage-

ment with 

MLL fami-

lies 

Aver-

age 

Score  

2.1 2.3 2.5 1.6 2.1 1.9 

 

After assigning scores based on depth of guidance for each of the six topics, we calculated 

each state’s cumulative depth score. The cumulative depth score ranged from 0 (no guidance pro-

vided on any of the six topics analyzed) to 24 (highest-depth guidance for each topic). The average 

cumulative depth score was 12.4, and the median cumulative score was 13. A histogram of cumu-

lative depth scores is presented in Figure 1 (next page), which illustrates that about two-thirds of 

states received a cumulative score between 6 and 17. About one-quarter of states received a score 

of 18 or above. The remaining seven states received cumulative depth scores below 6. These cu-

mulative scores align with the earlier finding that few states provided highest-depth guidance 

across more than three topics pertaining to MLLs. 
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Figure 1: Summary of Cumulative Depth Scores Across States 

 
 

Characterizations of MLL Students and Families 

 

In addition to analyzing the depth of guidance pertaining to six areas of MLL policy, we 

also examined how MLL students and families were characterized in state guidance documents. 

Findings from this analysis reveal that while more than half of states’ COVID-related guidance 

used asset-oriented characterizations to describe MLL families, less than half used asset-oriented 

language to describe the remaining three categories. As reflected in Figure 2, 28 states (55%) re-

ceived a score of 1 (indicating asset-oriented characterizations) for the category families. States 

receiving this score encouraged educators to partner with MLL families to support student learn-

ing, develop two-way communication with families, or build strong relationships. Guidance from 

18 states (35%) highlighted the need to integrate and build upon linguistic diversity in instruction, 

program models, or assessment. Fifteen states (29%) used asset-based characterizations to describe 

MLLs’ cultural practices or encouraged educators to engage in culturally responsive instruction 

(cultural diversity). Only nine states (18%) highlighted MLL students’ strengths or characterized 

them as assets to schools (terminology). 

 

Figure 2: Number of States with Asset-Oriented Characterizations by Category 
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 Building on this analysis of characterizations across categories, we assigned each state a 

cumulative characterization score. As demonstrated in Figure 3 below, the cumulative characteri-

zation scores ranged from 0 (guidance highlights deficits or does not attend to the category) to 4 

(guidance highlights assets of MLL students and their families).  

 

Figure 3: Summary of Cumulative Characterization Scores 

 
 

The average cumulative characterization score was 1.4. Eighteen states (35%) had a cumulative 

score of 0, while 12 states (24%) had a cumulative score of 1. Nine states (18%) received a cumu-

lative score of 2, while eight states (16%) received a 3. Four states (8%) received the maximum 

possible cumulative characterization score of 4. 

 

Relationship between Depth of Guidance and Characterizations 

 

To examine the relationship between the depth of states’ COVID-related guidance pertain-

ing to MLLs and characterizations of MLL students and families, we created a scatter plot depict-

ing both sets of cumulative scores. This graph is presented in Figure 4 (next page), with each 

plotted point representing a state’s scores.3 Cumulative depth scores are reflected on the x-axis, 

and cumulative characterization scores are reflected on the y-axis. The best-fit line included in the 

scatter plot illustrates a positive relationship between depth of guidance and characterizations of 

MLL students and families. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3.  States receiving the same depth and characterization scores as one another are represented as one point on the scatter 

plot. 
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Figure 4: Scatter Plot of Depth and Characterization Scores with Best Fit Line 

 
 

In general, states that provided higher-depth guidance across several topics pertaining to MLLs 

also tended to use asset-oriented characterizations to describe MLL students and families. How-

ever, several states serve as exceptions to this trend (as reflected by the points falling far above or 

below the best-fit line). For example, some states received higher cumulative depth scores but 

lower characterization scores (e.g. the state plotted at 19,1) while others received very high char-

acterization scores and depth scores closer to the mid-range (e.g. the state plotted at 14, 4). Thus, 

while depth of guidance and characterizations of MLL students and families tended to move to-

gether, the number of outliers in our data suggest that they are distinct constructs.  

 To further understand the relationship between depth of guidance and characterizations, 

we examined the content of guidance for the state receiving the highest cumulative depth and 

characterization scores. In Figure 4, this state is represented by the point (24, 4). To illustrate how 

this state’s guidance provided clear strategies addressing implementation (highest depth) and also 

promoted asset-oriented characterizations, we present an abridged excerpt from their remote learn-

ing guidance. The excerpt below focuses on MLL family engagement:  

 

There are great funds of knowledge within multilingual families and communities that are 

often overlooked or undervalued as sources to inspire and support learning. We have the 

opportunity to highlight the skills and knowledge that already exist within students’ 

homes—particularly the language practices and cultural understandings—as valuable and 

enriching to their education. With this in mind, educators can: 

 

● Encourage and affirm parents/guardians in their roles as children's first and most 

important teacher, but without creating undue pressure. Families should recognize 

the intrinsic educational worth of their home experience but should not worry about 

trying to re-create a classroom experience or take on the role of a classroom teacher. 

 

● Remind families that their language practices in the home are rich and worthy. All 

opportunities to use, make meaning through, and play with language—ANY lan-

guage—are valuable to students’ cognitive growth and language development. 
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● Encourage finding meaning in real life experiences in the home together with fam-

ily, while integrating necessary tasks with learning opportunities. Teachers can 

prompt student inquiry, observation, and reflection around everyday activities (e.g., 

making meals, collaborating on chores, problem solving, fixing things together, re-

ducing waste by reusing and recycling). 

 

Exemplifying an asset-oriented characterization, this excerpt positions MLL families as partners 

in supporting student learning (“encourage and affirm parents/guardians in their roles as chil-

dren’s first and most important teachers”). Further, linguistic diversity is celebrated and con-

structed as an asset (“language practices in the home are rich and worthy”). Beyond linguistic 

diversity, the guidance excerpt also recognizes MLL families’ broader “funds of knowledge” in-

cluding “cultural understandings” reflecting an asset-based characterization of cultural diversity.  

 In addition to using explicitly asset-oriented language to describe MLL students and fam-

ilies, this excerpt also reflects high-depth guidance related to family engagement. The guidance 

includes clear and relevant strategies for educators to promote meaningful engagement with MLL 

families, and provides specific examples of what these strategies could look like in implementation 

[“reflection around everyday activities (e.g., making meals, collaborating on chores, problem solv-

ing, fixing things together, reducing waste by reusing and recycling)”]. As reflected in the state’s 

cumulative depth score of 24, guidance across the other six areas of MLL policy were similarly 

robust.  

Providing a comparison to the high-depth and asset-oriented guidance above, the excerpt 

below is from a state that received the highest cumulative characterization score (i.e., reflecting 

asset-oriented characterizations across categories) but fell in the mid-range for depth. This state is 

represented by the point (14,4) on the scatter plot. Their remote learning guidance states:  

 

Coordinate with the district to create a plan for family engagement of ELLs. Determine 

translation and interpretation needs as well as additional supports for onboarding, coping 

with changing requirements, and blended learning […] Communicate a climate of inclu-

sion and celebration of the linguistic and cultural assets of the school community. Assure 

families of the district’s commitment to partner with them on the education and language 

development of their youth. 

 

As reflected in the excerpt above, this state’s guidance included asset-oriented characterizations 

but did not provide high-depth information related to family engagement. While the guidance em-

phasizes the importance of engaging with families (depth score of 2), clear strategies addressing 

implementation are not provided. However, the guidance frames MLL families as partners and 

also references linguistic and cultural assets, reflecting asset-based characterizations. Together, 

these sample excerpts help to illustrate the powerful role SEAs can play in shaping how schools 

and districts foster equity for MLL students amidst the pandemic both through the depth of guid-

ance provided across topics as well as the ways in which MLLs are characterized. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Through examining over 150 guidance documents released by state departments of educa-

tion, this study sheds light on the extent to which COVID-related guidance attends to equity for 
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MLL students. Analysis of the depth of states’ guidance across six key areas of MLL policy re-

vealed that few states provided high-depth guidance across each topic. Complementing the depth 

analysis, an examination of how states characterized MLL students and families revealed that as-

set-oriented frames were less common than frames that highlighted deficits or did not attend to 

MLLs. Finally, an examination of the relationship between guidance depth and the characteriza-

tions of MLLs revealed that states with higher-depth guidance also tended to use asset-oriented 

language to describe MLL students and families. Findings from this study carry important impli-

cations for policy, practice, and future research related to fostering equity for MLLs as schools and 

districts navigate the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

 

In light of COVID-related inequities (Hough et al., 2020; Lowenhaupt et al., 2020; Reich 

et al., 2020; Sattin-Bajaj et al., 2020; Sugarman & Lazarin, 2020), it is critical that SEAs move 

toward a comprehensive approach to supporting MLLs that upholds civil rights obligations and 

builds upon students’ and families’ diverse strengths. Findings from this study suggest that state 

leaders may need to consider both the depth and breadth of their guidance. Notably, assessment 

received the lowest depth scores across the six topics analyzed. However, federal guidance posi-

tions ongoing assessment as a powerful tool to “help inform instruction and placement decisions” 

(US Department of Education, 2020, p. 8). To better attend to assessment, states can consider 

providing resources to schools and districts focused on strategies for engaging in the ongoing as-

sessment of MLLs’ learning in remote and hybrid contexts. Such strategies could include collab-

orative assessment practices between general education teachers and MLL/bilingual educators, 

student reflection and self-assessment, and the use of rubrics and multiple forms of assessment 

(Hopkins & Weddle, 2020). 

Findings also indicate the need for clearer guidance related to implementation of strategies. 

Analysis of the depth of guidance revealed that only one state provided guidance addressing im-

plementation for each of the six areas. Effectively instructing and supporting MLLs in remote and 

hybrid learning contexts likely requires educators to adjust their practices and address new chal-

lenges (Lowenhaupt et al., 2020), and thus there may be a need for support with implementing 

effective approaches. Recognizing that teacher preparation and skills are an essential feature of 

systems of support for MLLs (Umansky & Porter, 2020), state leaders may consider offering pro-

fessional learning opportunities for school and district leaders. These professional learning oppor-

tunities could focus on issues of implementation such as utilizing digital tools to ensure MLLs’ 

access to academic content amidst remote learning, fostering collaboration between MLL and gen-

eral education teachers in virtual contexts, and gathering input from MLL students and families to 

inform instruction and supports. 

In addition to attending to depth of guidance, findings from this study align with previous 

research illustrating the importance of considering how MLL students and families are character-

ized in policy documents. Prior scholars have pointed out how the framing of language as either a 

problem, a right, or a resource shapes MLL programming in important ways (Ruiz, 1984). Within 

our analysis of states’ characterizations of MLLs, including how cultural and linguistic diversity 

are framed, we found that some guidance documents referenced assets and strengths, while others 

emphasized perceived deficits or challenges. Importantly, states that received higher scores re-

flecting asset-based characterizations of MLLs also tended to offer more comprehensive and spe-

cific guidance across the six areas of MLL policy. This relationship is illustrated in the excerpt 
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from State A, which reflects both high-depth guidance and asset characterizations. Given the rela-

tionship between depth of guidance and characterizations, foregrounding MLL students’ and fam-

ilies’ strengths may be important for promoting MLL equity as schools navigate the impacts of the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

Implications for Research 

 

While we cannot conclude from our analysis whether asset-oriented characterizations are 

necessary for states to develop high-depth guidance, data suggest the two constructs are related. 

Additional qualitative research such as in-depth interviews with SEA leaders could shed light on 

how characterizations of MLLs influence the depth of guidance produced. Such research could 

also address the unique contextual factors that may shape the development of COVID-related guid-

ance in each state, such as MLL population size, linguistic diversity, and state language policies. 

Research attending to state context is needed to provide insights into the conditions supporting 

equity-centered approaches to MLL education policy. Further, it may be important to attend to 

topics not covered in this analysis such as state guidance pertaining to MLLs’ social-emotional 

learning, COVID-related funding, and collaboration between general education and MLL-specific 

educators. 

Additional research is also needed to explore the role of states’ COVID-related guidance 

in shaping educators’ and leaders’ practices, as well as the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and 

subsequent disruptions to schooling on MLL students and families. Researchers and state leaders 

should consider what data are needed to inform improvements to current practice, including data 

on MLLs’ participation in remote learning and an examination of approaches used to deliver lan-

guage and content instruction, and whether these approaches align with state guidance. While the 

pandemic presents new challenges, it also presents an opportunity to explore the role that states 

can play in supporting districts and schools in upholding their civil rights obligations for MLL 

students and families.  
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Appendix A 

Example of State Guidance Excerpts  

State A: Example Guidance (Significantly Abridged) 

Continuity of 

language ser-

vices 

"It is worth reiterating highlights of the clear guidelines previously issued from [dept] regarding 

EL instruction at this time: First, teachers need access to students’ ACCESS or screener scores 

so that they can differentiate their instruction so teachers know what students can do at various 

levels of language development and can differentiate the English they are expecting students to 

consume and produce. Buildings with Transitional Bilingual Education programs need to en-

sure that students are receiving instruction from teachers who have bilingual endorsements. [...] 

Access to con-

tent 

"Many of our school schedules are compartmentalized around educator specialization. While 

learning remotely, our students might not be able to adhere to comparable schedules. Learning 

modules that integrate various kinds of content and learning can make organizing students’ at 

home schedules more feasible, while aligning to strong pedagogy for English Learners. Keep-

ing this in mind, educators can: Use thematic approaches to make connections across content. 

Multilingual Learners will benefit from learning that is integrated around a theme, rather than 

disparate topics [...] 

Identification "Step 1: Administer the Home Language Survey (HLS) to all newly enrolling students. Step 2: 

Conduct an interview remotely with a parent/guardian (e.g., phone, Skype, Zoom, etc.) when 

the answer to any of the questions on the HLS is a language other than English. Step 3: If the 

student has an IEP or is suspected of having a disability (e.g., the parent states that the student 

has a disability), see Appendix A. Step 4: Conduct a review of the student’s academic records 

from previous schooling, if available. Step 5: An EL/Bilingual endorsed teacher or administra-

tor will conduct an interview remotely with the student [...] 

Assessment "Attention to growth and development of language and literacy in addition to content is essen-

tial. Praise effective communication of ideas. Guide students to new understandings about aca-

demic language without worrying about correcting all errors. Students’ home and community 

language practices are a natural and essential part of how they make meaning and are thus an 

important vehicle to demonstrate learning. Use two different assessment tools for a single stu-

dent work product – one to examine content and another to give feedback and support on lan-

guage use. [...] 

Communication 

in home lan-

guage 

"Home Language Support 

Paraprofessionals: Many schools have paraprofessionals or teacher aides who are skilled or flu-

ent in the home language of the students. Educators can consider how support staff might be 

able to help students with remote learning activities and also act as a resource when communi-

cating with families. 

Tutors: There are college students and others who share our K-12 students’ native languages, so 

this could be a time where native language tutoring could happen whether via phone, internet, 

or other means.. [...] 
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Family engage-

ment 

 “There are great funds of knowledge within multilingual families and communities that are of-

ten overlooked or undervalued as sources to inspire and support learning. We have the oppor-

tunity to highlight the skills and knowledge that already exist within students’ homes -- particu-

larly the language practices and cultural understandings -- as valuable and enriching to their ed-

ucation. Educators can: Encourage and affirm parents/guardians in their roles as children's first 

and most important teacher, but without creating undue pressure. [...] 

 

State B: Example Guidance (Abridged) 

Continuity of 

language ser-

vices 

“If a school provides hours of instruction through remote learning, the LEA must ensure that 

services for ELs are provided to the greatest extent possible. The LEA must also determine if 

the student needs additional support to access remote learning. If some services cannot be pro-

vided, the LEA must consider whether, and to what extent, compensatory services are required 

when the school reopens."  

“Ensure the infrastructure, communication, staffing, and language supports are in place to hold 

virtual or phone-based ILP team meetings to the extent possible"  

Access to con-

tent 

"Provide staff with digital instructional resources and tools to support standards-based learning 

in the language of instruction."  

Identification “Home Language Survey must be administered if schools are still enrolling students (but not if 

schools are not enrolling students). If the HLS is administered in a manner that indicates initial 

assessment is needed and there is no prior information about students’ English Language Profi-

ciency, the school needs to administer an ELP screener within thirty days of the student's en-

rollment in the district. Individual determinations may be made to delay administering the 

screener based on public health considerations for the students and staff" 

Assessment "Do we need to reclassify students this spring, or can we wait until fall? 

Ideally reclassification will take place at the normal time, but we realize that this may not be 

possible. Reclassification decisions can be pushed to fall, but must be completed before the end 

of October, with students’ correct EL status and ELP codes reflected in WISE data at that 

time.” [...] 

"Develop a plan for assessing students’ language and literacy skills and needs when students 

return that includes progress toward individualized learning plan (ILP) goals if used.” 

Communication 

in home lan-

guage 

"Coordinate with the district to create a plan for family engagement of ELLs. Determine trans-

lation and interpretation needs as well as additional supports for onboarding, coping with 

changing requirements, and blended learning."  

Family engage-

ment 

 "Communicate a climate of inclusion and celebration of the linguistic and cultural assets of the 

school community. Assure families of the district’s commitment to partner with them on the ed-

ucation and language development of their youth."  
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Appendix B 

 

Rubric for Depth of Guidance Related to Six Areas of MLL Policy 

 

 Not Ad-

dressed 

(Score 0) 

 

 

 

No reference to 

the topic 

Topic Mini-

mally Ad-

dressed 

(Score 1) 

 

Topic is ad-

dressed in one 

sentence or 

less 

Addressed, 

without strat-

egies 

(Score 2) 

 

Guidance out-

lines the im-

portance of the 

topic (more 

than one sen-

tence) but does 

not offer clear 

and relevant 

strategies 

Addressed, 

with refer-

ences to/lists 

of strategies 

(Score 3) 

 

Guidance pro-

vides clear and 

relevant strate-

gies, little or 

no discussion 

of implementa-

tion 

Addressed, 

with strategies 

and imple-

mentation 

guidance 

(Score 4) 

 

Guidance pro-

vides clear and 

relevant strate-

gies and ad-

dresses imple-

mentation of 

strategies  

Continuity of language 

services 

     

Access to content      

Identification 

 

     

Assessment      

Communication in 

home language 

     

Family Engagement      
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Appendix C 

 

Rubric for Characterizations of MLL Students and Families 

Category Deficit framing or inattentive 

(Score 0) 

Asset framing  

(Score 1) 

Terminology Terminology refers to perceived deficits 

(e.g., vulnerable students, students at risk, 

struggling students) or guidance is inat-

tentive to MLL students’ strengths 

Terminology refers to MLLs’ perceived 

strengths, skills, assets, or talents, or 

frames MLL students themselves as as-

sets to the school community.  

Linguistic diversity Treatment of linguistic diversity as a 

characteristic that should be minimized 

(in program models, instruction, assess-

ment, etc.) or guidance does not attend to 

linguistic diversity. 

Treatment of linguistic diversity as some-

thing that should be built upon and/or in-

tegrated (in program models, instruction, 

assessment, etc.). Includes statements 

about linguistically responsive teaching, 

utilizing students’ linguistic resources, 

and discussion of bilingual and dual lan-

guage immersion programs. 

Cultural diversity Guidance frames cultural diversity nega-

tively or does not attentive to students’ 

home cultures and practices. No refer-

ences to culturally responsive teaching, 

building upon students’ experiences, val-

uing diverse culture, etc. 

Recognition of MLLs’ cultural practices 

and funds of knowledge. Treatment of 

cultural diversity as something that 

should be built upon, paid attention to, 

and/or integrated into instruction. In-

cludes references to culturally responsive 

teaching and instruction that is relevant to 

students’ experiences 

Families No mention of family engagement, or 

guidance frames families as passive re-

cipients of information from schools/dis-

tricts. 

Families are framed as active partici-

pants/partners in their children’s educa-

tion. Guidance frames relationships with 

families as reciprocal, referencing two-

way communication or the importance of 

building strong relationships with fami-

lies. 

 
 



Page | 118     Reyes—Pedagogy of the Elusive 
  

Pedagogy of the Elusive: Teaching English  

Learners in Uncertain Spaces 
 

 

Reynaldo Reyes 

 

 

Abstract 

 

This pedagogical exploration considers how teaching marginalized English learners in the 

pandemic revealed entrenched and exacerbated schooling inequities in spaces of distance, 

absence, and silence, through which elusive pedagogy is used to navigate. 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 under-

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

of teaching, learning, and academic success. Conducting empirical research on elusive 

teaching and learning inside and outside the classroom are recommended next steps.  

 

Keywords: elusive pedagogy; absence; silence, distance; English learner 

 

 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, in the midst of educators having to quickly adapt their peda-

gogies and approaches to reach and teach their students, many discovered that a great deal more 

was needed than minor adjustments of the technical or best practices in teaching, especially if 

having to teach completely online (Dorn, Hancock, Sarakatsannis, & Viruleg, 2020). These adap-

tations in schooling made by teacher and student were often surrounded by chaos, fear, and uncer-

tainty. This not only created an inability by many to concretely grasp and understand these new 

expectations in pedagogy, especially for English learners (Dorn et al., 2020), but it further exposed 

disparities in the current education system (Burgess & Sievertsen, 2020; Bozkurt et al., 2020). 

Vulnerable student populations like English learners may have had computers, but were without 

an adequate wireless connection. They may have had a space to sit and attend online class in the 

home, but in a room shared with other family members or many distractions. They may have had 

parents present, but students were not able to receive help from them with school because the 

parents were working, looking for work, sick, or did not know sufficient English (Sugarman & 

Lazarín, 2020; Dorn et al, 2020). Schooling during the pandemic reiterated how teaching and 

learning is more than just a cognitive endeavor, but one that often is needed to meet the nutritional, 

social, personal, emotional, and psychological needs of students in our schools (Bozkurt et al., 

2020; Xiao, 2021). This showed the extent to which school systems do and do not provide equita-

ble educational opportunities (Garcia & Weiss, 2020). 

The pedagogical exploration in this paper is based on what has quickly been revealed about 

education during the COVID-19 pandemic with recent research, commentaries, news articles, and 

anecdotes, nationally and internationally – that teaching and learning with marginalized commu-

nities during the pandemic has exacerbated educational inequities (Dorn et al., 2020; Sugarman & 

Lazarín, 2020; Schuck & Lambert, 2020). These inequities will be explored not just as gaps in the 
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education system for the marginalized, but as obscure spaces found in distance, absence, and si-

lence, revealed by what I call elusive pedagogy. Outlined here is how identifying and defining 

elusive pedagogy may help us navigate better the work needed to teach and learn through such 

spaces. 

 

Defining Pedagogy of the Elusive 

 

Why give this complicated space in the teaching and learning of English learners a name 

such as elusive pedagogy? First, it is a way to acknowledge the need to embrace the uncertainty 

during this pandemic (Rutter, Wolpert, & Greenhalgh, 2020) and what uncertainty brings in edu-

cation through these gaps or spaces. In schooling, without accepting that there will always be ped-

agogy, processes, and spaces we do not understand, we may not approach them with the need to 

know, and ultimately to question and concretely address. Second, gaps as uncertainties in the ed-

ucational lives of marginalized English learners can be much more pronounced and consequential 

than for the racially, socioeconomically, and linguistically privileged. Spotlighting what may have 

gone ignored or minimized, like a stable Internet connection, is much more significant for the 

marginalized when they have little resources or power to remedy the situation. These gaps as un-

certainties are real, concrete in terms of their effect on English learners, while also taking on elu-

siveness because they are difficult to grasp and manage.  

Elusive pedagogy is a form of teaching in the classroom and through educational leadership 

that aims to address issues of equity by, first, engaging in the act of recognizing. This ability to 

recognize within the context of the pandemic looks at spaces of 1) distance; 2) absence; and 3) 

silence, in the teaching and learning of marginalized students in and outside of the classroom, 

virtually and in-person. An elusive pedagogy is teaching that occurs with the awareness that mar-

ginalized student presence—physical, cognitive, emotional, and linguistic—is fluid, never guar-

anteed, and complicated to address. Elusive pedagogy acknowledges a daily new reality of teach-

ing the marginalized student demographic virtually, and the after-effects we are seeing in the class-

room now with learning loss and social-emotional issues (Dorn et al., 2020). In this vein of think-

ing about teaching, both the pedagogy and the student are elusive.  

 

English Learners on the Margins 

 

Border educators, in particular those who work on the US-Mexico Border, teach with the 

knowledge of the spaces and history from which their students often come in schools (Cervantes-

Soon & Carrillo, 2016; Olsen, 2010; Freeman, Freeman, & Mercuri, 2002). They understand that 

their English learners will struggle more during this pandemic. Many English learners live in com-

munities where they must already navigate poverty, the complexities of language and literacy, and 

lack of resources (Sugarman & Lazarín, 2020). The pandemic exacerbated these lived realities for 

English learners, and made more complicated the ability to adapt to a new type of schooling with 

different expectations in this time of disruption (Dorn et al., 2020). Essential, and basic, practices 

such as student presence in virtual classes has been intermittent at best in these transitions, and has 

taken on different meanings. Even when visible on a computer screen, the complexities of being 

an English learner have surfaced in new and challenging ways for both teacher and student (Sug-

arman & Lazarín, 2020). Present or not, teaching English learners, and their learning, in this cli-

mate has become elusive. Teaching and learning during this Pandemic has revealed more clearly 
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what Freire (1970) argued on the dangers of looking at learning as the simple depositing of infor-

mation into a child’s mind. We see the complexity and fragility of the interconnectedness between 

school and schooling and the social, economic, and community variables of life (Sahlberg, 2020).  

 

Distance 

 

 One of the effects of student learning in this pandemic has been lack of engagement, in 

particular by low-income Hispanic students, where only 60%-70% have been logging onto class 

regularly (Dorn et al., 2020), many of which are English learners. This initially may have been due 

to the transition to online learning, but was also due to the adjustment to lack of social and in-

person interaction (Garbe, Ogurlu, Logan & Cook, 2020) created by the physical distance of online 

learning. Researchers predicted the reduced, quality academic language practice and interactions 

as a result of the teacher-student distance and peer-peer distance created through virtual learning 

(Sugarman & Lazarín, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic immediately revealed the power and role 

of in-person instruction when it was there no more. This is especially the case for marginalized 

student populations like English learners, who often depend on their peers for support, language 

practice, or for affirming identity (Reyes, 2020).  

 Learning from a distance also revealed the social and emotional effects that family dynam-

ics may play on motivation (Dorn et al., 2020; García & Weiss, 2020). That is, the economic 

impact this pandemic has had on a family’s ability to meet basic physical and emotional needs 

negatively impacted a student’s ability to log on, focus on school, and be present and engaged. The 

lack of engagement by English learners has been especially telling. Online learning creates a phys-

ical distance not only between student and teacher, but between student and many other concrete 

resources. Not being physically present in the classroom complicates the communal learning that 

occurs organically when English learners can, for example, see in proximity the physical in facial 

expressions, body movements, and the nuance of language when vocalized. There is also the ne-

gotiation of meaning between peers in the immediate, verbal exchanges during problem-solving 

or dyadic or small-group exercises (August, 2018). These small English-learning groups are often 

the site of mixing languages, called translanguaging, where the goal is to reach individual and 

group understanding (Garcia et al., 2017). Even in ESL classes or non-bilingual mainstream clas-

ses, where English is the target language, the primary language support or the use of translanguag-

ing has become more of an acceptable, and even encouraged, practice in the teaching and learning 

of English, especially when learning more complex concepts (Kleyn & García, 2019). These lan-

guage exchanges and practices are lost in the gaps and spaces created by distant learning.  

 

Absence 

 

 During the pandemic many school districts found their English learner students were not 

logging on during school (Sugarman & Lazarín, 2020). Some were absent for extended periods of 

time. In terms of physical presence, whether online or in-person class, students are considered 

chronically absent, which includes being absent from school for any reason (London, Sanchez, & 

Castrechini, 2016). Gottfriend (2019) found that chronic absenteeism not only results in poor aca-

demic performance and lower test scores, but a broader influence, where “individual actions im-

pose negative outcomes on others” (p. 26). That is, when one student is elusive in its many mani-

festations in the classroom – whether physical, virtual, linguistically – it becomes a community 

issue. One student being absent turns into several absences by other students. Non-engagement by 



Thresholds Volume 44, Issue 2 (Winter, 2021)                                                                  Page |                                                                                                                   
  
 

 121 

one English learner linguistically turns into many ELs not engaging. An entire student community 

within a classroom is at risk of engaging in elusive behavior.  

Educators who are also advocates of the marginalized understand the pedagogical nuance 

needed to work through such daily and systemic disruptions and complexities that lead to student 

absence and silence in the classroom brought on by the reality of lived experience. It has been 

done with the teaching of historically marginalized students such as migrant students, English 

learners, and students experiencing homelessness. Like a student experiencing homelessness, a 

migrant student’s presence in the classroom is never guaranteed. A teacher knows they are an 

enrolled student, but acknowledges the complexity of the student’s ability to be physically present 

in the classroom. Like a homeless student whose family must seek shelter where they can, a student 

whose family is part of the migrant stream must move according to seasonal harvesting. Unless 

there are advocates who understand their lived experiences and hardships that impede educational 

goals (Salinas & Reyes, 2004), a migrant student’s absence, many of which are English learners, 

simply remains their not occupying a physical space in the classroom or on the computer screen. 

Elusive pedagogy reframes this absence to engage in work that looks at the root of and nature of 

absence and accompanying silence. An educator will ask: Where are they? If here, are they really 

here? Am I contributing to their absence or silence? If so, how?  

 

Silence 

 

Elusive pedagogy is teaching within spaces of silence. An already historically marginalized 

group, English learners have experienced a great deal of isolation in classrooms when their home 

language, a key part of their identity, is not acknowledged as a part of the learning process. So 

their presence as a learner is already minimized. As a result, they may be physically present, but 

they are often relegated to being or becoming, in essence, invisible because of their eroding con-

fidence in their language and academic abilities (Menken, Kleyn & Chae, 2012). English learners 

will also resort to self-isolation in mainstream classroom settings in order to prevent the possibility 

of social ridicule because of language differences (Pappamihiel, 2002). So they often will not 

speak, or speak only when prompted. Education during COVID-19 has increased this isolation and 

anxiety with disruptions to normal life, these effects exacerbated by already endured social, lin-

guistic, and socioeconomic marginalization (Sugarman & Lazarín, 2020; Dorn et al., 2020).  

An elusive pedagogy considers that student presence during this pandemic is not solely an 

individual, physical manifestation that appears on a computer screen. Using the understanding that 

students and teachers are part of a community of practice (Wenger, 1998) in their classrooms, 

participation and presence within that community is essential to learning, where learning and en-

acting one’s identity is defined as engagement in practice. A community of practice actively pro-

motes student learning by doing. Elusive pedagogy addresses gaps in the perception of what learn-

ing is and where it can be seen or be given meaning. According to Wenger (1998), presence is 

participation in a community with others where “we recognize ourselves in each other, in reifica-

tion we project ourselves onto the world, and not having to recognize ourselves in those projec-

tions, we attribute to our meanings an independent existence” (Wenger, 1998, p. 58). An elusive 

teaching and learning experience recognizes that even when present on a screen, the marginalized 

will still feel alone because they may misunderstand their role in a new learning environment and 

community. An English learner may feel too distant from teacher and peers to be compelled to 

engage and speak. Their engagement may be complicated or confusing because of geography – 

school is not where it was, and home does not feel like school. Elusiveness for English learners in 
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this time of a pandemic presents an especially critical situation considering their history of school-

ing, where it was common for them to not feel compelled to speak because the classroom commu-

nity was not designed to accommodate spaces for English learners of all language ability levels.  

 

Toward a Pedagogy that Uses Distance, Absence, and Silence 

 

In online teaching, the teacher is tasked with attempting to address time lost in interactions, 

scaffolding, or collaborative sessions with peers in a pedagogical space that is difficult to recreate 

or is simply not present. These pedagogical efforts are challenging when mainstream school or 

classroom policy, curriculum, or pedagogy historically have not allowed for the creation of spaces 

where such students can engage, advance, develop, and express their learning (Yoon, 2008). Eng-

lish learners may physically, verbally, and cognitively withdraw because their identity has become 

stigmatized with not only the label of being ESL students, but because school structures have 

allowed this to happen to them (Kanno & Varghese, 2010). For example, English learners may 

have been tracked into classrooms where their potential is minimized or erased (Callahan, 2005), 

often left to languish in “ESL ghettos” that stifle academic and language development and practice 

(Faltis & Arias, 2013). An elusive pedagogy recognizes this history and effects on identity and 

practice in English learners, and how in-person versus virtual time is much more significant and 

takes on different meanings for this student demographic and their teachers.  

Time is elusive. And silence by English learners is often misunderstood by teachers be-

cause it involves the tension of lost time. How might time and the silence of English learners that 

occupies this time be viewed? As Bao (2020) suggests from his research on the meaning of silence 

by English learners and how teachers can integrate it in their planning and pedagogy, silence 

“needs to be managed with acute awareness of why, how, when and how long a student needs it 

to support their own learning and when the verbal mode of learning should take over” (p. 9). If 

not, learners will endure the frustration of not being given the time to process, plan, and prepare 

their thoughts and language to produce something that fully represents their efforts. Through an 

elusive pedagogy, silence can be managed effectively when it is viewed as part of learning, pro-

cessing, and expression of understanding in its many forms in the classroom.  

 In situations where many students are absent, knowing what and how to teach are difficult 

to grasp or there are few ways to determine some sense of accomplishment or having reached a 

concrete goal in the teaching-learning dynamic. Student learning or progress may be documented, 

but the reality of how much they have learned remains questionable and elusive itself. Traditional 

forms of assessment may or may not capture their learning. Informal ways of assessment, such as 

conversations on the topics under study or checking for understanding in small group discussion, 

may not be possible or, when online, be too complicated when too many students are missing, a 

microphone remains off, or the camera is not functioning. Such dynamics remove students from 

engagement and learning, even when “there.” Elusive pedagogy, then, must rely not just on best 

practices or sound teaching, but an openness to working with and through lack of concreteness, 

instability, and the daily unknown.   

Teaching through an elusive pedagogy first begins by recognizing distance, absence and 

silence and what is lost within them in teaching English learners with the present and history in 

mind. What is lost for English learners in their education in these elusive space reflects the scale 

of inequities. During the pandemic, it was found that such inequities can be addressed in a class-

room and district-wide through leadership and agency to recognize and act. When leaders and 

educators take an equity leadership approach that acknowledges inequities, while institutionally 
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recognizing the individual and collective agency of educators to create change (Lavadenz et al., 

2021), the elusiveness is manageable and reduced. For teachers at the classroom level, there is 

more clarity for possibility working with elusive English learners and their communities.  

 

Next Steps: Research 

 

This pandemic has exacerbated and/or made more real the gaps in education for the mar-

ginalized like English learners, through spaces that make teaching and learning elusive. Perhaps it 

is in those spaces that are difficult to define, grasp, or navigate is where we can begin to be more 

successful in providing a more equitable education to those who have been left without resources 

and perpetually on the margins. What would this look like empirically, especially with more inti-

mate qualitative research? The next steps are to ask the questions of those who have taught and 

are teaching under the umbrella of elusiveness. Are their students – in a pandemic or not – existing 

in a state of elusiveness? When looking at silence by English learners through elusive pedagogy, 

“the structure of learning might fundamentally change when this knowledge is applied so that 

learners can employ both silence and talk as learning tools in conscious, informed ways” (Bao, 

2020, pp. 9-10). In what forms does this elusiveness come inside and outside the classroom? How 

have these teachers taught through this elusiveness? Does their teaching reflect a deeper under-

standing of student elusiveness? And does their pedagogy reflect an ability to teach, reach, and 

empower students like English learners and emergent bilinguals?  

Naming and defining elusive pedagogy was a way to begin thinking of how we might ask 

questions of these elusive spaces that have always existed, but call for closer examination through 

research, in particular qualitative, case study research inside the classroom or online. Elusive ped-

agogy of the marginalized may also reveal a great deal about the internal workings of teachers and 

what they do in the uncertainties of teaching in times like a pandemic. Both teacher and student 

experience at this unusual time of teaching and learning has revealed another dimension of peda-

gogy when dealing with all things elusive, which now needs to be explored through research.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The physical dimension of school is currently re-defined for the majority of US students. 

This reflects the potential consequences of when “we project our meanings into the world and then 

we perceive them as existing in the world, as having a reality of their own” (Wenger, 1998, p. 58). 

Teaching and learning in this pandemic has revealed that schools, teachers, and policy still have 

much to learn about what they believe to be true or real in the lives of their marginalized students. 

The distance created by virtual learning contributed to these gaps in knowing. Perhaps this thinking 

about teaching through elusiveness can provide guidance on asking questions through research 

that will lead us to more revealing stories that can help us to get a better grasp of the lived realities 

of English learners in this pandemic, and what they mean through the lens of an elusive pedagogy.  

Moving forward in this pandemic, being able to work with elusive students, such as English 

learners, and within a reality of the need to embrace and apply an elusive pedagogy is part of a 

new and present reality. But this reality is also one that will not go away even after seeing the 

effects of having kept most students physically out of the schools. Students will return post-pan-

demic, but there will remain the residual effects of lost time and proximity to elusive students 

(Dorn et al., 2020; Burgess & Sievertsen, 2020). Research has found that a focus on specific stu-
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dent populations who are especially vulnerable to chronic absenteeism, such as the homeless, mi-

grant, and low-income families, may help increase school attendance while relaying a message to 

these families and communities that schools are working to assist their children (Lenhoff & Po-

godzinski, 2018). Although this contributes to our understanding of outreach effectiveness for stu-

dents not present in schools, it may not help us to understand how to address COVID-19 absen-

teeism and the elusive nature of their presence behind the computer screen when learning from 

home, or the residual effects of school engagement when they return to in-person. The most im-

portant question will not be what we learn about teaching marginalized students from schooling 

during a pandemic. The most important questions will urge educators and advocates to adapt and 

adjust pedagogy from this experience to address the entrenched inequities that became clearer, as 

well as see the impact of the new inequities that emerged. Otherwise, historically elusive students 

(e.g. English learners, migrants, the homeless) will be a demographic whose needs will continue 

to not be met within the current system, pandemic or not.  
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Abstract 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought the US public education system under great stress, 

resulting in quick, emergency changes. This stress has been particularly apparent in 

providing accommodations needed to Special Education (SPED) and English Learners 

(ELs). This paper reports on a qualitative narrative study based on interviews with K-12 

educators from within the U.S. and abroad. Authors attended to the challenges that teach-

ers have faced during remote instruction-highlighting teacher innovation and collabora-

tion in providing SPED and EL accommodations during the pandemic. Despite unprece-

dented challenges at the state, district, and especially the family level, teachers worked 

together to generate strategic and creative solutions to reach out to students. Our research 

suggests that district, state, and federal decision makers would be wise to support teacher-

led efforts to design adaptations that meet the needs of their circumstances, with greater 

consideration of the material and emotional support teachers will need. 

 

Keywords:  

 

 

The Covid-19 pandemic has presented numerous challenges to serving diverse learners in K-12 

schools, especially in districts where education has moved to remote instruction. Teachers are 

bearing the closest witness to the transformation of instruction under these conditions, and thus 

serve as one of best sources of insight into the ways schools are responding to this crisis. This 

article reports on interviews with teachers about the many challenges and successes of their inno-

vation and collaboration in providing accommodations for English Learner (EL) and Special Ed-

ucation (SPED) students in remote and hybrid learning circumstances during the pandemic. The 

authors acknowledge the many differences between the needs of students designated as ELs and 

those designated as in need of SPED services.1 However, insofar as these students require special-

ized accommodations usually performed in-person, there are similarities in the struggle to modify 

these accommodations for on-line instruction.  

The purpose of this paper is to examine these similarities in the work of accommodating 

                                                           
1. It is possible that some readers will object to the comparison on the grounds that EL students have in the past been 

treated as learning disabled and this conflation constitutes a form of racist bigotry. We reject this reason for recoiling from the 

comparison, because it is itself grounded in an ableist assumption that students with disabilities are somehow less human and 

therefore any association with them constitutes an affront. What we need is an educational system that treats all students as fully 

human and compassionately accommodates all forms of human difference. 
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learning differences under these new conditions. This examination will provide insight into the 

way teachers have responded to important equity challenges precipitated by the pandemic, and 

how teachers develop and share the practical knowledge about accommodating differences in 

schools and the supports that assist in that work. First, we will introduce our theory and methods 

to situate the discussion of relevant literature and our findings within the context of teacher prac-

tical knowledge and the need to center their voices and experiences. We then explore literature on 

EL and SPED learners to provide context of their unique learning needs both before and during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Finally, we discuss our findings which demonstrate that despite chal-

lenges at the state, district, and family level, teachers collaboratively generated strategic and crea-

tive solutions to reach out to students. We conclude with recommendations for not just EL and 

SPED instruction, but also the preparation of EL and SPED teachers.  

 

Theory and Methods  

 

This project is grounded in the assumption that much of the intellectual and emotional 

work of adapting educational service to the pandemic has been done by teachers. As such, teachers 

have uniquely intimate insights into both student needs and the support teachers need to meet 

student needs. At the most general level, our analysis is grounded in the teacher practical 

knowledge literature that frames teachers as thinkers, decision-makers, advocates and activists 

(Cochran-Smith & Demers, 2010; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2015; Clandinin, Caine, & Lessard, 

2018; Clandinin, 2019; Craig, 2018; Elbaz, 2018; Rosiek & Clandinin, 2016; Rosiek & Gleason, 

2019). Generally, a teacher practical knowledge framework supports the argument that there is a 

knowledge about teaching that emerges directly from teaching practice. This knowledge is not 

reducible to generalized or standardized teaching techniques nor subject mastery. Instead, it cen-

ters how teachers adapt content, curriculum, and pedagogy to the particular circumstances of their 

communities, classrooms, and students.  

This literature warrants the centering of SPED teachers and teachers of ELs as uniquely 

qualified to generate the knowledge that is needed to respond to the challenges of this pandemic 

equitably, especially for students with additional educational needs. Therefore, we center the 

voices of these teachers as a form of evidence for teachers' thoughts about meeting the needs of 

EL and SPED learners when using remote teaching formats. It also provides justification for teach-

ers' practical decision making as a primary site for the implications of this research. It is from this 

teacher collaboration and knowledge-making that we draw conclusions and implications for prac-

tice, policy, and teacher education. In the following table we outline important information about 

our participants and data collection.  

 

Table 1 

Participants and Data Collection 

Study Section  Components 

Number of Participants: 100 (and growing) 

Type of sampling: Convenience and snowball sampling (based on existing 

connections to the researchers) 

Participant Criteria: Pre-K-12 teacher 

Participants From: US: OR, AZ, WA, NC, SC, PA, IL, TX + 
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Israel, Ecuador, Thailand, Spain 

Method of data collection: Approximately 1hour semi-structured interviews via 

Zoom 

Note. OR-Oregon, AZ-Arizona, WA-Washington, NC-North Carolina, SC-South Carolina, PA-Pennsylvania, IL-Illinois, 

TX-Texas 

 

Data was drawn from a larger study of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on teachers’ 

practice in schools where teaching was moved on-line or to hybrid formats for a period of time. 

This project involved over 100 interviews with teachers from all over the world, including but not 

limited to interviews with U.S. teachers in Oregon, Illinois, North and South Carolina, Arizona, 

Pennsylvania, and Texas, as well as teachers in Ecuador, Mexico, Thailand, Spain, and Israel. 

Most of our data is from our U.S. participants, but we also gained important insights from inter-

national participants. Initial participant recruitment followed convenience sampling, which grew 

out of pre-established connections between researchers and in-service teachers. Snowball sam-

pling was then used based on the connections of the initial interviewees. Interviews focused on 

how teachers made decisions about the way their instruction would be adapted to remote teaching 

platforms. We asked teachers what adjustments were prescribed by central administration, what 

adjustments they had to devise on their own, and what sources of knowledge they relied upon to 

develop the latter adjustments. The interviews were conducted using Zoom video meeting software 

and transcribed using Zoom and Otter.ai transcription softwares. Dedoose data analysis software 

was used to manage the data and code it for various topics and themes.  

The current study focuses on teachers’ lived experiences (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Schwandt, 1998) during the pandemic providing services to students eligible for SPED and EL 

support (Charlesworth, 2005; van Manen, 1995). We focused on interviews in which teachers 

spoke at length about serving EL or SPED students. Themes related to these topics were identified 

following a naturalistic approach, which recognizes the multiple viewpoints of the pandemic real-

ity for teachers supporting students identified as EL and SPED students and how they are influ-

enced by the larger social and power dynamics (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Schwandt, 1998). This 

approach to coding does not follow a linear process of identifying overarching themes, but rather 

aims to highlight the complexity of small excerpts of data as they relate to the challenges and 

success of collaborating to accommodate EL and SPED students during the ongoing pandemic. 

Follow up interviews were conducted with select participants to refine interpretation of these 

themes.  

Ours is not a random sample of teachers and therefore no claim is made that these themes 

represent the experience of a general population of teachers. Nonetheless, there was considerable 

consistency across many contexts regarding the kind of work teachers faced and their means of 

adjusting to remote instruction. This consistency has been reasonably interpreted as an indication 

of structural consistencies in the nature of the challenges generated by a sudden shift to teaching 

remotely during a pandemic. In what follows we develop an inventory of some common challenges 

that teachers faced when serving EL and SPED students, the various ways teachers adapted their 

accommodation practices to remote instruction, and the ways they acquired and shared information 

about doing so. This is used as a basis for reflection on the kind of material and professional de-

velopment support that would be most useful in similar crises in the future and as the COVID-19 

pandemic continues to unfold. It is also used as the basis for more speculative reflection on the 
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general relationship between teacher professional development and teacher innovation that sup-

ports EL and SPED accommodations. To provide more context for the challenges discussed in this 

paper we now introduce background information on EL Accommodations, as well as SPED learner 

accommodations. 

 

English Learner Accommodations  

 

ELs are identified as those students who primarily communicate in a language other than 

English at home and are thus eligible for structured English immersion or sheltered English in-

struction supports, such as pull-out English-as-a-second language (ESL) or English-language de-

velopment (ELD) classes (Baker & Wright, 2017). The support ELs receive involve both general 

education and specialist teachers whose primary goals are to help ELs transition as quickly and 

smoothly as possible from pull-out support to the mainstream classroom. Even in dual-language 

or two-way bilingual classrooms, where the mainstream classroom includes instruction in English 

and another language, most commonly Spanish, students identified as ELs continue to receive the 

same kinds of ELD, pull-out accommodations. Nearly 10 percent, or 5 million, k-12 students in 

the United States are identified as ELs (Robinson-Cimpian, Thompson, & Umansky, 2016). As 

one of the fastest growing groups of students that receive special services, ELs warrant systemic 

efforts to provide them with equitable schooling experiences, opportunities, and outcomes—which 

has proved to be quite challenging (Ramírez, Faltis & de Jong, 2018).  

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, accommodations for EL students have generally been 

focused on formal English literacy skills. For example, teachers of ELs often supplement reading 

assignments with explicit vocabulary scaffolding and pre-reading strategies, such as asking stu-

dents to make predictions about the text based on pictures or drawing on their prior knowledge 

related to larger themes of a text. Also, a variety of reading strategies are often employed, like 

shared or guided reading, read alouds, or even think alouds, in which teachers and classmates 

model thinking processes that accompany reading stories or texts. More recently, translanguag-

ing—or drawing on the entirety of a student’s multilingual repertoire to scaffold language and 

content learning—has become increasingly popular as an approach that more equitably engages 

the knowledge that ELs bring, decenters a narrowly academic English focus of instruction, and 

positions ELs to draw on their own agency to shape their English learning experiences (Fu, Hadjio-

annou & Zhou, 2019; Espinosa & Ascenzi-Moreno, 2021).  

In terms of pre-pandemic challenges, ELs in U.S. public schools have generally faced eco-

nomic distress not only in their communities, but also in their under-resourced schools (Sugarman 

& Lazarín, 2020). In many cases, ELs also experience stress associated with family immigration 

as well as a growing culture of hostility towards assumed or actual immigration status (Gándara 

& Hopkins, 2010; Migliarini & Stinson, 2020). ELs have also confronted restrictive language pol-

icies that have served to marginalize and often segregate ELs through pull-out, sheltered instruc-

tion; that perpetuate deficit perspectives towards multilingualism and linguistic diversity by nar-

rowly focusing on academic English proficiency; and that often equate language acquisition with 

a learning disability (Gándara, 2020; Hass & Brown, 2019; Heineke, 2016). This has been the 

general context in which ELs learn across the country, and this context has been reinforced through 

legislation, such as California’s Proposition 227 (1998) and Arizona’s Proposition 203 (2010), 

which limited forms of “bilingual” education for ELs to subtractive, English-only forms. We 

acknowledge that it is true that dual-language or two-way bilingual education contexts are consid-

ered additive, rather than subtractive and transitional. However, students that are identified as ELs 
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in these classroom contexts continue to receive accommodations that were developed with the 

purpose of transitioning students to English-instructional contexts as quickly as possible, even if 

the English is only one of two languages of instruction. These sources of inequity in current ap-

proaches to supporting ELs in English-only classrooms have only been intensified by school build-

ing closures and interrupted learning brought on by the current pandemic.  

Therefore, although it was already important for teachers to address these barriers by get-

ting to know and advocating for their individual EL students in the pre-pandemic schooling context 

(Calderón & Slack, 2019; Samway, Pease-Álvaraez, & Álvarez, 2020), this work has become even 

more important in remote learning circumstances, in which it has been extremely difficult to con-

tact, reach out to, and support ELs and their families (Sugarman & Lazarín, 2020). Exposure to 

social language experiences has also been lost or severely limited during this pandemic. In the face 

of a lack of clear guidance and focus from school boards and districts on equity concerns for ELs, 

the increased reliance on teacher advocacy and outreach for ELs within the context of the pan-

demic becomes especially relevant (Sampson, 2019). Therefore, we aim to contribute to research 

that centers teacher experiences, voices, and knowledge regarding their support of ELs during this 

increasingly challenging and chaotic moment (Gándara & Maxwell-Jolly, 2006; Gándara et al., 

2005; Téllez & Waxman, 2006; Wise, 2019).  

 

Special Education Accommodations  

 

Students who are eligible for special education services are identified under categories such 

as specific learning disability, emotional disorders, autism spectrum disorder, other health impair-

ments, intellectual disability, speech or language impairments, orthopedic impairments, or multi-

ple disabilities. The laws governing special education services are grounded in the Individuals with 

Disability Education Improvement Act (IDEA), most recently reauthorized in 2004 (Gartin & 

Murdic, 2005k), which guarantees free and appropriate educational services for all students, re-

gardless of their needs. These services are implemented through Individualized Education Plans 

(IEPs) and 504 plans, which constitute legally-binding agreements between teachers, parents, and 

administrators about individualized instruction to provide services for children with special needs 

(Gartin, & Murdic, 2005). The National Center for Education Statistics (2020) estimates that ap-

proximately 7.1 million students are currently served under IDEA and constitute about 14% of 

students in public schools.  

Prior to COVID-19 accommodations for students included specialized instruction in the 

general education classroom, specialized instruction in small groups, or self-contained services 

provided by a team of specialized and general education professionals. The nature of accommo-

dations for students with disabilities urge teachers and professionals to collaborate in order to pro-

vide access to the least restrictive environment (LRE) (Alquraini, 2013). Examples of collabora-

tions include co-teaching models of general education and SPED teachers (Da Fonte., & Barton-

Arwood, 2017), inclusion models (Fuchs et al., 2015) and collaborations formed as a part of the 

IEP process.  

This group of students also faces an array of challenges in the U.S. public education system, 

such as lower achievement scores compared with the general population. Many students with dis-

abilities exhibit executive functioning difficulties - a significant predictor for academic engage-

ment (Beker et al., 2020). Additionally, students with disabilities display communication and so-

cial differences that, when left unaccommodated, could have a negative impact on academic 

achievement (Hattier, & Matson, 2012). There are also mental health challenges at the family level 
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(Livanou et al., 2019), including increased parental stress among parents caring for children with 

disabilities (Hsiao, 2018; Pinquart, 2017). In addition, families of children with disabilities expe-

rience financial strain providing supportive care for their children (Jeste et al., 2020; Stabile, & 

Allin, 2012).  

Although EL and special education students have distinct needs, this brief review illustrates 

that there are many similarities in the way the pandemic has affected their education. Both are 

groups whose educational needs are protected under state mandated accommodations but are often 

inequitably served in public schools, and for whom the pandemic has intensified inequities. Fur-

ther, the loss of opportunities for immersive learning and socialization can potentially have a 

greater impact on these groups of students compared to the general student population. In both 

cases, caregivers without adequate training are being asked to provide services that are normally 

provided by specialized teachers. The teachers of both groups of students often face a lack of 

guidance about how to fulfill education service mandates during remote instruction. The combi-

nation of mandated accommodations, increased difficulty in fulfilling these mandates, and limited 

guidance from state and district administrators has created a situation in which teachers are being 

compelled to improvise solutions.  

Our literature review, above, outlines the many challenges that were faced by teachers pre-

pandemic to support their students’ unique needs. The findings that we explore in the following 

highlight the added dimensions that educators have been facing during the pandemic such as health  

related stress (Oducado et al., 2021). Our findings highlight what we can learn from teachers that 

go beyond the challenges from the past.  

  

Findings 

 

The teachers working with SPED and EL students who were interviewed for this project 

described working through many layers of challenges. Three, however, were repeated consistently 

through our sample and constitute the primary findings in our analysis. First, the uneven quality 

or simple lack of state and district guidance was particularly formative in teachers’ feeling (or not 

feeling) able and supported to do their work. Second, in the context of that guidance (or lack 

thereof), teachers faced unique challenges when working to provide accommodations they knew 

their EL and SPED students needed. Finally, teachers responded to these challenges through flex-

ibility, self-directed innovation, and collaboration with other educators. Although not exhaustive, 

looking at these different dimensions of teachers’ practice highlights the complexity of the chal-

lenges that teachers have faced in the move to remote teaching.  

The findings that follow provide examples and analysis of ways in which teachers' profes-

sional knowledge, problem solving, and relationships have supported the important work of 

providing necessary accommodations and education for SPED and EL students during the current 

health crisis. Although the focus here is on serving students who need particular forms of instruc-

tional accommodations, many of the challenges described are simply more acute versions of chal-

lenges also faced by teachers generally. This does not weaken the claims being made, but instead 

extends their implications. SPED and EL educators serve as unintended, but still revealing, “ca-

naries in the coal mine” of our education system. The ways in which professional flexibility, 

teacher collaborative problem solving, and relationship building were necessary for the teachers 

in our study to meet the challenges of the pandemic speaks to the ways in which these skills are 

critical for the wider profession. 
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State and District Guidance or Lack Thereof  

 

The transition to distance learning exposed the ways in which state and district entities 

have a connection to the work of serving students, and ways in which that connection is sometimes 

weak. Overall, we found that most teachers in our sample administering SPED and EL accommo-

dations found the state and district guidance to be lacking, unclear or overwhelming. In many cases 

the guidance seemed simply out of step with the realities faced by teachers and students. A few 

notable exceptions, where teachers were happy and/or satisfied, primarily came from small dis-

tricts, or places with outstanding individual administrators who had relationships with teachers, 

families, and students. Although communication and guidance from the state and district level 

were inconsistent from district to district and state to state, a few common themes emerged: 1) A 

tension between the legal realities of needing to provide accommodations and support for provid-

ing them; 2) the need to follow guidelines while staying safe; 3) the difference between directives 

and support.  

Teachers shared the experience of the tension between the need to provide services to their 

students and a sense of loneliness and vulnerability in the face of the absence of formal guidelines. 

As described by an elementary EL teacher:  

 

There's nobody telling me specifically what to do, you know. Basically I got permission 

off the record from my administrator and my TSA [Teacher on Special Assignment] to do 

whatever I felt was best and so I'm just posting things on Seesaw and I'm doing the asyn-

chronous things.  

 

She goes on to explain that some of her colleagues have started adding more synchronous meetings 

and coursework, but she “just didn't want to add that layer of stress to my students. I just wanted 

them to be able to have fun and, you know, work at their own pace.” In this excerpt the teacher 

demonstrates the continued necessity for her to use her own judgement even in the face of lack of 

guidance, and colleagues making different decisions. She prioritizes student mental health and 

happiness over academic pressures when faced with making a choice between the two.  

In one of the interviews, a SPED teacher explicitly expressed concerns about personal lia-

bility in face of regulations that cannot be followed due to the pandemic:  

 

So I actually went to a union Zoom listening session. Like three hours long, and a big thing 

we brought up was a CLP [Contingency Learning Plan] is not a legal document and it's not 

actually amending the IEP. So I feel like a parent could still come at the district and be like, 

you're not following my kid’s legal document, and I feel like my district would put that 

back on me.  

 

While the teacher above feared the consequences of a lack of guidance and support, some 

teachers were overwhelmed by what they perceived to be unnecessary amounts of guidance and 

expectations. Said one teacher: “The paperwork, expectations that they'd given us are out-of-con-

trol crazy, because they just don't want to get sued.” Other teachers felt similarly that it was simply 

impossible to meet all the accommodation mandates they were handed. In an interview with a 

Eugene, OR Elementary EL teacher this was clear. She explained that she was given very limited 

blocks of time to work with multiple grade levels, and these had to be shared amongst specialist 

teachers (EL, SPED, speech, Title 1). She illustrated the difficulty of the district expectations when 
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she revealed the amount of time that the district guidance would allow in reality: “Think about it, 

if you're in kindergarten and you're receiving all four of those services, that whittles my time down 

to a minute and 25 seconds or a minute and 15 seconds.” Less than two minutes of service per 

accommodation is exactly the type of situation that led to feelings of being overwhelmed amongst 

our respondents.  

These two very different experiences from teachers highlight two important points: 1) 

teachers feel the weight of the ways in which their work has potential legal ramifications 2) there 

have been both too few and too many guidelines given by the state(s). Guidelines developed with-

out communication with teachers were often experienced as overwhelming and counter-productive 

for teachers, hindering teachers’ ability to support students’ unique needs.  

 Furthermore, teachers often felt a tension created by the lack of guidelines for doing their 

job and staying safe as illustrated by this elementary SPED teacher from Philadelphia, PA:  

 

I'm worried that they're sending us into a really dangerous environment without, you 

know, any kind of vaccine, any kind of doctors recommending that we should be doing 

this. They're just like, let's see what happens.  

 

The teacher went on to explain that she is worried about vulnerable coworkers with compromised 

health, people who may get ill and possibly die if they contract COVID. Referring to a vulnerable 

coworker, she observed: “She's also a special education teacher, and she's also doing toilet training. 

So like, there's no social distancing in toilet training. Right?” This example illuminates the very 

real dangers facing teachers still having in-person contact with students as they attempt to provide 

necessary accommodations. Some of the assistance offered by districts that teachers in our study 

found most helpful were not directives or standards, but rather support for work teachers already 

do. A teacher in Greenville, SC shared how happy they were that the district had just rolled out 

many “ESOL supports” including a translation telephone line for communicating with EL families. 

Others found that there were non-instructional supports offered by the district that were helpful to 

their students. In talking about a specific district administrator the teacher said, “She's also our 

equity administrator and so she's working really hard on making sure that the needs of our students 

are being met; their basic needs—like, they're living beings.” Although this teacher was clearly 

upset that there wasn’t any guidance for her regarding EL accommodations, she was also happy 

that there were services to help her students with basic needs such as making sure all students have 

food, shelter, and feel cared for.  

Feeling left alone facing the inconsistency and lack of official regulations, teachers were 

left to generate accommodations and specialized instruction as well as to carry out the responsi-

bility to deliver specified materials to students’ homes. In light of the lack of official guidelines, 

teachers were left exposed to legal liability. Teachers also faced the choice between their safety 

and that of their loved ones and their sense of mission to support their students. Both of these 

aspects added to the emotional labor of teachers' work.  

 

Practical Challenges to Meeting Student and Family Needs  

 

Reviewing multiple interviews, we noticed different emphases and language used by teach-

ers serving students with special needs and teachers serving EL students when referring to imple-

menting mandated accommodations. While SPED teachers more frequently mentioned complying 
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with the legal aspects of IEPs and 504 plans, teachers of ELs commonly referred to making re-

quired accommodations but shared less of a concern about lawsuits and vulnerability to liability. 

This difference can be partly attributed to relative political disempowerment of EL constituencies 

as compared to families of children with special needs as well as to the particulars of the Education 

of Handicapped Children Act that was reauthorized as IDEA in 1994.  

Consistent across both groups, however, were concerns about meeting EL and SPED stu-

dents' needs that went beyond a desire to simply comply with legal and policy mandates. Although 

often couched in the language of mandated services, it was clear teachers did not think policy 

mandates were sufficient to the task of ensuring that students’ educational needs were met. In 

practice, the interpretation and enforcement of those mandates proved to be rather malleable. For 

example, families of students receiving EL and SPED services faced circumstances that inhibited 

the participation of students with accommodations in distance learning. Family outreach in these 

circumstances was frequently treated as an accommodation because, in fact, none of the required 

legal accommodations could be made without family communication. In some cases, though, fam-

ily outreach was treated as a primary accommodation, at the expense of formal learning accom-

modations.  

 The current difficulties associated with family outreach have made the delivery of tangible 

materials and accommodations somewhat informal, which is a significant equity concern. The 

most common concerns expressed by teachers in this study had to do with student participation. 

These concerns focused on things like material access not only to technology but also to instruc-

tors’ ability to deliver tangible and meaningful instructional accommodations. For example, in 

many cases EL teachers have been limited to sending accommodations home in the form of paper 

packets to their students or reading with students over the telephone. Some SPED teachers whose 

students lack printers or supplies at home have taken their own time and money to provide those 

students with their material needs by “driving and knocking on doors or doing door drops,” as an 

elementary SPED teacher shared. In this case, a lack of guidance took the form of a lack of access 

to school facilities, as the teacher shared that “our building had been locked. No access.” When 

faced with scarcity teachers stepped up to find ways around the lack of access they experienced, 

even when that meant sharing their own personal resources.  

 Family outreach to students receiving EL and SPED accommodations has also represented 

a personal challenge for many teachers, as this has been emotional labor that is mostly self-gener-

ated. This stems from a prioritization of students’ wellness and mental health over academic 

achievement. For example, an elementary SPED teacher expressed that 

 

I'm really concerned about some of [the students’] well-being. I mean just basic needs be-

ing able to be met. I've been in close contact with a couple of my families. I've dropped off 

food on their porches if they can't make it to the lunch sites.  

 

In some cases, accommodations have taken the form of wellness checks or emotionally  

uplifting assignments, such as having students record themselves talking about how they are doing 

or simply checking in emotionally with students over messaging apps. The teachers we inter-

viewed were acutely aware of the unique equity challenges that families were facing, which have 

forced many parents - and their students - to play the role of essential workers for their families, 

precluding their ability to fully participate in and support distance learning. For example, a Latino 

high school teacher who teaches a Spanish for heritage speakers class in Charlotte, NC shared 

that:  
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...it turns out that high school students are also essential workers; that’s something that 

broke my heart. Every time I go to the store I see one or two students working. This is 

really sad for me because they are not even adults, and they are already essential workers.  

Teachers who had to balance the need to teach with the reality of students filling pressing roles for 

their families created another layer of difficulty- both in planning and emotionally supporting stu-

dents and families.  

A lack of consistent participation is also related to a loss of routines for students with ac-

commodations, which has caused concerns for both EL and SPED teachers. Elementary SPED 

teachers expressed concern about the gaps that are created through interrupted learning and rou-

tines for their students. EL teachers share similar concerns, especially for newcomer students. For 

example, an elementary EL teacher shared that,  

 

I have a couple of newcomers; one of them that enrolled during the pandemic. I've never 

even met her, and I can’t screen her to make sure she qualifies for services. So I’m left 

making a huge assumption that she's going to [qualify] because she's a kindergartener from 

Mexico.  

 

The weight of these challenges for students and for teachers themselves was explained by 

this elementary reading interventionist who said,  

 

I have had horrible anxiety- from the beginning of it, I didn't feel like there was any way 

that we could be equitable to our students. I didn't feel like even all of our efforts really 

paid off very well, and personally I've been having a hard time with it, so, yeah it's been 

difficult.  

 

As this teacher expresses so clearly, despite best efforts the continued rapid transitions of the pan-

demic compounded inequities, and this knowledge is, for many teachers, a difficult emotional bur-

den to bear. 

To summarize, the unique practical challenges of outreach to EL and SPED students and 

their families made consistent engagement with learning less accessible for students as well as 

hampered teachers’ efforts to provide tangible and meaningful instructional accommodations. The 

work of this outreach, and the awareness that students’ basic material and learning needs were not 

being met despite best efforts, resulted in an intensification of teachers’ emotional labor. Finally, 

the loss of routines for students with accommodations due to decreased accessibility caused con-

cerns for both EL and SPED teachers.  

 

Teacher Innovation and Collaboration  

 

Many challenges teachers reported upon were practical, and others were more personal in 

nature. As highlighted above, teachers expressed concerns about access to tangible teaching ma-

terials as well as exhaustion from the emotional labor of teaching children during a pandemic. 

These challenges also included, in some cases, difficulties in collaborating with other teachers and 

administrators to generate and deliver tangible accommodations and materials. In many instances, 

however, we found that: 1) teachers working together was an essential component in accommo-

dating the needs of both EL and SPED students, 2) the close relationships with both parents and 

students cultivated by EL and SPED instructors was an essential means of meeting needs during 
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the pandemic, and 3) teachers were the driving force in finding innovative solutions for their stu-

dents during the pandemic.  

The educators with whom we spoke repeatedly remarked that the key to meeting the needs 

of all of their students was working collaboratively with their peer teachers. As one high school 

Spanish teacher from Charlotte, NC put it: “I mean, teachers here have been very resourceful and 

very generous to share. It's just a community of people trying to make the best out of this situa-

tion.”  This resourcefulness and generosity amongst teachers was common amongst our interview-

ees.  

In the current context in which family outreach and accommodations are almost entirely 

teacher-led and teacher-generated, having the time and ability to work together becomes an essen-

tial factor in delivering equitable and effective accommodations. Sometimes, this collaboration 

stems from close friendships among teachers. For example, an elementary SPED teacher in Ta-

coma, WA reported that  

 

I have a close friend who teaches life skills at the school right next door to mine, and she 

and I have been doing so much together. We've been working a lot during the school year 

together because she teaches third through fifth, so our kids are at similar levels.  

 

  This was also true for a high school Spanish teacher in Bowling Green, KY:  

 

The SPED teacher is a really good friend. He is like an advisor to me right now. And when 

it comes to the ESL teachers, I worked for our ESL department for like three or four years, 

so I am always in contact with the head of the department and all the other aids and teachers 

that work there. 

 

In these cases, existing bonds and friendships made meeting the needs of students and supporting 

each other as professionals possible.  

A SPED teacher working primarily with students in full inclusion classes shared their team 

approach to support and preparation for hybrid learning:  

 

But as teachers we've had time, too—because every Friday is asynchronous learning. And 

we're in meetings. So we can actually have every week an inclusion initiative meeting with 

teachers…We've kind of made it like a collective where it's like, whoever wants to join this 

week can join.  

 

These collaborations between teachers served as important starting points for generating a 

sense of community in an otherwise isolating circumstance and for finding ways to respond to the 

needs of their students during the pandemic. Teachers with strong connections to their students 

and communities have also been essential in generating collaboration and ensuring that students 

are receiving the services they need, as this high school Spanish teacher from Charlotte, NC, ex-

plained:  

 

My school has 1700 students, and it is located in a neighborhood where probably 30% or 

35% of our student population are Hispanic, and we are the only two teachers who speak 

Spanish. So I volunteered to help my colleagues when they needed to make phone calls. 

They send me emails from time to time saying, “Hey, I need you to help me with this 
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student.” And we have a group chat where we are constantly sharing tools that we find 

useful.  

 

 Strong connections to the community also put teachers in a position to know their students 

well enough to be able to respond to their learning needs during the pandemic. For example, an-

other high school Spanish teacher commented, 

 

At this point, I feel like if you know your students, you know your students. That’s a good 

thing that we got out of the hybrid model. I spent a lot of time getting to know my students. 

I know how much I can give them without them shutting down.  

 

Furthermore, we saw time and again teachers prioritizing relationships over rules,  

regulations and academics per se. For example, an elementary ESL teacher expressed that “I didn't 

want to stress [the students] out. I wanted to keep it fun and engaging. Just like I try to keep it in 

my classroom.” A similar statement from a SPED elementary teacher stressed the need to make 

sure students and parents were engaging in social wellness: “Some were learning, some were—

you know—out gardening or doing something fun...that's totally fine right now.”  

Throughout our interviews, one of the overarching themes was the need for teacher flexi-

bility, empathy, and innovation. A high school English teacher from Phoenix, AZ illuminated the 

ways in which teachers and students alike have flexibly adapted to the circumstances:  

 

It's kind of crazy how we all adapt to it—like we're all just like, masks are a part of life and 

we don't question it. We all do social distancing like Zoom meetings. I mean the kids es-

pecially have been just like super flexible with it, but I mean it's not all been like sunshine 

and roses right?—Really it's not. It's not like true teaching, so I really hope that when next 

year comes along, we're not doing this. But as far as I know, there's people who've had it 

much worse.  

 

A similar sentiment was echoed by a third-grade general education teacher in Tucson, AZ 

who worked with her EL and SPED specialists to make sure students were getting accommoda-

tions when she said, “I mean it wasn't true teaching, but I think we did an okay job.” Like many 

teachers, she knew that the lessons were not to her usual standards, but she also felt happy that her 

team was able to work collaboratively to accommodate all students. Teachers in this study fre-

quently took the lead in preparing for multiple contingencies to ensure students were getting the 

accommodations they needed, as is clear from this elementary ELD teacher who said, “I started to 

really work on creating rubrics for my students so that when I was able to start teaching, I had 

some sort of system to collect data for grading.” This same teacher also expressed how these con-

tingency plans should go beyond the immediate context of the pandemic or distance learning in 

order to have long lasting impacts for her students, such as creating a project to better identify EL 

true peers, which are those students who do not just have similar language proficiency levels, but 

also similar cultural and experiential backgrounds, saying,  

 

I've also been able to work on one of my side projects, which is identifying true peers 

within the EL population. And I've been working on it with other ELD teachers in town. 

One of the school sites said they’ve been dreaming about this for years. I'm like, then why 

didn't you do it…like it only took me a pandemic to work on it.  
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A SPED elementary teacher shared that she started zoom recording science labs for her 

students aligned with their IEP goals and said, “Even though they can't be at school or it might be 

a zooming call instead of, you know, sitting at a table with me, it's that I'm still engaging with 

them.”  

Some teachers acknowledged the real complexity of the tasks that both they and their stu-

dents were facing and worried that some other teachers may not be willing to offer grace to stu-

dents struggling. A high school Spanish teacher from Anderson, SC discussed the challenges of 

contacting and outfitting a newcomer EL student with technology and the skills to be able to use 

it effectively for schoolwork. This teacher recognized that flexibility was required for understand-

ing the unique challenges facing the student and said, “I knew two teachers were not really under-

standing. Some teachers are reluctant to provide that extra help.” In this interview the teacher 

highlighted the ways in which the needs of EL students can require teachers to go above and 

beyond expectations, and some are just not able or willing to offer that at this, or certain, times.  

An important tension showed up consistently in the broader study of which this article is a 

part. Firstly, it is worth celebrating the extraordinary giving and innovation of the teachers teaching 

during this pandemic. However, it is unrealistic to expect that teachers will be able to meet all of 

the new needs arising as a consequence of the pandemic through individual effort and creativity 

alone. The effort to meet these needs with minimal institutional support comes at a cost to teachers. 

Additionally, when those needs are not met, it is teachers who bear the closest witness to the suf-

fering of students and families, which can also take a toll on teachers’ mental health and well-

being.  

The work of designing and developing responses to the challenges of providing learning 

materials and accommodations to EL and SPED students, as well as the emotional labor of teach-

ing and connecting with students during a pandemic, have been undertaken primarily by teachers 

according to those interviewed in this study. Although some teachers have experienced difficulties 

collaborating with their colleagues to plan for how best to meet the needs of their students, teachers 

reported on the many ways in which teacher-led collaboration enabled the delivery of meaningful 

accommodations during such a challenging time. The fact that these collaborations were most 

often organized, and their purposes determined by teachers makes sense. It is teachers who have 

the most familiarity with the communities and families of their EL and SPED students and so can 

see their unique needs as they emerge. Teachers’ abilities to maintain flexibility and share response 

strategies has also been important in a tumultuous and unstable period of teaching and learning. 

These insights into teacher collaboration during a pandemic, in relation to challenges associated 

with district and state guidance as well as family outreach, have important implications for educa-

tors, administrators, and researchers involved in EL and SPED education.  

 

Implications and Conclusion 

 

To review, this research project was grounded in the assumption that teachers have a 

uniquely valuable perspective on the impact the pandemic is having on the instruction of students 

who need learning accommodations (Cochran-Smith & Demers, 2010; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 

2015; Clandinin, Caine, & Lessard, 2018; Clandinin, 2019; Craig, 2018; Elbaz, 2018; Rosiek & 

Clandinin, 2016; Rosiek & Gleason, 2019). Previous research has highlighted the many challenges 

faced by students and teachers in a pre-pandemic world.  By listening to teachers in multiple loca-

tions across the USA, we have documented many practical impacts of state and district guidance 
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(or lack thereof) for teaching EL and SPED students during the pandemic. Teachers recounted to 

us what types of supports would be needed to fulfill district and state standards and the ways in 

which teachers are rising to address those challenges. These findings go beyond pre-pandemic 

research to illuminate the unique situation that educators face now. 

Our first finding, that both a lack of supportive administrative guidance and overwhelming 

amounts of litigious, impersonal guidance had negative impacts on teachers’ practice, should be 

illuminating for administrators. The teachers we interviewed consistently reported that they 

needed open communication and dialogue with administrators so plans and expectations could be 

informed by accurate ideas about teachers’, students’, and families’ needs. Although teachers did 

want more support and general guidance, based on the responses we received, districts would not 

be well-advised to over-prescribe teacher actions or require excessive paperwork as a means of 

ensuring delivery of instructional services.  

What teachers wanted and appreciated most was material support from districts, such as 

easily accessible translation services. SPED teachers who are still providing in-person service to 

students worried about balancing the need to provide necessary accommodations with taking pre-

cautions for their health and well-being (Oducado et al., 2021). Schools need to take all precautions 

necessary to help protect the health of teachers while providing accommodations, even and espe-

cially during necessary skills training such as toilet training. It is our sincere hope that proper PPE, 

according to CDC and other health administrations’ guidance, is being administered to teachers 

who must do in-person accommodations for outreach. It is also our sincere hope that teachers are 

being provided practically useful and immediately relevant professional programming as opposed 

to being provided only with periodically changing updates about requirements.  

Additionally, we found that teachers benefitted practically from collaboration with other 

educators. Teachers reported that other teachers were the most consistent source of effective ad-

aptations to the rapidly changing conditions of teaching during the pandemic. This was often con-

trasted with the unhelpful nature of highly prescriptive policies that lacked flexibility and were not 

informed by the nature of the work teachers faced. Teachers found material support from their 

districts for work they were already doing to be of the most value. Both EL and SPED teachers 

reported needing support for communicating with and reaching out to students and families.  

Many of our interviews additionally suggested that more than material support was needed 

for such outreach. SPED and EL teachers in our study found that they were doing a significantly 

increased amount of emotional labor for their students. Given that EL and SPED students often 

faced additional financial and academic burdens pre-pandemic, the additional emotional and prac-

tical load faced by families during the pandemic has meant more labor for educators.  Furthermore, 

many teachers were overwhelmed largely because of the size and intensity of their caseload- a 

problem often faced pre-pandemic but intensified with peers needing extra support during the pan-

demic. We recommend that closer attention be paid to mental health support for educators facing 

these increased burdens. Additional funding and hiring of additional staff are also strongly recom-

mended to help alleviate this burden.  

Finally, the similarities identified here are relevant to the design and content of teacher 

preparation. Although it may be necessary for SPED or EL instructors to acquire specialized ex-

pertise, it is important to stress the connections between these areas of service, as well as the con-

nections with general education (Da Fonte., & Barton-Arwood, 2017; Fuchs et al., 2015). The set 

up of our literature review with EL and SPED as separate sections is reflective of current research 

on these disciplines, and largely how these subjects are taught in universities. Teacher preparation 
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programs would be well served to facilitate professional learning communities amongst their fu-

ture teachers and to create explicit time for collaboration across these specializations in their edu-

cational programming. The findings presented here suggest some promising foci for such collab-

oration and shared study, most notably outreach to families and adaptation of guidance for accom-

modations to unforeseen circumstances (Alquraini, 2013). In conclusion, we are left in awe at the 

work so many educators are doing, especially EL and SPED specialists. Although we are aware of 

the way the pandemic has resulted in lapses in services to EL and SPED students, our research 

suggests a strength-based rather than deficit-based approach to teachers during this, and any sim-

ilar crisis is more likely to have a positive impact. Rather than focusing on providing prescriptive 

guidance in rapidly changing circumstances, our research suggests that district, state and federal 

decision makers would be wise to facilitate and support teacher-led efforts to design adaptations 

that meet the needs of their circumstances. Additionally, we recommend that there be greater con-

sideration of the material and emotional support teachers need to provide students and families 

with SPED and EL programming during this pandemic and any similar future crises. 
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Juan Manuel Niño 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Throughout education history, inequities have evolved in our public schools. History has 

attested to numerous injustices, such as segregation, unequal funding, undifferentiated 

teaching of English learners, within our school systems. The rise of a pandemic revealed 

how layered and problematic these injustices were entrenched in our public school system.  

The purpose of this study explored how social justice orientations influenced the teaching 

practices of educators in Texas school districts during COVID 19. Utilizing an inductive 

approach, this qualitative study centered on the accounts and experiences of 25 elementary 

and secondary teachers from three different Title I school districts in southwest Texas. 

Findings from this study revealed how the participants' leadership preparation helped 

them address equity issues with bilingual students, serve students with special needs, and 

build relationships in the middle of a pandemic. 

 

Keywords: pedagogy, reflections, ethic of care, social justice, Latino, critical practice 

 

 

Inequities in urban public schools have occurred throughout the history of education. The historic 

marginalization of underprivileged students and the perpetuation of the status quo have served to 

benefit the same students and families for hundreds of years while simultaneously ignoring the 

needs of low income, Black, Brown, Native, and Asian students and their families (Apple, 1993; 

Brown, 2006; Delpit, 1995; Larson & Ovando, 2001). Injustices and inequity in the school system, 

urban public schools especially, have ranged from segregation (Kozol, 2012), to funding inequities 

(NCES, 2012), and even to unequal education opportunities (Duncan-Andrade, 2009).  

 

Marshall and Oliva (2010) remind us:  

 

Although we have come a long way from the ingenuous and naive blindness to racism and 

inequity…there is still a lot to accomplish for the achievement of real social justice with 

regards to racism, sexism, homophobia, and other such issues. (p. 3) 

 

These issues of injustice continue to be a struggle for us all as we strive to educate ourselves 

and fight for social justice and equity.  According to Kozol (2012), “Many people seemed to view 

the [segregation] issue as ‘a past injustice’ that had been sufficiently addressed. Others took it as 

an unresolved injustice that no longer held sufficient national attention to be worth contesting” (p. 

212). The conditions of schools are directly related to the demographics surrounding them. Minor-
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itized communities are consistently underserved in education and such students within these sys-

tems often receive a subpar education compared to their non-minority counterparts (Dixson and 

Anderson, 2018; Nieto, 2006).  

 Society often does not view children, specifically minority children, as a social investment 

(Valenzuela, 1999). These students fall into a predetermined pathway designed for school failure 

and school inequality. They are left behind without hope, without vision, and without equal access 

to the excellent education to which all children are entitled (Brown, 2006). To create equity within 

education, we must change the way society views underprivileged children and prepare educators 

to serve children adequately and equitably.  

 Considering the continued failure of school improvement efforts (Lester, 2018; Sarason, 

2004) and the “inadequate to appalling” quality of university leadership preparation programs 

(Levine, 2005), leadership for social justice has never been of greater importance.  For example, 

with a large emphasis on state-mandated testing, accountability has relegated learning into a kind 

of quantification (Falabella, 2020).    With the push for academic performance and  “obsession 

with testing” (Waite et al., 2001), many students do not advance to higher education, especially 

speakers of a language other than English. 

 Grogan (2005) suggests that faculty of University Council of Educational Administration 

member institutions can assist in creating a “tipping point” in the field by observing five consid-

erations: what one chooses to teach, how one decides to teach it, what one decides to inquire into, 

who one is and how one deals with others, and how one chooses to make a difference.  Theoharis 

(2007) also suggests that for current leaders and faculty of preparation programs to understand the 

challenges, rewards, and the moral and ethical imperative of leading for social justice, it is essential 

for leaders first to develop a theory of social justice educational leadership.  However, just as there 

is no single approach to developing leaders for social justice, there is no single definition to oper-

ationalize this complex idea.  As such, scholars advance multiple and varied definitions to better 

understand the notion of social justice.   

Brown (2006) and Evans (2007) similarly assert that social justice leaders are concerned 

with equity issues.   Dantley & Tillman (2010) agree that social justice leaders focus on equity; 

however, they argue that social justice leaders also understand how institutional norms create and 

sustain inequities and are willing to address those systemic practices. McKenzie et al.  (2008) 

also believe social justice leaders focus on equity issues and work at the systems level, and pro-

vide a specific direction.  McKenzie et al. insist that leaders for social justice must focus on raising 

academic achievement for all students, prepare students to be critical citizens, and create inclusive 

classrooms and schools. As a result, many school leaders are guided by the technical component 

of the profession. In contrast, others only go so far as implementing equity-related policies rather 

than demanding better than the letter of the law (Marshall & Oliva, 2010). According to Kemp-

Grahman (2015), leadership preparation programs in the state should include critical theories and 

their paradigmatic implications on how to meet the needs of the 21st-century learner.  

 Much of the current curriculum focusing on social justice addresses the theories and case 

studies highlighted by authors in multicultural education, school reform, and educational leader-

ship. However, few masters (M.Ed.) programs call on their participants to enact change in their 

current work environment. If current and future educational leaders are expected to foster success-

ful, equitable, and socially responsible learning and accountability practices for all students, then 

substantive changes in educational leadership preparation and professional development programs 

are required (Brown, 2006).  
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Background Information 

 

 The Urban School Leaders Collaborative (USLC) is a master’s program at the University 

of Texas at San Antonio (UTSA) that prepares educators to become social justice leaders in edu-

cational administration. This preparation program is designed to advance interactive collaboration 

between students, higher education faculty, and school district administrators to develop critical 

and equitable school leaders (Cordova, Garza & Niño, 2019; Garza & Merchant, 2009; Merchant 

& Garza, 2015; Merchant, Garza, Niño, Vielma, & Saucedo, 2020). The USLC is a 36- semester 

credit hour program that leads to a Master of Education degree in Educational Leadership and 

principal certification. The program began its partnership with one school district in 2003 to ad-

dress the needs of developing leaders who could understand the complexities of working in urban 

school districts (Merchant & Garza, 2015). This leadership preparation program has grown its 

partnership between UTSA and multiple school districts in Bexar County, Texas. The USLC is a 

cohort-based leadership preparation program dedicated to developing leadership capacity and sup-

porting and retaining emerging leaders. 

 The purpose of the USLC highlights a “different” model of leadership preparation designed 

and customized to prepare school leaders to practice in schools where the student population is 

predominantly Latino. In 2013, the Urban School Leaders Collaborative won the first UCEA An-

nual Exemplary Educational Leadership Program Award. This recognition gave the USLC pro-

gram visibility as an exemplary preparation program. The program focuses on developing trans-

formational leaders who have a robust commitment to children in the community and improving 

education for disadvantaged populations (Merchant & Garza, 2015). 

 

Social Justice Preparation Program 

 

 The Urban School Leaders Collaborative (USLC) has developed a comprehensive curric-

ulum focusing on social justice in current educational systems. A philosophy of social justice ad-

vocacy drives the Urban School Leaders Collaborative. Garza (2004) reminds us that “social jus-

tice is an attitude” (p. 579).  

The focus of preparation is initially on attitudes and mindsets and then on skills needed for effec-

tive administrative practices for the principalship. USLC students use critical literature, class dis-

cussions, and personal transformation to develop strategies to increase social justice practices in 

their current educational positions while developing leadership skills to create change in educa-

tional systems (Garza, 2020). USLC students recognize the value of a strong-willed person who 

does not compromise his/her non-negotiables to fight the injustices that so many minority children 

face within the public school system (Theoharis, 2009; Marshall & Oliva, 2010). The USLC stu-

dents' first-hand experiences provided an up-close and personal perspective on the characteristics 

a leader in a social justice program exemplifies and the changes that can occur when social justice 

is implemented (Theoharis, 2009). 

 The main goal of this leadership program includes equity, access, social justice, democ-

racy, risk taking, and responsiveness to community needs as a means to practice in schools. Mer-

chant and Garza (2015) have conceptualized this transformational program the USLC as a process 

that will facilitate the development of leaders for social justice who are: 

 

● Willing to engage in deep reflection for the purpose of self-discovery and to establish 

a strong sense of self, who they are, and what they stand for 
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● committed and competent to work in diverse and increasingly complex cultural con-

texts 

● committed to aggressive reform and improvement disenfranchised students 

● skilled in the management of innovation and change 

● committed to understanding organizational cultures, how they operate, and how to cre-

ate dynamic learning and working environments (p. 43-44). 

 

COVID as Space for Study 

 

 Increasing complexity to educational change occurred when the United States became a 

forced participant in the COVID-19 pandemic.  In the spring of 2020, our educational system was 

attacked by a factor in which no one within the educational system could have predicted.  The 

pandemic hit the United States in a way that no country in the world was prepared for. COVID-19 

forced the United States to go into a social “lockdown”  to prevent the spread of this virus. The 

virus had deadly physical consequences and made “normal” activities such as work and school 

challenging to be active participants.  The COVID-19 pandemic forced educators and families to 

pivot into a new instructional model.  From the onset of statewide lockdown, most schools transi-

tioned to online instruction, while other schools provided alternative means for remote learning, 

or they closed entirely. With the developments of the pandemic, schools continue to adjust their 

mode of instruction. As a result of the lockdown, eventually all Texas schools adopted online 

instruction. Before COVID-19, all school systems had prioritized face-to-face instruction and in-

teractive multi-sensory learning environments.  Researchers have repeatedly demonstrated that 

young children learn through the exploration of objects (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; Edwards, 

2005; Fleer, 2011).  To further compound the situation, the educational inequities that existed 

between low and high socioeconomic status (SES) schools in the past were now glaringly more 

apparent.  Schools with minimal resources prior to COVID-19 struggled to bridge the technologi-

cal divide between what the state required for remote learning and the resources available to them 

(TEA, 2020). As a challenge for families, the technological infrastructure in homes was either 

missing or outdated and incapable of supporting the digital learning platforms necessary for virtual 

instruction. 

 Using COVID-19 as a learning opportunity and possible space for study, this investigation 

is timely to better understand how educators adjust and adapt to drastic overnight changes in edu-

cation. As professionals, not much preparation was provided to educators as they transitioned from 

a traditional method of instruction to a new generational approach to learning. Taking into consid-

eration the changes that have occurred in our lives leads to this study.  Therefore, this study aims 

to get a deeper understanding of the perspective and shared lived experiences of the students within 

the USLC program.   

 

Design of Study 

 

 This qualitative study centers on the testimonials and experiences of 25 elementary and 

secondary educators from different Title I school districts in southwest Texas. Refer to table 1 for 

district profiles.The participants were graduate students in the Urban School Leaders Collabora-

tive. Critical to this study is the evolving paradigm of critical consciousness (Freire, 1993) and 

social justice (Marshall & Oliva, 2006) as the lens to gather and analyze the data. The strategies 

used to collect data for this study include semi-structured zoom pláticas, class discussions, and 
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critical reflections (Patton, 2015; Wolcott, 1994).  In order to crystallize the data (Ellingson, 2009), 

artifacts from autoethnographies and reflective journals were gathered and analyzed.  

 The focus of this study centers on the practices and experiences of USLC students during 

COVID-19. However, it is essential to describe the context. All participants work in Title I districts 

in the county. Title I is a federally funded program for school districts designed to improve disad-

vantaged students' academic achievement. Title I provides all children significant opportunities to 

receive a fair, equitable, and high-quality education and close educational achievement gaps 

(ESEA, 2015). A student is economically disadvantaged when the student is eligible for free or 

reduced-price meals under the National School Lunch and Child Nutrition Program (TEA, 2020). 

 For this study, “at-risk” describes students who are considered to have a higher probability 

of failing academically or dropping out of school. In most cases, "risk factors" are situational rather 

than innate. Circumstances that could jeopardize at-risk students' ability to complete school in-

clude homelessness, incarceration, teenage pregnancy, serious health issues, domestic violence, 

and transiency. Other considerations may consist of low test scores, disciplinary problems, grade 

retention, or other learning-related factors that could adversely affect students' educational perfor-

mance and attainment (TEA, 2020). 

 Districts: Eastern ISD has a population of 10,166 students. According to the Texas Educa-

tion Agency (2020), 76% of the students are at-risk. Almost all students in the district, 94.7%, are 

labeled as economically disadvantaged. The community serves a majority Latino/a/x student pop-

ulation of 97.2%, with 1.4% identifying as African American students, 0.6% as White, and 0.6% 

as Asian. 

 Holiday ISD has 14,000 students, with 75% of the population being labeled as at-risk 

(Texas Education Agency, 2020). In HISD, 88% of students are economically disadvantaged. The 

district serves a majority of Latino/a/x population of 97.8%, 0.4% African American and 1.5% 

White students. A small 0.1% of students identify with two or more races. 

 Sunnyvale ISD serves 13,733 students with almost 70% of the population identified as at-

risk according to the Texas Education Agency (2020). Eighty-five percent of students are labeled 

as economically disadvantaged. Similar to the other two districts, SISD serves a majority of La-

tino/a/x population of 90.4%, 3.5% African American and 5.5% White students.  

 

Table 1 

District Profiles 

  Eastern ISD Holiday ISD Sunnyvale ISD 

Student population 10,166 14,000 13,733 

At-risk 76 % 75 % 70 % 

Economically Disadvan-

taged 

94.7 % 88 % 85 % 
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Latino/a/x 97.2 % 97.8 % 90.4 % 

African American 1.4 % 0.4 % 3.5 % 

White 0.6 % 1.5 % 5.5 % 

Asian 0.6 % 0.1 % - 

 

 The following perspectives highlight how the social justice mindset influenced the educa-

tors’ lives and how educators respond and shape their practice in the midst of the pandemic. This 

study was grounded following Anzaldúa’s (1990) words, “by bringing in our own approaches and 

methodologies, we transform that theorizing space” (p. xxv) to better understand how a social 

justice preparation influenced the pedagogy of educators during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

Report of the Data 

 

 Through qualitative research design and analysis of the data collected, the participants of 

this study shared their experiences about the social justice preparation and the context in which 

they found themselves working with students. These common elements among all participants 

emerge as the primary themes, including reflective advocate, relationships, bilingual Advocate, 

and special needs advocate.  

 

Reflective Advocate 

 

 Reflection was a critical component in each participant’s program development; however, 

participants shared how the practice of reflection became an instrumental part of their everyday 

lives during COVID.  

 Tina shared in her journal about all the types of reflections which occurred duringthe pro-

gram. She mentioned self-reflections, one-word reflections, reflections about her experiences, re-

flections on material that she read, viewed and studied, and reflection on speakers she heard that 

were critical in helping her better understand education during the pandemic.  

For Gary, he shared, 

 

I have learned to appreciate the powerful therapy of reflection. It does bring you into an-

other mental state and in better decision making. It was an eye-opening experience to read 

the article and see what the Ph.D. students were taught, and reflect on many of the same 

items we learned during our journey in the USLC. This mindset helped me better under-

stand COVID and its ever-changing impact on education and our lives. 

 

In a similar vein, Rachel shared how reflection has influenced her practice as an educator: 
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Through my reflection, I've learned that we need to remember to be compassion[ate] to our 

parents and students because we don't know their stories nor the struggles they're going 

through. This week, I asked my students how they felt about COVID, and most of them 

said, "worried, sad and nervous." Each of them clearly explained their worries and fears 

about our current situation. How many adults share how we are feeling aloud to others? 

 

David observed how the program impacted him: 

 

This program helps you learn how to become a better person. It breaks you down emotion-

ally and intellectually, and then it builds you back up. USLC teaches you how and when to 

push, and it teaches you to be patient so you don’t give up. 

 

Whether reflection is applied within the professional or personal life, participants shared how it 

manifested and impacted them during challenging moments.  

Rita stated,  

 

The process was complex because our lives are so intertwined with others. Therefore, just 

focusing on ourselves was quite difficult for me. Separating my personal and professional 

life was also difficult because they are also at times the same. What made me who I am? 

What do I stand for? What are my beliefs and non-negotiables?   

 

 Reflection allowed participants to think about what worked well and what went wrong with 

situations at their schools. Most importantly, it gave them an opportunity to go back and change 

some of those mishaps. As Cathy shared, “being able to reflect is a powerful thing to do.  I find 

when [you] can do some form of reflection, you can also have the power to turn around and take 

action.”   

 For John, reflection was critical given the difficult moments everyone was facing with 

COVID. He shared, 

 

For me, the USLC program has been therapeutic, as my journey of self-discovery has 

forced me to confront events from my past. To complete this program as a cohort has been 

a unique experience. I have created friendships and, in many ways, a second family. A 

question was asked on the first day of class, and I now have an answer. But the journey is 

not over. The next journey is just beginning in the middle of chaos. 

 

Participants shared that reflection became a vessel to form relationships with others. Given the 

context where they work, participants shared how they were able to connect with others.  

 

Relationships 

 

 Another common theme amongst the participants was relationships and the authenticity of 

those relationships and their influence. Participants developed relationships with different people, 

such as with other cohort members, their students, and the support and relationships with their 

families. Sam mentioned the support throughout the cohort when he stated, “Thanks to my per-

sonal strength and the support of my wife, family, friends, co-workers, classmates, and professors, 

I am still here and almost at the finishing line. I believe this has strengthen[ed] me and will be 
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helpful as I embark on my career as an administrator and all the challenges that entail” Emily 

mentioned the support of her family as well. She noted how the relationships we have with our 

families help to create who we become in the future. She wrote:  

 

My family are the most important people in my life because they have taught me the prin-

ciples and values I needed to know to be a successful individual without forgetting who I 

am and where I came from. With this being said, all the knowledge and principles I have 

obtained from my family has reflected on what I am currently doing with my students. I do 

my best to provide them with a caring environment where they feel safe to be themselves 

so they can thrive into successful individuals themselves.  

 

 Other participants also mentioned similar experiences. Several USLC students gave exam-

ples of the relationships built within the group and how those relationships will continue to support 

them in their future endeavors. Laura mentioned,   

 

I have also gained some close relationships with other educators within my district and 

districts within my area. My professional network has expanded exponentially, and I can 

use these relationships for the rest of my professional career. We, as a cohort, have grown 

together, struggled, and had doubts. Also, we have been there to support each other. We, 

as educators, have transformed into a group of closely-knit social justice leaders. I will 

always have someone to call on or rely on to assist me if needed. 

 

Another relationship brought up by several participants was the relationships established 

with their students. Many participants found that creating authentic relationships with the children 

they teach makes a much more substantial impact on the students than merely educating them. The 

USLC experience assisted the participants in building and sustaining relationships with students. 

Monica mentioned the following, “I found that building authentic relationships with the students 

is a crucial component in the educational setting. When you show the students that you care for 

them, their attitudes towards schooling are more positive. The relationships with our students, 

family members, and each other have played a vital role in molding and developing us as future 

social justice leaders." 

 

Bilingual Advocate 

 

 Participants in this study serve a large bilingual population. With the transition of online 

education, participants found that bilingual students in low SES communities were facing a new 

challenge, namely a change with instructional modalities and utilization of resources.However, 

some participants shared how they used their positionality to create a pedagogy to serve bilingual 

students.   

 Marcy reflected that she has learned in the pandemic to prepare herself better to serve her 

bilingual students properly. 

 

My delivery instruction has changed because planning my lessons for 22 little ones who 

are bilingual has to have more kinesthetic instruction. Lessons are shorter, so they do not 

lose interest quickly.  I took a course for blended learning instruction during the summer, 

and it has helped me allow students to have choices in what they wish to work on first. This 
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training has been helpful when my face-to-face students are working independently (asyn-

chronous). 

 

 Rob has adapted his teaching to better serve the students he serves and continues to evolve 

his pedagogy. He shares, 

 

I feel that my pedagogy has evolved immensely since the start of school closures during 

COVID-19. Although teachers were just trying to survive and continue the school year, we 

have learned how to adapt to the new reality of online school. I’d be lying if I said that I’m 

a genius at this virtual learning/teaching. I most certainly am not. As the spring semester 

rolled on, I found myself still struggling in late April. What I found helpful for our special 

populations, including bilingual students, was translating text from English to Spanish.  

The program I use allows me to hover over a word to see a picture of the word, and has the 

capability of having the text be read to you and dictate your sentences. 

 

 In a similar mindset, Hilary also acknowledges the shift from previous years to teaching in 

COVID times. For her, teaching has been challenging. “This whole new way of delivering instruc-

tion has not been easy to say the least. However, I am working to adjust my lessons as needed so 

my students can be successful in their native language.”  

 

 Vickie shared how she incorporates techniques that her district or campus does not approve 

of, but she feels she has to provide additional support for her bilingual students. She shared, 

 

I will straight up admit that I have been using google translate to help my ESL students 

understand what to do. I also am allowing them to submit work in Spanish, and I am even 

translating assignments for them.  I know that this is against our model, but I feel that I 

need to help them in any way I can. 

 

 Onis fully understands the challenges of not speaking the English language as a student in 

US schools; however, he uses his lived experiences to assist them. He shared, 

 

I just had to think outside the box. I had to develop activities specifically for my bilingual 

kids that can be done at home and shift my grading to a “pass” and “excellent” model. 

Students with minimum to no work get a 70 from me, and those who attempted the work 

get an automatic hundred regardless. My intention is to do no harm during this pandemic.  

 

 Renata, an experienced educator, acknowledges the challenges COVID creates for bilin-

gual students. However, she also uses her positionality to adapt to meaningful practices that re-

spond to the student’s current needs. Structuring lessons to facilitate student engagement situate 

them as active participants in the learning environment. She shared, 

 

During our daily 15 minutes English Language Development block, I create purposeful 

and strategic lessons to support student learning. During those 15 minutes, we establish a 

dialogue routine where students answer to the prompt of the day. I continue promoting a 

sociocultural understanding what students can engage in learning with their peers. I admire 



Page | 154     Niño —A Pedagogy of Care  
  

their conversations because they're full of knowledge and are ready to share what they 

know to others.  

 

Similarly, Claudia, also shared her strategies for creating a more meaningful classroom for 

bilingual students. Claudia takes a more personal approach to attract students’ attention. 

 

I personally share my heritage with my students and connect with them when I develop my 

lessons. I try to understand how my students and parents feel when they are connected to 

learn in the new environmental situation. The COVID-19 virus has brought new ways and 

modalities for teachers to use and implement in their classrooms. 

 

 Embracing a similar personal approach in her classroom, Graciela also adopts a practice 

that her district does not recommend for teachers. However, knowing her students, she welcomes 

the learning process using all approaches.  

 

I like to make connections with my students' lives and ask them to share their personal 

experiences, and I am OK with them speaking in Spanish or verbalizing their responses. 

This is something I was told not to do in the past, but because of that, many of my students 

shut down last year. This year, I will give them a fighting chance and encourage their 

growth by building relationships first. 

 

 In a similar vein, Mariela shared how her pedagogy is centered on a personal approach to 

engage in the learning process with her students. She stated, 

 

Much more of my pedagogy involves conversation and reflection rather than just lecturing 

and monitoring. This seems to be supporting both special populations in my class. In other 

areas of the campus, it is difficult to tell how learners are being assisted. 

 

 Sonia, acknowledged the importance of welcoming the student in her classroom, but also 

values the contribution families have on students’ success. She shared how she tries to work with 

students and even arranges the live virtual sessions to fit the parent’s schedule. She shared her 

approach,  

 

The most important thing is opportunities for interactions with peers and live interactions 

with teacher. This means trying to make yourself available for more synchronous interac-

tions throughout the day. I work with families, share my schedules, and also try to be flex-

ible, even if that means after hours.  

 

 For Sulema, her focus as an educator shifted with COVID. Her stance evolves from the 

instructional role to the social role. For her, being an educator also requires attention to the affec-

tive domain of students.   

 

In addition to flexibility, teachers are also having to work as social skills liaisons, to make 

sure that they are not only providing opportunities for live-interactions but putting extra 

emphasis on socio-emotional learners to ensure that students feel safe in virtual environ-

ments.  
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Sonia, also shared the same perspective in providing emotional support to her bilingual 

students.  

 

With the rapid change due to COVID, I have not only focused on academics, but also 

focused on the socioemotional end. With a new administration at our school, I have ensured 

that our administration is aware of the lack of focus being placed on the bilingual students 

and their families. I have been an advocate and shared how our current EL Liaison can no 

longer handle her work at the slow pace she always has. 

 

The participants’ testimonios attest to a necessity that each one encountered within the 

virtual bilingual learning environment. Participants made instructional adjustments to serve the 

best interests of the English language learner. Adapting their planning, delivery, and use of re-

sources, participants shifted instructional modalities, affirmed student linguistic assets, improved 

rapport with parents, and nurtured student interactions. Using their positionality as advocates for 

bilingual students meant some decisions fell outside district guidelines and policy. Participants 

considered their students’ socioemotional needs to advance their learning and attend to the whole 

person in education. 

 

Special Needs Advocate 

 

 Participants also expressed the need to deliver high quality experiences for students' varied 

learning needs. Most participants believe that the virtual world is making it tougher to make ac-

commodations during whole group synchronous times. Some participants shared why the asyn-

chronous and small group time became even more important during this pandemic. Participants in 

this study believe that students with varied learning needs require greater advocacy. 

 Joey echoed this idea, 

 

I would say that I have taken more of a warm but aggressive approach to assisting students 

this year because we have not had as many opportunities to learn about each other. If a 

student struggles with reading, then I share applications and websites that can assist with 

speaking written text. If a student struggles with typing, then I share applications and web-

sites that can assist with dictation.  Everyone has learning styles and needs.  

 

He continues to share his efforts to support all his students, “If students do not respond to 

my written communications, then I send them videos of me asking them questions or explaining 

things.” 

Ronnie shared his struggles, “Serving the pedagogical needs of SPED students has been 

just as challenging. Here the specific challenge has been getting them involved on the virtual plat-

form.” 

With similar instructional concerns, Ronald shared how he feels when serving students 

with varied learning needs.  

 

Addressing the needs of my special education students with the challenges of COVID19 is 

classical of the definition of navigating the uncharted waters. Talk about swimming at the 

deep end of this unfamiliar water with sharks, I am definitely in the midst of a “huge edu-

cational experiment” struggling to effectively provide my special education students with 
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services that are guaranteed to be delivered by law included in their IEP via online learning 

format. Shifting that entire process online is a monumental and daunting task! Even as a 

veteran teacher, I try to figure out how to navigate online learning and special education. 

Flexibility is the keyword for me. 

 

 Ricardo looks at all opportunities to properly serve his students with various learning 

styles.  He explained how he asks for resources and support from colleagues, “I had to find creative 

ways to reach my students, get my resources and help from inclusion teachers. I also invited myself 

to IEP Team meetings through alternate means of communication.” 

 Additionally, Claire shared her experience in servicing students with special needs, “I have 

a special education student and I address his needs by providing appropriate learning resources. I 

also stay in communication with the parent to create a partnership and create a support system.” 

 However, Ramiro shared his approach to support his students, “I have 34 special needs 

learners and right now. I have been following up with their parents at least once a week to see how 

they are doing.” He continued to explain how he maintains communication with all parents. “Par-

ents have my google voice number to call me whenever they run into issues with the assignments. 

I usually send a text asking if they need assistance with the assignments or if they have questions 

during the middle of the week.” 

 Graciela shared her difficulties in properly serving the students who have varied learning 

needs. She stated,  

 

Students learn at different speeds and depths, and trying to monitor this learning is even 

more difficult in the virtual world. The best thing I can do as a teacher is to meet with 

students individually to help them build on their development. The hardest part is getting 

students to log in for multiple meetings. 

 

 Renata shared her practice during COVID times as students with special needs might get 

overwhelmed, especially if doing virtual instruction. She reflected on how she incorporates other 

approaches into her pedagogy.  

 

We have practiced SEL strategies and breathing exercises to stay calm and not get frus-

trated with our activities. I also bought them coloring/word puzzle books so that when they 

are done with their activity, they can get a break. Those are just a few things I do to help 

with the emotional aspect of their needs because I don’t want them to stop working and 

become overwhelmed. 

 

Discussion 

 

 The data shows that participants in this study learned and defined how an educator can 

enact social justice practices during the COVID-19 pandemic. The educators were able to trans-

form their thinking and practice through a social justice lens. Their critical consciousness enabled 

their daily actions and words to impact students' lives and the people around them. Through their 

own lived experiences, they realized that education can be flawed with many injustices, inequities, 

and significant issues that can only be addressed through the fight for social justice from people 

who observe it and take action to do something about it. It's a fight that cannot happen alone. Kozol 

(2012) stated, "a system where some children are given the better opportunities, while others are 
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left in the dark. Children in districts having relatively low assessable property values are receiving 

no public education; rather, it is that they are receiving poorer quality education than that available 

to children in districts having more assessable wealth" (p.215). 

 However, funding cannot address everything in education. Kozol (2002) reminds us that 

teachers from poor urban schools are not prepared with the required skills to manage a classroom 

occupied mainly with students from different social realities and perspectives. Nonetheless, par-

ticipants in this study advocated for educational practices to demonstrate the potential of children, 

regardless of the funding source.  

 The participants in this study revealed a practice of care towards their students as an au-

thentic relationship between them. This relationship helped the participants embrace the practice 

of reflection to evaluate any issue or challenges they faced. As a result, andreminiscent of past 

experiences the participants saw a reflection of themselves in their respective students. These ex-

periences seek to make an equitable and positive change for all students and participants in every 

teaching practice aspect. As reflected by the participants, social justice leadership is not to be seen 

in isolation in terms of skills but should be complexed through other competencies held to better 

make informed decisions with students’ best interests in mind. Nieto (2006) stated that social jus-

tice “Challenges, confronts, and disrupts misconceptions, untruths, and stereotypes that lead to 

structural inequality based on race, social class, gender, and other social and human differences” 

(p. 2). She stressed the school-level approach to social justice, asking leaders to reform school 

policies and practices around behavior policies, school climate, family outreach, high-stakes test-

ing, and others. Nieto (2006) further adds that for education to be rooted in social justice, it needs 

to be responsive to the language needs of linguistically diverse children. The participants in this 

study provided, through their reflections and testimonials, ways in which they serve children of 

diverse backgrounds.  

 Social justice leaders place race, class, gender, disability, sexual orientation, and other his-

torically marginalized factors at the center of their leadership practice and vision (Niño, Garza, & 

Rodríguez, 2018; Theoharis, 2009). Participants in this study shared their efforts to address these 

identities in the educational system. Additionally, the participants in the study acted on these be-

liefs about education by reflecting on “who we serve as educators, who has the right to attend 

schools, and the broader purpose(s) of education in contemporary times” (López, González, & 

Fierro, 2010, p.101). The central focus for social justice in education in the United States includes 

issues of educational equity for all students and educators’ awareness of social diversity and criti-

cal consciousness (Grant & Sleeter, 2007; McKenzie et al., 2008; Niño, Garza, Cordova, 2019). 

Equity-oriented work that educators embrace and practice provides better opportunities for all stu-

dents to succeed academically, socially, and emotionally amid a pandemic. 

 As the participants in this study shared, many of them became advocates for their students 

and education in general. Many of them went through a similar experience as Michelle, who stated: 

 

Going through the USLC program has opened my eyes to see the realities of the school 

system outside of the four walls of the classroom. I have gained a deeper understanding of 

the inequalities that exist in the school system and how I can make changes from within as 

an educator.  

 

For many participants, the pandemic influenced them to practice a more reflective approach in 

their pedagogy.  Some participants prioritized the social-emotional aspect of students while not 
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neglecting the academics. Additionally, Onis shared, “Yet nothing could prepare me for the inev-

itable, the impact of this pandemic on the safety and emotional well-being of our students.” Their 

action embraces a notion of care brought by their social justice preparation. Participants in this 

study embraced their identity as social beings and prioritized the need for personal relationships 

and collaboration. In order for students to learn, they commonly follow the same patterns of learn-

ing through collaboration, not isolation. Unfortunately, what gets prioritized in the school setting 

is "the academic domain at the expense of the social and emotional affective domain" (Reinhardt, 

2019, p. 6).  

 Noddings (1984) described care as, “when we see the other’s reality as a possibility for us, 

we must act to eliminate the intolerable, reduce the pain, to fill the need, to actualize the dream” 

(p. 9). Many participants in the study, like Emily shared, “We were checking in on our families 

and their emotional well-being, which I believed was the right thing. No one was prepared for 

what was happening, emotionally, financially, especially our parents.” To the participants, their 

role as educators leaned towards establishing a safe and caring learning environment for their stu-

dents. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Some scholars claim that developing a social justice orientation among prospective school 

leaders is an arduous and time-consuming process. Leadership preparation programs can ill afford 

to admit students who do not already possess such an orientation (e.g., McKenzie et al., 2008).  

Other scholars argue that leadership programs, particularly those housed in public institutions, 

have an obligation to take students where they are and work to help them develop the knowledge 

and skills to be social justice leaders (Niño, Garza, & Rodríguez, 2018; Waite, Nelson, & 

Guajardo, 2007).   This study suggests that leadership preparation programs can help students 

develop social justice orientations that benefit students even in the middle of educational shifts. 

However, more intentional efforts need to be made to address issues in education and the lack of 

resources that contribute to the inequities in the system.  

 While this study only highlights educators' experiences during a pandemic, much work 

goes on in the everyday practice of social justice educators. Leadership in education must expand 

to acknowledge the work teachers do from within the classroom. In the USLC approach, leadership 

is broad and inclusive so that the practice does not become exclusive, rather a more collaborative 

approach to facilitate change. The work done during the USLC experience is not easy; it takes 

passion, time, and belief in its mission and purpose. The participants in this study reflected on their 

journey and experiences as they navigated the COVID-19 pandemic. This study invites educational 

leaders to welcome new opportunities for learning and teaching leadership development. This pa-

per intends to highlight the works of an award-winning program whose educators are authentically 

committed to doing equity-oriented work during a pandemic. The lessons learned from this pro-

gram can be highlighted by USLC graduates, who, like the professors in this program, continue to 

challenge systems in professional settings. 
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Serving ALL Students: Social and Emotional  

Learning in a “Press Pause” World 
 

 

Pamela R. Rockwood 

 

 

Abstract 

 

This paper shares the findings of a non-experimental quantitative case study done in a 

rural central Illinois K-8 school district. The study focused on the delivery of student social 

and emotional learning during the COVID-19 pandemic and how educators were able to 

still design equitable learning opportunities for students through their social and emo-

tional learning program even though the delivery model had to be changed overnight from 

in-person to remote learning. All staff were asked to complete an online survey asking 

about their growth in the use of 28 best practice instructional strategies that could be used 

for the remote delivery of student social and emotional learning. These strategies were also 

aligned to the five core student social and emotional competency areas as outlined by the 

Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning’s competency-based concep-

tual framework. While the staff survey also asked them to self-report their current feelings, 

their current self-care strategies, and their current perceived level of certain social and 

emotional learning competencies, the findings reported in this paper focus only on the self-

reported staff growth in the use of each of the 28 instructional strategies. The data shows 

that staff self-reported growth in 21 of the 28 strategies. The results of this study are im-

portant because they offer an understanding as to how educators are able to continue to 

provide equitable learning opportunities for success for all students through the remote 

delivery of social and emotional learning.   

 

Keywords: equity, marginalized, social and emotional learning, instructional strategies   

 

 

At some point or another, everyone has felt unseen and unheard and marginalized.  

                                                                                                                         --Ayanna Pressley 

 

 

It is true indeed that each one of has felt marginalized at some point or another; however, to truly 

be marginalized is to be put in or kept in a powerless or unimportant position within a society or a 

group (Merriam-Webster, 2021) and in the education segment of society there are some groups 

who have been and continue to be marginalized. These groups include minorities, second language 

learners, special education students and those who experience poverty. While education has made 

some progress through research and evidence-based best practices in instructional strategies and 

curriculum programs that demonstrate that they provide a more equitable educational experience 

for all students, it remains a daunting task due to an ever-changing society, increasing student 

needs, and decreasing available resources. 
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One research-supported and evidence-based curriculum program that promotes a more eq-

uitable educational experience for all students is that of social and emotional learning (SEL). With 

systemic implementation, SEL fosters an equitable learning environment where all students feel 

respected, valued, and affirmed (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 

n.d.-a), no matter their ethnicity, language, learning ability or income (Atwell & Bridgeland, 2019; 

Dunham, n.d.; Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor & Shellinger, 2011). This programming is 

essential as our population demographics continue to shift as “An increasing number of school-

aged children and youth reside in poor or low-income families and communities” (Jagers, Rivas-

Drake, & Borowski, 2018, p. 2).  

 

The Benefits of Social-Emotional Learning 

 

Practitioners and researchers alike have long emphasized that all students can benefit from 

opportunities for social and emotional learning (Atwell & Bridgeland, 2019; Durlak et al., 2011). 

Research shows that SEL promotes the academic growth of all students (Niemi, 2020) and it en-

hances student college and career readiness (Osher, Kidron, Brackett, Dymnicki, Jones, & Weiss-

berg, 2016). 

There is now a strong body of evidence confirming that social and emotional learning 

drives increases in grades as well as scores on standardized tests (Greenberg, Domitrovich, Weiss-

berg, & Durlak, 2017). A 2011 meta-analysis of 213 SEL programs demonstrated they immedi-

ately improved the academic achievement of students (Durlak et al, 2011). In 2017 follow-up as-

sessments were done with students an average of 3.5 years after their last SEL intervention. The 

results of those assessments indicated students who had received SEL programming averaged 13 

percentile points higher in academic performance (Taylor, Oberle, Durlak, & Weissberg, 2017). 

An added benefit of student social and emotional learning is that it improves their compe-

tencies in establishing and maintaining positive attitudes and relationships (Sailors, 2017). There 

is a high return on investment with every invested dollar returning $11.00 by preparing them to be 

caring, responsible, and productive citizens (Belfield, Brooks, Klapp, Levin, Shand, & Zander, 

2015). 

 

Review of the Related Literature 

 

A Brief History of Social Emotional Learning 

 

Some claim that student SEL programs began in ancient Greece when Plato proposed a 

holistic student curriculum that required a balance of the arts, math, science, physical education, 

character, and moral judgment (Edutopia, 2012). Concerns about equity have motivated the SEL 

movement from the start when scholars found that when educators lacked a basic understanding 

of child development, children from marginalized communities suffer the most (Comer, 2009). 

Many attribute the beginning of successful modern student SEL programs as having started with 

the work of James Comer and his colleagues with their piloting of  The Comer School Development 

Program from the 1960’s through the 1980’s. Their results demonstrated a sustained improvement 

of student social skills and achievement and then in the late 1980’s, a five year project funded by 

the W. T. Grant Consortium, provided the first list of social and emotional skill areas for students 

(Edutopia, 2012).  
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With this increasing interest in student SEL came additional research studies and new or-

ganizations. One prominent and lasting organization founded is 1994 is the Collaborative for Ac-

ademic, Social, and Emotional Learning, commonly known as “CASEL” (Collaborative for Aca-

demic, Social, and Emotional Learning, n.d.-e). CASEL has done and continues to do cutting edge 

research on student SEL and they have developed a competency-based conceptual framework that 

many school districts in the United States are using for program delivery. The Collaborating States 

Initiative (CSI) was established by CASEL in 2016 with the purpose of working with state agencies 

to create equity-focused, evidence-based SEL programs and as of March of 2020, they reported 

that 18 states had developed statewide CASEL-based frameworks for K-12 students (Collaborative 

for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, n.d.-b).  

 

CASEL’s Competency-Based Conceptual Framework 

 

CASEL’s conceptual framework was derived from child development theory and research 

on student success (Brackett, Elbertson, & Rivers, 2017). It concentrates on students acquiring and 

applying skills in recognizing and managing emotions, making responsible decisions and positive 

relationships (Weissberg, Durlak, Domitrovich, & Gullotta, 2015). CASEL has identified five in-

terrelated sets of cognitive, affective, and behavioral competencies that comprise social and emo-

tional learning and that are integral to the development of justice-oriented, global citizens, who 

have a growth mindset and who place an emphasis on commonalities rather than differences (Ja-

gers et al, 2018). The five CASEL competency areas include self-awareness, self-management, 

social awareness, relationship skills and responsible decision-making, with all of these areas being 

able to be taught in many ways and across many settings (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 

Emotional Learning, n.d.-c). 

The first two competency areas pertain to “self”. One of these areas encompasses self-

awareness which is having the ability to accurately recognize one’s own feelings and thoughts and 

their influence on behaviors. It includes accurately assessing one’s strengths and limitations, and 

possessing a growth mindset with a well-grounded sense of self-efficacy and optimism (Melnick, 

Cook-Harvey, Darling-Hammond, 2017). The second “self” area is self-management which is be-

ing able to regulate one’s emotions and behaviors in order to set and achieve personal and educa-

tional goals. It encompasses delaying gratification, managing stress, controlling impulses, self-

motivation, and perseverance (Melnick et al., 2017). 

The third CASEL defined competency area is that of responsible decision-making. This 

includes making constructive choices about personal behavior, social interactions, and school 

based on consideration of ethical standards, safety concerns, social norms, realistic evaluation of 

consequences of various actions, and the well-being of self and others (Melnick et al., 2017). 

Relationship skills make up the fourth competency area which includes having the ability 

to establish and maintain healthy and rewarding relationships with diverse individuals and groups. 

This involves communicating clearly, listening actively, cooperating, resisting inappropriate social 

pressure, negotiating conflict constructively, and seeking help when needed (Melnick et al., 2017). 

The fifth and final competency area is that of social awareness. This is having the ability 

to take the perspective of and empathize with others from diverse background and cultures, to 

understand social and ethical norms for behavior, and to recognize family, school and community 

resources and supports (Melnick et al., 2017). 
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Student SEL Mandate in Illinois  

 

As a result of the “Children’s Mental Health Act of 2003”, Illinois was one of the first 

states to implement a statewide student SEL framework based on CASEL’s five core competency 

areas. Using their work, Illinois generated an umbrella of three goals that incorporated a total of 

ten SEL standards. Each of the standards outlines age-appropriate benchmarks and performance 

descriptors (Illinois State Board of Education, Social and Emotional Learning, n.d.-c). 

The first Illinois goal concentrates on student development of self-awareness and the self-

management skills needed to achieve school and life success. The three standards appropriated to 

this goal include identifying and managing one's own emotions and behaviors, recognizing per-

sonal qualities and external supports, and demonstrating skills related to achieving personal and 

academic goals.  

Illinois Goal 2 incorporates the social awareness and interpersonal skills that students need 

to establish and maintain positive relationships. The four standards in this goal consist of recog-

nizing the feelings and perspectives of others, recognizing individual and group similarities and 

differences, using communication and social skills to interact effectively with others, and demon-

strating an ability to prevent, manage, and resolve interpersonal conflicts in constructive ways.  

The final Illinois goal encompasses student competencies in demonstrating decision- mak-

ing skills and responsible behaviors in personal, school, and community contacts. The three stand-

ards found in this goal include considering various factors (ethical, safety, and societal) when mak-

ing decisions, applying decision-making skills to deal responsibly with daily academic and social 

situations, and contributing to the well-being of one’s school and community (Illinois State Board 

of Education, Social and Emotional Learning Standards, n.d.-d). While the integration of these 

SEL standards may be more obvious in some subject areas such as health and social science, it is 

possible to integrate them throughout all learning areas.  

When Illinois issued their state mandate for student SEL programs, many school districts 

had to determine how they were going to deliver this program. Some districts chose to purchase 

an already made curriculum, some chose to offer a before or after school program, and some chose 

to design and implement their own integrated SEL curriculum program. While there are various 

program delivery modes, a common characteristic is that they are delivered in person. In the middle 

of March in 2020, many Illinois school districts suddenly found themselves needing to shift away 

from their in-person delivery mode due to “shelter-in-place” state orders (Mervosh, Lu, & Swales, 

2020) that were the result of the declared world-wide COVID-19 pandemic.  

As a result, districts knew that it would be essential for them to find other ways to deliver 

the SEL that students so badly needed during the pandemic and that delivery needed to center on: 

1) creating a connectedness with them and their families across a physical distance; 2) providing 

them with developmentally appropriate strategies for understanding and regulating their emotions; 

and 3) making certain that they were practicing self-care (Schlund & Weissberg, 2020). But, how 

could a school district provide this critical student SEL when schools were closed, people were 

quarantined, and the district just did not have the resources that they needed? 

 

Teaching Student SEL during a Pandemic 

 

In 2019, the Federal Communications Commission reported that 6.5% of the American 

population, lacked access to broadband internet, including wired and fixed wireless connections 

(Federal Communications Commission, 2019). For that same year the national poverty rate for 

http://www.ilga.gov/legislation/93/sb/09300sb1951enr.htm
https://www.apa.org/topics/resilience
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children under the age of 18 was 14.4% (United States Census Bureau, 2020) and specifically in 

Illinois, during the 2019-2020 school year, it was 48.5 % (Illinois State Report Card, n.d.-b). The 

Illinois statistic of 48.5 % is of particular interest because the most recent Illinois State Report 

Card (2019-2020 school year) for the K-8 rural school district studied, noted that it had a low 

income student percentage of 66.3% (Illinois State Report Card, n.d.-a), which is higher than both 

the national and state averages during that time period. Considering this characteristic as well as 

the added stressors that students are facing from the pandemic, it is clear that SEL programs needed 

to continue to further not only their academic achievement, but also to help them understand and 

learn how to cope with their emotions and stressors. It was especially imperative for SEL program-

ming to continue as students were learning to navigate this new age of social distancing and mask-

ing. 

Research reveals that there are at least 28 best practice instructional strategies that educa-

tors can use to remotely support student SEL needs during COVID-19. These various strategies 

include: 1) establishing a predictable routine (Ellerbeck, n.d.; Sparks, 2020; Kaufman, n.d.), 2) 

keeping some school traditions and rituals (Prothero, 2020), 3) providing opportunities for reflec-

tion (Ellerbeck, n.d.; Alexander & Endo, 2020; Waterford.org, 2018; Kaufman, n.d.), 4) perform-

ing check-ins (Ellerbeck, n.d.; Prothero, 2020; Kaufman, n.d.), 5) integrating SEL activities into 

other learning (Ellerbeck, n.d.; Sparks, 2020; Prothero, 2020), 6) building community (Alexander 

& Endo, 2020; Prothero, 2020), 7) asking students about their feelings (Alexander & Endo, 2020), 

8) helping students become aware of their emotions and accepting of how they feel (Alexander & 

Endo, 2020), 9) providing resources that students may need (Alexander & Endo, 2020), 10) jour-

naling (Alexander & Endo, 2020; Bouffard, Parkinson, Jacob & Jones, 2009; Waterford.org, 2018; 

Prothero, 2020), 11) promoting stress management techniques (Alexander & Endo, 2020; Kauf-

man, n.d.), 12 and 13) practicing self-care and sharing healthy lifestyle tips (Alexander & Endo, 

2020), 14) forming strong bonds with others (Alexander & Endo, 2020; Kaufman, n.d.), 15) con-

sidering multiple perspectives (Alexander & Endo, 2020), 16) listening to each other’s thoughts 

and experiences (Alexander & Endo, 2020), 17) teaching decision-making skills (Alexander & 

Endo, 2020; Waterford.org, 2018); 18) teaching problem-solving skills (Alexander & Endo, 2020; 

Waterford.org, 2018); 19 and 20) creating a sense of belonging and connection to the teacher and 

others (Alexander & Endo, 2020), 21) using simulations (Bouffard, Parkinson, Jacob & Jones, 

2009; Waterford.org, 2018),  22) incorporating role play (Bouffard, Parkinson, Jacob & Jones, 

2009; Waterford.org, 2018), 23) drawing (Bouffard, Parkinson, Jacob & Jones, 2009), 24) prac-

ticing mindfulness (Waterford.org, 2018; Kaufman, n.d.), 25) meditating (Waterford.org, 2018; 

Kaufman, n.d.), 26) participating in service projects (Waterford.org, 2018; Kaufman, n.d.), 27) 

engaging families (Kaufman, n.d.), and 28) talking about current events and what is going on in 

the world (Prothero, 2020; Kaufman, n.d.). 

This paper explores how staff in one Illinois rural K-8 school district changed their instruc-

tional delivery of student SEL from in-person delivery to remote delivery using each of the 28 

instructional strategies. It investigates the type of SEL opportunities all students were provided via 

these strategies as well as how much staff perceived themselves to have grown in their use of each 

strategy from March of 2020 to October of 2020.  

The outcomes of this study are important to share because there is limited research about 

remote SEL program delivery during the COVID-19 pandemic.  The reporting of this study also 

begins to fill the gap in the literature regarding how district staff can work together to provide 

pertinent and appropriate equity-based SEL learning for all students even when they are not able 

to be physically present with them. 
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The K-8 Illinois School District Case Study 

 

Purpose of the Study and Study Questions 

 

The purpose of this non-experimental case study was to examine how staff in one rural 

Illinois K-8 school district were able to craft equitable opportunities for students as they changed 

their SEL program delivery mode from in-person to remote learning due to state mandated school 

closures as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic in March of 2020.  

The questions that this study sought to answer were: 

 

1) How did staff continue to deliver student SEL learning in a pandemic during the time 

that no one could be physically present in the district buildings?  

2) What were staff perceptions of their own individual SEL skills so as to be able to role 

model those needed skills to students during the time that no one could be physically 

present in the district buildings?  

3) What did staff do to practice self-care so they could be “at their best” and share those 

practices with students as part of their SEL curriculum during the time that no one could 

be physically present in the district buildings? 

 

This paper reports only the findings pertaining to question one which explored how staff was able 

to continue to deliver student SEL learning and thus, provide equitable opportunities during the 

pandemic. 

 

Frameworks Used for the Study 

 

Theoretical Framework  

 

Over the past 100 years there has been relatively little discussion about the theory or theo-

ries that underlie social-emotional education. Recent research, however, has indicated there are 

three overlapping forces that have created the foundation for current social emotional educational 

theory and practice that include cognitive behavioral theory, systems theory, and facets of psycho-

analytic theory (Cohen & Sandy, 2003). 

Cognitive behavioral theory shares that an individual’s thoughts lead to certain feelings 

which then lead to certain behavioral responses. It underscores the concept that by changing 

thoughts feelings, ultimately, behaviors will change (Parvez, 2019).  Systems theory is based on 

the principle that a complex system is made up of multiple smaller systems, and it is the interac-

tions between these smaller systems that create that complex system (Wilkinson, 2011). Psycho-

analytic theory explains that conscious, as well as unconscious emotions and thoughts shape who 

a person becomes, what he or she learns and how that affects his or her actions (Cohen & Sandy, 

2003).  

 

Conceptual Framework 

 

Utilizing the three overlapping forces of cognitive behavioral theory, systems theory, and 

facets of psychoanalytic theory, the Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning 
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developed a conceptual framework for student social and emotional learning. This competency-

based conceptual framework was used for this study and it was appropriate for use as CASEL 

states: 

 

SEL can be a powerful lever for creating caring, just, inclusive, and healthy  

communities that support all individuals in reaching their fullest potential. Systemic im-

plementation of SEL both fosters and depends upon an equitable learning environment, 

where all students and adults feel respected, valued, and affirmed in their individual inter-

ests, talents, social identities, cultural values and backgrounds (Collaborative for Aca-

demic, Social, and Emotional Learning, n.d.-d). 

 

Study Methodology 

 

District Characteristics 

 The rural K-8 school district in this non-experimental quantitative case study is a two build-

ing district in central Illinois. Its most recent student population characteristics include 66.3% low 

income, 14% special education, 20.6% diversity, and a 24% mobility rate (Illinois State Report 

Card, n.d.-a). 

 

Study Population and Sampling 

 

This study used a total population purposive sampling technique with all 56 staff members 

in the district being invited to complete an online Google survey. Purposive sampling is often 

referred to as judgmental or expert sampling and this sampling method was appropriate for this 

study as all staff in the district share the common characteristic of working with the students who 

attend school there and one of the district’s beliefs is based on the concept that all students have 

value. 

 

Survey Instrument 

 

 Via an online Google survey all potential respondents were asked to respond to four de-

mographic questions (gender, role, work location, and number of years of district experience), 40 

categorical response self-perception questions (pertaining to feelings and level of adult SEL com-

petencies), one checklist question that asked about self-care strategies, and two checklist questions 

asking which of the 28 best practice student SEL instructional strategies they implemented when 

schools closed in March of 2020 as well as when students returned to in-person learning in the fall.  

 

Survey Validity 

 

Before each of the 28 instructional strategies was included in the survey, it was affirmed 

that each addressed one of CASEL’s research-based five core student SEL competency areas as 

well as one of the three research based competency areas as noted in the three Illinois student SEL 

goal areas. Nine of the instructional strategies addressed Illinois Goal 1 (self-awareness and self-

management which are included in the CASEL competency areas), 13 strategies addressed Illinois 

Goal 2 (social awareness and relationships which are included in the CASEL competency areas) 
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and five strategies addressed Illinois Goal 3 (decision-making and responsible behaviors which 

are included in the CASEL competency areas).  

The prototype of the survey was pilot tested with a small group of educators from another 

district and feedback was obtained as to the clarity of the directions, question simplicity, and the 

amount of time it took to complete the survey. Appropriate adjustments were then made to the 

survey before it was administered to staff in the school district of study. 

Implementing the above described process is one way to ensure face validity. Face validity 

is also influenced by a respondent’s view as to if the survey appears to really measure what it is 

supposed to measure. Respondents are more inclined to respond to a survey if they believe that the 

questions are meaningful and relevant (Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh, & Sorenson, 2010). The instruc-

tional strategies used in the study survey are all means by which student social and emotional 

competencies can be taught and strengthened. These competencies are research-based and deline-

ated by CASEL and they are aligned in the three state-mandated Illinois goal areas for student 

social and emotional learning. Thus, face validity of the study survey was strengthened.  

 

Survey Reliability 

 The Kuder-Richardson Formula 20 (KR-20) is a special case of Cronbach’s alpha that is 

used to measure reliability for a test with dichotomous variables. For the three part survey that was 

used in this study, the reliability of the section that contained the checklist questions (the focus of 

this study paper) was determined through the use of the KR-20. The checklist question section 

asked for “no” or “yes” responses with regards to if a staff member had chosen to implement each 

of the 28 instructional strategies when delivering remote student social and emotional learning 

during the study time period which occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 The reliability statistic obtained from the KR-20 was .812. The criterion of 0.8 is often 

cited as a minimum alpha (Nunnally, 1994). Therefore, for this quantitative study, the reliability 

was appropriate.   

 

Statistical Procedures Used 

 

Descriptive data was reviewed for this study and it was disaggregated by role, gender, work 

location, and number of years of experience in the district. A gap analysis procedure was also used 

with the data relating to which best practice instructional strategies were used to deliver student 

SEL. The gap analysis examined if there was any staff growth in the use of each of the instructional 

strategies from March of 2020 to the fall of 2020. 

Because the researcher was also interested in knowing if there were any nonrandom asso-

ciations between the variables of the respondents’ years of district experience and self-reported 

feelings of being overwhelmed or anxious, the Fisher Exact Test (an inferential statistical test) was 

used. This test was also used to determine if there were any nonrandom associations between the 

variables of work location and self-reported feelings of being overwhelmed or anxious. This test 

was selected as opposed to Chi Square due to the small number of respondents to the survey.  

While the variables of gender and role were also considered, initial review of the data in-

dicated that there was not much difference in the statistics for gender and role as an overwhelming 

number of respondents were female (80.8 %) and certified staff (80.8 %). Therefore, the Fisher 

Exact Test was not performed regarding the variables of gender and role. 
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Study Results 

 

Respondents 

With the potential respondent pool of 56 staff members, 32 chose to participate in the sur-

vey. However of those 32 surveys, there were nine that were incomplete thus leaving a total of 23 

usable surveys which resulted in a 41.07% completion rate. The majority of survey completers 

were female (80.8%), certified staff (80.8 %), and worked at “Work Location 2” (57.7%). The 

majority of respondents had one to ten years of district experience (57.7%), with 38.5% of that 

group having one to five years of district experience, which included the 2020-2021 school year. 

 

Question One Study Results:  

 

The first question in this study (which is the focus of this paper) was related to how edu-

cators were able to continue to deliver student SEL learning during the time that no one could be 

physically present in the district buildings. This question specifically asked staff to self-report 

which of the 28 best practice SEL instructional strategies that they used starting March 14, 2020 

through October 21, 2020. (At this point, it is also important to note that while district students 

returned to in-person learning on August 20, 2020, the district experienced a two-week quarantine 

shutdown in between August 20, 2020 and October 21, 2020.)  

A gap analysis approach was used to determine if there was any growth in the use of each 

of the 28 best practice SEL instructional strategies. The overall range of results was –9% [helping 

students feel connected to the teacher (using technology, by phone, or in-person)] to a +26.8% 

[strengthening the sense of class community (technologically, by phone, or in-person)].  

The overall gap analysis results revealed that there was perceived staff growth in the use 

of 21 of the 28 instructional strategies with the growth results ranging from +.20% to +26.8%. 

Table 1 shares data indicating that staff believed they had grown in their use of eight out of nine 

strategies that correlated to Illinois SEL Goal Area 1: “Developing self-awareness and manage-

ment skills”.  

 

Table 1 

Growth in the use of SEL Strategies Related to Illinois SEL Goal #1 (noted in percent) 

 
Strategy              March use           October use   Growth 

Talked to about feelings   40.0   54.2     14.2 

Helped students with accept emotions 24.0   37.5     13.5 

Asked students to journal   16.0   16.7       0.7 

Point person for daily family checks   8.0     8.3       0.3 

Kept certain school rituals   56.0   62.5       6.5 

Taught strategies to cope with anxiety 20.0   20.8       0.8 

Shared mindfulness techniques  24.0   25.0       1.0 

Engaged students in the arts  20.0   25.0       5.0 

Shared healthy lifestyle tips  28.0   20.8      -7.2 

  

With regards to Illinois SEL Goal Area 2: “Using social awareness and interpersonal skills to 

establish and maintain positive relationships”, staff self-reported that they felt they had grown in 

the use of eight out of thirteen instructional strategies. (See Table 2.) 
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Table 2 

Growth in the use of SEL Strategies Related to Illinois SEL Goal #2 (noted in percent) 

             _________________________________________________________________ 
Strategy                March use           October use   Growth 

 

Reassured students about the situation 40.0   62.5     22.5 

Developed SEL lessons     4.0     4.2       0.2 

Regular in-person student/family contact 12.0   29.2     17.2 

Regular phone student/family contact 20.0   29.2       9.2 

Regular technological family contact 68.0   75.0       7.0 

Strengthened class community  44.0   70.8     26.8 

Regular small group meetings  24.0   45.8     21.8 

Regular whole class meetings  36.0   58.3     22.3 

PD on trauma-informed practices  16.0   12.5      -3.5 

Students felt connected to each other 48.0   41.7      -6.3 

Students felt connected to teacher  84.0   75.0      -9.0 

  SEL resource web page for parents   16.0       8.3                          -7.7 

Developed podcasts     0.0     0.0        0.0 

  

 The data found in Table 3 which relates to Illinois SEL Goal 3—“Demonstrating 

decision-making skills and responsible behaviors in personal, school, and community contexts”  

presents those instructional strategies in which staff believed that they had exhibited growth.  

 

Table 3 

Growth in the use of SEL Strategies Related to Illinois SEL Goal #3 (noted in percent) 

                _______________________________________________________________ 
                Strategy       March use           October use    Growth 

 

Provided structure and routine         56.0   75.0     19.0 

Engaged students in simulations           8.0     8.3       0.3 

Taught problem-solving          12.0   25.0     13.0 

Taught decision-making          16.0   20.8       4.8 

Educated students about pandemic         28.0   37.5       9.5 

Involved students in service project         12.0     4.2      -7.8 

 

 Specifically, the data in Table 3 delineates the five out of six instructional strategies for 

which there was perceived growth. 

 

Contingency Matrices and Fisher Exact Test Results 

 

 There is no question that the COVID-19 pandemic and its offshoots (illnesses, isolation, 

deaths, financial struggles, etc.) continue to impact the health and well-being of all families across 

the United States. Numerous mental health experts believe that many people will experience and 

continue to experience increased stress, anxiety, depression, and trauma (Ellin, 2020). In May, The 

Washington Post declared that the pandemic was pushing us into a mental health crisis (Wan, 

2020), with others stating that many teachers are experiencing burnout (Laskowski, 2020; Ali, 

2020).  
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 Considering this, the researcher was prompted to review the self-reported staff responses 

for the questions asking if they agreed or disagreed that they felt overwhelmed and had anxiety. 

The overall data showed that 88.4% of all respondents agreed that they were overwhelmed and 

65.4% reported that they had anxiety.  

 The pertinent 2 x 2 contingency matrices were then examined, specifically the matrices 

with the percentages showing the levels of district experience (1-10 years and 11 to 16+ years) to 

respondent agreement or disagreement as to if they felt overwhelmed or had anxiety. The matrices 

with the percentages showing the work location to respondent agreement or disagreement as to if 

they felt overwhelmed or had anxiety were also reviewed. 

 When looking at the matrix data concerning district experience and feeling overwhelmed, 

54% of the educators with 1 to 10 years of district experience agreed that they were overwhelmed 

while 4% of the educators in this same experience bracket disagreed. For those who had 11 to 16+ 

years of district experience, 34% agreed that they were overwhelmed with 8% disagreeing.  

 When looking at the matrix data about district experience and having anxiety, 46% of the 

educators with 1 to 10 years of district experience agreed they had feelings of anxiety while 12% 

of the educators in this same experience bracket disagreed. For those who had 11 to 16+ or years 

of district experience, 19% agreed that they had feelings of anxiety with 23% disagreeing.   

 When reviewing the matrix data about the work location and feeling overwhelmed, 38% 

of the educators at “Work Location 1” agreed that they were overwhelmed while 4% of the edu-

cators in this same building disagreed. For those who worked at “Work Location 2”, 50% agreed 

that they were overwhelmed with 8% disagreeing.  

 Finally, when examining the matrix data about the work location and having anxiety, 31% 

of the educators at “Work Location 1” agreed that they had feelings of anxiety while 12% of the 

educators in this same building disagreed. For those who worked at “Work Location 2”, 34% 

agreed that they had feelings of anxiety with 23% disagreeing.  

 Next, the Fisher Exact Test was performed at an alpha of .05 to find out if there were any 

nonrandom associations between feelings of being overwhelmed to district experience, feelings of 

anxiety to district experience, feelings of being overwhelmed to the work location, or feelings of 

anxiety to the work location. None of the Fisher Test results were statistically significant which 

indicated no associations between the variables. The results were as follows: 1) District experience 

by feeling overwhelmed was not significant with the Fisher Exact Test statistic value being 0.5558; 

2) district experience by having anxiety was not significant with the Fisher Exact Test statistic 

value being 0.1034; 3) work location by feeling overwhelmed was not significant with the Fisher 

Exact Test statistic value being 1; and 4) work location by having anxiety was not significant with 

the Fisher Exact Test statistic value being 0.6828. 

 

Discussion 

 

Perceived Growth in Strategy Usage 

  

The purpose of this case study was to determine how staff in one rural K-8 Illinois school 

district was able to provide equitable opportunities for student SEL remotely from March, 2020 

through the beginning months of the 2020-2021 school year. The study also explored their per-

ceived growth in the use of 28 best practice SEL remote instructional strategies during that time 

with that being of particular interest as the pandemic endured and delivery of education was ever-
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evolving in the form of mandates requiring school closures, quarantines, masking, and social dis-

tancing for all education students and personnel.  

Each of the SEL instructional strategies that staff used was aligned to one of the three 

student social and emotional learning goals as defined by the State of Illinois. Illinois SEL Goal 1 

focuses on the positive enactment of self-awareness and self-management and nine of the instruc-

tional strategies used were aligned to this goal. Thirteen of the instructional strategies supported 

Illinois SEL Goal 2 which stresses both social awareness and self-management. Finally, Illinois 

SEL Goal 3 emphasizes decision-making and responsible behaviors and five of the instructional 

strategies reinforced this goal.  

The overall gap analysis of the data gathered during the study time period demonstrates 

that staff feel they grew in 21 out of the 28 strategies with their growth results ranging from +.20% 

to 26.8%. They self-reported growth in their use of eight out of nine strategies in Illinois SEL Goal 

Area 1, eight out of thirteen strategies in Illinois Goal Area 2, and five out of six strategies in 

Illinois Goal Area 3. Their perceptions of growth are reasonable because from the initial pandemic 

shut-down in March of 2020 through October of 2020, educators continued to do what they have 

always done, care for our nation’s children, by mentoring, supporting, and educating them, day in 

and day out, navigating the many uncertainties of the pandemic. 

 

Perceived Stagnation or Regression in Strategy Usage 

 

There were seven remaining instructional strategies out of the 28 for which staff perceived 

that their growth was either stagnant or they regressed. The lack of growth range for these seven 

strategies was –9% [helping students feel connected to the teacher (using technology, phone, or in 

person)] to 0% (developing podcasts on stress reduction/maintaining relationship strategies).  

Research provides some likely answers as to this lack of perceived growth. Pre-pandemic, 

it shows that the teaching profession is already one of the most stressful professions (Busby, 2019). 

A recent report from the RAND Corporation suggests that teacher stress has increased during the 

2020-2021 school year as a result of the pandemic indicating that one in four is considering leaving 

the profession, with the highest-ranked stressors being the mode of instruction and health concerns 

(Steiner & Woo, 2021). 

While there were indeed pandemic-related health concerns as school districts closed in 

March of 2020, staff was at least sheltered at home while maintaining responsibility for their stu-

dents’ education, teaching remotely, whether they were using technology (with its own plethora 

of problems) or paper and pencil packets. Many found themselves simultaneously juggling their 

remote work with students, teaching and parenting their own children, caring for other loved ones 

(including those who may have fallen ill with COVID-19), and dealing with other tangential 

stresses brought on by the pandemic, such as financial problems.  

When students returned for in-person learning in the fall of 2020, staff in the school district 

studied found themselves face-to-face on the frontline of the pandemic battle because no remote 

delivery options for student education were offered. While face-to-face interactions are central to 

providing any education, it is very risky during a pandemic (Jones & Kessler, 2020). As the pan-

demic continued and continues to persist and local, state, and national policies remain in flux, 

creating uncertainty and instability, educators are “playing academic catch-up” with their students 

while working longer hours (Ferren, 2021; Luthra, 2021). They now also have additional respon-

sibilities such as contact tracing, keeping track of those who have had to quarantine (and when 
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those who were quarantined can come back), student desk sanitizing, and enforcing new rules such 

as social distancing and mask wearing (Cardoza, 2021).  

Educators have seen their roles change significantly. In August of 2020, NBC News con-

ducted an anonymous “Coronavirus Confessions” poll in which they received hundreds of re-

sponses with one stating “I thought I was a teacher. Oh no, a social worker. Wait, a police officer. 

Now a front-line health care worker. Just stop!!!” (Brand, 2020). Many poll responders also shared 

their anxiety and fear. Considering all of this, the regression of –9% growth in the strategy of 

helping students feel connected to the teacher by the use of in-person tactics or the use of telephone 

or technology, could be due to either educators or students fearing for their safety as a result of 

their in-person return to learning in the fall of 2020. The same is true for the lack of growth in the 

instructional strategy of helping students feel connected to each other through the use of technol-

ogy, phone, or in person (--6.3% growth). Certainly, there were both staff and students who did 

not want to be present at school in-person as they were afraid, anxious, and may have had health 

concerns, thus hampering their abilities to renew and/or build upon any current or former feelings 

of connectedness. 

Two of the seven instructional strategies for which no growth was perceived were technol-

ogy-based and they included developing podcasts on stress reduction/maintaining relationship 

strategies (0% growth) and creating a parent webpage or Facebook page with resources (--7.7% 

growth). The lack of growth in creating a parent webpage, Facebook page, or podcast development 

could well be due to a lack of resources, training, and/or desire to learn the needed skills as a result 

of educator fatigue, having to work a longer work day, and/or everything else with which they 

were having to cope, both personally and professionally, that was pandemic-related. 

 The remaining three instructional strategies for which no growth was perceived include: 

1) participating in professional learning on trauma-informed practices (--3.5% growth), 2) sharing 

healthy lifestyle tips (--7.2% growth), and 3) involving students in some type of project that helped 

others (--7.8% growth).  Potential reasons for staff perceived lack of growth in these three strate-

gies include: 1) high levels of feeling overwhelmed, 2) high levels of anxiety, 3) mandated mask 

wearing and social distancing with the in-person return to learning, 4) difficulty role modeling a 

healthy lifestyle and self-care at this time (due to an individual’s circumstances),  5) limited or no 

opportunities to attend in-person professional development or to lead student service learning pro-

jects, and 6) sheer exhaustion.  

 From the study findings, it is also important to highlight that during a time when educator 

morale across the United States has been severely impacted by a pandemic that has dealt cruel 

blows to families, schools, and communities, the inferential statistical from the Fisher Exact Test 

results indicated that neither the educator’s work location nor their level of district experience had 

any statistical significance in terms of contributing to their feelings of high anxiety or of being 

overwhelmed. Thus, it is entirely plausible that these feelings are the result of each individual’s 

unique experiences during the pandemic. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The school district used in this study has a great percentage of students who fall into some 

type of marginalized category with a 14% special education student population and a 66.3% low 

income student population, equating a total of 80.3% marginalized students (Illinois State Report 

Card, 2019-2020, n.d.-a). Certainly, the negative effects of the COVID-19 pandemic are intensi-

fied for marginalized students which include those from this school district (Woolf, 2020).  
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It makes no difference as to a student’s “lot in life”, each and every one of them deserves 

an education in which they are provided equitable opportunities for daily success. Social and emo-

tional learning programs provide an essential foundation upon which to build those equitable op-

portunities. When these programs are implemented with the explicit goal of promoting educational 

equity and they are implemented with fidelity, they can establish a more inclusive and equity-

based school community that promotes high-quality educational opportunities for all students, ir-

respective of their differences. These programs can “call out” bias and practices that close oppor-

tunity gaps for students.  

In the face of the COVID-19 pandemic, its unique challenges, and the changing societal 

and economic environments, providing support for student SEL has never been more critical 

whether students are learning in person or remotely. SEL can serve as a protective factor and de-

crease emotional distress (Taylor et al, 2017). Ensuring that students continue to be provided eq-

uitable opportunities for success through the continuation and reinforcement of social and emo-

tional learning in a socially distanced world will require administrators and educators to think 

differently. The findings from this study provide some insights for educators as to how they are 

able to provide these much needed equitable opportunities and stability for students during these 

turbulent times through their continued delivery of a remote and low cost SEL program.  

The results from this study are important because: 1) They begin to fill the gap in the liter-

ature regarding how district staff can work together to provide pertinent and appropriate equity-

based social and emotional learning for all students even when they are not physically present; 2) 

they provide an understanding of the potential for low cost remote delivery of student social and 

emotional learning programs when schools are closed; 3) they provide an awareness regarding 

potential professional development needs for educators as to how they can successfully deliver 

student SEL instruction remotely through the use of specific instructional strategies; and 4) the 

study is one that can be easily replicated by any school district or any state, using the 28 best 

practice instructional strategies that were used in this study. 

Student SEL programs must be implemented systemically, continuously, and with com-

mitment, no matter what the conditions or the adversities that a school district is facing. These 

programs provide equitable opportunities for success for all students, even those who are the most 

marginalized. We must do this for all of our students because just as we are the keepers of their 

dreams now, they will be the keepers of ours in the future (Bullard & Taylor, 1993).  
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Abstract 

 

This article reports the preliminary results of a multiple case study that investigated how, 

during the Spring 2020 and the following school year, old and new areas of EL educational 

inequity revealed themselves in two rural school districts during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The data presented here focuses on multilingual immigrant/refugee parents of ELs and 

how they navigated school closures and virtual learning. The selected schools/districts 

were located in pandemic hotspots where ELs’ families experienced particularly high 

health risks due to work settings, were characterized by increasingly superdiverse educa-

tional realities, and presented unique histories of place-based language education policy 

development encompassing a wide range of EL programs. The study contributes to the 

often overlooked research subfield of EL rural education and attempts to give voice to the 

frequently silenced or ignored voices of parents of ELs. The findings show the multi-lay-

ered struggles rural ELs’ parents faced during the pandemic and their resiliency vis-à-vis 

what schools provided to support them. The study can inform future emergency and daily 

local and state EL educational policies and teacher education and professional develop-

ment programs.  

 

Keywords: multilingual learners, equity, rural, dual language, COVID-19, parents 

 

 

Introduction 

 

As educational institutions all over the world shut down in March 2020 as a result of the COVID-

19 pandemic, US schools made enormous efforts to respond rapidly to meet the multi-layered 

needs of their students and families. According to the World Health Organization and leading US 

health and educational officials, the drastic closure of schools across the country was necessary to 

reduce the transmission of the COVID-19 virus and, ultimately, decrease mortality rates. However, 

closing schools in the US resulted in an unforeseen impact on low income children’s and family’s 

food security, affordable access to childcare for families with working parents, children’s social 

emotional well being, and, as importantly, students’ equitable access to education (Abuhammad, 

2020).  

Initial efforts made by US schools and collaborating organizations focused on reducing 

food insecurity for low-income children to make sure they kept receiving free breakfast and lunch 

from the schools and provided learning opportunities to all students. In rural areas of the US, where 

the food processing and agriculture industries have transformed many towns into new immigration 
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destinations in the last two decades (Maki, Zong, & Batalova, 2018), physical and financial well-

ness quickly became endangered for those working in essential food industry positions. Reflecting 

the national overrepresentation of minorities as frontline workers (Kerwin & Warren, 2020) who 

were disproportionately exposed to the virus in the workplace (Kindy, 2020), rural Latino and 

other immigrant and refugee families found themselves in a particularly vulnerable position (Var-

gas & Sanchez, 2020) in terms of unemployment and financial instability, as well as exposure to 

the virus. By March 2020, at least 203 meatpacking workers had died and another 42,534 tested 

positive for the novel coronavirus in 494 meat plants (Kindy, 2020). In May 2020, half of the 

pandemic hot-spots in the rural Midwestern US were linked to meat processing plants (Lakhani, 

2020). Carrillo & Ipsen (2021) conducted a study of COVID-19 communities spread within meat-

packing communities, showing the spread rates a at approximately 110%-150% higher COVID-

19 transmission rates and minority populations were more intensely affected, with approximately 

80% of confirmed cases in the meat-packing plants being people of color.  

In educational settings, the school closure in the initial pandemic phase and intermittent 

school reopenings at later stages placed new demands on already struggling low-income immigrant 

and refugee families, where 47% of immigrant-origin children were already living in poverty prior 

to the COVID-19 pandemic (Sugarman and Lazarin, 2020). Because of the sudden shift to remote 

learning, as members of immigrant and refugee families with unique learning needs, ELs were 

predicted to experience larger learning losses than higher income student communities (Sattin 

Baja, Boix-Mansilla & Strom, 2020). Within the EL population, rural ELs were considered at even 

higher vulnerability due to the fact that, reflecting international patterns (Yang, Zhu, & MacLeod, 

2018), rural disparity in the US is one of the most prominent factors driving educational inequities 

(Aguilera & Nightingale-Lee, 2020). As rural school populations generally experience unequal 

access to technology for lack of or unreliable access to the internet, the complete shift to remote 

learning was expected to play a very negative role on ELs’ learning outcomes. 

In light of the increased vulnerability of rural ELs and their families during the COVID-19 

pandemic (Rathman, 2020), this article reports the preliminary findings of two multi-method qual-

itative case studies specifically focused on ELs’ access to instruction for ELs in two rural school 

districts located in COVID-19 hot-spots. The study reports the perspectives of ELs’ parents in two 

districts with an established tradition of EL services. Specifically, the article unveils ELs’ parents’ 

struggles and resiliencies during the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic and how rural schools 

were able to mobilize resources to serve immigrant/refugee parents of ELs. The study contributes 

to the research subfield of EL rural education--typically overlooked in educational policies prac-

tices and programs--and provides findings that can inform future emergency and daily local and 

state EL educational policies, teacher education, and professional development programs toward 

providing equitable education to vulnerable EL students and their families. It also serves as a 

source of as schools continue to navigate unfinished learning and intermittent quarantines and 

closures due to the continued impact of COVID-19 on schools since their reopening in August 

2021 (Zhang et al., 2021).  

 

Multilingual/EL Learners in Rural Educational Settings 

 

In the last twenty years, with the growth of manufacturing, meatpacking, and farming in-

dustries, US rural areas have become new immigration destinations attracting workers from all 

over the world (Albarracin, 2016; Fogle & Moser, 2017; Miratfab, 2016; Moser, Nguyen, & Wil-

liams, 2018) giving rise to a fast-growing number of ELs in rural school districts (Hoover et al., 
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2019). Between 2000 and 2010, multilingual immigrant and refugee families contributed to an 

increase of minority populations in rural areas that accounted for 83 percent of the nonmetropolitan 

population gain and 1.8 million more minorities in rural areas (Johnson, 2012). This meant that 

nearly 500,000 ELs students out of 4.7 million (10.4 percent) were residing in rural settings 

(NCES, 2016) and often concentrated in high percentages in rural school districts where large 

industries were (re)located (Shavers, 2009).   

Nearly 5 million public school students are ELs, making up about 10 percent of the K-12 

population, including in states and districts that were not previously common immigrant destina-

tions (NCES, 2019). In the last twenty years, multilingual immigrant students and families have 

been increasingly relocating across the rural US creating superdiverse (Vertotec, 2007) educational 

spaces in new destination sites. This surge of Multilingual Learners has dramatically shifted rural 

school demographics requiring school districts to rethink their educational policies and practices 

in profound ways.  As of 2020, it is estimated that there are approximately 600,000 ELs attending 

rural schools in the United States (Coady, 2020).  

Rural districts have been historically at a disadvantage when compared to their urban and 

suburban counterparts in their effort to provide equitable services to their students (Zhang, Li, & 

Xue, 2015; Kreck, 2014). ELs, mostly low-income students of color, confront well-known sys-

temic educational obstacles in addition to language barriers (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017). Decades 

of studies have evidenced how low income ELs of color--especially Latino-- represent one of the 

most marginalized student groups in US schools, suffering from structural inequities such as pov-

erty, residential segregation, and racialized anti-immigrant sentiments (Poza, 2016). This translates 

educationally into attendance of underfunded schools, racial tracking, watered down curricula, and 

biased assessment. In addition, ELs also suffer low access to evidence-based programs and highly 

qualified EL/Bilingual teachers that effectively provide comprehensible content-based instruction 

(Coady, 2020). Research spanning more than forty years has identified high-impact pedagogies, 

sociocultural foundations, and equity-based policies for bilingual learners to close the opportunity 

gaps between Multilingual Learners and their monolingual peers. Dynamic programs that reach 

students provide multifaceted, comprehensible input through methods that capitalize on student 

agency and oracy. They utilize highly qualified teachers, especially those that are bilingual, tar-

geted, content and literacy based instruction, and grade-appropriate elevation over programs that 

remediate ELs (multilingual learners).  While we know that Dual Language and inclusive program 

models are the most successful programs, we continue to see the majority of ELs, especially those 

in rural programs, receiving pull-out instruction with a remedial focus and inappropriate or biased 

assessments (Arias, 2020; Cummins, 2010). During the pandemic, the opportunity gaps existing 

through poor program models became even more clear. Due to the lack of access to technology 

and native-language instruction, most multilingual learners received basic remediation, and often 

times that was lacking due to internet connectivity goals. Even students in Dual Language pro-

grams suffered because they couldn't access appropriate language practice with qualified teachers 

in the target language (Arias, 2020). 

While multilingual learners living in rural areas appear to experience similar obstacles to 

educational equity than those residing in urban and suburban demographics, the limited research 

specifically focused on rural ELs show that rural schools disadvantages for ELs are compounded 

by regional isolation, lack of funding and resources specifically devoted to ELs, high turnover of 

educators, difficulty recruiting and retaining qualified EL/Bilingual educators and lower teacher 

salaries (Johnson & Strange, 2007). In addition, studies show that teachers feel they lack of specific 

preparation for working with ELs’ language learning needs and their families (Coady, Harper, & 
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DeJong, 2015), are distant from professional networks, and are not always “receptive to partici-

pating to PD related to EL instruction” (Coady et al., 2019, p. 44). Coady (2020) indicated that the 

fear of deportation is acutely high in rural areas, oftentimes leading to a fear of accepting targeted 

or extra educational services (Coady, 2020). However, research also shows that rural schools can 

create the conditions for sustained teacher-driven equitable language education reform (Paciotto 

& Delany, 2011) and for innovative ways of successfully engaging with multilingual families (Co-

ady, 2019).  

 Despite the fact that educational research remains disproportionately focused on urban and 

suburban education, in light of the fact that almost half of the all school districts in the US are 

classified as rural (Cicchinelli & Beesley, 2017) and one-third of all public schools are located in 

rural areas (Ayers, 2011), federal agencies have increased their attention toward rural education. 

However, research efforts have been primarily devoted to the needs of rural students such as stu-

dent achievement and assessment, teacher preparation, and access to higher education, while little 

rural education research has been centered on ELs and “intersectionality of rurality and EL educa-

tion has not emerged as a subfield of education research in ways that could inform current policies 

and practices to improve education for and the social and emotional well-being of rural EL students 

and families” (Coady, 2020).  

There is some evidence that rural ELs experience similar obstacles to educational equity 

as suburban and urban Els—all mostly low-income students of color—who confront well-known 

systemic educational obstacles in addition to language barriers (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017). The 

limited research focused on rural ELs shows that rural educational settings pose particular chal-

lenges to ELs and their families (Rathman, 2020; Lee & Hawkins, 2015), where traditional obsta-

cles are compounded by regional isolation, lack of funding and resources specifically devoted to 

ELs, high turnover of educators, difficulty recruiting and retaining qualified EL educators, and 

lower teacher salaries (Johnson & Strange, 2007). Some studies show that rural teachers feel they 

lack specific preparation for working with ELs’ language learning needs and their families (Han-

sen-Thomas et al., 2016; Coady, Harper, & DeJong, 2015), are distant from professional networks, 

are not always “receptive to participating to PD related to EL instruction” (Coady et al., 2019, p. 

44), and are less likely to use students’ first language for language and literacy development.  

On the other hand, a small set of case studies of well-established rural EL programs show 

that rural schools can create the conditions for sustained teacher-driven equitable language educa-

tion reform (Paciotto & Delany, 2011) and for innovative ways of successfully engaging with 

multilingual families (Coady, 2019). However, greater engagement in EL rural education research 

is needed to reduce the invisibility of the rural EL populations (Ruecker, 2016) and inform educa-

tional policies addressing the need of ELs (Chiccarelli & Beesley, 2017) toward equitable educa-

tion in new rural destination sites. Scholars (Coady, 2020; Coady, 2019; Phillips & Cuervo, 2015; 

Roberts & Green, 2013) have been calling for researchers to reimagine current conceptual and 

operational definitions of “rural” and “rurality.” These have been informed by rural-disadvantage 

and urban-advantage binary frameworks, static census categories, and “traditional rural imagi-

naries” (Corbett, 2015) “often ‘othered’ in comparison to a metropolitan norm” (Phillips & 

Cuervo, 2015, 1). The traditional view of rurality and rural education ignores recent and profound 

demographic changes, the impact of globalization forces, and the intensified interdependence be-

tween urban and rural spaces (Lichter & Ziliak, 2017). These factors have transformed rural edu-

cation settings so that rural education efforts need to work toward “defining and describing rural 
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context and culture in research, examining influences on student outcomes, the use of interdisci-

plinary research partnerships, and future directions for conducting and disseminating rural educa-

tion research results” (Cicchinelli & Beesley, 2017, 1). 

Research on ELs in rural settings is still sparse and, when carried out, it does not have 

prominence (Coady, 2020). The steady increase of superdiverse migration of transnational, multi-

lingual, and cosmopolitan populations in rural new destinations with no EL education tradition, 

the unique needs of rural education, and the historical inequity in the EL education in the US 

clearly suggest a need for the creation of a clear national research agenda to advance the systema-

tization of Multilingual Rural Education as an emerging research subfield which places multilin-

gual and shifting migratory realities at the center of the rural education research agenda.  Further-

more, there is a dearth of studies focusing on the efforts of rural districts toward providing equita-

ble access to education to ELs and supporting their social-emotional health. Especially during this 

time of dramatic health and economic struggle of families living and working in COVID-19 

hotspots, it is imperative we conduct studies to improve educational policies and practices for rural 

ELs during and after the pandemic.  

 

English Learners and their Families during COVID 

 

 As schools closed their physical classrooms and instruction went online in spring 2020, 

educators across the country reported that ELs, immigrant  students, and low-income students were 

difficult to reach (Sawchuk & Samuels, 2020). Barriers related to technology, language, child  care, 

and economic and food security contributed to a haphazard transition to remote learning that ulti-

mately left many of these children behind (Sugarman & Lazarin, 2020). Specifically, lower access 

to broadband internet, before and during the pandemic, impacted students with limited access to 

digital devices or the Internet, limited understanding of English, and limited ability to work inde-

pendently without support (Mitchell, 2020a). A recent Migration Policy Institute report (Hoffstet-

ter and Mchugh, 2021) indicated that barriers to digital access were particularly pronounced for 

parents of young children who were low income, ELs, and did not possess a high school diploma—

the overwhelming majority of whom were immigrants. This suggested that many rural ELs might 

have experienced interrupted schooling due to inaccessible remote instruction, which, if continued 

in the following school year, would impact ELs’ future educational trajectories.  

Equitable EL education practices also require providing comprehensible content instruc-

tion through first and second language support, which involves a sustained individual instructional 

support (Mitchell, 2020a). The US Office of Government Accountability (GAO, 2020) released a 

report based on a 15 school sample found that, in the absence of face-to-face language interaction, 

often the schools were unable to address this language educational need in an adequate way during 

the school closure, 

 

English learners lost opportunities to practice their language skills, according to school 

district officials and representatives of professional associations. Also, limited English 

comprehension affected the ability of families to assist students with the curriculum, ac-

cording to representatives of professional associations and a technical assistance center.…  

Some school districts addressed aspects of these challenges by, for example, increasing 

access to the internet and devices and adapting materials and instructional methods.… 

However, many of the major challenges with engaging English learners in distance educa-

tion remained. For example, one district mailed home a workbook in both English and 
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Spanish to help students access online learning, but this did not address the needs of stu-

dents who speak one of the other approximately 90 languages in the district. (GAO, 2020, 

no page)   

 

In a dialogue exploration between a rural educator and urban educator, Agulier and Night-

ingale-Lee (2020) indicated that, while state, district, and school level decisions regarding adapting 

remote EL education were likely made with positive intentions, students in marginalized districts 

experienced a vast increase in educational inequities that were present prior to the COVID-19 

pandemic also due to a lack of understanding of the lived experiences of students and families in 

both rural and urban contexts. For example, when shifting instruction to a videoconference mode, 

immigrant status might have impacted family safety and willingness to participate to remote in-

struction, as “Children living in undocumented or mixed-status households may have greater con-

cerns about online privacy and security when learning in virtual settings, leading to decreased 

participation” (Sattin Baja, Boix-Mansilla & Strom, 2020). In an interview with US Secretary of 

Education Miguel Cardona, the Secretary underscored the importance of family engagement to 

help mitigate the social and emotional well-being of children and families, citing that researchers 

now estimate that school-age children experiencing some mental health challenge during the pan-

demic rose from 13%-22% to an alarming 80% (National Public Radio, Oct. 19, 2021).  

While the study at hand focuses on specific rural locations within the United States, it is 

important to note that similar concerns were observed globally. Abuhammad (2020) analyzed so-

cial media interaction to develop understanding around the perspectives of a general parent popu-

lation regarding barriers to distance learning during the COVID-19 outbreak finding that eight 

private and one public parent groups reported significant barriers in the following areas: personal, 

technical, logistical, and financial. Technical barriers were heavily concentrated on ability to nav-

igate websites and resources but also indicated a lack of access. This international source indicates 

that we likely have global considerations to act upon in regards to unfinished learning and equity 

in education, leaning into collaboration beyond our physical borders (Abuhammad, 2020)  

 

The Study 

 

This multiple case study sought to provide an examination of the educational policies and 

practices implemented by schools and educators serving large multilingual/multiethnic popula-

tions of low-income English Learners (ELs) in hotspot COVID-19 meat packing towns in the rural 

Midwest during the pandemic crisis of 2020.  Specifically, the study investigated how, during the 

Spring 2020 and the following school year, old and new areas of EL educational inequity revealed 

themselves during the pandemic specifically related to immigrant and refugee English learners 

(ELs) and their families in two rural school districts, what resources were mobilized by rural 

schools to communicate and engage multilingual immigrant/refugee families and parents of EL 

from the perspective of the parents and how they perceived their children’ access to instruction 

during the pandemic. The selected schools/districts were located in pandemic hotspots where ELs’ 

families experienced particularly high health risks due to work settings, were characterized by 

increasingly superdiverse educational realities reflecting similar trends across the rural U.S., and, 

presented unique histories of place-based language education policy development encompassing 

a wide range of EL programs. The study contributes to the research subfield of EL rural education-

-typically overlooked in educational policies practices and programs--and provides findings that 

can critically inform future emergency and daily local and state EL educational policies and teacher 
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education and professional development programs. The data presented here represents a part of a 

larger study which includes ELs’ teachers and administrators and attempts to give voice to the 

often silenced or ignored voices of parents of ELs.  

 

 

 

 

Methodology 

 

The study was conducted in two rural sites, one located in West Central Illinois and one in 

Eastern Iowa. Both sites are rural districts serving large numbers of English Learners and located 

in areas where meat-packing plants hire high percentages of the ELs’ parents. Both school districts 

provide Dual Language (Spanish-English) programs developed in the last twenty five years. The 

overall research methodology is grounded in sociocultural theories of education policies (Levinson 

& Holland, 1996; Tharp and Gallimore, 1991) and language education policy (Hult & Johnson, 

2015) that examine local school policies as complex cultural products negotiated among partici-

pants and stakeholders (e.g., administrators, teachers, parents, school boards) and informed by 

state and federal policies. From this theoretical perspective, the study of educational policies em-

ploys culturally responsive school leadership (Gay, 2010; Kalifa, Wooden & Davis, 2016) and a 

social justice (Mehan, 2012) lens where a strong qualitative component are considered essential 

for capturing the multilayered reality of the educational contexts (Johnson, 2010). The case studies 

presented here (Merriam, 2009) utilized this framework to systematically unpack the perspectives 

of ELs’ parents in the districts and inform our analysis. 

We employed qualitative case study design (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1994), studying two 

sites in the rural midwest where we explored how schools that share similar regional contexts with 

different administrative and EL program settings and EL demographics. The case study design 

allows for in-depth explorations of complex and unique settings by capturing explanatory infor-

mation over a sustained period of time through a combination of data collection instruments and 

sources and explaining causal links and pathways resulting from new policy initiatives or service 

development (Yin, 2009) such as the case of the response of rural school districts to the COVID-

19 pandemic. This paper reports parents' interview data and also selected school data from admin-

istrators and teachers interviews and online surveys. 

 

Research Contexts 

 

The two sites were selected based on existing relationships between the school districts and 

the researchers. Specifically, two local university researchers had been in a continuous collabora-

tion with the Illinois district for the last twenty years, while one researcher served as Early Learn-

ing, Special Education, and EL Director in the second site in Iowa. Both towns reflected regional 

and national trends, as new rural immigration gateways where meat packing plants have attracted 

increasingly diverse transnational labor in the last twenty years with large Latino communities. 

The schools also provided similar language education policy and practices, as they have a history 

of Dual Language Immersion program implementation. However, the school districts were located 

in different (bordering) states that presented different program and community characteristics. (See 

Table 1 below for school and community attributes.) 
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The Illinois Site 

 

The Illinois site is located in rural, west central Illinois on the Illinois River and has long 

been a destination for immigrants. While the dominant population still reflects the immigration 

waves of the 19th and early part of the 20th centuries from northern Europe--primarily Germany-

-its demographics sharply changed starting in the early 1990’s, when Latino families began to 

move to this midwest town. The local school district, which had less than 5 immigrant students in 

1993, had over 200 Latino students four years later (Brunn & Delany-Barmann, 2001). In 2020, 

the Latino population made up 49.5% of the students in the district, while Whites constituted 32.9 

% of the total school population, African American followed with 13.1% and other mixed-race 

and immigrants made up the rest (ISBE, 2021). In 2020, 91% of low income students attended the 

district and 48% were English Learners which have increased by 10% since 2017 (ISBE, 2021). 

The significant demographic shift that occurred in the Illinois site in the 1990s is attributed 

to the establishment of the meat packing industry which continues to recruit workers internation-

ally and attract workers from Latin America (e.g., Mexico, Dominican Republic, Africa (e.g., 

Congo, Togo), and recently Asia (Myanmar). This diversity is mirrored in the school district where 

15 different languages are spoken. To address the needs of its growing and diverse multilingual 

student population, the district has provided a K-5 Spanish-English dual language program since 

2004 (Paciotto & Delany-Barmann, 2011) and continues to improve and diversify its EL education 

programming (Illinois School District Handbook, 2018-2019).  

 

The Iowa Site 

 

The Iowa site was located in rural, eastern Iowa and is an employment destination for im-

migrant families. A locally originated turkey processing plant is one of the primary employers for 

immigrant families, as well as local farms. When the plant opened its doors in 1996, a significant 

demographic shift was observed in the school community. Currently, the town includes approxi-

mately 40% Spanish speaking families and 50% of the students in the school district identify as 

Spanish speakers (Census Reporter, 2019; Infinite Campus, 2021). The Early Learning Center 

(ELC) is the focus for this study and approximately 60% of the students at the ELC identify as 

speaking Spanish in their home. The school district and the town have changed significantly in the 

last 20 years, seeing a large influx of linguistic and cultural diversity (Arthur-Miller, 2021). The 

district established a Dual Language program in proactive response to the demographic shift and 

has continued to find ways to work effectively with multilingual children and their families 

(Paciotto & Delany-Barmann, 2011). The community has multiple small businesses (restaurants, 

stores, etc.) that cater to the needs and wants of the diverse population, such as restaurants, multi-

cultural performing arts, and grocery options (Taylor, 2021). The demographic of the families of 

multilingual learners in this rural iowa town includes undocumented workers that travel frequently 

for work (Arthur-Miller, 2021; Taylor, 2021).  

 

Table 1 

Community and School Attributes 

 

School District/Community Illinois Iowa 

Community 5, 502 (2018) 4,519 (2019) 
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Population 

School Population 1519 () 1213 (2020) 

Low-Income Students 91% 42% 

Multilingual Learners 60% of total student population at 

elementary level (740 students) 

60% of total student population at 

the Preschool - Kindergarten level 

(215 students) 

Number of languages 15   6 

EL Programming  Dual Language Education (K-5), 

ESL pull-out, ESL self-contained  

Dual Language Education 

Co-taught and Pull-out ESL 

(Census Reporter, 2019) (Infinite Campus, 2021) (Gee, 2021).  

 

Participants 

 

In Illinois, the participants of the data presented here include a total of twelve Latina re-

spondents and four African parents. We recruited parent participants through a convenience sam-

ple (Tedlie & Yu, 2009) that included Latina mothers, three African fathers, and one African 

mother from one of the communities. We wrote a request for participants that was distributed to 

parents from one of the teacher participants. This particular teacher had very strong ties to the 

immigrant community and could often be seen on Facebook providing information regarding com-

munity resources and concerns.  The Latina mothers were from Mexico (eight), El Salvador (two) 

and the Dominican Republic (two), while the African parents were from the Democratic Republic 

of the Congo (three) and Senegal (one). The interviews took place through individual phone calls 

(Latino parents) and one focus group video conference (African parents). While the interviews 

with the Latino parents were conducted in Spanish by the researchers, the focus group interview 

was conducted in French with the support of an interpreter.  

In Iowa, the participants of the data presented here include a total of six participants, in-

cluding five Latina mothers and one Latino father. A call for voluntary participants was put in the 

school newsletter and sent out via Seesaw. We contacted each of the interested parents of Spanish 

bilingual students participating in virtual learning and described the opportunity for participation 

further. We also provided this in writing through Seesaw, our virtual learning platform. The build-

ing principal and researcher for this article personally made the phone calls to parents with inter-

preting and translation provided by the school’s bilingual health associate/building administrative 

assistant. The Latino parents were from Puerto Rico (2), El Salvador (1), Mexico (1), and Guate-

mala (1). The parent interviews took place through individual phone calls (4 participants) and 

Google Meets (1 participant) based on parent preference. The parent interviews were conducted 

in English with a Spanish interpreter. Parents and teachers participated in a Google form survey. 

Teachers surveyed included five white teachers, two of them being Spanish bilingual teachers.  

 

Data Collection   

 

Data collection in the two sites happened in a parallel manner and was context driven. The 

researchers in the Illinois site were outsiders who had a long history of  over two decades of con-
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ducting research, teaching, and collaborating with the district. In Iowa, the researcher was an in-

sider and worked as the principal and Director of Special Education and EL/Bilingual Programs. 

In Illinois, we began by conducting an online survey of teachers in the district.  The online survey 

was adapted from a survey developed by the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE, 2020) to 

understand teachers’ experiences during the pandemic. We modified it including specific questions 

regarding instructional L1 and L2 support for bilingual learners and multilingual family commu-

nication and engagement. We also included sections which were specifically aimed at understand 

ing the initial response to the COVID-19 crisis and then the response in the Fall of 2020. The 

survey guided the construction of grand tour and mini tour interview questions (Spradley, 1979) 

for educators and parents. Teachers were recruited for the interviews through the survey, and par-

ents of ELs were recruited subsequently with the help of teachers, administrators, and school lan-

guage facilitators through snowball sampling. All participants received $40 gift cards for their 

participation. The data presented here represents the parent population.   

In Iowa, we utilized the same adapted survey for our teachers’ experiences during the pan-

demic. Teachers from the survey were also given the option to be interviewed. However, only 

parent data was used for this study. A google form survey was used for parents that included five 

basic questions regarding their access to education during the pandemic but most details were 

provided through the interview process. The parents in the sample were volunteers from a larger 

candidate pool that included all parents of preschool and kindergarten students who qualify for EL 

services that were also virtual learning during the 2020-21 school year. A semi-structured inter-

view process was used for the parent group, as well as a basic survey. The interview and survey 

was conducted in either English or Spanish depending on the preference of the participants. Iowa 

participants received three bilingual picture books for their voluntary participation.  

 

Modes of Analysis 

 

          The interviews were recorded digitally and transcribed with Sonix and the interview data 

was entered into MAXQDA, a qualitative and mixed-methods data analysis software (Kuckartz & 

Rädiker, 2019). The interviews, COVID-19 education plans/policies, and districts’ website data 

were examined through content analysis following Spradley’s (1979) and Bogdan and Bilken’s 

(2006) methods for identifying and coding emergent themes and through a critical discourse anal-

ysis lens (Klein, 2010; Van Dijk, 1991) focused on the implicit meanings of the policies, mis-

sion/goals, and policy implementation frameworks.  

 

Findings 

 

ELs’ Chronic Absenteeism during the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 

Chronic absenteeism is typically defined as missing more than 10% of school days in a 

year, or 18 days. Dusseault (NPR, October 8, 2021) notes that chronic absenteeism is considered 

an important risk factor for failing school and dropping out and that “a student sent home repeat-

edly on quarantine with no live teaching may be similarly at risk of disengaging from school” 

(NPR, October 8, 2021). In the two research sites, attendance data shows a large percentage of EL 

students missing schools at a higher rate than ELs in other locations. Specifically, during the S.Y. 

2020-2021, 36% of EL students exhibited chronic absenteeism in the Illinois district as compared 
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to 24% state wide for the same group (ISBE, 2021) and, compared to the S.Y. 2019-2020, absen-

teeism in S.Y. 2020-2021 increased by 26% during the pandemic. Significantly, students who 

qualified for both EL and Special Education services also experienced marked chronic absenteeism 

with 51% missing school compared to 30% of special education students statewide (ISBE, 2021). 

The Iowa Early Learning Center saw absentee percentages in the height of COVID-19 transmis-

sion as high as 58% of the student population and the average throughout the 2020-21 school year 

coming in at approximately 23%, depending on the month (personal communication; district ad-

ministrators). It is also essential to note that from October-December, 2020, there were also sig-

nificant issues with staff being able to provide appropriate services due to their own absenteeism 

related to COVID-19. Throughout October, November, and December, there was an average of 

four teachers and three paraprofessionals absent per week due to COVID symptoms/diagno-

ses/quarantine, which is approximately 30% of the staff. There were times where teachers were 

teaching their classes online while having COVID symptoms. Although Iowa did not institute 

state-wide school closures until later in the year, this particular building had to close down in 

November due to not having enough staff to maintain the state required staff to student ratio, even 

with the Principal and district athletic director teaching in classrooms, along with substitute teach-

ers that were hard to get.  

The absenteeism rate and lack of qualified substitute teachers created a difficult learning 

environment for students as well as a stressful teaching environment for staff. Often, teachers who 

provide additional support to multilingual learners and other vulnerable student populations were 

subbing in classrooms and were unavailable to provide additional support and appropriate instruc-

tional services. Much like the current teacher shortage, the substitute teacher shortage is unprece-

dented. Four years ago in Illinois, 17% of the need for substitutes could not cover teacher absences 

due to the lack of qualified substitutes (Mathewson, 2017). These shortages have only been exac-

erbated by the pandemic (Goodrich, 2021). This finding is essential to consider from a place of 

psychological, physical, and emotional stress. After-effects of COVID diagnosis can leave indi-

viduals exhausted, achy, and feeling unwell for long periods of time in some cases. Many teachers 

were working while sick or coming back to work while still working to recover. Students were 

also returning to school so parents could work, but still feeling tired from the illness. Without 

additional support, this was difficult for teachers and students. For multilingual learners, they were 

also trying to navigate virtual and hybrid learning environments without the support systems that 

they were used to having. A study done by MacIntyre (2020) specifically looked at the coping 

strategies of language teachers during COVID-19 worldwide, studying more than 600 language 

teachers, many of which working with those who qualify for EL/Bilingual services. Prior to the 

pandemic, language teachers often had additional stressors including high caseloads, juggling 

roles, and extensive school-to-home communication assistance needs. The pandemic increased the 

weight of these demands and language teachers were often trying to service far beyond their own 

caseloads during remote learning to make up for absentee colleagues. Language teachers in this 

study also reported stress due to the constant feeling of being unable to appropriately serve their 

multilingual learners across the remote learning/hybrid learning landscape and stress from helping 

them navigate skills when they were unable to login for live sessions, which was echoed in the 

parent data from the current study (MacIntyre, Gregersen, & Mercer, 2020).  

In general, the research sites mirror a nation-wide trend, as ELs showed higher absentee 

rates than non-ELs across the country. Data reporting on eleven large districts (Lehrer-Small, 

2021) clearly shows that “English learners suffered disproportionate upticks in absenteeism 

through the pandemic” (Lehrer-Small, 2021) with peaks reaching 35% and “In all but one district, 
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the percent change in absenteeism was higher among ELs than the overall student population” 

(Lehrer-Small, 2021). Similarly, according to a report from Policy Analysis for California Educa-

tion (PACE, 202) absentee rates in California, a state identified with some of the highest immigra-

tion numbers, ELs’ absenteeism was 34% of where during the pandemic compared to 19% 

amongst their non-EL classmates. The national and local absenteeism data demonstrates that ELs 

were particularly impacted by the school closure and virtual learning modes generated by the pan-

demic criss and were exposed to higher academic vulnerability. The following sections shed light 

on the obstacles and challenges those new instructional modes posed to the families of the youngest 

ELs. 

 

Instructional Modes during the Pandemic  

 

The pandemic forced U.S. schools to drastically change in-person teaching and learning 

and adopt a variety of instructional modes. Specifically, the Office of English Language Education 

(OELA, 2021) provides a window on schools learning opportunities during the pandemic identi-

fying three main modes of instruction utilized by all U.S. schools between January and May 2021: 

remote, hybrid, and in person. Locally, according to online survey of administrators and teachers 

in both research sites, the instructional modes changed in similar ways, as the pandemic pro-

gressed: in the Spring 2020, in the first part of the pandemic, districts shifted to 100% remote 

learning with elementary schools resorting to delivering packets of photocopied instructional ma-

terials to all families; in the Fall 2020, an alternation of modes from all Zoom classes (remote) to 

a combination of Zoom and in-person classes (hybrid) took place depending on patterns of 

COVID-19 infections and quarantine in the individual schools and districts. It should be noted that 

the states of Illinois and Iowa had differing policies regarding in-person learning during the second 

part of the pandemic. The state of Iowa forced schools to offer 100% in-person learning much 

more quickly than Illinois schools, but both states provided parents a choice of fully remote learn-

ing through the 2020-21 school year.  

 

Struggles of Rural Immigrant Parents Working in the Food Industry 

 

Most parents in the two research sites were compelled to work outside of the home, being 

employed in the local meat packing plants and subsidiary industries such as food distributing, pig 

and poultry farms, and agriculture. They all indicated inequities and difficulties supporting their 

preschool, kindergarten, and elementary school children through the early school closure in March 

2020 and the virtual learning modes in the second phase of the COVID-19 pandemic in the 2020-

2021 school year. Many parents’ immigrant status, their long work hours and shifts, and their 

limited or non-English speaking abilities made supporting their children’s remote learning very 

difficult. 

In the Iowa site, one father from Guatemala provided a compelling account of the multiple 

factors that were impacting his family life during the school closure in Spring 2020 and his and 

his wife’s ability to help their children’s remote learning. His family showed a multilayered vul-

nerability that resulted in inequitable educational access for their children,   

 

I am here in Guatemala because I got sick and my mother got sick with the virus, while I 

was here visiting. My wife is at home [in Iowa] trying to help the girls with their school 

work, but she is also working 10-12 hour days at the turkey plant and trying to take care of 
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her mother and father who are elderly. We have had three family members pass to COVID-

19 and it’s really sad for our family when we can’t come together to say goodbye to them. 

On top of all of that, my wife goes to pick up the learning materials and then tries to help 

them with the activities but the directions are all in English from the teacher so she doesn’t 

know how to help them. My daughter is in kindergarten so that’s really hard because she 

also cannot do most of the learning herself. I try to help her from Guatemala because I 

speak some English but with the time difference and working to try to send money back 

home even though it’s not much, I’m not that much help. (Interview #001, Iowa) 

 

During a focus group interview in the Illinois site, an African father of three school-aged 

children whose wife was still in Africa, poignantly showed how his life and the lives of his children 

were negatively impacted by immigration issues in intense ways during the school closure. As his 

wife was not allowed to join her family in the U.S yet, he worked an exhausting five days a week 

and 12-hour night shifts at the meat packing plant which made it almost impossible for him to 

manage his children remote learning while also attending to household necessities,  

 

It is very difficult. I work 5 days at night. I work 12 hrs every day.…Today I slept two 

hours and then I came here [for the interview]. At 2 o'clock I go and take my kids to the 

library and then I go to work....My children are sixteen, eleven, and seven years old. It is 

very difficult for me. Sometimes I cry because my wife is not here. I miss my wife…it is 

very difficult if your wife or your husband cannot come and wife and husband and children 

are separated…if the Biden administration could help the immigration situation [so that] 

all the parents could come here, it’d be very important. (Focus Group Interview; Dad #002) 

 

Parents who worked at the meat-packing plant all indicated that their hours had been in-

creased due to the number of COVID-19 cases at the plant. Not only did they work more hours per 

day, but some were asked to work six days a week instead of five. The inflexibility of work shifts 

to accommodate parents of children who could not join their spouses due to immigration issues 

also caused great stress and the inability to take care of children’s educational needs. One of the 

African fathers said,  

 

I have difficulties regarding my daughter. There are three people in the house and they all 

work in the afternoon and my daughter stays in the home by herself until one in the morn-

ing. I did everything to change my shift to the morning, so I can be with my daughter after 

school, but they wouldn’t let me shift. I don’t have any choice and I have decided to move 

to another state. (Focus Group Interview; Dad #002) 

 

The social emotional well-being of ELs’ parents during the pandemic was severely im-

pacted by the increased work and household demands and, sometimes, decreased financial stability 

due to being infected with the COVID-19 virus. One father in Iowa recounted how even though 

he had ten days of COVID pay while he was sick, it wasn’t enough because he also had to quar-

antine while other family members were sick.  Some parents chose to stay home during the height 

of the pandemic in order to protect the overall health of the family. One mother of five children 

reported how she and her husband both signed a voluntarily leave from work because they had two 

very young children at home, a baby of nine months and a four-year-old, and were afraid of being 

infected at the workplace, “My husband was out for three months and I’ve been out since the 
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pandemic started because we have two babies…and we are trying to protect her and also the baby” 

(Interview #005). While the children did stay well, both parents ended up contracting COVID-19. 

According to the Guardian (Chang et al., Nov. 16, 2021), meatpacking plants all over the country 

did not protect their workers adequately, “In the first weeks of the pandemic…[workers] said man-

agement was forcing people with Covid symptoms to continue coming to work; that social dis-

tancing guidelines weren’t enforced; and that they had inadequate protective equipment.” In Illi-

nois, one Latina mother was very frank about her overall stress and perspective and said, “speaking 

personally from my reality, this has been so difficult and I feel like I need help and I’m screaming 

for help, because if not, I don’t know where this is going to end” (Interview #008). The level of 

exasperation caused by the multiple stressors that could not be controlled by immigrant parents 

clearly exacerbated the challenges associated with remote learning for EL students.   

During the second phase of the pandemic, within parameters imposed by each state gov-

ernments, as the pandemic developed in different ways in different communities and districts, 

schools in both research sites employed a variety of instructional modes at different times and in 

a flexible manner that was also adapted to the needs of single children and families. This meant 

that, as the schools made an effort to ensure face-to-face instruction when possible, parents could 

decide whether to keep their children at home attending remote learning or sending them to school. 

For the parents who decided to send their children to school, this meant that their children would 

attend in-person instruction with a restricted schedule to the limited number of children  allowed 

in the classrooms. So, most children spent some days or part of each day at home during instruc-

tional hours and, especially in the first part of the school year, schools might suddenly shift all 

children to remote learning due the detection of COVID-19 cases among students and teachers. In 

October, 2020 the Iowa site from this study had to shift all students to online instruction, with only 

four certified teachers, several paraprofessionals, the principal and building office manager and 

bilingual health associate left without a positive diagnosis at that critical moment to help parents 

transition to an online system of instruction. 

 Three of the six parents interviewed in Iowa indicated that a primary reason for choosing 

virtual learning for their children was that they wanted to be the only ones leaving the house, thus 

limiting the likelihood of spreading the virus among family members, being quarantined multiple 

times, thus missing work and pay. They all worked at the local meat-packing plant and indicated 

they had difficulty finding appropriate childcare while they were working.  

One father who worked long hours at the turkey processing plant shared his fear about 

bringing COVID-19 back to his family, reiterating that he did not want to endanger his children 

even more by sending them to school. Although he was hoping for a different outcome, the entire 

family, except for the two-year old, ended up contracting COVID-19: 

 

My kids, they want to come to school and see their friends and teachers and it’s so hard for 

them to do their work on the computer but I just can’t feel good enough about sending them 

right now. You know if they get it at school, I can’t work and that’s money that we need 

real badly. I am so scared you know, already that I might bring it home to my kids from 

the plant too. There are always cases there and some people come to work sick so they can 

get paid even though we aren’t supposed to. My friend at the plant, we were so close, he 

just died in October of COVID because he didn’t get help from the hospital fast enough. 

I’m just hoping and praying all the time that I won’t be next because I have heart problems. 

And the thing is, the 10 days of COVID pay just isn’t enough. (Father of 2, Interview #003, 

Iowa) 
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Tyson, the second largest food industry in the world and employers of some of the ELs’ 

parents in the Iowa site,  “refused multiple requests from worker and community groups to share 

copies of their detailed Covid-19 health and safety plans or the policies they use to ensure sick 

workers can stay home with pay” (The Action Network, n.d.). Only in September 2021, the cor-

poration reached an agreement with United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) to implement 

measures in support of its workers--mostly belonging to minority groups--during the pandemic. 

The agreement indicates that,  

January 1, 2022, fully vaccinated team members can begin earning up to 20 hours of paid 

sick leave per year.…Other measures Tyson Foods is taking to support U.S. frontline work-

ers during the vaccination process include: Providing paid administrative leave for up to 

two weeks for employees who are fully vaccinated and test positive for COVID-19 over 

the next six months. (Tyson, 2021) 

 

In addition, in a recent brief about JBS, the largest food company and owner of the meat-

packing plant in the Illinois site, the Natural Resource Defense Council (NRDC, 2021) addresses 

the inadequacy of the response of the industry to the COVID-19 emergency within their plants,  

 

An adequate response to COVID-19 would have required much earlier investment in 

worker safety, including personal protective gear and paid sick leave, for example. JBS’ 

priority instead was to keep its plants running with as many workers as possible; amid 

the pandemic, the company posted record net revenues of $51.8 billion in 2020. 

 

Most of the parents who participated in this study had been subjected to such absence 

or inadequacy of worker protection and compensation agreements. Some of the parents worked 

at the companies listed or at other local food manufacturing facilities but with similar working 

conditions. The lack of health protection and the lack of paid family and sick leave added to the 

layers of difficulties and vulnerabilities immigrant parents working in meatpacking plants had to 

face. These impacted their ability to support their children on multiple levels including providing 

what they felt was adequate at-home educational support during the remote learning phases of the 

pandemic.  

 

 Els’ Parents’ Language Barrier and Childcare Difficulties 

 

 When childcare was available because one parent or a grandparent was available, most 

immigrant parents of ELs still experienced challenges when trying to help their children access 

remote and online instruction during the pandemic. Many parents lamented that the language bar-

rier did not allow them or other caregivers to help their children at all or satisfactorily during online 

classes or with their homework. In one Latino family, the father worked in irrigation and the 

mother worked as a nurse and interpreter for twelve hours a day. The maternal grandmother was 

able to provide childcare during the remote learning months, but she did not speak English and 

could not support their academic development. The mother said, “I work a lot and at times the 

complication is when the children are at home with my mom. It’s not the same as when they are 

with me and I can stay on top of them” (Interview #006). Another parent indicated that their chil-

dren sometimes were cared for by grandparents who were the language of instruction,“For me it’s 
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very, very difficult because I feel like I leave a lot of responsibility to [the grandparents]. Some-

times my mom helps me, but she doesn’t speak English” (Interview # 006).  She held two jobs and 

felt unable to keep up with her childrens’ school work and lamented that sometimes they weren’t 

turning things in and that this was hurting their grades.  

One African father expressed frustration for not being able to support remote instruction 

for his children,  

 

It was very difficult for me. My kids’ grades were very low and slow. I didn't know how 

to help them out and it was hard on the kids. Because I don’t know much English, I didn’t 

know how to help them, but I watched the kids and tried to pretend I knew what they were 

doing and sometimes I fell asleep. I was trying to watch the kids and guide them, but I 

didn’t know how. I wish the school prepared us so we could help, but this didn’t happen. 

 

Another African father experienced the same frustration at his inability to help his children 

with school work because of the language barrier. Both tried to get help from the one French 

speaking language facilitator and interpreter but it was not sufficient,  

 

It was very challenging for us, because my wife and I don’t speak English and had just 

come from the Congo and we didn’t know anything. And the kids who are little also were 

learning [English]. We did our best, we kept calling [the French speaking parent liaison] 

to make sure they knew what they should. My kids are very smart and they did their best. 

(Focus Group Interview; Dad #003) 

 

A Latina mother expressed her difficulty helping her daughter with the packets of home-

work that were provided by the teachers during the first school closure. She gave an example about 

music education and how her low English proficiency prevented her from supporting her child,  

 

My English is very bad. How Am I going to teach my daughter the musical notes, when I 

hardly speak English?…I’m not a teacher and I cannot teach my girl because of my pro-

nunciation. In Spanish I can try, but it was in English and I could not. I would teach it in 

the wrong way. (Interview #008) 

 

The interpreter who translated the French interviews, who was also the school French 

speaking parent liaison in the Illinois site, said that this father “used to call me a lot to ask for help” 

(Focus Group Interview; Dad #001). The pandemic increased demands on parent liaisons not only 

to field the increase in communication with immigrant families, but also to find alternative ways 

of communication with them. Several parents indicated that the liaisons frequently drove to fami-

lies homes and met with them outside of their house to clarify school communications, provide 

instructional resources, and to help with instructional technology. Oftentimes these visits were 

above and beyond the expectations of the districts in which they worked.  One liaison from the 

preschool noted: 

 

I answer at any hour. I’m Latina, a mother and I’m part of this program and I get calls at 

all hours. It doesn’t matter if it’s my program, the dual language program, the Migrant 

program. If they need something from me, I’m there.” (Liaison Interview #001) 
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Parents’ difficulties with accessing technology, language barriers, and to meet families’ 

basic needs were all underscored in the GAO Report (2020) on meeting ELL’s families’ needs 

during the pandemic. Parents in our study verified this with their comments in addition to their 

difficulty accessing special services during the pandemic. 

. 

 

 

 

 

Special Services During Remote Instruction 

 

Across the country, especially early in the pandemic, some EL students with special needs 

went months without special services such as speech therapy, occupational and physical therapy 

(Mitchell, 2020b). Four of six parents of ELs at the Iowa site indicated the following barriers 

during the COVID-19 pandemic: difficulty accessing special services such as physical and speech 

therapy and difficulty with finding childcare that would also assist their children in virtual learning. 

One of six parents interviewed  indicated that it was difficult to access special needs services such 

as physical therapy and speech services which are provided by Area Education Agencies in Iowa, 

which worked from home longer than classroom teachers and building administrators in specific 

districts. One Mexican parent shared the following regarding Special Education services of her 

preschooler: 

 

I try to keep him online during his speech [therapy] time but it’s hard. You know, he’s four 

so it’s hard. Also, I don’t always understand what his teacher is asking to do in English, so 

I just hope he is listening to her. I try to offer him extra play time to get on for his sessions, 

but he doesn’t want to anymore. He’s only getting about 30 minutes of time every week, 

and I think he’s falling behind so much from where he was on his goals last year. (Interview 

#002, Iowa) 

 

  Comments such as these are consistent with reports of insufficient or lack of special education 

services from all over the country (Mitchell, 2020b). This is the first time in history since the IDEA 

legislation was put into place that all special education services have been denied, although they 

are considered essential to the childrens’ growth and development. The shift(s) to remote learning 

for ELs who also might have special needs is complicated and ELs that qualify for both services, 

were left without any truly appropriate services at some points throughout their remote learning 

experience. Parents and teachers of students with special needs reported that their students could 

not have adequate access to necessary manipulatives or adaptive equipment, services had to be 

spread thin so many students get the appropriate minutes needed to provide interventions, specific 

intervention kits were not designed for an online learning environment, and students with sensory 

input challenges struggled to receive services through a screen (Lange, 2021). When one considers 

the additional needs discovered through this study for ELs on top of the issues with providing 

appropriate special education services, the immense impact can be imagined. Parents were work-

ing side by side with  special education teachers to try to provide interventions and help prevent 

skill loss. Parents reported this was extra difficult when the Special Education teacher did not have 

Spanish support available. As reported in Lange (2021) and found in our interview data, ELs that 
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qualified for special education ancillary services, such as occupational therapy, play therapy, be-

havioral therapy, and speech therapy were significantly impacted because the services are not eas-

ily accessible through an online option and parents of ELs had difficulty overcoming language 

barriers and work schedules to meet with service providers to get appropriate assistance in provid-

ing those services at home (Lange, 2021).  

 

Digital Literacy of ELs’ Parents during the Pandemic  

 

During the first part of the pandemic started in March 2020, when school closed, after a 

a few weeks of no instruction, the Illinois and Iowa elementary school administration and teach-

ers resorted to sending instructional and homework packets to each home until the end of the 

year as an emergency but very insufficient measure. After a spring and summer of planning and 

preparation, the new school year started with a sweeping use of digital technologies in an attempt 

to provide effective distance learning to all students. Teachers were creating multisensory slide-

deck lessons, using video options to record instruction like read alouds, science experiments, 

math lessons, and even model play strategies through video, developing ways for children to 

interact by posting pictures and videos, sending students links to interactive online games that 

build basic skills, creating hands-on learning kits for parents to pick up that matched the weekly 

lessons and so much more. Parent engagement and family play activities were even offered 

online. The researcher and principal in the Iowa location offered yoga, easy family cooking les-

sons, and science activities online and offered contactless pick-up of the supplies needed outside 

the school. For many students, this created a best-case scenario within a worst-case scenario. 

However, when one puts themselves in the shoes of an overworked front-line employee without 

childcare and an English language barrier, the immense efforts being put forth by teachers and 

administrators was creating an unintentional learning divide. Parents of ELs that were working 

12-16 hours a day needed to also figure out how to get the appropriate learning materials picked 

up, they needed to learn to navigate multiple online apps and programs, they needed to schedule 

appropriately so all children in the house had access to internet and a device at the right time, 

and all the while, maybe not even having child-care if all adult family members were working 

front-line jobs during the day. The principal and researcher in the Iowa location reflects on one 

mother crying on the phone describing how her child wanted to participate with her friends but 

she couldn’t help her get on the computer. In the two research sites, the districts provided free 

access to Wi-fi connections and an age-appropriate digital device to all children. While this was 

an enormous effort that filled the basic gap in access to technology and the internet among fam-

ilies, it also unveiled the digital literacy abilities of most ELs’ parents.  In the two research sites, 

the districts provided free access to Wi-fi connections and an age-appropriate digital device to 

all children. While this was an enormous effort that filled the basic gap in access to technology 

and the internet among families, it also unveiled the digital literacy abilities of most ELs’ parents 

as well as the opportunity gaps that exist and continued to widen during the pandemic. To help 

fill the void, bilingual health associates, teachers, parent liaisons, building managers and admin-

istrators were meeting parents outside school buildings, video conferencing through their cell 

phones, and meeting people on their front porches to help them learn to access the necessary 

learning resources but it wasn’t enough. Parents continued to struggle and children were unable 

to logon for lessons. 

 Parents appreciate that the school provides the technology, as one Latina mother ex-

pressed, “It’s really nice that the school has given computers, because not everyone has one” 
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(Interview #003). However, the technological support to help parents supervise their children’s 

online learning seems to lag behind the technology. One parent expressed her frustration with 

her experience, noting that she needed more guidance in order to be effective with the technology 

at home with her children,  

 

I sort of understand you, but I’m also not an expert in these new programs. They changed 

to these programs, but they never told me how I was to help my son or how to use it. 

They never educated us on how to open this document, or get to this program and from 

there, send it. (Interview #006) 

 

The comment above is consistent with the national survey conducted for Abriendo Puer-

tas/Opening Doors, a parent-led educational organization, that found that “82 percent of Spanish-

speaking parents want more technical support with learning websites and apps and 83 percent 

needed more help navigating distance learning platforms” (Mitchell, 2020b). Parents wanted to 

support their children, but they needed sustained support in navigating this new instructional and 

digital terrain. For example, logging into Google Meets or to Teams for attendance or class meet-

ings,  kindergarteners and early elementary children required parents’ direct use of the devices. 

One digital device parents were able to use more successfully and in a sustained way were 

the phone apps the school adopted to foster teacher-parents communication. Parent liaisons in both 

districts helped teach parents how to use apps like “Talking Points” which could be used in differ-

ent languages and made multilingual communication possible, alleviating the distance between 

teachers and parents.  

 

Social Isolation of ELs through Digital Connections  

 

Despite all the digital connections created and used during remote instruction, isolation 

was a significant issue for many ELs. One single mother of two noted that studying online at home 

was “somewhat traumatic” traumatic for her children (Interview #004). Another mother noted that 

she had to work long hours and her daughter spent many hours a day alone, as  they did not have 

any family locally. She explained that her daughter became very depressed during the remote 

learning months, “She is really struggling so she can continue studying and graduate. She’s taking 

precalc, chemistry, and is very stressed about trying to learn online. Being here alone so much, 

because I had to continue working, has really gotten her down” (Interview #007).  

A Guatemalan father in Iowa site noted the struggles of his daughter who was dependent 

on her brother for remote learning, 

 

My oldest son tries to get her logged on to see her teacher when he can but he’s in high 

school and has a lot of work himself to get done. She loves to see her teacher though when 

she can get on there and the internet is working. (Iowa focus group Interview) 

 

The feelings of isolation of remote learning presented challenges for the children and for 

the parents, also because  parents were often at their children’s mercy to receive clear daily updates 

on the school expectations.  Many parents complained of children saying they were done with their 

work when they were not. At one point in the semester, a teacher told us there were over 600 Fs 

in teachers’ gradebooks, mostly from incomplete assignments. 
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Parents of students who were participating in AP courses or advanced courses mentioned 

that the level of frustration was fairly high for the students. Students felt that they couldn’t be as 

spontaneous with their questions and that the online learning was negatively impacting their learn-

ing (Interview #005). A Latina mother noted,  

 

My fifth grade daughter has been looking at new topics and she is reading what they send 

her but sometimes she just doesn’t understand. So sometimes it’s a little hard for me to 

explain new themes here. I just don’t know how much she is learning. (Interview #006) 

 

Silver Lining/Positive Outcomes from Remote Learning 

 

All parents indicated multiple positive outcomes of virtual learning. Among them, they 

indicated that teachers met outside their contract hours to support their ELs when possible, the 

bilingual health associate/administrative assistant, bilingual paraprofessionals, and the building 

principal all helped them obtain the digital devices and technology they needed (e.g., Chrome-

books, hotspots) and taught them how to use online learning tools, such as Seesaw and EPIC books. 

Also, teachers successfully delivered lessons and provided hands-on learning for their students, 

and the school district provided food and other necessities during COVID-19 in a timely manner. 

Additionally, three of the six parents interviewed in Iowa indicated multiple opportunities the 

school provided that allowed them to participate in virtual family events offered at flexible times 

and in a recorded format, such as virtual family yoga, pizza making, herb planting, and story times. 

In order to provide optimal support in these online activities, all virtual family learning experiences 

were interpreted in Spanish as well. The flexibility that virtual learning allowed made it more 

possible for families that worked evening and daytime hours to attend the events. This represented 

an improvement of the in-person events for these families. 

Parents were also asked if they observed positive outcomes specifically regarding their 

children’s learning experience. One mother noted that, above all, the older EL students had learned 

to appreciate the work of teachers, as they could see all the effort they made to reach them during 

the pandemic, “they are going to appreciate it a little more, when they go back to school [in person], 

they will appreciate the work that in reality teachers do” (Interview #004). One mother noted that 

her older daughter grew emotionally and academically from the remote learning opportunities, 

“Personally, I would say that it made my daughter mature a little in her approach to responsibilities 

with school” (Interview #005). Similarly, the direct involvement of ELs’ parents in the remote 

classroom made teachers’ work visible and tangible for them and increased their own understand-

ing and appreciation of teachers’ daily work.  

Another parent, who had expressed having great difficulties dealing with the anxieties re-

lated to the pandemic, remarked that one thing the pandemic did do for her was underscore the 

reality that we are here today but could be gone tomorrow. She said “It makes me think that we 

have to be compassionate and love each other, because we are the only family we have” (Interview 

#003). The social emotional outcomes of remote learning for children and for adults, though very 

challenging during the pandemic, has underscored for many people the value of the relationships 

they had with others. This same mother indicated that she appreciated having more time with her 

children and had developed a greater appreciation for what teachers do on a daily basis. She also 

found the virtual learning was a learning opportunity also for her, as she stated that “One benefit 

is that I am learning with my children. I’m learning more English and at times I get frustrated or 

mad, but I give it my best and sit with them and learn” (Interview #003). 
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Though the majority of parents did not indicate any “silver lining” coming from their ex-

perience during the pandemic, all acknowledged better communication with teachers and a greater 

understanding of what their children were expected to do for school. The struggles of trying to 

keep the family going while addressing the educational needs of children was clearly a challenge 

on many levels and the pandemic greatly impacted these parents as frontline workers and put them 

at great risk. At the same time, it is important to highlight the glimmers of hope and resilience that 

ELs’ parents showed and expressed.      

 

Discussion 

 

Spurred by the COVID-19 pandemic, this study explored the experiences of migrant and 

immigrant families and parents of ELs who were navigating the educational system and their com-

munities during such an unprecedented health crisis. The outcomes from this study indicate that 

multilingual immigrant and refugee families faced significant challenges during the pandemic and 

that issues related to employment in meat packing plants and other service oriented jobs exacer-

bated those challenges. What the study reveals is that state education agencies must ensure schools 

are prioritizing robust instructional supports, parent engagement, and the building of capacity to 

weather future crises. In a best-case scenario, schools may emerge from these trying times having 

built stronger and more resilient systems, not just for instruction, but also in terms of multilingual 

and meaningful two-way communication with  ELs’ parents and immigrant families, while devel-

oping  technology that all students can access and benefit  from in equitable ways (Sugarman & 

Lazarin,  2020). 

Another concern that our research and that of others (CDC, 2021a) have revealed are the 

rising mental health needs and disparities among students and families. The Center for Disease 

Control definition of mental health includes “our emotional, psychological, and social well-being. 

It affects how we think, feel, and act. It also helps determine how we handle stress, relate to others, 

and make healthy choices” (https://www.cdc.gov/mentalhealth/index.htm).   Schools emphasize 

three interrelated components of mental health in their social emotional learning (SEL) curricula: 

the social (how we relate to others), emotional (how we feel), and behavioral (how we act). How-

ever, the emphasis on mental health and SEL is addressed differently in different contexts.  

Our research indicates that schools working with rural multilingual families must continue 

to strive to create supports that will benefit this population that presents unique needs and faces 

unique struggles and socioeconomic obstacles. According to national statistics and to Secretary of 

Education Cardona, schools need to make changes now to help students and their caretakers. 

Though the recently released federal guidance for mental health support (USDE, 2021) provides 

links and examples of best practices, the guide does not have specifics on how to apply these 

resources in rural contexts and when serving multilingual immigrant/refugee parents. One thing is 

certain, parents of children with mental health needs indicate more trouble “getting by” and finding 

appropriate mental health support than those in urban areas (CDC, 2021b).  

Though the digital divide between Latinos and other non-Hispanic demographics is grow-

ing smaller, Latinos are still less likely than white non-Latinos to have an Internet connection at 

home (Kim & Padilla, 2020). Lower access to broadband internet, before and during the pandemic, 

is impacting students with limited access to digital devices or the internet, limited understanding 

of English, and limited ability to work independently without support (Mitchel, 2020a). This sug-

gests that many rural ELs might have experienced interrupted schooling due to inaccessible remote 
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instruction, which, if continued, will impact ELs’ academic achievement presently and in the fu-

ture. Importantly, equitable EL education also means providing comprehensible content instruc-

tion through first and second language instruction through individualized instructional support. In 

this context, it is critical to unveil and showcase what instructional initiatives rural educators have 

created to fulfill these special instructional needs in the absence of face-to-face language interac-

tion. 

State and district leaders should support parents in developing digital literacy skills that 

will allow them to supervise and engage with their children’s online learning.  Creating adult 

education programming that focuses on digital literacy skills, navigating web platforms utilized 

by schools, and  other topics related to supporting children’s  academic success can help to close 

equity  gaps and lift longer-term education trajectories for children in immigrant families. Par-

ents of children in preschool and  elementary grades should be a top priority for such program-

ming, given that younger  children are heavily reliant on their parents to mediate and guide their 

participation  in remote instruction. In addition, for both the short and the long term, state and  

local education leaders should ensure that  students and parents of ELs have access to  multilin-

gual technological support so they  can immediately troubleshoot tech glitches  and barriers that 

might disrupt learning.  

 

Conclusions 

 

Greater efforts toward conducting EL education research need to be made to fill the lack 

of information about this setting and the invisibility of the rural EL populations (Ruecker, 2016) 

during and after the COVID-19 pandemic in order to inform current and future educational policies 

addressing the need of ELs (Cicchinelli & Beesley, 2017) and their families. Our paper contributes 

to these efforts by revealing the multilayered educational, and social emotional complexities and 

challenges experienced by multilingual rural parents and their children during the COVID-19 pan-

demic.  

While fundamental factors faced by immigrant and refugee families require major shifts in 

labor policies toward drastically different workers protection and compensation laws, equity in 

education for low income ELs from immigrant and refugee families in the US also remains an 

elusive goal that the COVID-19 pandemic has further magnified. Most recently, rural disparity has 

emerged as one of the most prominent factors intensifying educational inequities, largely due to 

the differential access to reliable technology resources and human resources that rural students are 

provided. Technology resources create the largest educational gaps are lack of internet in low in-

come homes, as well as inconsistencies in internet services for rural home locations (Yang, Zhu, 

& MacLeod, 2018). What were inequity concerns around technology in pre-pandemic times be-

came an educational emergency during COVID-19 pandemic with the total shift to virtual learning. 

When considering the specific language needs of ELs, which include specially designed instruc-

tion, focus on first and second language development, focus on oral development and web-based 

supplemental language programs as central pieces of EL education, the pre-existing technology 

gap and insufficient instructional resources could only cause more concern and lower the access 

to equitable education for ELs. 

One of the large-scale solutions is an emphasis on how EL teachers and General Education 

teachers can effectively collaborate to work with students and their families in supporting them to 

effectively navigate the online and digital learning resources. This collaborative effort must take 

into consideration the work schedules of parents, childcare support if parents are to physically 
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attend educational workshops on working remotely, transportation, and linguistic support for mul-

tilingual participants, following Sugarman and Lazarin’s (2020) suggestion to create “adult edu-

cation programming that  focuses on digital literacy skills, navigating  web platforms utilized by 

schools, and  other topics related to supporting children’s  academic success can help to close 

equity  gaps and lift longer-term education trajectories for children in immigrant  families” (p.13).  

Teachers and school administrators have been working relentlessly to reduce inequities and 

foster a positive, connected learning experience despite the challenges COVID-19 has caused for 

the educational systems both locally and globally. The outcomes from this study indicate that mul-

tilingual students and families had significant challenges and that issues with employment in meat 

packing plants increased those challenges, even though they tried their best to provide support to 

their children during remote instruction. The EL children of our parent participants experienced a 

wide variety of challenges during the pandemic, while also finding ways to be resilient during such 

a difficult time. Identifying the social emotional supports and educational/technological resources 

to sustain and nurture rural immigrant families during times such as these will help schools im-

prove pre-existent educational practices and policies and develop a more equitable educational 

system beyond times of emergency.  
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Abstract 

 

The COVID-19 outbreak caused university professors and students all over the world to 

scramble in finding different and effective ways of remote teaching and learning amidst a 

pandemic. This study addresses multiple issues specifically facing English language learn-

ing and the dissemination of effective remote content and the creation of a transformative 

pedagogy through the development of a university-to-university project that bridges the 

technology and language gap. In the following pages, we: 1) outline the impact of COVID 

on language learning; 2) discuss the implications for the English language learners caused 

by the COVID outbreak; and 3) review the challenges of the English learning process for 

the marginalized populations in higher education. For the purpose of the study, we define 

the marginalized population to be students representing various racial groups and social 

classes, as well as the students from rural areas, who did not have access to technology as 

opposed to the students and residents of large cities, such as New York, United States and 

Rostov-on-Don, Russia.   

The COIL (Collaborative Online International Learning) projects, like the one described 

throughout, blend remote content learning, and increase the opportunity for multilingual 

students to engage in real time practice with native speakers. The project also provides 

inclusion benefits for underprivileged students with technology concerns.  

Keywords: remote content; COIL; multilingual students; COVID 

 

 

Today, more than ever, technology has become a centerpiece in promoting global learning, 

providing cultural understanding and building relationships (Reed, 2007). In this context, this qual-

itative study describes a semester-long Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) project 

(De Castro, Dyba, Cortez, & Genecar, 2019) in combination with the experiences students went 

through during the start of the COVID-19 outbreak. We illustrate how two international language 

classrooms partnered together to provide  expanded educational opportunities to its students 

(Minei, Razuvaeva, & Dyshko, 2021). The basic premise of the COIL program is that students 

from one university are paired with students from another university to study English, learn each 

other’s culture, and develop interpersonal connections through international exchanges (Garies, 

Merkin, & Goldman, 2011; Aaron, Cedeño, Gareis, Kumar, & Swaminathan, 2018). The interper-

sonal connection component was viewed as a particularly beneficial element during the COVID-

19 pandemic, since there many students suffered from depression, loneliness, loss, and anxiety 

(Luchetti, Lee, Aschwanden, Sesker, Strickhouser, Terracciano, & Sutin, 2020). The fact that stu-
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dents are typically so reluctant to reach out to other classmates in a virtual context due to hesita-

tions commonly associated with interpersonal interactions in first-time exchanges (Seller, 2012), 

COIL created a particularly effective opportunity for online student interaction during the COVID-

19.  

 

COVID-19 and the Educational Landscape 

 

At the end of 2019, an unknown respiratory disease surged in China and was later labeled 

as COVID-19. Within just a few months the COVID-19 virus turned into a global pandemic with 

a high fatality rate (Muralidar, et al., 2020). By August of 2020, over seven hundred thousand 

deaths had been reported by the World Health Organization (WHO), with over twenty million 

confirmed cases across the world (Muralidar et al., 2020). Governments announced lockdowns 

and implemented measures to stop the spread of the pandemic based on the guidelines from the 

authorities. A new way of living emerged, including social isolation, mandatory quarantining, 6-

foot distance maintenance, wearing masks, and in some cases, requiring all facets of organizations 

to switch to virtual means (Koonin et al., 2020).  

This health crisis affected every industry globally, including higher education which is the 

focus of this study. Higher education faced unprecedented challenges and was forced to redevelop 

the curriculum for many of the classes and disciplines, transitioning from on-campus to online 

teaching (Crawford et al., 2020). With the spread of COVID-19, students went from predominantly 

face-to-face instruction to a predominantly online learning-based curriculum. While students were 

attending to the shakeup that occurred with their learning spaces, faculty scrambled to find ways 

of moving content online and making that content meaningful. The sudden change mandated 

teachers, instructors, professors to convert their lectures into recordings or use web tools to teach 

their students, and many were unprepared to do so (Toquero, 2020). The introduction of online 

technology as a primary medium in pedagogical interactions expanded limited curriculum pro-

spects to include global and international possibilities. Now that the COVID-19 pandemic has 

challenged the definition of normalcy and dictated new rules, online learning must readjust and 

reassess what effective online learning means based on the redesign of the curriculum and cautious 

planning (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020). We specifically focused on two specific concerns: the im-

plications of online learning for the language learners, and challenges for marginalized populations 

without technology access. 

 

Multilingual Language Learners and Remote Learning 

 

Our study focuses on the remote learning process as an opportunity for success for multi-

lingual college students and offers suggestions about how online pedagogy can offer better access 

for them. Some scholars use the term ‘English learners’ for bilingual or multilingual students and 

we call attention to the fact that many students who are learning English are already either bilingual 

or multilingual (Martinez, 2018). As documented, the research shows that bilingual and multilin-

gual students have better metalinguistic awareness of the language skills than the students who are 

monolingual but who have comparable native language skills (Ransdell, Barbier, Niit, 2006). Mul-

tilingualism as well as bilingualism is a common phenomenon that has received much scholarly 

attention in recent years, but not necessarily in the realm of digital spaces.  Cenoz (2013) suggested 

that bilinguals are more experienced language learners and have potentially developed learning 
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strategies to a larger extent than monolinguals, which could be beneficial when introducing tech-

nologies that require at least some level of adaptation. Scholars also focused on the advantages 

that bilinguals have over monolinguals when acquiring an additional language. Wright, Boun, and 

Garcia (2017) also present the first comprehensive international reference work of the latest poli-

cies, practices, and theories related to the dynamic interdisciplinary field of bilingual and multilin-

gual education. Multilingualism is also an interdisciplinary phenomenon that can be studied from 

both an individual and a societal perspective and in our case researched in the areas of linguistics, 

communication, language policy, and sociolinguistics. With the outbreak of COVID-19 and crush-

ing travel restrictions, language learners benefit from the opportunity to connect with invested 

parties from all over the globe. These connections can offer immense benefits, not only in assisting 

in the language learning process, but in creating friendships, sharing culture, and creating mean-

ingful interactions (Aaron, et. al., 2018).  

 

The Online Learning Landscape and Common Challenges 

 

Online and remote learning has been attracting attention since technologies became avail-

able. Early iterations of Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) technologies such as elec-

tronic mail, bulletin board services, computer conferencing systems, and the World Wide Web 

proved to have a profound effect on education (Harasim et al.,1995). As an ultimate goal, students 

also benefit from autonomy and ownership: online learning requires the student to serve in the role 

of the principal actor of his or her own learning (Martin, 2003). Remote learning has positive 

effects, but there are also challenges stemming from online learning. First of all, access to these 

technologies equalize learning for students from geographically remote locations or if a course or 

a project includes students from different countries when students have no opportunities to attend 

classes and lectures. This inclusion is crucial during present challenges when the world is under-

going big changes during the so-called COVID-19 era. In the wake of the rapid global shutdown 

following COVID-19, the transition to the online mode of instruction might have saved the edu-

cational process in the short term. The quick switch to online instruction also introduced another 

issue: access to the internet in the rural areas and accessibility of the web by the various groups of 

population (Shahzad et al., 2020).  

Research on the effects of online learning has been in process since the concept was intro-

duced. Adedoyin and Soykan (2020) outline numerous challenges including technology, socio-

economic issues, assessment and supervision, compatibility, competencies, and even an intrusion 

of pets. From another perspective, Owens, Hardcastle, and Richardson (2009) identified a sense 

of isolation and the limitations of the teaching staff. Lecturers also face some difficulties with the 

method of instruction. This challenge may provide a perfect stage for the opportunities to develop 

quality education in conjunction with online methods of instruction. Research supports that online 

learning in the COVID-19 era affected the most vulnerable groups of students, such as those with 

low socioeconomic status, who do not have access to technology or internet access (Adedoyin & 

Soykan, 2020). Another consideration is the type of use and engagement with technology. Even 

though many students are tech-savvy, tech-savviness alone does not ensure they will do well with 

remote learning. Some education experts say that, “there is a huge gap between what students can 

do for fun on their cellphones and gaming systems and how good they are at using a device for 

educational tasks such as reading a document, answering a question, or figuring out a problem” 

(Hobbs & Hawkins, 2020, p. 2).  
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Ethical issues also present when instructors have to figure out how to assess students fairly 

when learning is done remotely and many teachers face concerns of academic misconduct in that 

the increased distance in remote learning facilitates cheating and other ethical concerns (Hobbs & 

Hawkins, 2020). Thus, the necessity to design an inclusive curriculum and teaching methods that 

address the challenges of both language learners and those facing technology issues is important. 

Carter, Rice, and Yang (2020) indicated that many teachers and students in the USA and various 

parts of the world are migrating some aspects of education online out of necessity while identifying 

strategies of a self-regulated learning (SRL) framework for students learning in online environ-

ments. Clearly, the remote environment created by COVID-19 produces challenges for higher ed-

ucation and additional challenges for language learners and individuals who may be marginalized 

learners due to issues with technology access. Our study bridges the use of technology, distance, 

and how these affect the learning process by proposing a focus on a Collaborative Online Interna-

tional Learning (COIL) project (Rubin & Guth, 2015).    

 

COVID-19 Remote Learning Through COIL 

 

COIL projects allow for collaborative partnerships that span borders. Thus, just like in our 

project, students from a university in Russia could be paired with students in the United States for 

partnerships on a similar curriculum. The details of the project are simple and take place virtually. 

The first step in a successful COIL project partnership is to find a collaborator from a university 

in another country. There are multiple methods of finding collaborators including pedagogical so-

cial media platforms, or through established COIL based centers, like the SUNY COIL Center. 

From the student perspective, the students will need a reliable internet connection and a device 

that can support face-to-face, digital, synchronous conversations. As an alternative, this activity 

can be achieved domestically between universities in the same country. However, international 

pairings can bring a richer and broader platform for culture and language sharing, opportunities 

for negotiating difficult logistics, and an enriching opportunity to connect theory to practice. We 

outline the basic scope of a COIL project as well as describe additional benefits of the digital/tech-

nical nature of such a project.  

 

COIL Scope  

 

There are numerous advantages to COIL projects. First, as any course can be part of COIL, 

based on the professor’s curriculum outcomes, there are multiple opportunities to shift the learning 

goals to both an interpersonal and an intercultural focus. Interpersonally, primary tensions occur-

ring from self-disclosure are common in the experimental phase of new relationships but students 

engaging in a COIL project can learn how to navigate those tensions and develop the language 

necessary to communicate sharing preferences and boundaries through the engagement in the task 

as per the curriculum designed by leading instructors. A COIL project requires students to explore 

new interactions through which they may mediate feelings of loneliness and subsequent depression 

for college students (Wei, Russell, & Zakalik, 2005). 

Interculturally, as new friendships emerge, students will encounter challenges requiring 

them to address primary tensions with self-disclosure concerns, break down stereotypes, and con-

front their perception biases (Zhang & Merolla, 2007). Encounters in education that can success-

fully build these perception skills can transfer into more successful professional lives because stu-

dents would have had the opportunity to work through dissonant experiences. The opportunity to 
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deal with dissonant experiences is essential in that “dissonant experiences put students in challeng-

ing or uncomfortable situations...it forces students to examine their previously held assumptions” 

(Motley & Sturgill, 2013, p. 184).   

Second, there are opportunities to develop a curriculum for language-learning programs to 

partner for native speaking practice. Senyshyn and Chamberlin-Quinlisk (2009) found that there 

were multiple beneficial outcomes, like greater reflection and exploration of assumptions and gain-

ing confidence in a new role, for language immersion activities that span a long-term semester 

project. The benefit of an additional language component is that low-income language-learning 

students are still able to experience a version of cultural immersion like what they might encounter 

on a study abroad trip. 

Third, the medium of a COIL project, primarily mediated through digital technologies, 

allows for students to develop and hone their skills in dealing with the challenges of technology 

and the logistics required to successfully complete the project with a high degree of autonomy. In 

short, this project is cost-effective, allowing students the chance for personalized interpersonal and 

cultural immersion as they communicate with their peers in another country. The setup also offers 

a plethora of rich pedagogical directions for professors who may not necessarily be trained in 

COIL, and can be applied in a wide variety of disciplines to center their lessons on a variety of 

perspectives and learn from one another, while developing both interpersonal and intercultural 

competence (Savicki, 2020). Set up may include synchronous or asynchronous interactions be-

tween the students and the professors, and can be done using various platforms such as Zoom or 

Skype. Lastly, an added and unexpected benefit of this project is the successful transferability to 

distance or remote learning environments. As the COVID-19 crisis has demonstrated, there is a 

strong need for a compelling curriculum that can be delivered virtually or in a distance learning 

capacity to present meaningful educational opportunities. While this project is designed for digital 

learning as a means of maximizing the multimodal potential of online communication, there are 

also opportunities for in-person adaptations. 

 

COIL Project 

 

This activity describes a semester-long COIL project (De Castro, Dyba, Cortez, & Genecar, 

2019) that demonstrates how two (or more) international classrooms can partner together for ex-

panded educational opportunities. In the COIL project we implemented, the students from one 

country [USA] were paired with students from another country [Russia] for conversation, language 

learning practice, and as a means of addressing specific pedagogical content (i.e., self-disclosure 

norms through emerging friendships, challenging cultural biases, and ethnocentrism; reducing 

technology uncertainty). Overall, when participating in the COIL project, the students are guided 

through a series of conversations (See Appendix A) that can allow them to develop the language, 

the attention to interpersonal constructs, and to develop mastery over their online learning experi-

ence (Minei, Razuvaeva, & Dyshko, 2021). Students utilize Facetime, WhatsApp, Skype, and 

other free synchronous applications accessible without extra fees. However, one of the important 

aspects that needs to be taken into account is time difference if the teams are located in different 

parts of the world. Thus, in our project there was an eight-hour difference between New York City 

and Rostov-on-Don. The above mentioned technologies have proved to be indispensable (Yild-

irim, Elban, & Yildirim, 2018) especially in the lockdown during COVD-19. Because the project 

develops a strong intersection between international and multilingual language learners and digital 
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technologies used for education, we connect our outcomes to speak to the ways in which this pro-

ject can inform online learning in the wake of the transformed educational landscape emerging 

from COVID-19. We ask “What are the benefits, challenges, and implications of the COIL project 

for language learners, and how this can affect marginalized populations during the COVID-19 

pandemic?” 

Method 

 

Participants 

 

 This study relied on data from two different types of classes. English Speaking Country 

Study from the Southern Federal University in Rostov-on-Don, Russia and Interpersonal Commu-

nication in New York City. The students ranged from the first year to senior year, and the median 

age was 19. Over the course of two semesters 155 students participated in the project. Of which, 

there were 71 English-Speaking Country Study participants and 84 Russian students. All the stu-

dents were bilingual or multilingual. The participants, on both sides [the US and Russia], were of 

various backgrounds, representing different racial groups beyond just the nationalities of ‘Russian’ 

and ‘American’ and marginal composition. Throughout the duration of the research project a reli-

able  wi-fi or internet connection was not available to some of the students at all times. The par-

ticipating students were facing challenges as a result of the time difference between the US and 

Russia. As mentioned earlier, for the purpose of the study, we defined the marginalized population 

to be students representing various racial groups and social classes, as well as the students from 

rural areas, who did not have an expanded access to technology as opposed to the students from 

large cities, such as New York, United States and Rostov-on-Don, Russia. Further, the groups were 

composed of the students from various regions (Greater New York City and Greater Rostov-on-

Don), and all the students were commuter students.  

 

Data Collection 

 

The data were collected in two phases, primarily because the partnership first occurred in 

the fall of 2019 (pre-pandemic) and then again in the spring 2020 semester. However, after the 

outbreak of the COVID-19, the main question that the study had shifted its focus and became 

“What are the benefits, challenges, and implications of the COIL project for language learners, 

and how can this affect marginalized populations during the COVID-19 pandemic?” 

This project ran over two semesters and included 155 students (n=155) altogether. As men-

tioned earlier, there were 71 students in the US class, and 84 in the Russian class. Some Russian 

students had two partners. One professor from Russia taught English Speaking Country Study 

where her students were primarily focused on English proficiencies and the other professor taught 

Interpersonal Communication in the United States.The students had three conversations each se-

mester throughout the duration of the project. Each conversation lasted for 45 minutes with the 

particular topic based on the assignment from the Professors. In the Fall 2019 semester, data were 

collected using focus group style interviews provided by the English-Speaking Country study pro-

fessor to develop perspectives from students about their experience. Both the American and Rus-

sian students participated in the groups. The questions included a request for the feedback, such 

as: “You have now had three conversations with your partner. What were some of the elements of 

self-disclosure that surprised you?” and “What are 3 takeaways that you might apply to future 
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interpersonal interactions that you learned during this experience? How might you apply your ex-

perience to business situations, international communication opportunities, new friendships in so-

cial settings, romantic relationships?” and “What worked well within the project? What sugges-

tions do you have for improvement?”. These questions were asked with an aim to learn more about 

the practical components of remote learning, and useful tools the students found to be helpful 

during the pandemic.  

 In the spring 2020 semester, data were collected via open-ended questions on a distributed 

survey created by the Interpersonal Communication Professor, Dr. Minei. The instrument was 

composed of the questions which welcomed students to share their experiences and interests in 

regards to their peers and what topics should be selected for the following conversations as a part 

of the project. The reason for implementation of the open-ended questions survey was to develop 

responses pertaining to two different areas of inquiry: 1) Impressions from the language-learning 

students about their experience, and 2) Impressions from the international students about their 

understanding of the process. Both methods are beneficial in allowing a wide range of responses, 

with answers that resemble more of a dialogue. Another benefit of open-ended responses (both 

conducted in a focus group, and also as a narrative opportunity on a survey) is that there is greater 

freedom given to the respondents as they form their impressions rather than selecting their expe-

rience on a Likert based scale.  

 

Data Analysis 

 

 Data were analyzed through the use of a modified content comparison method (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967), by sorting the responses into two categories reflecting the challenges and benefits 

of completing the COIL project. Any data falling beyond the mention of benefit or challenge were 

reduced. Coders decided on categorizing each code resulting in two focused codes: Benefits and 

Challenges.  We are further explaining the two categories below. 

 

Data and Interpretation 

 

 The purpose of focusing on the benefits and challenges of the students' experience, espe-

cially during the pandemic, can help inform the creation and implementation of this project for 

other instructors looking to simulate such a collaboration. We start first with benefits as they ad-

dress a multitude of touchpoints including: 1) Language and Cultural Immersion; and 2) Comfort 

with Technology that contributed to better learning outcomes for the students. We conclude with 

the expressed challenges from the students which include: 1) Logistical Inconvenience; and 2) 

Issues in Compatibility of the equipment and running software used to connect the students during 

the project.  

 

Benefit:  Language and Cultural Immersion 

 

 Students described a number of benefits to their learning that centered around different 

access to immersion and different cultures and overcoming their fears and lack of communication 

through the COIL program, which was especially useful during the pandemic. Alice, a 3rd year 

Journalism and Intercultural Communication major from SFU commented:  
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[The online collaborative project] can personify what we learn, because culture and lan-

guage are not texts in a textbook, but real people you interact with. Such conversational 

sessions will also prepare students for a multicultural global world where they have to learn 

how to work. They will encourage students to think critically and emphatically about global 

events and will give a new perspective. It is also a great way to practice the skills, find new 

connections and friends as well as expand your network. 

 

Other students noted similar benefits to language learning practice. Polina, a 3rd year Foreign 

Philology student noted: “The first benefit is getting new acquaintances from another continent 

with whom we have decided to keep in touch. The second is getting the opportunity to improve 

my language skills (English and Spanish) and to get help with it.” Other students noted the easing 

of social tensions they felt when talking with their partner, “I felt excited and nervous at the same 

time but I was so happy to have an opportunity to communicate with native speakers and learn 

more about their way of life, values, hopes and expectations” (Parmina, 3rd-year student, Philol-

ogy, Journalism and Intercultural Communication). Other students described the chance for im-

mersion based on their limitations to travel due to COVID-19. Ilya, a 3rd-year SFU student, ma-

joring in Journalism and Intercultural Communication noted:   

 

The three most important goals for me were cultural, linguistic, and technological. Yes, I 

have always thought that cultural learning is an important component for me. I think it can 

help me to know more about foreign people and to develop new horizons, especially when 

now we have no chance to travel as much as we used to. I will try to explain my thoughts 

in another way with different words.  Friendship, exploration, improvement. 

 

Some students noted the enhancement to their learning through the interactions. For example, 

Lyudmila stated that, “Through conversations, I was able to learn not only about traditions and 

culture but also about some slang words and other language peculiarities. Living in Rostov, I rarely 

come across any native speakers” (Lyudmila, 3rd-year student, Journalism and Intercultural Com-

munication, SFU). The students in the USA also felt there were benefits to cultural immersion that 

could help overcome political positions generated by the media and allowing students to form their 

own opinions:  

 

By participating in the program, our network broadens outside of the States, with perspec-

tives other than hearing from the news. I learned the daily lives of Russian students, which 

is ironic as we live in a diverse city. I think having the opportunity to have a one to one 

conversation with a person physically living in Russia, gave me a better understanding of 

the daily lives of Russian students. Overall, I see participation in the program as a way to 

expand our aspects of the world. (Michael, junior, Interpersonal Communication Major, 

New York City). 

 

Lastly, others overcame personal hesitations through the immersion, like Konstantin, a 4th-

year student of Philology, Journalism and Intercultural Communication at SFU, who said, “I 

thought I would feel embarrassed and have a heavy weight of responsibility on my shoulders. 

When I speak with foreigners I never tell them I study linguistics not to be ashamed to make 
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mistakes but this project and this experience helped me to overcome these difficulties. I find re-

mote learning especially important in such a specific and weird period of lockdown.” This inclu-

sion of remote access during COVID-19 also revealed other benefits through the use of technology. 

 

Benefit: Building Interpersonal Skills with the Help of Technology  

 

We also found out that multilingual students greatly relied on modern technologies, such 

as Zoom or Skype, not only in their everyday life but also during the learning process. Some stu-

dents noted building skills within their own intrapersonal repertoire: “For the last video call meet-

ing, my partner and I had trouble committing to our scheduled time. I learned to control my emo-

tions and not blame the situation on my partner regardless of who’s ‘fault’ it is” (Nicole, senior, 

Interpersonal Communication Major, New York City.) When asked which technologies are likely 

to revolutionize work in the coming decade, students said that they were most enthusiastic about 

the potential of virtual reality. “Remote learning gives you an opportunity to save money that 

otherwise would be spent on commuting to the university or paying rent for the apartment in an-

other city. Learning from home is less stressful because you don’t have to deal with crowds of 

strangers at the university” (Galina Cheremisina, 2nd-year student, Higher School of Business and 

Economics, SFU). Additionally, the students shared that: “...it’s not the end of the world, but some-

times it drains your energy.  You can attend more lectures through the Internet. And get more out 

of them because nothing hinders you from listening to the information” (Galina Cheremisina, 2nd-

year student, Higher School of Business and Economics, SFU). Others found that they had better 

interpersonal interactions: “I learned to be calm when dealing with online connectivity issues. I 

also learned to be a better active listener especially to a person whose first language is not English” 

(Roberta, senior, Intercultural Communication Major, New York City). 

The abundance of the current technologies and projects have kept the education process 

going, resulting in students that found more benefits than drawbacks in the new remote situation. 

Another great motivating factor was that students during the pandemic were seeking communica-

tion as the lockdown period turned out to be longer than expected. Anna describes this phenome-

non here: “But then because of Coronavirus, quarantine, and online-education we had more time 

to have conversations at comfortable hours for both of us and it really helped to improve my speak-

ing and listening skills” (Anna 4th-year student, Philology, Journalism and Intercultural Commu-

nication, SFU). Nevertheless, there were some challenges students faced. We detail these chal-

lenges in the following section.  

 

Challenge: Logistical Inconvenience of the project  

 

Sometimes the Internet connection was slow and the learning process took more time than 

they expected. Students were aware of this challenge, but recognized the benefit of overcoming 

that issue. Illya stated that, “It is not the same to talk to somebody in person and via gadgets. You 

can not feel them and react accordingly but we have to learn as it seems to be our future” (Illya, 

4th-year student, Institute of Philology, Journalism and Intercultural Communication, SFU). Other 

students learned to position the challenges as a learning experience. Max said,  

 

Communication on a screen has pushed me to become more comfortable interacting vir-

tually. The channel richness is less and requires alternative communication signals to get 
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the same idea across. This is applicable in a professional, especially in international bank-

ing. I have had Skype interviews before and I’m becoming more comfortable with inter-

viewing via Skype. (Max, junior, Business Major, New York City) 

  

Other students noted issues with coordination: “It is not even negative, but inconvenient. We could 

talk only in the evening, at 9 or 10 p.m. because of the time difference, when I usually prepare for 

sleep. (Polina, 3rd-year student, Foreign Philology, SFU). For some students, the slow internet 

access yielded disappointed feelings because their educational environment had been more con-

ducive to learning prior to the crisis. This difference was reflected in some students’ approach to 

the lesson.  

 

Challenge: Issues in Technological and Personal Compatibility  

 

There were a lot of feelings that students had about the project concerning compatibility, 

which was made apparent when students were asked about the quality of interactions with their 

partner. “I think one of the negative aspects is that partners are sometimes only interested in com-

pleting the task. I think that is a cultural aspect as well. Students in the US work more than students 

in Russia. In Russia, students depend more on their parents than on scholarships and grants” (Ilya, 

3rd-year student, Philology, Journalism and Intercultural Communication, SFU). While this dis-

appointment was about the partnership, some students critiqued the orientation to technology of-

fering suggestions of their own for improvement: “I guess, remote learning saves a lot of time, 

effort and energy but when you completely depend on technology, it’s not good either.” (Vlada, 

3rd-year student, Institute of Philology, Journalism and Intercultural Communication, SFU). While 

our participants indicated frustrations with technology and compatibility, we were able to use those 

to generate suggestions for overcoming future issues.  

 

Discussion 

 

Our findings include: 1) an overview of the experience of communication with native 

speakers; 2) the ability to overcome both language and cultural barriers; and 3) a discussion of the 

challenges and solutions to the technology that can be constructed as a best practices guide for 

future projects.  

First, students described a clearly beneficial and enjoyable experience in communicating 

with their partners, and particularly in the emphasis of native English speakers being able to assist 

the language learners. Not only do interpersonal and intercultural communication students make 

genuine connections with individuals from another country, but the language learning students 

also get a customized experience of practice with native speakers and the ability to overcome both 

language and cultural barriers. Students understood the importance of dedicating the time to prac-

tice together through the course of the project, where they spent on average 45 hours, and generally 

respect the time needed to succeed. 

We also recognize the technological barriers that can be present in online learning and find 

workable solutions around this issue. This project is unique in that the creation and parameters 

deliberately centered multilingual students in the forefront of the experience, and accounts for 

marginalized students who may not have the most advanced access to technology (Zabala & 

Gutierrez, 2017). As a result, students who were partnered with other students located in another 
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country and from another culture were introduced to opportunities, such as learning specific as-

pects of norms of communication (e.g. rules of addressing the superior) that could assist in chal-

lenging and breaking down both language and cultural barriers. This outcome becomes particularly 

important when assessing the placement in the greater standing of marginalized educational expe-

rience and the presentation of certain identity constructs (Goffman, 1978). There is a long and 

storied history of disadvantaged outcomes for students experiencing disparate learning based on 

socioeconomic differences (Shen & Dumani, 2013; Potnis, Adkins, Cooke, & Babu, 2017). We 

can conclude from our study that students were able to overcome some struggles with technology 

where access was concerned which reduces the disparate experience based on status. When the 

educational experience heavily relies on technology, rather than airfare, lodging, and per diem 

costs, the opportunities for access increase exponentially. When the study abroad experience is 

conducted remotely and as an equal opportunity, there is no need for mitigating embarrassment 

that might stem from a lack of funding for programs.  

An additional finding centered on the opportunity to practice integrated processes of learn-

ing. Although the physical location of the students was Russia and New York City, the participants 

were of varied backgrounds expanding beyond just the nationalities of ‘Russian’ and ‘American’ 

and in fact, were composed of a great deal of diversity. As a result, they all had an opportunity to 

learn more multicultural information and develop their knowledge in different fields. Most strik-

ingly, we found that many of the English-Speaking Country Study participants (n=62 out of 71) 

mentioned that they found a common language and common interests quickly as a means of break-

ing down interpersonal tensions and almost all the Russian students  (n=79 out of 84) reported that 

they were able to confront self-disclosure concerns with minimal discomfort. Most participants 

(n=148 out of 155) from both classes claimed feelings of mutual support and encouragement dur-

ing the conversations. A resulting takeaway for students was the recognition that although both 

cultures have many specific features of their own, both Russians and Americans have much in 

common (Naumov & Puffer, 2000).  

 

Recommendations 

 

 In offering additional support for instructors who may want to take on a similar project, we 

provide the following recommendations. 

 

1. Students who do not feel comfortable with their space can be coahed to develop 

solutions to disclosing their physical environment professionally: Instructors can 

coach students who are nervous about sharing their personal spaces or their home en-

vironment, by focusing on problem-solving solutions like establishing a space that is 

neutral (i.e., against a solid wall in their home), encouraging them to set up a space for 

conversation in a neutral at school (i.e., renting a library pod), or brainstorming about 

other options they might feel comfortable with (i.e., planning to go to a family or friend 

location with more comfortable aesthetics). Additionally, some of the platforms, such 

as Zoom or Google Meet, offer an option of creating a virtual background. Instructors 

can explain the correlation between problem-solving in an appropriate virtual space 

and creating an environment conducive to success on, for example, a virtual job inter-

view.  
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2. Students who have technical issues or connection issues can be trained to trouble-

shoot these common workplace difficulties: Instructors can do some preliminary re-

search into understanding the available technology resources on campus. Some cam-

puses have computer labs, laptop/MacBook rental opportunities, and stable internet 

connections on campus. Students can also explore the opportunities on their personal 

devices through conversations about different technology options that capitalize on 

problem-solving (i.e., if Zoom or Skype are not feasible, explore Whatsapp, FaceTime, 

Facebook Messenger, or Microsoft Teams). If there are truly unmovable barriers to 

technology problems, an instructor can assign specific students to partner with individ-

uals from the same school but from a different class for in-person conversations that 

can overcome the technology barriers. 

 

3. Students may complain about time zone challenges can be trained on how to over-

come international and intercultural difficulties: In our project, our teams experi-

enced an 8 hour time difference. We provided students with a chart showing the most 

feasible time blocks for both the Russian and the US students, with options and possi-

bilities for 7:00 a.m. start times for both, as well as the 11:00 p.m start times for both. 

Encouraging students to find collaborative compromises and to adjust to time blocks 

that are not always ideal becomes transferable in greater professional contexts. 

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 

This study, like all studies, had some limitations. While the open-ended responses on a 

survey may contain richer details, some respondents might have been hesitant to give articulate 

answers, which could impact the depth and richness that could have been obtained. Future re-

searchers may consider a Likert scale for data collection that can address pre and post project 

assessments on several variables, including the comparison of achieving learning outcomes after 

the project concludes. Likert-scale questions could be used in addition to the open-ended responses 

to get a fuller picture of what went well within the project and how the experience could have been 

improved. This method of data collection (i.e., the combination of Likert Scale and open-ended 

focus questions) can also be replicated or reproduced when COVID is no longer a factor in the 

curriculum. Future researchers can also add additional data collection methods to test the language 

proficiencies of the non-native English speakers by conducting a pre and post-test. Additionally, 

one of the limitations was a limited access to technology by some students from the rural areas. 

The limited access to technology and internet access was one of the limitations during the study, 

especially during the peak of the COVID-19 outbreak. Lastly, time difference appeared to be a 

limiting factor when it came to scheduling specific activities between the students.       

 

Conclusion 

 

Although this project seems simple, we do not aim to trivialize this process at the expense 

of clear pedagogy. Trivialization of culturally relevant pedagogy involves reducing curriculum “to 

steps to follow rather than understanding it as a paradigm for teaching and learning” (Sleeter, 2012, 

p. 569). The benefits from this project include flexible technology use, and greater inclusion among 

a marginalized population, rather than forcing educational outcomes to rely on high-cost websites 

or modalities. This project is cost-effective, delivers meaningful content, and can be replicated in 
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classes where the focus is on rapport building in interpersonal contexts, increasing intercultural 

competence, developing immersive language learning, and increasing students’ comfort with even 

the most basic technologies. We instead propose an alternative that provides clear benefits for 

students who are both language learning and at a disadvantage concerning technological access.  
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Appendix A: Directions for COIL Project 

 

Overview: Over the course of the semester, the Interpersonal Communication students at UNI-

VERSITY in the USA will be participating in a partnership with Professor NAME of the UNI-

VERSITY in YOUR COUNTRY. Professor NAME teaches a course called: English Speaking 

Country Study. Professor NAME’s course introduces the English language to students and de-

velops students’ understanding of the language, grammar patterns, and customs attached to Eng-

lish and English speaking countries. The purpose of this partnership is to develop intercultural 

and interpersonal communication skills in dyadic situations. You may be partnered with a stu-

dent in YOUR COUNTRY with the expectation that you will complete the partnership with the 

help of guided conversations.  

 

The purpose of this unit is to reflect on the interpersonal dynamics at play in new friendships. 

Areas of focus include interpersonal communication, personality, self-disclosure, hyperpersonal 

communication, and more with applied practice that we can use in a real-life intercultural inter-

action. This unit is accompanied by three preparation units that must be completed before 

contacting your assigned partner. This unit also includes three guided conversations with your 

UNIVERSITY partner. Finally, this unit closes with a post-conversation reflection and wrap-

up. For each activity, there may be additional instructions given to assist you in reflecting on the 

activity. Follow the guide as well as adding additional insights you may gain from your experi-

ence.  

Preparation Assignments 

   

There are three preparation assignments that you must complete before meeting your UNIVER-

SITY partner for the first time.  

 

Preparation Assignment 1: Exploring Expectations: Perception Checking (15 Points)  

The goal of this assignment is to think through our normal expectations about cross-cultural 

interactions and exchanges. This assignment is designed to get you to reflect on the nature of 

unconventional interpersonal exchanges and develop thoughts on the experience of our current 

comfort levels concerning self-disclosure. Keep in mind, the students at UNIVERSITY also 

have their own concerns, fears, expectations, and interests. Then, complete your reflection and 

feedback assignment prior to the first conversation with your UNIVERSITY Partner. 

 

Preparation Assignment 2: Introduction 1-Page Brief: Reducing Uncertainty (20 Points) 

Students will create a brief introduction bio infographic that you can share with your partner. 

Keep in mind, this submission will be the first impression your partner will have of you, and 

should be professional. The bio brief should be professional, colorful, interesting, and grammat-

ically correct. I encourage you to be as creative as you like with this assignment. Your submis-

sion should include some or all of the following, or additional information that you want your 

partner to know about you: 

- Your name and what to call you (if you have a nickname that you prefer, etc.). You might 

share the meaning of your name or elements of heritage.  

- Best contact information/handle of your social media that you will be using for chats 
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- A broad picture, or map of where you live. Keep in mind, a map might help our partners 

understand more about where you live in relation to “New York City.”  

- You might share a topic, hobby, interest that is particularly important to you. 

- You might share your feelings about the project. Excitement? Nervous? Hesitant? 

- You might ask a question of them--what do you hope to find out about?   

 

Preparation Assignment 3: Language Practice: Combating Ethnocentrism (15 Points)  

This assignment is designed to familiarize you with a few basic phrases that you might consider 

using in your exchanges with your partner. There are two parts to this assignment, 1) brief videos 

on 3 basic PHRASES NATIVE TO YOUR LANGUAGE that you can employ in your conver-

sations and 2) A basic phrases guide with pronunciations to get you to become familiar with the 

sounds of Russian Language.  

1. Watch: Basic Video: "Nice to meet you"; Basic Video: “Thank you” 

2. Practice: Basic Phrases: http://www.russianlessons.net/lessons/lesson3_main.php 

3. Finally, answer the assignment reflection prompts.  

 

Guided Conversations 

 

Conversation Assignment 1: Get-to-Know-You Conversation (50 points) 

The purpose of this initial chat is to meet your partner and get acquainted through discussion 

about general subjects that you might feel comfortable sharing (see topics that you generated in 

preparation assignment 2). As expected, this first interaction may be awkward, uncomfortable, 

or strange because we understand that new interactions also include primary tensions that need 

to be broken down before self-disclosure can occur. Please aim for 45-60 minutes of conversa-

tion with your partner. When you have completed the conversation, please make sure to add a 

screenshot of your time to your formal reflection. Following the conversation, you will write a 

formal reflection on the experience.    

  

Conversation Assignment 2: Cultural Artifact Sharing (50 points) 

Please select 2-3 different cultural artifacts that have some significance to you and share these 

with your partners. Draw inspiration from your favorite: poems, family recipes, songs, television 

shows, websites, movies, newspaper articles, blog sites, books, holiday traditions, rituals, etc. 

You will provide your partner with the cultural artifacts (e.g., pdfs, links to resources, etc.) and 

your partner will share 2-3 cultural artifacts with you. The cultural artifacts should move beyond 

surface-level items because these artifacts are going to be the focus of your second in-depth 

conversation and should be about the experience that you both assigned to each other. (Please, 

keep in mind: we are representing each other as representatives of YOUR SCHOOL. 

Please do not choose cultural artifacts that are R-Rated, controversial, politically or reli-

giously provocative, or generally in bad taste--please use your best judgment).  Please aim 

for 45-60 minutes of conversation with your partner. When you have completed the conversa-

tion, please make sure to add a screenshot of your time to your formal reflection, and a copy of 

your artifact. Following the conversation, you will write a formal reflection on the experience; 

please make sure to include your artifacts at the end of your turnitin.com submission. **For this 

reflection, I want you to move away from self-disclosure, schemas, intrapersonal assump-

tions, and face.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1I0ncveXfK0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?annotation_id=annotation_278302&feature=iv&src_vid=OeCJZOfUKiI&v=5jZmtAgKy1g
http://www.russianlessons.net/lessons/lesson3_main.php


Thresholds Volume 44, Issue 2 (Winter, 2021)                                                                  Page |                                                                                                                   
  
 

 223 

Conversation Assignment 3: Student-Driven Conversations (50 points) 

Take this time to explore a more serious topic to discuss that you and your partner can discover 

together: stereotypes, family patterns, family relationships, marriages, living conditions, etc. 

When you have completed the conversation, please make sure to add a screenshot of your time 

to your formal reflection. The purpose of this project was to develop intercultural and interper-

sonal communication skills in dyadic situations. Please complete your reflection and feedback 

assignment after you’ve finished all conversations with your COIL Project Partner. 
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