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Abstract 

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated persistent educational inequities 

and added exponentially to the existing “education debt” (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Public 

schools’ sudden shift to remote learning marginalized a large population of students, 

including young bilingual children from immigrant backgrounds. These students are 

among the most vulnerable when it comes to remote learning not only because of 

accessibility issues, but also because many of these students’ families live in 

underserved and under-resourced communities that were negatively affected by the 

consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic and persistent systemic racism (Fortuna et al., 

2020; Schmit et al., 2020). Hence, there is an urgent need to understand pandemic-

related experiences of immigrant families with young bilingual children and to respond 

with educational strategies that strive to mitigate the negative effects of this educational 

crisis. This dissertation study comprised of three papers addresses this need through a 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/famp.12578?casa_token=iCUWtdljIdkAAAAA%3AMWQ_wjrnMd696zaROiLCnz7uDkoQ1Ibt4z4T5Z19FE1ZsVrXtlsxvPpg0u7YoBWOifUTtXCHcvPb7WMm#famp12578-bib-0018
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collaborative project with 20 immigrant families with 42 young bilingual children and 

two community organizations from the Metro and Greater Boston Area. 

Paper 1 used sequential mixed methods to provide an in-depth account of 

immigrant families' remote learning experiences and investigate structural barriers such 

as lack of support and oppressive practices that hindered the establishment of home-

school connections during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. Paper 2 employed 

transformative mixed methods to document the development, implementation, and 

evaluation of a family engagement and remote learning program—the Home 

Connection. This program was firmly grounded in the equitable collaboration framework 

of family engagement to build a strong partnership with the family participants and to 

recognize the crucial roles of the families as co-designers, co-educators, co-researchers, 

and co-evaluators. Paper 3 is a practitioner inquiry reflecting on what I have learned as 

a teacher-researcher implementing culturally sustaining pedagogy to partner with 

immigrant families and teach young bilingual children from diverse backgrounds during 

pandemic remote learning.  

Findings from this dissertation documenting the struggles, resistance, and 

solidarity of these immigrant families will help inform educators, administrators, and 

policymakers in their planning and delivering of learning experiences and family 

engagement initiatives that center on the motivation, needs, and assets of diverse 

students and their families. 
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SECTION I. INTRODUCTION 
 

Dissertation Structure & Research Questions 

This 3-paper dissertation is organized into five sections:  

Section I. Introduction 

This section includes an overview of the social and educational contexts when 

and where the project emerged, my positionality, and my research responsibilities. It 

presents the structure of the dissertation and research questions. Finally, the section 

states the significance of the dissertation and its potential contributions to education 

research, policy, and practice.   

 

Section II. In Struggle - A Year in Turmoil: Immigrant Families’ Challenges and 

Struggle with Remote Learning During the Pandemic  

This section includes the first paper, which is a sequential mixed methods study 

investigating how a diverse group of 20 immigrant families from the Metro and Greater 

Boston Areas perceived and made meaning of their pandemic-related experiences and 

their children’s remote learning experiences provided by public schools. This study also 

examines the barriers hindering the establishment of meaningful and reciprocal home-

school relationships during the pandemic school year of 2020-2021.  
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Research Questions 

RQ1. What are the challenges that immigrant families with young bilingual 

children face during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic? 

RQ2. What are the barriers that prevent immigrant families from effectively 

engaging with their children’s school-provided remote learning during the pandemic 

school year of 2020-2021? 

 

Section III. In Resistance - Home Connection: Development, Implementation, and 

Evaluation of a Family Engagement and Home Learning Program During the 

COVID-19 Pandemic 

Taking a transformative participatory approach, this paper explores how 

immigrant families, through close collaboration with the principal researcher and 

community organizers, engage and support other immigrant families within and across 

school districts in the Metro and Greater Boston Area. Guided by the equitable 

collaboration framework (Ishimaru, 2017), this action-oriented study documents the 

process through which 20 immigrant families and 42 young bilingual children 

contributed to and participated in a family engagement and home learning program 

called the Home Connection program. Moreover, all family and child participants were 

directly involved in the evaluation process to determine the usefulness and effectiveness 

of the Home Connection program. 
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Research Question 

RQ. How do immigrant families and young bilingual children participate in, 

engage with, and evaluate the Home Connection program?  

 

Section IV. In Solidarity - Building Culturally Sustaining Learning Spaces with 

Immigrant Families and Young Bilingual Children During Pandemic Remote 

Learning  

The purpose of this study is to provide a critical reflection of my teaching practices 

as a multilingual immigrant early childhood educator who attempted to build 

partnerships with immigrant families during the COVID-19 pandemic. This partnership 

allowed me to collaborate with 20 immigrant families and 42 emergent bilingual 

children from the Metro and Greater Boston Area to design a remote learning and family 

engagement program called the Home Connection. Using culturally sustaining 

pedagogy to guide curriculum design, pedagogy, and family engagement, this paper 

presents what I have learned from teaching 42 young bilingual children from diverse 

backgrounds in the Home Connection program during pandemic remote learning.  

Research Question 

RQ. What have I learned from working with immigrant families and teaching 

young bilingual children from diverse backgrounds in the Home Connection program 

during pandemic remote learning? 
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Section VI. Conclusion  

This final section discusses and connects the findings of all three papers and 

provides implications for practices. 

Problem Statement 

In 2020, the emergence of the novel COVID-19 virus caused a devastating effect 

on all segments of the population (World Health Organization, 2020). Most scholars 

agree that the COVID-19 pandemic is not only a public health crisis, but also has 

unleashed socioeconomic, political, and educational crises (McKee & Stuckler, 2020; 

Daniel, 2020). In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, 188 countries enacted school 

closures to mitigate the spread of the virus, affecting more than 1.7 billion children 

worldwide (Human Rights Watch, 2020). In the U.S. context, the crisis has revealed 

persistent inequities in educational experiences, opportunities, and resources 

(Masonbrick & Hurley, 2020). Adding exponentially to the existing "education debt" 

(Ladson-Billings, 2006), public schools' sudden shift to remote learning marginalized a 

large population of students, especially students of Color, students with disabilities, and 

English Language Learners (Doyle, 2020). Neglecting the vast differences in students' 

learning needs, conditions of home learning environments, availability of resources, and 

levels of family support and guidance that depended mostly on caregivers' working 
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arrangements, a majority of school districts bombarded families and students with 

online learning sessions, education apps, printable worksheets, and assignments (Gross 

& Opalka, 2020).  

Even without the accessibility problem, young bilingual children from immigrant 

backgrounds are among the most vulnerable when it comes to remote learning. These 

students have different English proficiency levels, which lead to challenges in accessing 

English-dominant learning spaces through online technologies. Without specialized 

language assistance, young bilingual learners can hardly engage with online learning 

sessions and often struggle with assigned schoolwork. Moreover, young bilingual 

children need more guidance and support not only in developing early literacy skills in 

two or more languages, but also in operating technological devices and navigating 

remote learning tasks. Family co-participation in remote learning experiences becomes 

an essential component for the learning process. Unfortunately, immigrant families 

might not be able to offer help particularly in the absence of resources and adequate 

information needed to navigate learning expectations from teachers, schools, and 

districts. In addition, immigrant families and young children from underserved and 

under-resourced communities are negatively affected by the consequences of COVID-

19 pandemic (Fortuna et al., 2020) and persistent systemic racism (Schmit et al., 2020). 

These families endure higher burdens of socioeconomic inequities in terms of food (Niles 

et al., 2020) and rent/housing insecurity (Morales et al., 2020). Most immigrant parents 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/famp.12578?casa_token=iCUWtdljIdkAAAAA%3AMWQ_wjrnMd696zaROiLCnz7uDkoQ1Ibt4z4T5Z19FE1ZsVrXtlsxvPpg0u7YoBWOifUTtXCHcvPb7WMm#famp12578-bib-0018
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disproportionally represent the essential low-wage workforce (e.g., janitors, grocery 

store workers, factory workers, childcare workers) whose jobs cannot be done from 

home and are vital for society and their families to function (Krieger, 2020). 

Problematically, these families are also at higher risk of the reduction of cutting work 

hours and even job loss (Hibel et al., 2021). Immigrant families also tend to live in 

multigenerational households that have limited living space in crowded neighborhoods 

which can lead to higher rates of COVID-19 cases and deaths (Cholera et al., 2020). 

Regarding mental health and wellbeing, immigrant families with young children are 

continuously exposed to multiple stressors and face numerous barriers for getting 

access to healthcare and education services (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020).  

Without deliberate considerations of the diversity of students' and families' needs 

and particular situations during the pandemic, schools continue to operate with the 

"one-size-fits-all" model that reproduces and perpetuates cycles of oppression in 

relation to the intersectionality of race, ethnicity, class, immigrant status, and language. 

Consequently, marginalized populations like immigrant families with young bilingual 

children struggle to survive both the COVID-19 pandemic and the education system in 

isolation.  

Hence, there is an urgent need to understand pandemic remote learning 

experiences of immigrant families with young bilingual children and to respond with 

educational strategies to mitigate the negative effects of the educational crisis on these 
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families. Taking a pragmatic stance, I designed this 3-paper dissertation1 with multiple 

purposes: (i) to provide an in-depth account of immigrant families' pandemic-related 

experiences and their children’ remote learning experiences and investigate structural 

barriers that hinder the establishment of home-school connections during the first year 

of the pandemic (Paper 1); (ii) to address the specific needs of immigrant families and 

young bilingual children through the participatory design, implementation, and 

evaluation of an equity-focused family engagement and home learning program called 

the Home Connection (Paper 2); and (iii) to conduct a practitioner inquiry to reflect on 

what I, a teacher-researcher, have learned from implementing culturally sustaining 

pedagogy to partner with immigrant families and teach young bilingual children during 

pandemic remote learning (Paper 3). 

 

Study Context, Positionality, and Research Responsibilities 

In this section, I will follow Patel’s guiding questions of Why Me? Why Now? and 

Why Here? to foreground the study context, and my positionality in relation to the 

communities I worked with, and my research responsibilities as a teacher-researcher 

(Patel, 2015).  

 

 
1 Approval granted by Boston College Institutional Review Board, IRB #20.266.01 
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Why Me?  

As explained by Patel (2015), the purpose of this question is to “prompt a humble 

pause and reflection on the specifics of individuals’ experiences that make them 

appropriately able to craft, contribute, and even question knowledges” (p. 58). Taking 

that “humble pause”, I will reflect on what brought me into this research project in the 

first place and what made me ”appropriately able” to work on this project.   

During the first few months of the pandemic, I was facing tremendous pressure 

caused by juggling multiple roles: a mother caring for two young children, a Vietnamese 

immigrant staying afar from family members, a doctoral student taking online courses, 

a teacher educator designing and adapting online courses for student teachers, and an 

education researcher going through an existential crisis. As the world crumbled and 

school systems collapsed, I had trouble seeing the immediate impact of my work and 

determining its relevance to the lives of the people in my communities. At the same time, 

I could see so clearly how the pandemic exacerbated social and educational inequities. 

For example, in my children’s school, a White-predominant public school in an extremely 

privileged neighborhood in the Greater Boston Area, wealthy families quickly formed 

learning pods and hired private tutors, some moved their families to beach houses to 

practice social distancing. It was indeed a phenomenon of pandemic “White flight” that 

left many empty seats in public schools (Fogarty, 2022). In the same school district, 

families of Color, most of whom were part of the METCO program - the program that 
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was ironically in place serving the main purpose of school desegregation - struggled to 

survive and to gain access to digital devices and remote learning space. I witnessed that 

even with all the available resources, this school district failed to provide student-

centered, developmentally appropriate, and culturally/linguistically responsive online 

lessons, and did not meaningfully engage families nor prioritize community building and 

healing.  

During this remote learning chaos, I was filled with rage and helplessness. To put 

it simply: reading about inequities is totally different from seeing inequities, and 

definitely far from experiencing them. I realized that my doctoral program had trained 

me to become an isolated and distant observer of social and educational phenomena 

but did not prepare me to deeply understand my responsibilities as an education 

researcher doing consequential work and being held accountable by the communities 

that I am part of and/or work with. This realization put me in a deep pause: I stopped all 

of my ongoing research projects and prioritized caring for my children, checking in with 

elders in my family, and reconnecting with community members who participated in my 

previous projects.   

At that very moment, I was contacted by an immigrant Latinx mother named 

Camila whose children participated in my previous research project. As the hyper-visible 

and invisible minorities in this privileged community, we quickly formed a strong bond. 

Our children had multiple play dates and we had many social gatherings where we 
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shared our stories of immigration, tips of cooking, caregiving, and childrearing, and 

dreamed about our children’s future being recognized as citizens in this country. Seeing 

me as an education expert, Camila sought my advice on finding learning activities 

suitable for her three bilingual children, who did not show any interests and did not 

engage well with school-provided remote learning. She was also worried that 

prolonged school closure and home confinement would have a negative impact on her 

children’s mental health and wellbeing.  

Camila reminded me that I was first and foremost an educator and that I was 

more useful being an educator in the pandemic. Responding to Camila’s request and 

accepting her trust, I created a small collection of home-based activities for Camila’s 

children. I talked to each of them to learn more about their interests to make the activities 

more engaging and meaningful to them. Working with Camila’s children helped me 

focus on creating activities that were culturally and linguistically responsive and 

developmentally appropriate for young bilingual learners.  

As the pandemic continued to rage and the number of COVID-19 cases escalated, 

I foresaw that in-person learning would not be possible in the school year of 2020-

2021. Therefore, I decided to expand this small set of home-based activities into a 10-

week integrated curriculum for PreK-3 levels and offered it as a free resource for 

immigrant families and for classroom teachers who work with immigrant families and 

multilingual children.  
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However, I quickly realized that ready-to-use materials could only solve a small 

part of the problem: the bigger questions rested in how these materials are taught, by 

whom, to whom, and in what context. To make remote learning interactive, relevant, and 

purposeful to young bilingual children, teachers need to establish meaningful 

relationships with students and families and apply developmentally appropriate and 

culturally/linguistically responsive pedagogical practices. As an early childhood 

educator and researcher, I have also learned that young children learn best through 

play-based and hands-on activities that involve object manipulation, creation, play-

pretend, and movements (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). Young bilingual children, in 

addition, need a lot of support to develop their languages while learning new content. 

Pandemic remote learning certainly added multiple layers of complexity such as learning 

mediated through screens, learning with caregivers, siblings, and other family members, 

and learning in home-based settings. Families, inevitably, should be co-designers and 

co-educators in this context. 

Taking all these factors into consideration, I co-designed the first learning box 

with Camila’s children and sent it to their family for evaluation and feedback. I taught 

the first lesson to all three children via Zoom using the learning box in June 2020 and 

the result was remarkable: the children were actively engaged and were excited to try 

all the activities in the learning box. Our session was interactive, collaborative, and 
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energizing – Camila’s family wanted more of it and I wanted to work with more families 

to co-design more learning boxes.  

For that reason, I started applying for research grants to get funding for this 

initiative. Fortunately, the first grant came through in July 2020 which enabled me to 

collaborate with 10 immigrant families and 15 young bilingual children to co-design, 

implement, and evaluate the Home Connection program in a pilot study. The second 

grant came through in October 2020 which allowed me to implement the program one 

more time with a second group of 10 immigrant families and 27 young bilingual children 

to test and refine the curriculum during the 2020-2021 pandemic school year. Looking 

back at this journey, I could see that the project emerged organically to respond to the 

demands of pandemic teaching, learning, and community organizing.  

Why Me? Because I am an early childhood teacher. If I was not a teacher, I would 

not have been ready to be of service when Camila asked me to design learning activities 

for her children. Camila’s invitation allowed me to reclaim my teacher identity and put 

my skills and knowledge into good use.  

Why Me? Because I am an education researcher. If I was not trained as a 

researcher, I would not have been ready to write grant proposals and be eligible to apply 

for grants to fund this project. This project also planted hope in me and motivated me to 

see research from a different lens and see knowledge in ways that I had not been 

exposed to before. This project showed me that education research, teaching practice, 
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and community service are and should be interconnected. It showed me that human 

research is deeply relational. Without an invitation, I could not be there, and being there 

comes with responsibilities - the responsibilities of being a member of a group working 

collaboratively to sustain communal knowledge(s) and using the power of knowing to 

build and heal communities. In a way, this project has shaped my research persona.  

Why Me? Because I am an immigrant mother. Like other immigrant mothers 

participating in this project, I was coping with a significantly heightened caregiving load 

during the pandemic. While care is my burden, care is also my power. And I see that 

power in all immigrant mothers and caregivers who I worked with. So, the real question 

should be Why Us? And the answer is because we care – since we dare to care deeply 

about children in our community, it gives us the courage to take action.  

 

Why Now and Why Here? 

In this section, I will use the questions of Why Now and Why Here to situate this 

project as connected to time and space, “geographically, chronologically (but not 

linearly), and spatially” (Patel, 2015, p. 61). This project took place in both Metro and 

Greater Boston Areas during the COVID-19 pandemic. It was the time when home 

quarantine, masking, and social distancing were strictly implemented, and COVID-19 

vaccines were still under development in the US. Like other immigrants, Camila and I 

were tracking how the pandemic unfolded in both the US and our home countries, and 
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how that impacted our family members in both places. Most commercial flights to our 

home countries were canceled, restricted, and eventually suspended, which prevented 

us from being in the same space with the people we loved and to say our last goodbye 

to some. In other words, we were not only in lock-down but also in lock-out, both in 

space and in mourning. The pandemic forced us to witness and experience family loss 

and grief in a different way as we struggled to find our own space to mourn in the midst 

of chaos while being expected to carry on with our ongoing responsibilities as caregivers. 

Somehow it instilled a sense of urgency in us as we came to the realization that even 

within our limitations, we had to do something, and we had to do it now. And somehow 

by “doing it now”, it allowed us to build a community of hope, to grieve slowly and 

collectively.  

Considering that the project took place during the pandemic, I found it quite 

difficult to determine its entry and exit points. While writing this dissertation, I took 

Patel’s advice of taking multiple “deep pauses” or “productive interruptions” (Patel, 

2016, p. 1) mostly to determine when the project began, ended and if writing about it 

would be useful. I concluded that the project began when I received Camila’s invitation 

to work with her children. The project, however, never ends—I have not exited “the field” 

and never ceased my relationships with the families I worked with during the project. I 

am always at their service when they need an education consultant, sometimes 

translator/interpreter, most of the time, an ally. After working with the second group of 
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families, Camila and I continued building partnerships with different organizations to 

raise funds and implement the project in different neighborhoods. The biggest change 

to the project is that I no longer hold a teacher role. As the project grows, I cannot keep 

up with working with all families and teaching all children by myself like I used to during 

the pandemic. For that reason, writing about the project is important to share my 

pedagogical approach, family engagement strategies, and most importantly, what I have 

learned as a teacher-researcher to get this seed project planted and growing as it is 

today.  

This project was also situated in space, both segregated and connected. Both 

Camila and I were renting in one of the most wealthy and privileged neighborhoods in 

the Greater Boston Area, which was labeled the Green Zone or low-risk for COVID-19 

spread. Most of the families we worked with were owning or renting in the Red Zone 

neighborhoods in the Metro Boston Area, or high-risk for COVID-19 spread. 

Unsurprisingly, color lining of COVID-19 infection zones clearly reflects racial 

segregation, housing, education, and healthcare inequities in the State of Massachusetts 

- low-risk areas are historically White spaces and high-risk areas are home to 

communities of Color, most of whom are Black and Latinx residents (Melnik & Raisz, 

2020).  

Camila and I had multiple discussions about how we ended up in a White space 

ourselves: we were part of privileged immigrant groups who speak English as an 
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additional language, have college degrees and white-collar jobs, and our family income 

allows us to afford rent in this place. Most importantly, we purposely choose to stay 

here because we want access to high-quality education for our children, translated into 

well-funded public schools, well-resourced public libraries, available arts and music 

lessons, and multiple outdoor spaces. Gaining access to a White space comes with a 

promise: upward mobility and the possibility of accumulating generational wealth. 

Gaining access to a White space also comes with a cost: cultural assimilation, language 

loss, and experience of daily microaggressions and discrimination. Our housing choices 

and our relationships to space certainly impacted the recruitment process and the 

implementation of this project. 

To recruit the first group of families, Camila and I used our existing social 

connections and relied on the school communication channels of different school 

districts. Our middle-class status and the email method of communication certainly 

restricted us from reaching more immigrant families from low-income backgrounds, who 

arguably needed more support at that time. Eleven out of 20 families of the first group, 

similar to Camila and I, were middle-class immigrant families living in or approximately 

near our neighborhood and these families speak English as an additional language. The 

other nine immigrant families resided in the Red Zone neighborhoods and participated 

in the METCO program or learned about the program through social media.   
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 When we recruited the second group of families for our project, we decided that 

we needed to be in the field and in person to reach immigrant families who were 

disconnected from school districts, and we could not reach via social connections and 

online recruitment. We collaborated with community partners living in Red Zone 

neighborhoods who had been working tirelessly to support immigrant families during 

the pandemic. Through community partners’ recommendations, we made home visits to 

meet some immigrant families and present the sample learning boxes to them. These 

immigrant families were mostly essential workers living in multigenerational homes. 

Their living spaces were small apartments in crowded neighborhoods where social 

distancing was impossible and resources were scarce. The immigrant families had little 

connection with schools and their children, most of whom were emergent bilinguals, 

and struggled a lot with remote learning. They were happy to see the learning boxes 

with bilingual picture books and agreed to join the Home Connection program.   

While working with the second group of families, we paid much more attention 

to the families’ essential needs including food, rent, and access to healthcare services. 

Through Camila’s connections and school districts’ recommendations, we contacted 

immigrant-serving community organizations and collaborated with them to ensure that 

these needs were met before we started the online learning sessions with the children. 

Without the help of these community partners, we would not be able to assist the 

families in need and successfully engage the children in the Home Connection program. 
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We also quickly learned that families’ locations and housing situations made it much 

harder to ship and deliver learning boxes and implement certain outdoor lessons, 

especially during wintertime. We decided to pack three learning boxes into one package 

and deliver them three times during home visits. During these visits, we offered detailed 

explanations about the bilingual picture books and the related learning activities, 

answered the families’ questions, and addressed the families’ concerns. Home visits 

helped us gain a much better understanding of the children’s living and learning spaces 

and incorporate that knowledge into designing more suitable home-based learning 

activities.  

Moving across neighborhoods, buildings, and family homes certainly forced me 

to critically think about space – space as racially and economically segregated, space as 

home, and space as a learning environment, both real and virtually real. 

 

Significance of the Dissertation 

Situated within the historical moments of the global pandemic, this 3-paper 

dissertation contributes to the knowledge base of a new educational phenomenon: 

pandemic remote learning. It recognizes the function of home-based learning as part of 

the educational ecosystem where the collective wealth of knowledge is co-constructed 

and exchanged. Taking a transformative, participatory, and action-oriented approach, 



19 
 

 

the research designs of all three papers prioritize the establishment of equitable and 

collaborative relationships between the teacher-researcher and the research partners - 

immigrant families, young bilingual children, and community organizations.  

Moreover, this dissertation engaged family participants in the design and 

evaluation of a family engagement and home learning program. By documenting the 

benefits and limitations of the program, this dissertation provided a pandemic-

responsive, cost-efficient solution that significantly improved remote learning 

experiences for young bilingual children. The program can also be extended to provide 

learning resources for immigrant families, enhance school readiness for young bilingual 

children, and strengthen home-school-community partnerships after the pandemic.  

Lastly, the dissertation provides clear evidence of an approach and strategies that 

can help inform educators, school administrators, and policymakers for school re-entry, 

remote learning planning, and family engagement initiatives considering the diversity of 

families. It advocates for a more inclusive approach in education to meet the needs of all 

students and families during and after the pandemic. 
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SECTION II. IN STRUGGLE 

A Year in Turmoil: Immigrant Families’ Challenges and Struggle with Remote 

Learning During the Pandemic 

 

Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic revealed and exacerbated persistent inequities in 

educational experiences, opportunities, and resources. Public schools’ sudden shift to 

remote learning further marginalized vulnerable populations of students, including 

young bilingual children from immigrant backgrounds. Hence, this sequential mixed 

methods study addressed this urgent need by investigating how a diverse group of 20 

immigrant families from the Metro and Greater Boston Areas perceived and made 

meaning of their pandemic-related experiences and their children’s remote learning 

experiences provided by public schools. This study also examined the barriers hindering 

the establishment of meaningful and reciprocal home-school relationships during the 

pandemic school year. In this study, 20 first-generation immigrant families with 42 

young bilingual children were surveyed and interviewed. The findings revealed that the 

pandemic caused multiple challenges for these immigrant families including job loss and 

financial hardship, fear of COVID-19 infection, deaths of family members, heightened 

caregiving load, and concerns about their children’s lack of learning opportunities and 

excessive screen time. The findings also confirmed these families’ inequitable access to 
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remote learning including barriers such as the lack of access to electricity, internet, 

digital devices, technical support, and language services. Most immigrant families 

reported their children’s struggle and disengagement with remote learning due to 

practices that were not developmentally appropriate, nor culturally and linguistically 

responsive. In addition, some families reported that practices such as racial and linguistic 

discrimination, digital suspension, and punishment enacted by school personnel had 

damaged the home-school relationships and led to these families’ frustration and 

withdrawal. Without deliberate consideration of the diversity of students' and families' 

needs and situations, schools of the families in this sample continued to operate with 

the "one-size-fits-all" model that reproduced and perpetuated cycles of oppression in 

relation to the intersectionality of race, ethnicity, gender, class, immigrant status, and 

language. 

 Keywords: the COVID-19 pandemic, immigrant families, young bilingual children, 

remote learning  
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Introduction 

The emergence of the novel COVID-19 virus in 2020 caused devastating effects 

on all segments of the global population. In the U.S. context, the crisis exacerbated 

persistent inequities in educational experiences, opportunities, and resources. Public 

schools' sudden shift to remote learning further marginalized vulnerable populations 

including students of Color, students from low-income backgrounds, students with 

disabilities, and English learners (García & Weiss, 2020). Neglecting the diversity of 

contexts and challenges faced by families and students, a majority of school districts 

bombarded families and students with online learning sessions, education apps, 

printable worksheets, and assignments during the pandemic school year (Gross & 

Opalka, 2020). 

Even without the accessibility problem, young bilingual children from immigrant 

backgrounds are among the most vulnerable when it comes to remote learning. These 

students have different English proficiency levels, which lead to challenges in accessing 

and engaging in English-dominant learning spaces through online technologies 

(Sugarman & Lazarín, 2020). Research has shown that without specialized language 

assistance, young bilingual learners can hardly engage with online learning sessions and 

often struggle with assigned schoolwork (Workie et al., 2022). Moreover, young 

bilingual children need more guidance and support not only in developing early literacy 

skills in two or more languages, but also in operating technological devices and 



30 
 

 

navigating remote learning tasks. Given the technology and language challenges, family 

co-participation in remote learning becomes essential for the learning process (Garbe et 

al., 2020). Unfortunately, immigrant families might not be able to offer help due to 

linguistic, sociocultural, and technological barriers, particularly in the absence of 

resources and adequate information needed to navigate learning expectations from 

teachers, schools, and districts (Sayer & Braun, 2020).  

Hence, there is an urgent need to understand the challenges faced by immigrant 

families with young bilingual children during the COVID-19 pandemic in order to design 

better support systems for these families. This sequential mixed methods study 

addressed this urgent need by investigating how a diverse group of 20 immigrant 

families from the Metro and Greater Boston Areas perceived and made meaning of their 

pandemic-related experiences and their children’s remote learning experiences 

provided by public schools. This study also examined the barriers hindering the 

establishment of meaningful and reciprocal home-school relationships during the 

pandemic school year. The following research questions framed the study: 

RQ1. What are the challenges that immigrant families with young bilingual children face 

during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic? 

RQ2. What are the barriers that prevent immigrant families from effectively engaging 

with their children’s school-provided remote learning during the pandemic school year 

of 2020-2021? 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10534512211051074
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10534512211051074
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Literature Review 

Traditional Family Engagement Practices in Public School Systems 

Family engagement, traditionally referred to as parental involvement, has long 

been perceived as one of the key factors pivotal to student success and school 

improvement (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Weiss et al., 2010; Dillon & Nixon, 2018). As 

a well-established field of research, family engagement studies have documented and 

demonstrated the association between the high levels of engagement with students’ 

learning outcomes and high academic performance (Jeynes, 2005), students’ self-

efficacy and acquisition of motivation (Fan & Williams, 2009), positive classroom 

behaviors, and strong socioemotional skills (El Nokali et al., 2010). In the early school 

years, family engagement is even more essential as family members, especially primary 

caregivers, play a crucial role in fostering young children’s acquisition of language skills, 

early literacy development, and social competence (Englund et al., 2004; Sénéchal & 

LeFevre, 2002; McWayne et al., 2004), which have all been found to have long-term 

effects on educational outcomes. While it might seem obvious to recognize the 

importance of family engagement and its significant impact on students’ schooling 

experiences, public schools often fail to engage and foster meaningful relationships with 

families, especially nondominant families such as families of Color, immigrant families, 

and low-income families (Carreón et al., 2005).  
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Operating within the traditional and hegemonic view, school-centric practices 

limitedly frame family engagement as physical presence and mere participation in 

school-based activities (e.g., attending school-wide meetings and parent-teacher 

conferences, chaperoning field trips, volunteering at the library, etc.), fundraising events 

(e.g., donating baked goods for bake sales, buying gift baskets at school silent auctions, 

etc.), and homework assistance (Jeynes, 2010). These practices set up an uneven playing 

field in which families with greater sociocultural and economic capital (i.e., White, 

middle-class, nuclear families) are those most likely to be able to devote their time, 

resources, and labor to support school-based activities (Posey-Maddox, 2012). That 

leads to more recognition from school administrators and classroom teachers and, 

consequently, allows these families to have more power and influence on the decision-

making process related to their children’s schooling experiences.  

 

Reframing Engagement with Immigrant Families: From Deficit-Based to Asset-Based 

Perspective  

Research has shown that immigrant families, especially families from low-income 

backgrounds, are often perceived as uninvolved, troubled, or simply not valuing 

education nor adequately caring for their children (Noguera, 2001; Auerbach, 2007; 

Cooper, 2009). This deficit-based perspective has persisted in educational scholarship 

that functions as the backbone of many federally funded programs such as Head Start 
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and Early Head Start, parent education programs, family interventions, and school-

based initiatives developed to assimilate immigrant families into mainstream schooling 

practices that are more aligned with White middle-class sociocultural values 

(Baquedano-López et al., 2013). The constant message coming from the deficit-based 

perspective is that the home learning environment of immigrant families is either non-

existent or not enough and in need of remedies (Valdés, 1996; Goodwin et al., 2008). 

The danger of such discourse lies in its failures to recognize the sociocultural and 

linguistic knowledge of immigrant families and children, the complexities and nuances 

of their ways of life, and their social agencies. Moreover, it reduces systemic problems 

such as racism, sexism, classism, and linguicism to individual problems (Ladson-Billings, 

2006; Gorski, 2011; Doucet & Adair, 2018) and fails to acknowledge the impact of 

discriminatory policies and practices that have caused unequal learning opportunities for 

young children from immigrant backgrounds (Doucet & Adair, 2018). 

In contrast to the deficit-based approach, the asset-based approach recognizes 

immigrant families’ capabilities, contributions, and efforts while embracing the 

knowledge base and expertise of these families. Asset-based family engagement 

research seeks to document “funds of knowledge” that constitute the richness of 

students’ sociocultural and linguistic backgrounds (Moll et al., 1992) and centralizes 

different forms of knowledge that are vital to marginalized communities’ lived 

experiences, but often ignored, poorly understood, and overwhelmingly undervalued by 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00228958.2018.1481660?casa_token=Bzv8o45vPmMAAAAA:GS9mJcQjOoYHidSy14LQLR4lY4VLSuwj_vEbvLezqtK6wgd9F3f8vKpzu9YxNVSdM44EuE3OfC_C4Q
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the dominant culture and educational systems (Rodriguez, 2013). Recently, there are 

more studies providing counternarratives to push back on misrepresentations of 

immigrant families, especially Latinx families. These studies center Latinx families’ 

cultural wealth of knowledge and show how these families navigate different forms of 

capital to support their children’s schooling (Larrotta and Yamamura, 2011; Anzures 

Tapia et al., 2016; Guzmán et al, 2018; Grosso Richins et al., 2021).  

Furthermore, this line of research shifts the focus from individual problems to 

institutions and social systems. Recognizing the contested space of engagement in 

public school systems, many studies have revealed the barriers and structures of 

inequities that marginalize and oppress immigrant families and children (Baker et al., 

2016; Cureton, 2020; Barajas-López & Ishimaru, 2020). For example, one study of Latinx 

immigrant families in Southern California (Ramirez, 2003) emphasizes the lack of home-

school communication and how the immigrant families were made responsible to initiate 

contact and to actively engage. The study also provides concrete evidence showing how 

classroom teachers often set lower expectations for immigrant students and had bias 

and discrimination towards the immigrant families on the bases of their socioeconomic 

status and education backgrounds. Similarly, researcher Ashley Cureton’s study of 

Muslim refugee parents residing in Chicago (2020) highlighted how immigrant parents 

faced many barriers to get involved with their children’s schools. A language barrier was 

the most frequently reported issue by these families. In addition, Muslim children’s 
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negative experiences of being bullied and experiencing discrimination and the school’s 

inadequate response to these incidents also caused the families’ mistrust and 

disengagement from the school community. 

 

Immigrant Families’ Experiences with Remote Learning  

In March 2020, to mitigate the spread of the coronavirus, school closures were 

enacted across all fifty US states and some territories. Using online technologies to 

facilitate home-based learning became the most feasible option during this time of 

turmoil. For that reason, a majority of public schools quickly transitioned to remote 

learning with little or no preparation (Nuñez et al., 2020). The pandemic has created an 

unexpected situation that requires schools to rely heavily on families to be the main 

facilitators of remote learning. Unfortunately, many families, especially low-income 

families living in under-resourced neighborhoods, did not have the basic infrastructure 

to operate online technologies needed for their children to attend online classes and 

complete learning tasks. The digital divide was brought to light when many reports 

revealed that the majority of low-income families did not have reliable access to the 

internet and working devices (Chandra et al., 2020; Lai & Widmar, 2021). This created 

tremendous obstacles for children of these families to participate in online learning 

sessions provided by school districts.  

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740920320089?casa_token=pdWPa1yygCsAAAAA:Eu4RkzxCtjVmc94avX-5SbMYwPE2vnLqUPtmIcgXRA6Js-xz4HEbDgsFTJEZsIEuF6lBiRsJcw#b0155
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Moreover, remote learning requires significantly greater participation, guidance, 

and support from caregivers. Most caregivers from immigrant households are full-time 

workers who disproportionally represent the essential and low-wage workforce (e.g., 

janitors, grocery store workers, factory workers, childcare workers, etc.). Even though 

their jobs are vital for society and their families to function, many of these caregivers 

could not work from home increasing their risk of being exposed to and infected with 

the COVID-19 virus and making them unavailable to support their children’s remote 

learning (Krieger, 2020).  

Recent studies on immigrant families’ experiences with the pandemic in general 

and remote learning in particular confirmed that many families felt underprepared, ill-

informed, and overwhelmed with remote learning tasks (Cioè-Peña, 2021a; Chen et al., 

2021; Hong et al., 2021). Although the changes in education have happened very 

quickly, there are a few studies documenting the hardships that families and children 

are experiencing, especially difficulties for immigrant populations. Immigrant families 

speaking languages other than English at home often found themselves navigating 

different online platforms without technical guidelines and support in their home 

languages. The lack of language support diminished immigrant families’ chances to 

communicate their needs and receive adequate information from their children’s schools. 

At the same time, some studies confirmed the negative impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on immigrant caregivers’ stress levels mostly related to their children’s 



37 
 

 

educational needs and the language barriers that they had to overcome (Hong et al., 

2021). Several studies emphasized the importance of a social support system and the 

effectiveness of intervention programs catered towards the specific needs of immigrant 

families (Sugarman & Lazarín, 2020; Hong et al., 2021; Choi & Chiu, 2021).  

 

Family Engagement During Remote Learning 

During the pandemic school year, educators started recognizing the importance 

of home-school partnerships that are no longer a “nice-to-have” option but essential to 

students’ engagement with remote learning. While remote learning certainly posed 

many challenges for both teachers and caregivers, it also presented a unique opportunity 

for teachers and administrators to catch a glimpse of students’ home lives and establish 

a more dialogic and meaningful relationship with families (Soltero-González & 

Gillanders, 2021). However, very few school districts seized this opportunity to shift 

family engagement practices from strictly school-based to community-based and 

recognized the unique challenges that immigrant caregivers-home educators and 

bilingual students faced during this time (Sugarman & Lazarín, 2021). In this new context 

it was vital for schools to ensure clear communication and provide timely support for 

families in need, yet few school districts had the capacity to provide remote learning 

guidelines in different home languages and/or design personalized outreach to connect 

with immigrant families, especially families speaking low incidence languages (Sayer & 
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Braun, 2020). In addition, most school districts did not prioritize family engagement 

initiatives, instead centralizing traditional schooling practices in the remote learning 

model without sufficient teacher training (Choi & Chiu, 2021).  

 

The Current Study 

Situated within the literature of asset-based family engagement, this study 

acknowledges the existing asymmetric power relationships between public schools and 

immigrant families (Fennimore, 2017; Barajas-López & Ishimaru, 2020). Further, it 

recognizes how the problem of family disengagement has become even more severe 

during the pandemic. Thus, the study focuses on centralizing immigrant families’ 

pandemic-related experiences and revealing the barriers to remote learning. It is 

important to acknowledge that purely documenting “pain” might feed into “damage-

centered” research that depicts immigrant families as broken, shattered, and simply in 

need of remedies (Tuck, 2009). However, this study attempts to shift the perspective of 

framing “problems within communities” to “problems that are 

enacted upon communities” (Jackson et al., 2018, p. 112). Given that educational 

problems are rooted in unequal distribution of power and resources in American society, 

the current study adopts an intersectional lens to understand how multiple dimensions 

of oppressions such as poverty, racism, sexism, classism, linguicism, and xenophobia 



39 
 

 

hinder the establishment of equitable family engagement and the processes of learning 

and development of immigrant children and children of migrants.  

 

Methods  

This empirical study employed a sequential mixed-method design to gather 

various types of data (Creswell & Clark, 2017). The data collection process included two 

phases: (i) quantitative data were collected through the use of a family questionnaire, 

and (ii) qualitative data were collected through family interviews. The quantitative data 

and their subsequent analysis helped build family profiles and provided a general 

understanding of the research problem. The interview process was informed by findings 

from survey data and allowed for elaboration of families’ perspectives as related to the 

research questions. In this study, priority was given to the qualitative approach because 

it focused on providing an in-depth account of immigrant families’ remote learning 

experiences by prioritizing the families’ own perspectives and embracing their voices.  

 

Research Positionality 

This study carries certain assumptions, beliefs, and biases centered around my 

multiple roles in the research site: researcher, educator, and immigrant mother. As a 

first-generation Vietnamese immigrant mother with two bilingual children, I shared the 

cultural and linguistic backgrounds with Vietnamese immigrant families who speak 
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different dialects and migrated from different regions of Vietnam. Racialized and 

identified as Asian American, I also had advantages in recruitment and collaboration 

with other Asian American families, most of whom speak English as an additional 

language. I was invited to work with Latinx immigrant families by a community 

organizer/immigrant mother who participated in my previous research project and 

became my research partner in this project. To collaborate with the Latinx families, 

especially the families who do not speak English as an additional language, I relied 

mostly on my research partner, language and cultural brokers within the families, and 

translation/interpretation apps. While my positionality as an immigrant mother certainly 

helped me develop relationships with the families, I never assumed that we shared a 

universal understanding of how the pandemic has impacted our family lives. Instead, I 

valued and respected each family’s unique perspective and considered them as experts 

of their lived experiences. 

 

Sample 

To be eligible for the study, families needed to have: (i) main caregivers identified 

as first‐generation immigrants, (ii) young bilingual children within the age range of 4 to 

10 years old, and (ii) at least one child enrolled in public schools. Family participants 

were recruited through different channels: (i) community organizations, (ii) school 

districts’ bilingual programs, and (iii) snowball sampling or family referral. In total, 25-
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30 families were invited to participate in the study and families who agreed participated 

in all activities for data collection. Family participants were 20 first‐generation 

immigrant families (39 caregivers and 42 young bilingual children) from six different 

school districts in the Metro and Greater Boston Areas.  

Data Sources 

Family Survey Questionnaire 

At the beginning of the study, all main caregivers completed an online Qualtrics 

survey questionnaire of 50 questions, including open-ended and multiple-choice 

questions (4-point and 5-point Likert scale). The questionnaire was available in multiple 

languages: English, Spanish, and Vietnamese. The questions were organized into four 

sections: (i) Demographics (20 items), (ii) Language Practices (7 items), (ii) COVID-19 (7 

items), and (iv) Remote Learning (16 items). The questionnaire was sent via email to 12 

families who were able to read, write, and respond to an online web-based survey. For 

the remaining 8 families, the content of the questionnaire was orally explained and 

delivered by the principal investigator in Vietnamese (4 families) or by the family 

research partner and community organizers in Spanish (4 families).  

 

Family Interview 

All families who completed the survey, including both main caregivers and 

children, participated in 3 semi-structured interview sessions via different channels: 
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Zoom platform, phone, and face-to-face interview with social distancing practices during 

home visits. The interview data was collected throughout the pandemic school year from 

September 2020 to May 2021.  

Data Analysis 

 Data collected through the family online survey questionnaires and in-person 

interviews were combined. Descriptive statistical analyses were run in Qualtrics to 

construct family profiles of those in the study. All interview data were transferred to 

MAXQDA for thematic coding analysis to investigate the research questions related to: 

(i) their pandemic-related experiences and (ii) perceived barriers to engage with remote 

learning.  

 The first cycle of coding was data-driven and focused on an inductive approach 

to capture participants’ voices and perspectives. The analytical process involved careful 

reading of all interview transcripts several times and organizing families’ answers into 

two big categories: (i) pandemic homelife and (ii) remote learning. From each transcript, 

recurring statements and phrases directly related to the research questions were 

highlighted, extracted from transcripts, and prescribed meanings (aka, codes). In the 

second cycle of coding, similar codes were clustered into themes and common themes 

across most transcripts were determined. After that, the researcher engaged in a 
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participants’ check process by selecting four focal families and checking with them about 

the selected statements and interpretations of these statements to validate the findings. 

Findings 

Family Profiles 

Family responses to the family survey questionnaire sections on demographics 

and Language Practices were used to create the family profiles (see Table 1). These 

profiles show the diversity of the sample and characteristics of the families including 

race/ethnicity, country of origin, home languages, number of children and their grade 

levels, families’ occupations, education levels, household size, household arrangement, 

and family income.  

 There were 20 immigrant families with 42 bilingual children (age range: 4-10 

years old) from six different public-school systems across the Metro and Greater Boston 

Areas. The family participants came from different countries of origin with a vast array 

of racial/ethnic, linguistic, educational, and socioeconomic backgrounds. There were 

eight Latinx families, two Afro-Latinx families, seven Asian families, and two mixed-race 

families. Home languages included Spanish, Portuguese, Vietnamese, Cape Verdean, 

Cantonese, Japanese, and English.  

 There were seven families with total household income below $50,000; children 

of these families also participated in free and reduced-lunch programs. Out of 11 
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families with income above $50,000, there were two families with income within the 

range of $50,000-74,999; seven families with income within the range of $75,000-

$99,999; and two families with income above $100,000.  

Household size ranged from 2 to 13 family members. There were nine families 

with more than five family members; 5 out of 9 were multi-generational families in which 

the children lived with parents, grandparent(s) and/or extended family members. On 

average, each family had two bilingual children. In most families, the children lived with 

both parents except for one single-parent family and one child living with the 

grandmother.  

In terms of caregivers’ education levels, 17 out of 20 families had one parent with 

bachelor’s degree or above; three families had some formal education and/or high school 

diploma. As seen in Table 1, many of the families had higher levels of education than 

their occupations might indicate. Ten families worked in construction, food, and service 

industries and these jobs could not be done from home during the pandemic. Nine out 

of ten families earned less than $50,000 per year even with double income. In higher-

income families with total household income equivalent to $50,000 and above, parents 

and caregivers had professional jobs in areas of education, engineering, accounting, and 

consultancy. These families had also been working remotely since the beginning of the 

pandemic.    
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Regarding housing arrangements, most families with total household income 

lower than $30,000 lived in limited housing space or crowded conditions (defined as 

more than two people per room). Nine families with income above $75,000 lived in 

single-family houses; 4 out of 9 were homeowners.
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Table 1 
 Family Profiles 

Families Race/ 
Ethnicity 

Country 
of Origin 

Home 
Languages 

No. of 
Children/ 
Grade 
Levels 

Occupation 
(Mother/Fath
er) 

Education Levels 
(Mother/Father) 

Hous
ehold 
Size 

Housing 
Arrangements 

Family Income 

Ngoc 
Nguyen** 

Asian Vietnam Vietnamese  3 (K, 1st, 
3rd) 

Manicurist/ 
Driver 

Highschool Diploma/ 
Bachelor’s Degree 

13 5-bedroom house $10,000-19,999 

Kamila 
Gutierrez** 

Latinx El 
Salvador  

Spanish 2 (Pre-K, 
K) 

Cleaner/ 
Construction 
Worker 

Highschool Diploma/ 
Highschool Diploma 

4 1 bedroom  $10,000-19,999 

Maria Flor** Latinx El 
Salvador 

Spanish 3 (1st, 3rd, 
6th) 

Babysitter/  
Grocery 
Worker  

Some formal 
education/ 
Highschool Diploma 

6 3-bedroom 
apartment  

$10,000-19,999 

Carmen 
Dalo** 

Latinx Argentina Spanish 1 (1st) Cleaner/ 
Grocery 
Worker  

Bachelor’s Degree/ 
Bachelor’s Degree 

3 2-bedroom 
apartment  

$20,000-29,999 

Micaela 
Dafonte** 

Latinx Honduras Spanish 2 (K, 2nd) Homemaker/  
Car Mechanic 

Highschool Diploma/ 
Bachelor’s Degree 

4 2-bedroom 
apartment  

$20,000-29,999 

Thu 
Nguyen** 

Asian  Vietnam Vietnamese  2 (Pre-K, 
K) 

Manicurist/  
Plumber 

Some formal 
education/ 
Bachelor’s Degree 

8 3-bedroom condo $20,000-29,999 

Oscar 
Valdez** 

Latinx Venezuela Spanish 2 (1st, 3rd) Construction 
Worker/ 
Cleaner 

Bachelor’s Degree/ 
Bachelor’s Degree 

4 2-bedroom 
apartment 

$20,000-29,999 

Ngoc Tran** Asian Vietnam Vietnamese 2 (Pre-K, 
1st) 

Manicurist/  Bachelor’s Degree/ 
Bachelor’s Degree 

6 4-bedroom house  $30,000-49,999 
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Factory 
Worker 

Susan 
Rodriguez** 

Latinx Honduras  Spanish 2 (Pre-K, 
1st) 

Restaurant 
Worker/  
Plumber 

Highschool Diploma/ 
Highschool Diploma 

5 3-bedroom condo $30,000-49,999 

Mariana 
Lopez 

Afro-
Latinx 

Cape 
Verde  

Cape Verdean 2 (1st, 3rd) Patient 
Coordinator/  
Realtor 

Bachelor’s Degree/ 
Bachelor’s Degree 

4 3-bedroom house $50,000-74,999 

Molly 
Morales 

Afro-
Latinx 

Honduras Spanish  1 (3rd 
grade) 

Elderly 
Caregiver 

Bachelor’s Degree 2 1 bedroom $50,000-74,999 

Carol 
Carneiro 

Latinx Brazil Portuguese 1 (1st) Homemaker/  
Music Teacher 

Bachelor’s Degree/ 
Bachelor’s Degree 

3 4-bedroom house $75,000-99,999 

Penelope 
Marcela  

Latinx Colombia Spanish 2 (1st, 5th) Administrator/  
Engineer  

Bachelor’s Degree/ 
Bachelor’s Degree 

4 3-bedroom house $75,000-99,999 

Phung 
Truong 

Asian Vietnam Vietnamese 2 (Pre-K, 
K) 

Homemaker/  
Lecturer  

Bachelor’s Degree/ 
Bachelor’s Degree 

4 3-bedroom house $75,000-99,999 

Thao Pham Asian Vietnam Vietnamese 2 (K, 4th) Software 
Engineer/ 
Analytics 
Consultant 

Bachelor’s Degree/ 
Bachelor’s Degree 

5 3-bedroom house $75,000-99,999 

Phuong Tran  Asian Vietnam Vietnamese  3 (PreK, K, 
1s) 

Homemaker/  
Engineer  

Bachelor’s Degree/  
Graduate Degree  

5 3-bedroom house $75,000-99,999 

Ellis Canaris  Mixed  Argentina Spanish, 
English 

2 (PreK, 
1st) 

Book Editor/  
Data Scientist  

Bachelor’s Degree/  
Graduate Degree 

4 3-bedroom house $75,000-99,999 
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Camilla 
Rivera 

Latinx El 
Salvador 

Spanish, 
English 

3 (PreK, 
1st, 3rd) 

Homemaker/ 
Bioinformatics 
Specialist  

Graduate Degree/  
Graduate Degree 

5 3-bedroom house $75,000-99,999 

Carol Lim Asian Hong 
Kong  

Cantonese, 
English  

3 (Infant, 
Toddler, 
1st) 

Child 
Specialist/  
Accountant 

Graduate Degree/  
Bachelor’s Degree  

5 4-bedroom house  $100,000-149,999 

Ellie Hirano Mixed  Japan Japanese, 
English 

2 (PreK, 
1st) 

Homemaker/  
Economist 

Graduate Degree/ 
Graduate Degree 

4 3-bedroom house  $100,000-149,999 

**: families with children participating in the Free and Reduced Lunch Program  
Note. All family names are pseudonyms 
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RQ1. What are the challenges of immigrant families with young bilingual children 

during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic? 

 To answer the first research question, quantitative data and qualitative data 

were combined to illustrate the multiple challenges that immigrant families with 

young bilingual children faced during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Findings show that when describing their experiences, family participants reported 

feeling stressed and overwhelmed because of the following factors:  

● job loss & financial hardship,  

● fear of COVID-19 infection & loss of family members  

● their children's lack of learning opportunities & excessive screen time 

● heightened caregiving load  

 The following excerpt illustrates how families were challenged by multiple 

factors. In this excerpt, Thu Nguyen, a Vietnamese mother of two, who lost her job, 

her house, and her father during the pandemic, summarized her devastating 

experiences:  

“My husband lost his job first and then me…. We could not afford to pay rent 

and they [the landlord] did not want us to stay anymore so we had to move 

out… we moved into my sister’s house to live with their family and my parents… 

Her two kids were in college, but they came back because their schools 

closed… So there were eight of us living in the house… I slept with my sister 

and K. [the 5-year-old child], my husband slept in the living room… Then we 
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ran out of rice, you know, it was really bad… nothing to eat, we had to share 

canned food but my kid did not like it… And then some people from church 

helped us, they knew and they came, and then they helped us, they bought 

stuff [groceries] for us… It was hard when my dad got COVID, he got it first 

and then my mom, and then all of us,… it was really horrible, you know, the 

virus….me and my husband got it last… but K, we did not know if he got it so 

we locked him in the room with an iPad, we could not do anything but waited… 

Luckily, my child was okay, thank God he was okay,… my dad, he was old and 

had tons of health issues, when the doctor said he would die, it was also the 

day that my mom recovered” (translated from Vietnamese; specific 

information was added for clarity purpose) 

 This Vietnamese family was one of many immigrant families in the sample 

who encountered sudden and dramatic changes that shattered the stability of their 

home lives. As seen in this example, multiple factors such as financial hardship, 

unemployment, rent insecurity, food insecurity, COVID-19 infection, and family loss 

resulted in this family’s feelings of extreme worry and tremendous stress. 

 

Job Loss & Financial Hardship 

As seen in Table 2, 9 out of 20 families reported that they experienced 

financial hardship, 7 families experienced job loss, and 11 families experienced 

cutting work hours because of the pandemic. Among low-income family participants, 
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the negative consequences of the pandemic were strikingly amplified. This group of 

immigrant parents disproportionately represented the essential, low-wage 

workforce individuals whose jobs could not be done from home but vital for society 

and their families to function. Problematically, many of these families reported being 

laid off (e.g., factory workers, construction workers, car mechanics) or getting 

significantly fewer job opportunities (e.g., cleaners, babysitters, plumbers) and/or 

working hours (e.g., grocery workers, manicurists) during the pandemic. Out of the 

nine families experiencing financial hardship, three families could not afford to pay 

rent and four families reported not being able to pay utility bills. One family 

experienced food insecurity (defined as the lack of access to enough food for the 

whole family) for a brief period after experiencing job loss.  

Table 2. 
Impacts of the pandemic on immigrant families’ financial conditions 

 Below 
50,000 
N = 9  

50,000 and 
above 
N = 11  

All 
N = 20 

Experiencing financial hardship 7 2 9 

Experiencing job loss  6 1 7 

Experiencing cutting work hours 7 4 11 

Unable to pay rent or mortgage 3 0 3 

Unable to pay utility bills  4 0 4 

Food insecurity  1 0 1 

Eligible for stimulus cheque or any financial aid 
programs 

4 11 15 
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 Families also reported that receiving federal stimulus payments were a 

welcome relief for their financial stressors. In this sample, 11 families with income 

above $50,000 were qualified to receive federal stimulus checks2. Five low-income 

families did not receive such checks and were not eligible for any financial aid 

programs. There was a high chance that the families’ ineligibility for financial aid 

programs was determined by their immigration status.3 

 

Fear of COVID-19 Infection & Loss of Family Members  

In addition to job and income loss, immigrant families in this study also 

expressed their fear of getting infected by COVID-19. Many families voiced their 

concerns related to the risks of their children getting COVID-19 if they were sent 

back to in-person classrooms. This fear was heightened by the living conditions of 

their neighborhood contexts. As described in the family profiles (see Table 1), many 

low-income immigrant families lived in multigenerational households that had 

limited living space in crowded neighborhoods (labeled as high-risk red-zone 

neighborhoods4) that lead to higher rates of COVID-19 positive cases.  

 
2 To mitigate the negative economic impact of the pandemic, the US government issued financial aid 
packages that came in the form of stimulus cheques for qualifying individuals and families (individuals 
making less than $75,000 and couples making less than $150,000). 
3 It is important to note that families’ immigration status was not collected as part of the survey or 
during interviews to establish trust and protect the families from being reported and deported. 
4 The high-risk category of red-zone neighborhoods includes small communities with populations 
under 10,000 with more than 25 COVID-19 cases; mid-size communities with populations between 
10,000-50,000 people having 10 cases per 100,000 people and a positive test rate of more than 5%; 
and large communities of more than 50,000 people having more than 10 cases per 100,000 people 
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Some families lost their family members during the pandemic. Data in Table 3 

shows that 13 out of 20 families reported having at least one extended family 

member contracted COVID-19; six families reported having at least one household 

member contracted COVID-19; four families with household members being 

hospitalized because of COVID-19; and two reported deaths of grandfathers: one 

residing in the home country and one living in the US.  

Table 3 
Impacts of the pandemic on immigrant families’ health and loss 

 N = 20 
families 

Having at least one extended family member contracted COVID-19 13 

Having at least one household member contracted COVID-19 6 

Having family members hospitalized because of COVID-19 4 

Having family members deceased because of COVID-19 2 

 

Pandemic travel restrictions prevented many immigrant families from 

traveling to their home countries to take care of their infected family members or to 

attend the funerals which added to the stress and sadness that families were 

experiencing. For example, Penelope Marcela, a Colombian mother of two, was 

constantly worried as both of her parents got infected. Sharing her sense of 

 
and a positive test rate of more than 4%. See https://www.mass.gov/info-details/covid-19-response-
reporting?dfgsgsddgfs 
 

https://www.mass.gov/info-details/covid-19-response-reporting?dfgsgsddgfs
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/covid-19-response-reporting?dfgsgsddgfs
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helplessness, Penelope said: “I called every day, and I prayed every day, I don’t know 

what to do, there is nothing else that I could do”. Adding to sentiments of 

helplessness were the difficulties that families faced while living so far away. 

Planning to visit her family in the Summer of 2020 after seven years being apart, Ellis 

Canaris, an Argentinian mother of two, who lost her father due to COVID-19, said in 

extreme anger and agony:  

“I promised them that I would come back… and then I had J. [the first child] and 

then I had K. [the second child], it was crazy when they were babies… We sent 

gifts and photos of the kids… they have not even seen the kids, you know… He 

passed quickly. That was it. I am here, they are there! That was it!”.  

The harsh reality of “here and there” suddenly reached a new meaning in Ellis’s life: 

the pandemic broke her dream of a family reunion that she kept for the last seven 

years.  

Even when family members resided in the same place, mourning for family 

loss was different during the pandemic. Talking about her father’s funeral, Thu 

Nguyen, the mother from a Vietnamese family of which most members contracted 

COVID-19 virus, said:  

“Nobody came [to the funeral], it was really simple, nobody came, you know, 

it was really hard,…we could not do anything… I could not sleep for days 

thinking about the funeral… it was too fast… too fast... to see him die.” 

[translated from Vietnamese] 
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 The rapidness of her father’s death and the simplicity of the funeral caused 

Thu’s uneasiness and sadness. A culturally proper Vietnamese funeral is usually a 

multi-day event with rigid rituals and many extended family members and friends 

come to pay their respects. The absence of such an event made it harder for Thu’s 

family to accept the loss and grieve as they felt that they had not done enough to 

fulfill their obligations to the deceased. 

 

Children’s Lack of Learning Opportunities & Excessive Screen time  

When asked to identify their biggest concerns as a parent/caregiver during the 

COVID-19 crisis, 11 out of 20 families reported that they were constantly worried 

about their children’s device use and excessive screen time. To working-out-of-home 

families, schools were often the only place that provided formal education and kept 

their children safe while they were working pre-pandemic. School closures meant 

the loss of both learning opportunities and childcare for these families. For example, 

Kamila Gutierrez, an El Salvadorian mother of two, said:  

“My biggest concern is for my kid to go to school so I can go to work. I am not 

concerned about the virus but more about my kid not getting any [formal] 

education during this time” (translated from Spanish)  

 In addition to the lack of learning opportunities, the pandemic also posed 

another challenge to families in relation to their children's screen time. As shown in 

Figure 1, a total of 14 families reported that their children’s screen time for non-
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educational purposes significantly increased during quarantine time. Fifteen families 

reported that their children participated less and much less in physical activities; 13 

families reported that their children spent less and much less time outside.   

 
Figure 1 
Compared to pre-pandemic, how much is your target child doing the following? 

 
 

For example, Ellis Canaris, an Argentinian mother of two, reported in the survey 

how she had to rely on technological devices to keep her children occupied while 

working at home:  

“I feel that I'm not present for my kids because I have to spend 8 hours a day 

working (with a schedule that overlaps with the core of the kids' day). We've 

had to resort to screen time as ‘a nanny’ after we had successfully avoided 

screen time from Sunday evening until Friday evening for 2.5 years!!! I feel like 

I am failing”  
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 Similarly, Carol Carneiro, a working Brazilian mother who had to attend 

multiple online meetings per day, shared that she did not have time to monitor her 

child’s iPad use and check the media content that her child was exposed to:  

“She spends too much time on the iPad. Her life has been all about watching 

the iPad for school, for fun... there were these videos that were disguised as 

kid content but super gross… I freaked out when I saw it… she had been 

watching it…. she is so attached to the iPad that worries me.”  

 Home quarantine orders and school closure enacted in the first year of the 

pandemic created a unique situation that prevented the families from engaging their 

children in screen-free activities and caused significant increase of the children’s 

screen time. That eventually led to the families’ extreme worry about the potential 

negative effects of excessive screen time on their children’s development. To working 

mothers, they had much less time to be available to monitor their children’s screen 

use time and to engage in screen-free activities with their children that resulted in 

their feeling of guilt. 

 

Heightened Caregiving Load  

 When families were asked to rank how worried they were about different 

factors of their lives including finance, health, wellbeing, care responsibility, and 



   58 

 

personal life5, 18 out of 20 families identified that care responsibility was the key 

factor that caused their worries. Taking main responsibilities as primary caregivers, 

the immigrant mothers in this sample carried much heavier physical and mental loads 

compared to the fathers. At the beginning of the pandemic, some working mothers 

reported voluntarily quitting their jobs, cutting work hours, and canceling their 

education/professional development plans to provide care for their children, 

household members, and extended family members living both in the US and their 

home countries. Most immigrant mothers shared their exhaustion and frustration 

from juggling care responsibilities and often chose to sacrifice their sleeping time, 

personal time, and their own wellbeing to cope with the significantly heightened load 

of caregiving during the pandemic. The multidimension of their care work often 

included childcare, elderly care, job responsibilities (for working mothers), and 

domestic tasks (cooking, cleaning, laundry, etc.). The gendered load of care work 

happened not only in families where the women recently lost their jobs or had been 

homemakers and primary caregivers pre-pandemic, but it was also reported by 

families where both parents worked at home remotely.  

 For example, Carol Lim, a Hong Kong mother of 3 children (a 6-year-old, a 2-

year-old and a 6-month-old baby) worked remotely as a child specialist since the 

beginning of the pandemic. She provided online consultation for families with autistic 

 
5 In this survey, “personal life” refers to self-care and individual leisure activities of the primary 
caregiver 
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children while taking care of her own family and in-laws with little help from her 

husband. Sharing her tightly packed schedule, Carol said:  

“My day starts at 5.30am, I have to take care of the young boy, he wakes up 

very early. Then I cook breakfast, feed the kids,…and then help A. [the first 

grader] log into online class. I had to work but I also had to watch him [the 2-

year-old] all the time. We cannot leave him alone, he climbs on the table, on 

the chair… I mostly worked when he napped… I am also the one taking 

everyone to their medical appointments, the in-laws and the kids. I do 

everything. I schedule, I bring them [to the medical appointments]. Cooking 

and cleaning, I do that too! Cleaning and laundry sometimes he [the husband] 

helps but he does not cook and he does not take care of the baby. I cook. But 

they don’t bother me when I cook. Otherwise, I will go crazy [laugh]…. When 

the kids go to sleep, that’s when I can relax, have some peace and quiet, and 

then the baby cries so I don’t sleep [laugh] my baby does not sleep well at 

night. He wakes up a lot.”  

 As shown in Carol’s story, there was an unequal gender division of labor at 

home among the families in this sample where the women performed significantly 

more care work and oversaw most household tasks while the men took a lesser role. 

In the case of Carol, cooking time was the only time that she was alone. For that 

reason, she referred to it as the only personal time that she got during the day even 

though cooking was still a household task. 
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Similar to Carol, Mariana Lopez, a working-out-of-home Cape Verdean 

mother, had to commute to her workplace three times per week, completed 

household tasks, participated in her child’s remote learning, and took care of her sick 

mother who lived more than 60 miles away. Describing her typical week, Mariana 

said:   

“My mom has many medical appointments. She is losing her vision. They could 

not get her blood pressure under control. She is 83 and kind of like someone 

giving up and we are trying to help as much as we can. I go there frequently. 

Two times, three times a week. I run errands and take her to the doctor. These 

days if I have no work, I am with her [the mother], she has back-to-back doctor 

appointments. And I just feel really exhausted. It really gets worse, I have so 

much more work. I have to make sure that I get everything done on my end, 

make sure she [the child] gets her things done and try to balance everything. I 

don’t want her [the child] to miss anything important. It has been her [the child] 

and my mom: my two priorities right now.” 

 Juggling this intense multidimensional care work caused Mariana’s extreme 

worry and forced her to sacrifice her rest time to tend to her loved ones that led to 

her exhaustion and fatigue. When being asked what she needed the most, Mariana 

answered: “I just need a breath-in, a little more time… I just need more time”. And 

time seemed to be the resource that many mothers did not have. As Carol Carneiro, 

a working Brazilian mother, summarized: “Maybe that’s mom’s life, always feel guilty 
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about something. Not putting enough time to work, not putting enough time for the 

kids’ education, not enough time for anything”.   

 

RQ2. What are the barriers that prevent immigrant families from effectively 

engaging with their children’s school-provided remote learning during the 

COVID-19 pandemic? 

           During the pandemic school year of 2020-2021, school districts across the US 

adopted different reopening strategies. In general, there were three learning models: 

(1) fully remote with online instruction, (2) hybrid with both remote and in-person 

instruction (2-3 days per week), and (3) fully in-person (5 days per week). Within the 

scope of this study, there were four families from three school districts located in the 

Green Zone neighborhoods6, which offered both hybrid and remote learning models. 

These families could select the schooling model depending on their needs and 

situations and they chose the remote learning model because of their fear of their 

children getting infected. 

 On the contrary, there were 16 families living in the Red Zone neighborhoods 

who did not have a choice in selecting learning models for their children. Remote 

learning was the only option in their school districts. While students labeled as 

 
6 The low-risk category of Green Zone neighborhoods includes small communities with populations 
under 10,000 with less than or equal to 15 COVID-19 cases; mid-size communities with populations 
between 10,000-50,000 having 10 cases per 100,000 people and more than 10 total cases; and large 
communities of more than 50,000 having more than 10 cases per 100,000 people and more than 15 
total cases. See https://www.mass.gov/info-details/covid-19-response-reporting?dfgsgsddgfs 
 

https://www.mass.gov/info-details/covid-19-response-reporting?dfgsgsddgfs
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English Learners and from younger grade levels (K-3) were often prioritized to get 

in-person instruction by most school districts, structural factors such as school 

location, neighborhood population, and the number of COVID-19 cases greatly 

determined if a child could have an opportunity to receive in-person instruction or 

not. For different reasons, all families in this sample had their children participate in 

the remote learning model.  

 The findings revealed that there are two layers of barriers that prevent 

immigrant families from participating in school-provided remote learning. The first 

layer is to gain access to online classrooms and the second layer is related to how 

the children of these families engaged with remote learning.  

 

Access to Remote Learning  

Lack of Electricity and Internet  

 To most family participants, especially families from low-income backgrounds, 

digital access including having electricity, high-speed internet, and reliable learning 

devices remained the most prevalent problem. Two families reported having frequent 

power shortages for many hours in their neighborhoods that prevented their children 

from logging in and participating in remote learning. Five family participants did not 

have high-speed internet at home and had to use their phones as internet hotspots.  

Lack of Reliable Learning Devices  
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 Due to the lack of technological devices in certain districts with limited 

resources, some family participants reported that they only received iPads and/or 

Chromebooks after the school year had started. Even when the devices arrived, many 

of them did not function well. Due to the lack of technological support in home 

languages, families with non-working devices could not contact their schools to get 

the devices fixed right away. Some families had to wait up to 4 weeks to receive 

working devices that led to their children receiving less instructional time and being 

unable to fully participate in remote learning.  

Lack of Language Services  

 As reported by families, most school districts used online platforms (e.g., 

websites, emails, apps) to communicate about the rapid changes related to their daily 

operations in response to the pandemic. Unfortunately, most family participants 

reported that all communications related to remote learning and technological 

support in their school districts were operated solely in English, even in districts that 

had a large population of bilingual students and families who speak languages other 

than English. Many family participants reported that their children’s schools did not 

provide translation and/or interpretation services to help them transition to remote 

learning.  

 

Engaging with Remote Learning 
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 Even after gaining access, the immigrant families faced multiple barriers to 

effectively engage with their children’s remote learning including scheduling 

challenges, language barriers, and passive learning practices. In addition, the barriers 

were also related to school expectations of how involved families should be in this 

process. The family participants believed that the schools expected them to take care 

of structural tasks such as setting up home learning corners, helping the children log 

in to Zoom sessions, reprimanding the children if they misbehave or violate class 

rules but did not let them engage as home educator and treat them as equal partner. 

Schools often sent conflicting messages that made most families confused. 

Discriminatory practices, digital punishment, and Zoom suspension reported by 

families also caused their frustration and withdrawal.  

Scheduling Challenges  

 As explained by families, the hardest part of remote learning to them was 

adhering to the complicated learning schedule with multiple online learning sessions 

that required passwords to log in. Based on the analysis of the children’s online 

schedules, each child participating in this study had 3.5-5 hours of online sessions 

per day on average. Most children had two full school days that started as early as 

8am and ended at 2pm or 2.30pm with multiple breaks in between. To families with 

more than one child, it was extremely difficult to keep up with all children’s remote 

learning schedules. Some families reported that priorities were often given to the 
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older children with more complicated learning tasks.  Describing the typical school 

day of her child - a first-grader, Carol Carneiro said:  

“She has 5 Zoom sessions on Monday and Wednesday. She also has extra 

reading and math. They just added another teacher, and she is new to us, so 

she is supposed to help M. [the child] with English lessons. It is very hard 

because she does not want to do long sessions like that.” 

 Similarly, Mariana Lopez, a Cape Verdean mom of a first grader, explained 

how she coped with the demands of remote learning: 

“I have to check the meetings and make sure that she is logging into the 

correct sessions. Because everything in the Spring [of 2020] is less clear, now 

[Fall 2020] the system is more organized, but they have more Zoom sessions, 

and so many passcodes: for reading, for math, for library, for art. She did not 

like the long Zoom sessions. Thursday and Friday are the worst for her”  

It was evident that the remote learning schedule was decided and implemented by 

school districts without considering the children’s ages, developmental and learning 

needs, the families’ working/living situations, and their family structures. 

Language Barriers 

 To family participants who do not speak English as an additional language, 

engaging with remote learning on an English-only platform requires herculean 

efforts. Trying to overcome language barriers, Ngoc Nguyen, a Vietnamese mother of 

three emergent bilingual children, heavily relied on Google translation and other 
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communication apps with a translation function. As an actively involved parent, she 

frequently texted the teachers to ask for help during online sessions but often 

received no reply. Describing the challenges with remote learning, she said:      

“There is some homework that she [the child] does not understand and I don’t 

understand either, if I knew I would guide her, something I did not understand 

I could not. And the teacher did not explain, so she could not complete the 

homework. There was some days I could not log into Seesaw [a learning app] 

and without the code, I did not know how to find the code. I looked for it in the 

emails but there were too many emails, and I had to translate them, too 

exhausting for me.” (translated from Vietnamese) 

 Similarly, Oscar Valdez, a Venezuelan father of two, explained his struggles 

with teaching his son at home:    

“I feel my son is not making progress…I feel that my son wasn’t getting the 

proper help that he needed during the crisis, although I tried my best, it was 

very hard teaching him. I am not familiar with the education system in the US. 

I do not know how to teach, for example, I do not know how to help my son to 

start reading in English” (translated from Spanish) 

 The lack of language services and specialized support certainly marginalized 

families who speak languages other than English as they had to navigate not only an 

unfamiliar education system but a complicated matrix of an English-only online 

learning space with new technology-related devices, tools, and programs.       
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School Expectations  

Many immigrant families expressed their frustration over conflicting messages 

and expectations set by their children’s schools. The families believed that schools 

expected them to stay alert and be available to support their children throughout a 

virtual school day. The family participants explained that in order for their children to 

engage with remote learning, it required a lot of adult assistance such as fixing 

learning devices, logging into online learning sessions with passcodes, switching 

learning apps, explaining homework requirements, taking photos of children’s work, 

and submitting homework via learning apps, etc. For example, Thu Nguyen, a 

Vietnamese mother of two, listed the common problems that she had to deal with 

during remote learning:   

“Most of the time she [the child] has problems moving to other classes. 

Sometimes the device has some problems, and we have to restart or contact 

the teacher… and if she does not understand the Math questions, I have to 

work with her. I am there all the time, so she knows that she has help.” 

(translated from Vietnamese) 

Even though families’ omnipresence was demanded, some families reported that 

they were also expected to remain invisible during remote learning. The families said 

that their children were strongly discouraged to verbally ask for adult support and 

their families were not supposed to be on camera or actively participate in remote 

learning. Some families reported that their children were often publicly criticized by 
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the teachers if they communicated directly with their parents during class time. For 

example, Mariana Lopez shared an awkward moment when her help was needed but 

not welcomed by her child’s teacher: 

“One day Z was trying to.. uh.. get her attention [the teacher’s] and uh…Z could 

not get her attention and Z comes to me and says - Mommy I need you to help 

me with this - and I am helping Z.. and then Ms. O tells Z. - Z I can help you, 

you can ask me any question - and Z was like - I was trying to ask you but I 

could not get your attention, so I needed to get my Mom. And she [the teacher] 

was not happy, she said - no, don’t do that, don’t talk to your mom!”  

These contradictory messages and expectations not only confused the families and 

the students but also undervalued the family roles as home educators and hindered 

the establishment of a meaningful home-school connection that was vital for the 

success of remote learning.   

Discrimination, Digital Suspension & Punishment 

The most disturbing information, as reported by the family participants, were 

incidents of discrimination, digital suspension, and punishment enacted by school 

personnel. Some families reported that they could not get remote learning supplies 

for their children even though they followed the schools’ instructions sent via emails. 

Two families had to make multiple visits to the schools but did not get any answer 

or explanation from the school personnel. They also reported their beliefs that 

English-speaking families received more attention and support than immigrant 
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families. For example, Thu Nguyen, a Vietnamese mother of two, said in anger: “I 

think they don’t care about us. They discriminate against us, you know. Because we 

do not speak English, they think we don’t know anything. But we know, we know 

very well that they just try to ignore us” (translated from Vietnamese). 

In addition, many family participants often received phone calls and emails 

from classroom teachers and/or administrators, which contained negative messages 

and complaints of their children’s noncompliant behaviors during remote learning. 

For example, certain behaviors were interpreted as “problematic” by classroom 

teachers including moving their bodies/fidgeting, staying unmuted, speaking out of 

turn, using the Zoom chat function, and falling asleep. Four families reported that 

their children even experienced digital discipline, suspension, and punishment 

practices enacted by classroom teachers including:  

(i) being threatened to call parents;  

(ii) being sent to the Zoom’s waiting room for a certain period of time (15-20 

minutes); 

(iii) being blocked from Zoom sessions completely (for 1 or 2 days).  

 For example, Kamila Gutierrez, a mother of two, recalled a moment when she 

had her very first interaction with the school since her son started Kindergarten 

during the pandemic school year: 

“I am at work, I am cleaning, and I cannot take calls,…but when I finally pick up, 

they say, oh your son does not listen to us, your son keeps moving, can you make 
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sure that he sits still and follows [the instruction],… that’s it, when it comes to it, I 

have to stay  home to help him, but how can a 5-year-old child sit still for such a 

long time?” (translated from Spanish) 

Similarly, Maria, an El Salvadorian grandmother of three, shared her grandchild’s 

experience of Zoom suspension. The 10-year-old student found herself blocked from 

Zoom for two days because she fell asleep in the middle of the morning session: “She 

was sleepy, and tired. She had to take care of her sister. Both her parents worked the 

night shifts. But the teacher did not tell us anything. When she finally got in, nobody 

said anything.” (translated from Spanish). Maria did not agree with such practice. She 

found it extremely harsh and unsympathetic – it was hard enough for her family just 

to get all three of her grandchildren online for remote learning every day. As the main 

caregiver, she watched over them while the parents of two children were working at 

the grocery stores; another child’s mother was deported to El Salvador last year. 

Struggling to make ends meet without governmental support, Maria still managed to 

adhere to three different remote learning schedules of her grandchildren. Zoom 

suspension was not only discouraging but also damaged home-school relationships 

and took away the children’ learning opportunities.  

 

Discussion 

 The findings from this study confirm that these immigrant families with young 

bilingual children faced multiple and diverse challenges during the first year of the 
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COVID-19 pandemic. The challenges included their experiences with job loss and 

financial hardship, their fear of COVID-19 infection and loss of family members, their 

concerns of their children’s lack of learning opportunities and excessive screen time, 

and the heightened caregiving load endured by the immigrant mothers. In general, 

these findings echo other research studies confirming how the pandemic effects on 

the livelihoods of immigrant families (Cholera, 2020; Fortuna, 2020; Đoàn et al., 

2021). The findings show how the challenges that immigrant families faced might be 

caused by structural inequities in relation to employment, housing, immigration 

policy, and education.  

 Many immigrant families disproportionally worked in low-wage industries 

that were hit the hardest at the beginning of the pandemic. To those who were 

fortunate to stay employed, their jobs also forced them to work outside of their 

homes. In addition, many immigrant families lived in multigenerational housing 

located in crowded neighborhoods. With limited protective measures implemented 

at both their workplaces and living spaces, these families certainly faced higher risks 

of COVID-19 exposure, infection, and death.  

 To the low-income immigrant families living in poverty, the pandemic certainly 

adds the last drops to the already full cup of adversity that these families had to deal 

with and puts additional social and economic pressures on these families. Despite 

this fact, five low-income immigrant families in this sample, who desperately needed 

financial support, did not receive any unemployment benefits or direct cash 

https://ajph.aphapublications.org/author/%C4%90o%C3%A0n%2C+Lan+N
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assistance. When the first federal relief legislation passed in March 2020, the 

Coronavirus, Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act restricted eligibility and 

excluded 9.3 million unauthorized immigrants from getting stimulus payments 

(Gerlatt et al., 2021). Commenting on discriminatory institutional policies and 

practices, Cross & Benson (2020) said: “the vulnerabilities of the pandemic are 

compounded with the vulnerabilities imposed by policies that have long oppressed 

immigrants” (p. 116). The exclusion of unauthorized immigrants from receiving direct 

cash assistance certainly increased their risks of experiencing food insecurity and 

homelessness and pushed them into the vicious cycle of illness and poverty.    

Moreover, some immigrant families had to cope with the loss of family 

members, especially the elders, which has taken away the protective factors needed 

to survive with both financial and health crises (Fortuna et al., 2020). The families 

who lost their loved ones during the pandemic were forced to change their cultural 

and religious practices related to funerals and afterlife rituals, delaying the mourning 

and grieving processes and furthering the trauma experienced by these families. For 

the immigrant families who lost family members in home countries, they carried not 

only the weight of mourning from afar but also the deep feeling of regret for not 

being able to travel and pay the last visit during the pandemic.  

In addition, the findings show that the immigrant mothers experienced 

additional burdens of juggling multiple care responsibilities. These mothers 

struggled to find resources, and tend to sick family members, elders, and their 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/famp.12578?casa_token=88GuGI3kWfcAAAAA%3A1KiquPv7TiuTsILKf51Go_dGGLBIlchYhaHTVWODXOz65MOjIAkfi6fR6my4QyGNhDW94PmtdKYOrKM#famp12578-bib-0018
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children while comforting and holding their families together during this time of crisis. 

Many pandemic-related studies acknowledge that mothering and care work are 

extremely important to community survival as women provide both physical and 

emotional support to their families and children while receiving much less support 

from others (Fryer, 2020; Hibel et al., 2021; Ornelas et al., 2021; Lee, 2021). Referring 

to the significant increase of gendered labor during the pandemic, feminists have 

coined the term “the third shift” to describe pandemic-related responsibilities carried 

mostly by working women (Power, 2020), in addition to “the second shift” of care 

work and household tasks (Hochschild, 1989). Pre-pandemic, many working 

immigrant mothers heavily relied on schools and low-cost childcare services to 

provide care for their children that enabled them to work and provide for their families 

or to go back to school. Shelter-in-place orders and other pandemic restrictions took 

away these essential services and pushed some of the immigrant mothers into 

quitting their jobs or changing their educational plans to tend for their own children. 

The findings of this study confirm how gender inequalities are exacerbated during 

the pandemic and have a long-term impact on these immigrant mothers: not only 

does it widen the gender gap in economic participation, but it also reduces the 

mothers’ chances to advance their education and career development and puts their 

wellbeing at risk. 

These findings help us understand how the COVID-19 pandemic has 

exacerbated existing inequities and introduced new challenges to immigrant families 
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with young bilingual children. Hence, there is an urgent need to include immigrant 

families in federally funded safety net programs and design better support systems 

for immigrant families to help them weather the pandemic. In addition, we also need 

to bolster existing networks of support including faith-based groups like churches 

and temples, community centers, parks, ethnic organizations, etc. Such networks of 

support are crucial as they are often run by immigrant advocates and community-

based organizers who immigrant families trust, especially in the hostile anti-

immigrant environment with ICE enforcement that prevents immigrants from seeking 

help and gaining access to healthcare services.  

The findings of this study also revealed barriers preventing immigrant families 

from effectively engaging with their children’s school-provided remote learning 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. The barriers include not only the lack of access to 

basic infrastructure such as electricity, internet, and digital devices but also the lack 

of family services and support systems operated in home languages, even in 

immigrant-serving school districts with a high population of students labeled as 

English Learners. It provides more evidence about the disparities in school funding 

and resources (Sosina & Weathers, 2019) and the digital divide between students 

living in under-resourced neighborhoods -- many of them are students of Color, 

immigrants, or children of immigrants -- and their more affluent peers (Francis & 

Weller, 2021). Without reliable connectivity and working devices, many immigrant 

students in this sample could not participate in online learning sessions and complete 
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their learning tasks, hence received less hours of instruction and support from 

classroom teachers. Francis & Weller (2021) explains that “the digital divide has 

emerged as a key reinforcing mechanism of education through wealth and of future 

wealth through education” (p. 15). It also suggests that some districts in the Greater 

Boston Area might not prioritize the needs of immigrant families, especially families 

from low-income backgrounds who are less likely to have broadband internet and 

possess digital devices, when switching to remote learning. The neglect of immigrant 

families’ needs is also reflected in how school communications and technical support 

were operated solely in English in some school districts. While many researchers and 

immigrant advocates have stressed immigrant families' linguistic rights to primary 

language interpretation and translation (Reich et al., 2020), these districts’ failure to 

provide adequate linguistic services further widens the gap between schools and 

immigrant families and prevents immigrant families from supporting their children’s 

remote learning.  

 Even after gaining access to remote learning, many immigrant families could 

not effectively engage with school-provided remote learning. The findings suggest 

that family disengagement with remote learning might be due to scheduling 

challenges and language barriers. In addition, the extreme demands and unrealistic 

expectations set by schools seem to neglect the multiple obstacles and challenges 

that immigrant families and young bilingual students faced during the pandemic. By 

demanding the omnipresence of immigrant families to attend to the children but 
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dismissing their vital roles as home educators, schools continue to operate as the sole 

decision-maker and try to replicate traditional schooling practices in online learning 

space. Not only did the schools not create any reliable support system for the 

immigrant families but also created more barriers to prevent these families from 

meaningfully engaging with their children’s remote learning. Family disengagement 

practices such as discrimination, digital suspension, and punishment enacted by 

school personnel had severely damaged the home-school relationships and 

threatened students’ wellbeing. Similar practices of digital suspension and 

punishment were also reported in Averett’s study (2021) about families with children 

with disabilities. Considering the severe impact of such practices, more studies are 

needed to confirm if schools have replicated the same patterns of discipline and 

punishments such as detention and suspension in remote learning.      

However, it does not mean that remote learning cannot function as a feasible 

education model, especially during times of crisis. It creates a unique opportunity for 

teachers and caregivers to be co-educators and co-facilitators of learning and 

transcends the idea of schooling as not only bounded within the classroom walls 

(Garbe et al., 2020). It helps teachers develop a better understanding of their 

students’ home lives and helps families gain direct access to school curriculum and 

learning schedules. While remote learning is assumed to increase home-school 

contact, the findings of this study suggest that the immigrant families often feel 

unsupported, left out, marginalized, and discriminated against. Unfortunately, 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10534512211051074?casa_token=DRFwp_hkCikAAAAA%3AFH_OR8rTJUJmj7UlxGoxVNl_ATm5DpojOAcXpw1iE_JVe2YPS_GBF5BJm9JWcD4G5ht8w8VQHOfB
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without deliberate considerations of the diversity of students' and families' needs and 

situations during the pandemic, schools continue to operate with the "one-size-fits-

all" model that reproduces and perpetuates cycles of oppression in relation to the 

intersectionality of race, ethnicity, class, immigrant status, and language. 

Consequently, marginalized populations like immigrant families with young bilingual 

children struggle to survive both the pandemic and the education system in isolation. 

Future research should identify working models of family engagement that 

aim to establish reciprocal partnerships with immigrant families within the 

constraints of the pandemic. Moreover, there is the need to document communal 

efforts to create educational experiences that are rooted in the assets and needs of 

immigrant students during times of crisis.  

 

Conclusion 

Situated within the historical moments of the COVID-19 pandemic, this study 

highlights the experiences and challenges of immigrant families and young bilingual 

children and their struggles with school-provided remote learning. The findings of 

this study confirm how the pandemic exacerbated existing social inequities and their 

negative impact on immigrant families and their children. In addition, the study 

reveals how some public schools failed to acknowledge the unique needs of 

immigrant families and young bilingual children and failed to provide adequate 

support to these families and students. The study provides clear evidence of the 
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pandemic-related experiences of immigrant families that helps inform educators, 

school administrators, and policymakers for school re-entry, online learning planning, 

and family engagement initiatives that take into account the diversity of families. It 

advocates for a more inclusive approach in education to meet the needs of immigrant 

families and young bilingual children during and after the pandemic. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   79 

 

References 

Anzures Tapia, A., Mayorga, R., Oliveira, G., Bartlett, L., Kallery, C., Carvajal, C. N., & 

Martinez-Martinez, V. (2017). Negotiating contradictions: Educación among 

Dominican transnational mothers in New York City. Ethnography and 

Education, 12(3), 347-366.  

Auerbach, S. (2007). From moral supporters to struggling advocates: 

Reconceptualizing parent roles in education through the experience of 

working-class families of color. Urban Education, 42(3), 250–283. 

doi:10.1177/0042085907300433. 

Averett, K. H. (2021). Remote learning, COVID-19, and children with 

disabilities. AERA Open, 7, 1-12. doi: 23328584211058471. 

Baquedano-López, P., Alexander, R. A., & Hernández, S. J. (2013). Equity issues in 

parental and community involvement in schools: What teacher educators 

need to know. Review of Research in Education, 37(1), 149–182. 

doi:10.3102/0091732X12459718. 

Barajas-López, F., & Ishimaru, A. M. (2020). “‘Darles el lugar”‘: A place for 

nondominant family knowing in educational equity. Urban Education, 55(1), 

38–65. doi:10.1177/0042085916652179. 

Berkowitz, R. L., Gao, X., Michaels, E. K., & Mujahid, M. S. (2021). Structurally 

vulnerable neighborhood environments and racial/ethnic COVID-19 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085907300433
https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X12459718
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085916652179


   80 

 

inequities. Cities and Health, 5(Suppl 1), S59–S62. 

doi:10.1080/23748834.2020.1792069. 

Carreón, G. P., Drake, C., & Barton, A. C. (2005). The importance of presence: 

Immigrant parents’ school engagement experiences. American Educational 

Research Journal, 42(3), 465–498. doi:10.3102/00028312042003465. 

Chin, M. K., Doan, L. N., Chong, S. K., Wong, J. A., Kwon, S. C., & Yi, S. S. (2021). 

Asian American subgroups and the COVID-19 experience: What we know 

and still don’t know. Health affairs blog. Retrieved from 

https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/forefront.20210519.651079/full/. 

Choi, T. H., & Chiu, M. M. (2021). Toward equitable education in the context of a 

pandemic: Supporting linguistic minority students during remote 

learning. International Journal of Comparative Education and Development, 

23(1), 14–22. doi:10.1108/IJCED-10-2020-0065. 

Cholera, R., Falusi, O. O., & Linton, J. M. (2020). Sheltering in place in a xenophobic 

climate: COVID-19 and children in immigrant families. Pediatrics, 146(1). 

doi:10.1542/peds.2020-1094. 

Cioè-Peña, M. (2022). Remote schooling supports for linguistically diverse parents 

of students with disabilities. Intervention in School and Clinic, 58(2), 110–

117. doi:10.1177/10534512211051074. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/23748834.2020.1792069
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312042003465
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJCED-10-2020-0065
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2020-1094
https://doi.org/10.1177/10534512211051074


   81 

 

Cooper, C. W. (2009). Parent involvement, African American mothers, and the 

politics of educational care. Equity and Excellence in Education, 42(4), 379–

394. doi:10.1080/10665680903228389. 

Creswell, J. W., & Clark, V. L. P. (2017), Designing and conducting mixed methods 

research. Sage Publications. 

Cross, F. L., & Gonzalez Benson, O. (2021). The coronavirus pandemic and 

immigrant communities: A crisis that demands more of the social work 

profession. Affilia, 36(1), 113–119. doi:10.1177/0886109920960832. 

Cureton, A. E. (2020). Strangers in the school: Facilitators and barriers regarding 

refugee parental involvement. Urban Review, 52(5), 924–949. 

doi:10.1007/s11256-020-00580-0. 

Curtin, E. (2005). Teaching practices for ESL students. Multicultural 

Education, 12(3), 22. 

Đoàn, L. N., Chong, S. K., Misra, S., Kwon, S. C., & Yi, S. S. (2021). Immigrant 

communities and COVID-19: Strengthening the public health 

response. American Journal of Public Health, 111(S3)(Suppl. 3), S224–S231. 

doi:10.2105/AJPH.2021.306433. 

Dillon, R., & Nixon, M. (2018). Powerful parent partnerships: Rethinking family 

engagement for student success. Routledge. 

Doucet, F., & Adair, J. (2018). Introduction: A vision for transforming early childhood 

research and practice for young children of immigrants and their families. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10665680903228389
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886109920960832
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-020-00580-0
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2021.306433


   82 

 

Occasional Paper Series. Occasional Paper Series, 2018(39), 2018(39), 1–12. 

doi:10.58295/2375-3668.1268. 

El Nokali, N. E., Bachman, H. J., & Votruba‐Drzal, E. (2010). Parent involvement and 

children’s academic and social development in elementary school. Child 

Development, 81(3), 988–1005. doi:10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01447.x. 

Englund, M. M., Luckner, A. E., Whaley, G. J. L., & Egeland, B. (2004). Children’s 

achievement in early elementary school: Longitudinal effects of parental 

involvement, expectations, and quality of assistance. Journal of Educational 

Psychology, 96(4), 723–730. doi:10.1037/0022-0663.96.4.723. 

Fan, W., & Williams, C. M. (2010). The effects of parental involvement on students’ 

academic self‐efficacy, engagement and intrinsic motivation. Educational 

Psychology, 30(1), 53–74. doi:10.1080/01443410903353302. 

Fennimore, B. S. (2017). Permission not required: The power of parents to disrupt 

educational hypocrisy. Review of Research in Education, 41(1), 159–181. 

doi:10.3102/0091732X16687974. 

Fitzpatrick, K. M., Harris, C., & Drawve, G. (2020). Fear of COVID-19 and the mental 

health consequences in America. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, 

Practice and Policy, 12(Suppl. 1), S17–S21. doi:10.1037/tra0000924. 

Fortuna, L. R., Tolou-Shams, M., Robles-Ramamurthy, B., & Porche, M. V. (2020). 

Inequity and the disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on communities of 

color in the United States: The need for a trauma-informed social justice 

https://doi.org/10.58295/2375-3668.1268
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01447.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.96.4.723
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410903353302
https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X16687974
https://doi.org/10.1037/tra0000924


   83 

 

response. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice and 

Policy, 12(5), 443–445. doi:10.1037/tra0000889. 

Francis, D. V., & Weller, C. E. (2022). Economic inequality, the digital divide, and 

remote learning during COVID-19. Review of Black Political Economy, 49(1), 

41-60. 

Garbe, A., Ogurlu, U., Logan, N., & Cook, P. (2020). COVID-19 and remote learning: 

Experiences of parents with children during the pandemic. American Journal 

of Qualitative Research, 4(3), 45-65. 

García, E., & Weiss, E. (2020). COVID-19 and student performance, equity, and US 

education policy: Lessons from pre-pandemic research to inform relief, 

recovery, and rebuilding. Economic Policy Institute. 

Goodwin, A. L., Cheruvu, R., & Genishi, C. (2012). Responding to multiple diversities 

in early childhood education: How far have we come? In Diversities in early 

childhood education (pp. 15–22). Routledge. 

Gorski, P. C. (2011). Unlearning deficit ideology and the scornful gaze: Thoughts on 

authenticating the class discourse in education. Counterpoints, 402, 152–

173. 

Gross, B., & Opalka, A. (2020). Too many schools leave learning to chance during 

the pandemic. Center on Reinventing Public Education. 

Grosso Richins, L., Hansen-Thomas, H., Lozada, V., South, S., & Stewart, M. A. 

(2021). Understanding the power of Latinx families to support the academic 

https://doi.org/10.1037/tra0000889


   84 

 

and personal development of their children. Bilingual Research Journal, 

44(3), 381–400. doi:10.1080/15235882.2021.1998806. 

Guzmán, B. L., Kouyoumdjian, C., Medrano, J. A., & Bernal, I. (2021). Community 

cultural wealth and immigrant Latino parents. Journal of Latinos and 

Education, 20(1), 78–92. doi:10.1080/15348431.2018.1541801. 

Henderson, A. T., & Mapp, K. L. (2002). A new wave of evidence: The impact of 

school, family, and community connections on student achievement. Annual 

Synthesis, 2002.  

Hibel, L. C., Boyer, C. J., Buhler-Wassmann, A. C., & Shaw, B. J. (2021). The 

psychological and economic toll of the COVID-19 pandemic on Latina 

mothers in primarily low-income essential worker families. Traumatology, 

27(1), 40–47. doi:10.1037/trm0000293.  

Hong, J. Y., Choi, S., & Cheatham, G. A. (2021). Parental stress of Korean immigrants 

in the U.S.: Meeting child and youth’s educational needs amid the COVID-19 

pandemic. Children and Youth Services Review, 127, 106070. 

doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2021.106070. 

Jackson, K. M., Pukys, S., Castro, A., Hermosura, L., Mendez, J., Vohra-Gupta, S., . . . 

and Morales, G. (2018). Using the transformative paradigm to conduct a 

mixed methods needs assessment of a marginalized community: 

Methodological lessons and implications. Evaluation and Program 

Planning, 66, 111–119. doi:10.1016/j.evalprogplan.2017.09.010. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15235882.2021.1998806
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348431.2018.1541801
https://doi.org/10.1037/trm0000293
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2021.106070
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evalprogplan.2017.09.010


   85 

 

Jeynes, W. H. (2005). A meta-analysis of the relation of parental involvement to 

urban elementary school student academic achievement. Urban 

Education, 40(3), 237–269. doi:10.1177/0042085905274540. 

Jeynes, W. H. (2010). The salience of the subtle aspects of parental involvement 

and encouraging that involvement: Implications for school-based 

programs. Teachers College Record: The Voice of Scholarship in 

Education, 112(3), 747–774. doi:10.1177/016146811011200311. 

Krieger, N. (2020). ENOUGH: COVID-19, structural racism, police brutality, 

plutocracy, climate change-and time for health justice, democratic 

governance, and an equitable, sustainable future. American Journal of Public 

Health, 110(11), 1620–1623. doi:10.2105/AJPH.2020.305886. 

Ladson-Billings, G. (2006). From the achievement gap to the education debt: 

Understanding achievement in U.S. schools. Educational Researcher, 35(7), 

3–12. doi:10.3102/0013189X035007003. 

Lai, J., & Widmar, N. O. (2021). Revisiting the digital divide in the COVID‐19 

era. Applied Economic Perspectives and Policy, 43(1), 458–464. 

doi:10.1002/aepp.13104. 

Larrotta, C., & Yamamura, E. K. (2011). A community cultural wealth approach to 

Latina/Latino parent involvement: The promise of family literacy. Adult Basic 

Education and Literacy Journal, 5(2), 74–83.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085905274540
https://doi.org/10.1177/016146811011200311
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2020.305886
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X035007003
https://doi.org/10.1002/aepp.13104


   86 

 

Lee, H. (2021). Mothering and family language policy during a pandemic: An 

analysis of Korean immigrant mothers’ narratives. Mothers, mothering, and 

COVID-19: Dispatches from the pandemic. (2)690014. 

doi:10.3389/fpubh.2021.690014 

McWayne, C., Hampton, V., Fantuzzo, J., Cohen, H. L., & Sekino, Y. (2004). A 

multivariate examination of parent involvement and the social and academic 

competencies of urban kindergarten children. Psychology in the 

Schools, 41(3), 363–377. doi:10.1002/pits.10163. 

Moll, L. C., Amanti, C., Neff, D., & Gonzalez, N. (1992). Funds of knowledge for 

teaching: Using a qualitative approach to connect homes and 

classrooms. Theory into Practice, 31(2), 132–141. 

doi:10.1080/00405849209543534.  

Posey-Maddox, L. (2013). Professionalizing the PTO: Race, class, and shifting 

norms of parental engagement in a city public school. American Journal of 

Education, 119(2), 235-260.  

Power, K. (2020). The COVID-19 pandemic has increased the care burden of 

women and families. Sustainability: Science, Practice and Policy, 16(1), 67-

73. 

Rodriguez, G. M. (2013). Power and agency in education: Exploring the pedagogical 

dimensions of funds of knowledge. Review of Research in Education, 37(1), 

87–120. doi:10.3102/0091732X12462686. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2021.690014
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.10163
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405849209543534
https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X12462686


   87 

 

Sayer, P., & Braun, D. (2020). The disparate impact of COVID‐19 remote learning on 

English learners in the United States. TESOL Journal, 11(3), e00546. 

doi:10.1002/tesj.546. 

Schippers, M. C. (2020). For the Greater Good? The devastating ripple effects of the 

Covid-19 crisis. Frontiers in Psychology, 11, 577740. 

doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2020.577740. 

Sénéchal, M., & LeFevre, J. A. (2002). Parental involvement in the development of 

children’s reading skill: A five‐year longitudinal study. Child 

Development, 73(2), 445–460. doi:10.1111/1467-8624.00417. 

Soltero-González, L., & Gillanders, C. (2021). Rethinking home-school partnerships: 

Lessons learned from Latinx parents of young children during the COVID-19 

era. Early Childhood Education Journal, 49(5), 965–976. 

doi:10.1007/s10643-021-01210-4. 

Sosina, V. E., & Weathers, E. S. (2019). Pathways to inequality: Between-district 

segregation and racial disparities in school district expenditures. AERA 

Open, 5(3). doi: 2332858419872445. 

  

https://doi.org/10.1002/tesj.546
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.577740
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00417
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-021-01210-4


   88 

 

 

Sugarman, J., & Lazarín, M. (2020). Educating English Learners during the COVID-

19 pandemic: Policy ideas for states and school districts. Migration Policy 

Institute. 

Tuck, E. (2009). Suspending damage: A letter to communities. Harvard Educational 

Review, 79(3), 409–428. doi:10.17763/haer.79.3.n0016675661t3n15. 

Valdés, G. (1996), Con respeto: Bridging the distances between culturally diverse 

families and schools: An ethnographic portrait. Teacher’s College Press. 

Weiss, H. B., Kreider, H. E., Lopez, M., & Chatman-Nelson, C. E. (2010). Preparing 

educators to engage families: Case studies using an ecological systems 

framework. Sage Publications. 

Workie, E., Hinkle, L., deDufour, A., & Lacarte, V. (2022). Advancing digital equity 

among immigrant youth. Retrieved from 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/mpi-digital-

equity-2021_final.pdf. Migration Policy Institute.

https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.79.3.n0016675661t3n15
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/mpi-digital-equity-2021_final.pdf
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/mpi-digital-equity-2021_final.pdf


   89 

 

 
SECTION III. IN RESISTANCE 

Home Connection: Development, Implementation, and Evaluation of a Family 

Engagement and Home Learning Program During the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 

Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic caused serious social disruptions and posed significant 

challenges to all families, especially immigrant families from low-income backgrounds. 

In particular, immigrant families with young bilingual children who speak languages 

other than English faced numerous barriers as they struggled to navigate remote 

learning with their children without adequate language and technological support. 

There is an urgent need to design action plans that strive to mitigate the negative 

educational impact of the pandemic on immigrant families with young bilingual children. 

To address the immediate needs of immigrant families during the first year of the 

pandemic, this transformative mixed methods study presents a family engagement and 

home learning program called the Home Connection. This program was collaboratively 

designed and implemented to support 20 immigrant families with 42 young bilingual 

children from the Metro and Greater Boston Areas. Focusing on the development, 

implementation, and evaluation of the Home Connection program, findings from this 
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study demonstrate how the family participants actively engaged with and positively 

evaluated this program.  

Keywords: immigrant families, bilingual students, community-based research, 

family engagement, transformative mixed methods, COVID-19 pandemic 
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Introduction 

 The COVID-19 pandemic caused serious social disruptions and posed significant 

challenges to all families, especially immigrant families from low-income backgrounds. 

These families have limited access to healthcare and social services, overrepresent the 

essential workforce, and live in structurally vulnerable neighborhoods with crowded 

housing that make them more vulnerable to the COVID-19 virus (Berkowitz et al., 2020; 

Fortuna, 2020). During this time of turmoil, anti-immigration sentiments and racial 

unrest also negatively impacted immigrant families and heightened their risks of facing 

discrimination, bigotry, and violence (Cholera et al., 2020).  

 To mitigate the spread of the virus at the beginning of the pandemic in 2020, 

school closures were enacted, and home quarantine was enforced across fifty US states. 

Most school districts made a sudden shift to emergency remote learning without much 

preparation and consideration of students’ diverse needs and their families’ situations 

(Office of Civil Rights, 2021). It created numerous barriers for immigrant families with 

young bilingual children who speak languages other than English, especially 

newcomers who were taking their initial steps to settle down and build their homes in a 

new place. During the first year of pandemic schooling, many immigrant families 

struggled to navigate remote learning with their children without adequate language 

and technological support. To immigrant families living in under-resourced communities, 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23748834.2020.1792069
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23748834.2020.1792069
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the lack of access to electricity, internet, reliable technological devices, and learning 

resources made remote learning an impossible mission (see Paper 1). 

 There was an urgent need to design action plans that strive to mitigate and 

redress the negative educational impact of the pandemic on immigrant families and 

young bilingual children. Many researchers have advocated for multisectoral 

community-based approaches to rapidly respond to the unprecedented challenges of 

the pandemic and address social, health, economic, and educational inequities (Falicov 

et al., 2020; Endale et al., 2020; Cross & Benson, 2020; Suarez-Balcazar et al., 2020; 

Salma & Giri, 2021; Weieland et al., 2022). Action-oriented scholars have argued for 

practical solutions to help immigrant families gain access to healthcare (Suarez-Balcazar 

et al., 2020), social services (Cross & Benson, 2020), teletherapy and psychological 

support (Endale et al., 2020; Falicov et al., 2020), and education services (Kaiper-

Marquez et al., 2020). Collectively, this body of research presents possibilities where 

reciprocal partnerships between researchers and community members were established 

and maintained to drive collective actions during times of crises.  

 Situated within this line of action-oriented scholarship, this transformative mixed 

methods study (Mertens, 2003) employed a community-based approach to support 20 

immigrant families7 with 42 young bilingual children from the Metro and Greater Boston 

 
7 In this study, the term “family” is purposely used to include not only parents but also older 
siblings and multigenerational caregivers  
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Areas. To address the immediate needs of these immigrant families and their children, 

the principal researcher collaborated with community partners and immigrant families 

to collectively design a family engagement and home learning program called the Home 

Connection. Focusing on the development, implementation, and evaluation of the Home 

Connection program, findings from this study demonstrate how the family and child 

participants actively engaged with and positively evaluated this equity-focused family 

engagement and home learning program.  

 

Literature Review  

Socioeconomic Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Immigrant Families  

 There have been a myriad of factors contributing to the disproportionate impacts 

of the pandemic on immigrant families. Many immigrant families work in essential 

sectors such as service, food, construction, and agriculture that took the hardest hit in 

the beginning of the pandemic, resulting in more job losses and higher risks of work 

hours being cut (Gelatt et al., 2021). As reported by Pew Research Center, the 

unemployment rate of foreign-born workers rose from 4% to 15.3% in the second 

quarter of 2020 (Kochhar & Bennetti, 2021). For those who were fortunate to keep their 

jobs, remote working was usually not an option. Many immigrant families were essential 

frontline workers who had to cope with difficult, high-pressured, and unsafe working 
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conditions with limited protective measures in place. Furthermore, immigrant families, 

especially those from low-income backgrounds, tend to take public transportation and 

live in multigenerational housing in overcrowded and under-resourced neighborhoods 

that made it harder for these families to comply to social distancing, home quarantine, 

and other COVID-19 safety measures (Cholera et al., 2020). For these reasons, 

immigrant families suffered from significantly higher rates of COVID-19 infection and 

death (Office of Immigration Statistics, 2021). Even when contracting the virus, some 

immigrant families, especially unauthorized families, were afraid to seek testing and 

treatment due to the lack of insurance, the lack of low-cost healthcare services, and/or 

fear of immigration enforcement such as detention and deportation (Capps & Gelatt, 

2020).  

 Although immigrant families are among the most vulnerable populations that 

experienced the hardest toll during the pandemic, many of these families also have 

limited access to public benefits, healthcare, and social services. For example, 

unauthorized and mixed-status families were unprotected and purposely excluded from 

federally funded COVID-19 safety net programs such as unemployment insurance and 

stimulus payments through the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) 

Act (Gomez & Merez, 2021). Even if they were eligible for some pandemic relief 

programs, immigrant families also faced multiple barriers related to language, culture, 

and technology to get essential information and gain access to available services. It 



   95 

 

certainly placed tremendous social and economic pressures on immigrant families to 

sustain their family lives and support their children.  

 

Bilingual Students’ Schooling Experiences in the US Classrooms  

There are more than 5 million bilingual students in the US public schools, most 

of whom are immigrants or children of immigrants (Jimenez-Castellanos & Garcia, 

2017). Labeled as English learners, bilingual students are often minoritized, 

marginalized, and underserved (American Psychological Association, Presidential Task 

Force on Educational Disparities, 2012). These students need specialized support to 

sustain their home languages, acquire English as an additional language, and learn new 

academic content across different subject areas. Many education scholars have provided 

evidence for and strongly recommended the use of culturally and linguistically 

responsive pedagogy to meet bilingual students’ learning needs, support their positive 

identity development, and foster their sense of belonging (Villegas, 1991; Herrera et al., 

2012; Gay, 2014; Hollie, 2017; Zhang-Wu, 2017). Unfortunately, schools often fail to 

acknowledge these students’ full cultural and linguistic repertoire and often devalue 

their families’ and communities’ funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992). Education 

policies and programs designed to serve this population have often treated bilingualism 

as a problem and English monolingualism, in the specific form of standard academic 

English, as the only desired outcome (Garcia & Torres, 2009; Hinton, 2016). In addition, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44668702?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44668702?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
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these programs rarely address structural challenges that prevent bilingual students 

from accessing equitable educational opportunities and getting learning resources in the 

first place. As studies have shown, bilingual students tend to attend segregated and 

underfunded schools (Knight & Mendoza, 2017), many being tracked into lower-level 

classes (Callahan, 2005; Sung, 2018) and taught oversimplified curriculum by less 

experienced teachers (Gándara et al., 2003). Struggling to survive in multiculturally 

deficient spaces with hegemonic structures (Nieto, 2017), bilingual students often suffer 

from discrimination (Pérez Huber, 2011), microaggressions (Steketee et al., 2021), 

linguistic racism (Baker-Bell, 2020), and linguistic violence (Garza Ayala, 2022). 

 

The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Bilingual Students   

The COVID-19 pandemic magnified existing educational equities and introduces 

new challenges to bilingual students. The shift to remote learning placed these students 

in an extremely disadvantaged position including multiple new barriers. Remote 

learning requires access to high-speed internet and reliable working devices that many 

bilingual students, especially students from low-income backgrounds and attending 

low-resourced schools do not have (Vogels, 2021). Bilingual students encountered not 

only infrastructure barriers but also linguistic, digital, and cultural barriers of an English-

only online learning environment in an unfamiliar education system. With their families 

working out of home, some bilingual students had to navigate remote learning alone. In 
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many instances, older bilingual students have to juggle academic tasks while providing 

care for their younger siblings (Kirsch, 2020). Some even had to get jobs to help their 

families overcome financial hardship (Newberry, 2021).   

Remote learning also poses many challenges for young bilingual children, 

especially those who were just starting their first year of formal schooling: these 

beginners lean heavily on in-person interactions and non-verbal cues to develop their 

proficiency in an additional language and learn both academic content and school norms 

(Choi & Chiu, 2021). Through an online platform with limited human contact, these 

young students had difficulty understanding academic content and learning tasks, all 

provided solely in English. To young bilingual children, participating in remote learning 

required substantial adult support: from operating technological devices to navigating 

different online platforms and learning apps, and then following a complicated schedule. 

In order to fully engage with online learning sessions, young bilingual children needed 

co-participation and facilitation of their primary caregivers. Unfortunately, many 

caregivers from immigrant families had to work out of home and struggled to meet their 

basic needs during the pandemic. For those who were able to stay at home with their 

children, they might not be able to offer substantial help, particularly in the absence of 

resources, linguistic support, and adequate information needed to navigate learning 

expectations from teachers, schools, and districts (Sayer & Braun, 2020).  
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Furthermore, many districts made the transition to emergency remote learning 

without sufficient resources, technological knowledge, and teacher training (Lake, 

2020). As reported by numerous schools during the transition, not all teachers could 

quickly adapt culturally and linguistically responsive teaching practices to remote 

learning while prioritizing the specific needs of bilingual students (Cushing-Leubner et 

al., 2021). For these reasons, bilingual students were particularly impacted by the 

pandemic and were often left behind amid emergency remote learning. In some districts, 

the situation was so difficult that many logged out of schools, resulting in the surge in 

chronic absenteeism among bilingual students in the pandemic school year (Bamberger, 

2021).  

 

Multisectoral Community-Based Approaches to Support Immigrant Families During 

the Pandemic  

 Recognizing that the COVID-19 pandemic was not only a public health crisis but 

carried economic, social, psychological, and educational consequences, many scholars 

have tried to move beyond their disciplinary boundaries and traditional practices to meet 

new professional demands and fulfill social responsibilities. In order to rapidly respond 

to complex problems such as a global pandemic, the field required innovative solutions 

and multisectoral partnerships to draw on “diverse experiences, skills, and knowledge” 

and to drive collective actions (Suarez-Balcazar, 2020). Calling it the whole-of-society 
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approach, the World Health Organization (WHO) strongly encouraged multisectoral 

stakeholders, academia included, to collaborate closely with public and private sectors, 

communities, and families to tackle pandemic-related problems together. Compared to 

governmental institutions and state agencies, community-based and grassroots 

organizations have more experiences in serving historically underserved and 

marginalized communities. These organizations have been proactive in providing 

support to immigrant families, facilitating immigrant integration and receptivity, and 

fostering their sense of belonging (Jiménez, 2011; Rodriguez et al., 2018). During the 

pandemic, many community-based and grassroots organizations have stepped up to fill 

the gaps in meeting immigrant families’ pressing needs, but they have also faced 

multiple challenges such as overstretching their limited budgets, maintaining their own 

staffing, and doing community outreach under the constraints of COVID-19 quarantine 

(Bernstein et al., 2020). These organizations certainly need more funding and support to 

sustain their services. For these reasons, many scholars have adopted the multisectoral 

community-based approaches to collaborate closely with community-based 

organizations to funnel funding and resources to underserved communities and to create 

better services to mitigate the negative effects of the pandemic on these communities 

(Falicov et al., 2020; Endale et al., 2020; Cross & Benson, 2020; Suarez-Balcazar et al., 

2020; Salma & Giri, 2021; Weieland et al., 2022).  
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 Multisectoral community-based scholarship embraces “true collaboration 

between community members who understand their community needs and possible 

solutions, and professionals who are willing to listen and to learn” (Falicov et al., 2020, 

p. 866). For example, Wieland et al. (2022) documented how academics, health experts, 

and community partners co-created messages to deliver credible COVID-19 information 

to African and Hispanic immigrant populations. The study emphasizes how the use of 

bidirectional communication helped accelerate responses to address communities’ 

concerns and obstacles and to facilitate connection of community members to essential 

resources. Similarly, Washburn (2022) reported on community-academic partnerships 

that aimed to improve equitable access to COVID-19 testing, data, communication, and 

vaccination. The study highlights that such partnerships ensured that community 

partners’ voices were heard, and their perspectives were included in the decision-making 

process. Falicov et al. (2020) explained how the pandemic taught their research team to 

become more flexible in terms of time and space to overcome pandemic-related 

constraints and to attend to communities’ basic needs such as food, transportation, 

translation, and interpretation services. In this study, an interdisciplinary team of 

physicians, pharmacy teams, medical staff, and social workers collaborated closely with 

promotoras (experienced and trusted community members) to provide not only physical 

and mental healthcare but also cultural and emotional support to Latinx immigrant 

communities. The promotoras understood communities’ challenges and valued cultural 
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practices of patients. Their roles as community connectors, health facilitators, and 

advisors were essential in connecting immigrant patients with much needed services 

during times of crisis.  

 These studies have informed the current investigation and illustrated the 

possibilities of research that engages with communities in social action. Adopting a 

community-based approach also means explicitly addressing social inequities and 

recognizing how “the vulnerabilities of the pandemic are compounded with the 

vulnerabilities imposed by policies that have long oppressed immigrants” (Cross & 

Benson, 2020, p. 116). This line of research often adopts an intersectional lens 

(Crenshaw, 2017) to understand how overlapping forces of oppression hinder 

immigrant families’ survival and wellbeing and seeks concrete solutions from the ground 

up. It shifts the focus from creating individual-focused intervention programs to 

redesigning social support systems to funnel resources, increase access, and equip 

communities. The ultimate goal of community-based projects is to enable marginalized 

communities “to take control of their own context and circumstances” (Suarez-Balcazar, 

2020, p. 219). Moreover, actively engaging communities in the process of designing 

support systems leads to more effective capacity building, stronger program impact, and 

longer-term sustainability (Suarez-Balcazar, 2020; Salma & Giri, 2021).  
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The Current Study  

 Learning from multisectoral community-based research, the current study aimed 

to establish meaningful and reciprocal partnerships among the researcher-educator, 

community organizers, and immigrant families to collectively solve pandemic-related 

educational problems and advance educational equities. Specifically, this transformative 

mixed methods study was collaboratively designed to support 20 immigrant families 

with 42 young bilingual children from the Metro and Greater Boston Areas. The 

community and family partners participated in the co-design, implementation, and 

evaluation of a family engagement and home learning program called the Home 

Connection. Guided by the equitable collaboration framework (Ishimaru, 2017), the 

Home Connection program was created to recognize and leverage the families’ 

collective strengths and their existing capacities to mitigate the negative forces of the 

pandemic. It centered the crucial roles of immigrant families as home educators and 

aimed to equip and engage immigrant families whose skills, knowledge, and 

sociocultural resources were highly valued and prioritized. Finally, it aimed to improve 

remote learning experiences for the young bilingual children participating in the 

program, to elevate intergenerational home learning, and to foster community building. 
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Theoretical Framework 

 To enhance family engagement efforts, this study relies heavily on the conceptual 

framework of equitable collaboration (Ishimaru, 2017). Rooted in critical scholarship, 

this framework pushes back against deficit-based narratives that frame immigrant 

families as not valuing education, not trying hard enough, or lacking sociocultural capital 

and knowledge needed for successful engagement; hence, always in need of remedies 

(Valencia, 2010). It also challenges traditional family involvement practices that are 

often centralized around White middle-class norms and with the sole purpose of forced 

assimilation and acculturation (Levine-Rasky, 2009).    

 Looking through an equity-focused lens, the framework presents multiple 

strategies that constitute equitable collaboration with nondominant families and 

communities. These strategies aligned with the purpose of this research and the goals 

to support immigrant families and their children. Specifically, it emphasizes enacting 

systemic change through shared responsibilities and collective efforts. Equitable 

collaboration aims to build capacities and establish reciprocal relationships with families 

rather than merely providing services and support needed for their own children’s 

academic success. Shifting the focus from the individual to the collective, equitable 

collaboration with families aims to “facilitate advocacy and leadership to benefit all the 

children in a school or community” (Ishimaru, 2017, p. 7). In addition, equitable 

collaboration strategies aim to identify and leverage existing resources and families’ 
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funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992). Lastly, it cultivates relational power among 

families, community members, and educators to not only increase access to educational 

opportunities but also to transform schools systematically.  

 Within the context of this study, the equitable collaboration framework was used 

to inform the design and implementation of different components of the Home 

Connection program. Considering the special context of the pandemic, collective efforts 

to transform “schools” were redirected to foster family connection, community building, 

and collective healing during home quarantine.  

 

Research Design 

The research design of study follows the cyclical model for transformative mixed 

methods research (Mertens, 2003). Drawing from community-based participatory 

research, the transformative mixed methods design prioritizes community engagement 

throughout the whole research process: from defining the research problems based on 

communal needs, creating concrete social action plans, to making research decisions in 

terms of data collection and analysis, and evaluating the implementation of the 

solutions. The research process depends on: 
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(i) the establishment of trusting relationships between the principal researcher 

and the research partners (in this case, community organizers and immigrant 

families)  

(ii) the co-design and development of culturally, linguistically responsive, and 

equitable evaluation instruments, and  

(iii) awareness of power dynamics and willingness to address it at every research 

phase.  

 For more information on the transformative research cycle, please refer to Figure 

1. In this project, multiple sources of data were collected and analyzed to serve the 

purposes of each research phase and answer the research question. Each phase is 

described with more details in later sections.   
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Figure 1 

Transformative Mixed Methods Model 
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Partnering with Immigrant Families and Community Organizers 

In this project, I collaborated closely with two community organizers referred to 

as community partners and three immigrant families referred to as family partners in this 

paper. These partners helped me recruit family participants, participated in the design, 

implementation, and evaluation of the Home Connection program. The community 

Phase 1: Problem Definition 

QUANTITATIVE QUALITATIVE 

Family Survey Questionnaire  Family Interview 1 

 

Phase 2: Development & Implementation of  the Home Connection Program 
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Phase 3: Family Evaluation of the Home Connection Program 
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partners worked for two immigrant-serving community organizations located in the 

Metro Boston Area and had been supporting immigrant families through multiple 

pandemic-responsive programs. I was connected to these community partners by 

immigrant-serving school districts and Camila Rivas, whose role and involvement in the 

Home Connection program was explained in the Introduction. The family partners were 

recommended by both Camila Rivas and the community partners. These partners were 

first-generation immigrants speaking Spanish, Portuguese, and Vietnamese who had 

been living in the neighborhoods for a long time that allowed them to build trusting 

relationships with many family participants. All family partners’ children also 

participated in the learning activities of the Home Connection program.  

Sampling 

 Criteria-based snowball sampling was used to recruit family participants 

(Atkinson & Flint, 2004). Snowball sampling is an effective recruitment method as it 

helps connect with isolated communities under restricted conditions affected by COVID-

19 and leverages the existing acquaintances among families and partners (Sadler et al., 

2010). The final sample includes 20 immigrant families with 42 bilingual children (age 

range: 4-10 years old) participating in the Home Connection program at different times. 

The first group of families (10 families and 15 children) participated from September to 
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November 2020. The second group of families (10 families and 27 children) participated 

from January to March 2021.  

Positionality 

 This study carries certain assumptions, beliefs, and biases centered around my 

multiple roles in the research site: education researcher, early childhood educator, and 

immigrant mother. I am a cisgender married Vietnamese woman with children, which 

puts me in an advantaged position to conduct research with young children and families. 

While sharing language and cultural skills with some of the families, I did not assume 

that I understood the experiences of these diverse families during the pandemic and was 

open to learning from them about their desires and challenges. For this project, my 

cultural and linguistic competency allowed me to communicate and collaborate more 

effectively with Vietnamese families who speak different dialects and migrate from 

different regions of Vietnam. To collaborate with other families with whom I do not share 

a linguistic background, I relied mostly on my community and family partners, language 

brokers within the families, and translation apps. While the cultural and language 

barriers posed certain challenges to me, I also saw it as a learning opportunity and a 

realistic projection of a teacher in a multilingual multicultural classroom who often needs 

to work with a linguistically and culturally diverse population of children and families. It 

certainly diminished my power as “the knower” in this context and forced me and my 
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community/family partners to acknowledge and appreciate our interdependence in the 

process of co-construction of knowledge.   

 

Phase 1. Problem Definition 

Family Survey Questionnaire 

All 20 family participants completed a Qualtrics survey questionnaire including 

50 open-ended and multiple-choice questions (4-point and 5-point Likert scale). The 

questionnaire was available in multiple languages: English, Spanish, and Vietnamese 

and was organized into four sections: (i) Demographics (20 items), (ii) Language 

Practices (7 items), (iii) COVID-19 Pandemic Experience (7 items), and (iv) Remote 

Learning Experience (16 items). The questionnaire was sent via email to 12 families who 

were able to read, write, and respond to an online web-based survey. For the remaining 

8 families, the content of the questionnaire was orally explained by the researcher in 

Vietnamese (4 families) or by the community/family partners in Spanish (4 families). 

These families responded to the questionnaire orally using their home languages.  

Family Interview 1 

All primary caregivers, most of whom were immigrant mothers, participated in a 

semi-structured 1-hour interview. This interview was purposely conducted before the 

families joined the Home Connection program with the following goals: 
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(i) to gain a deeper understanding of the families’ backgrounds and their 

pandemic-related challenges  

(ii) to learn about the families’ remote learning experiences, especially on 

what barriers prevented the primary caregivers and their children from 

effectively engaging with remote learning provided by their school 

districts. 

This interview was conducted online with 12 families who had access to digital devices, 

were more familiar with the Zoom platform, and would be able to log into Zoom with 

minimum support. To the other eight families who did not have access to devices and/or 

needed more technological support, this interview was conducted in-person during 

home visits with social distancing practices.   

 

Phase 2. Development & Implementation of the Home Connection Program 

Home Visits 

To establish trust and build relationships with the family participants, the 

researcher and community/family partners made multiple in-person and virtual home 

visits to the families during the program. The purposes of these visits were:   

(i) to document the families’ current access to resources and services  

(ii) to provide and connect the families with essential services  
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(iii) to provide digital devices and/or technological support as needed  

(iv) to gather the families’ funds of knowledge and learn about their 

sociocultural and multilingual practices, 

(v) to learn about the children’s learning interests 

During these visits, the researcher took field notes and photos and used these data to 

inform the design of the Home Connection program.  

Communal Correspondence 

All social interactions and communal correspondence among the researcher-

educator, the community/family partners and the family participants were documented 

by the researcher. This set of data included text messages and photos of the families 

and their children’s engagement with the program. The photos of the children’s learning 

activities and their works were taken by the primary caregivers and sent to the 

researcher via different platforms including WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger, WeChat, 

and SMS text messages.  

All data collected through Phase 1 interviews and Phase 2 home visits and 

correspondence were used to inform the development of the Home Connection 

program. 

 

Phase 3. Family Evaluation of the Home Connection Program 
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Evaluation Form 

 Family participants were asked to complete web-based evaluation forms three 

times during their participation in the program. The forms included 5 open-ended and 

5 multiple-choice questions (5-point Likert scale). This evaluation form included three 

main sections related to (i) the picture books, (ii) the learning boxes, and (iii) the online 

learning activities (see Appendix G. Family Evaluation Form). This form was available 

via Qualtrics in different languages including Vietnamese, Spanish, and English. Child-

friendly evaluation forms with a 3-point rating scale and visual items were also sent to 

the families to obtain child participants’ evaluation (see Appendix H. Child Evaluation 

Form).  

 The evaluation form was sent via email to 12 families who were able to read, 

write, and respond to an online web-based survey. For the remaining 8 families, the 

hardcopy of the evaluation form was sent to the families to fill out. This evaluation form 

was sent at Week 3, Week 6, and Week 10 of the program to gather the families’ 

feedback for each set of the learning boxes with the purpose of using the families’ 

suggestions to continuously improve the program.  

Family Interview 2 

The second interview was conducted at the end of the Home Connection program 

to learn about the families’ overall experiences with the program. By the end of the 

program, all adult and child participants were already familiar with the Zoom platform 
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and could troubleshoot their devices themselves. Therefore, all interviews were 

conducted online via Zoom. As the children’s experiences and their evaluation were 

highly valued, both primary caregivers, most of whom were immigrant mothers, and 

their children were asked to participate in the second interview together. Additional 

interviews were also conducted with three family partners and two community partners 

who took more active roles in the program to gather their feedback on the impact of the 

program and future directions for the program.  

 

Data Analyses 

Quantitative 

Family Survey Questionnaire 

The data were analyzed directly on Qualtrics to obtain descriptive statistics to 

build the family profiles (see Table 1, Paper 1) and to determine how the families ranked 

different aspects of their home lives and remote learning experiences (see Paper 1 of 

this dissertation for more detail).  

Program Evaluation Forms 

The data were analyzed directly on Qualtrics to reflect the families’ ranking of 

different components of the Curriculum including (i) picture books, (ii) learning boxes, 

and (iii) online learning sessions. The rapid feedback evaluation method (McNell et al., 

2004) was employed to capture the families’ ongoing experiences. After that, the 
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researcher quickly revise each set of the picture books and learning boxes and make 

changes to the online learning sessions according to the families’ feedback.  

 

Qualitative 

Family Interview 1 

The first set of interview data collected during Phase 1: Problem Definition were 

transcribed, translated into English, and transferred to MAXQDA for thematic coding 

analysis (Saldaña, 2012). In the first cycle of coding, this set of interview data were 

deductively categorized into two main topics: (i) pandemic-related challenges and (ii) 

barriers to engage with remote learning, which were also aligned with the questions 

outlined in the family survey questionnaire. From each transcript, recurring statements 

and phrases directly related to the two main topics were highlighted, extracted from 

transcripts, and prescribed meanings (aka, codes). In the second cycle of coding, similar 

codes were clustered into themes and common themes across most transcripts were 

determined. After that, the researcher engaged in a participants’ check process by 

selecting four focal families and confirming with them about the selected statements 

and interpretations of these statements to validate the findings. 

Family Interview 2 
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The second set of interview data collected during Phase 3: Family Evaluation of 

the Curriculum were transcribed and translated into English. This set of interview data 

was categorized deductively to reflect the families’ evaluation of each component of the 

program including: (i) Connection, (ii) Curriculum, and (iii) Community. From each 

transcript, recurring statements and phrases directly related to each component were 

highlighted, extracted from transcripts, and prescribed meanings (aka, codes). In the 

second cycle of coding, codes were clustered into two predetermined sub-themes: (i) 

affordances and (ii) constraints related to each program component. The affordances 

were reported in the finding section and the constraints were reported in the limitations 

and future directions section.  

 All field notes, text messages, and photos taken during the program were used 

to further illustrate how the families engaged with the program and to triangulate the 

research findings. After that, the principal researcher conducted a participants’ check 

with the community and family partners by presenting the preliminary findings of both 

affordances and constraints of the program to validate these findings and to collect the 

families’ suggestions and ideas on how to improve the program in the future.  

 

Findings 
Phase 1: Problem Definition 
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The findings revealed that these immigrant families faced multiple challenges to 

sustain their home lives during the pandemic. They also struggled to gain access and 

engage with school-provided remote learning. In summary, findings show that when 

describing their pandemic-related experiences, family participants reported feeling 

stressed and overwhelmed because of the following factors:  

i. job loss & financial hardship,  

ii. fear of COVID-19 infection & loss of family members,  

iii. their children's lack of learning opportunities & excessive screen time, 

iv. heightened caregiving load for immigrant mother 

As identified by the immigrant families, they also faced multiple barriers to access and 

engage with remote learning. These barriers were mostly related to the following 

categories: (i) infrastructure, (ii) curriculum & instruction, and (iii) family engagement (see 

Table 1). 

Table 1 

Immigrant Families’ Barriers to Engage with Remote Learning 

Infrastructure Curriculum & Instruction Family (Dis)engagement 

Lack of electricity and high-
speed internet  
 

Complicated learning 
schedule that did not take 
into consideration the 
families’ working schedules 
and settings 

Lack of social connection and 
family engagement practices   
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Lack of reliable technological 
devices and technological 
support  
 

Lack of culturally and 
linguistically responsive 
educational resources  

Microaggressions and 
discriminatory practices 
enacted by school personnel 
 

Lack of language services 
such as translation and 
interpretation for the families 
who speak languages other 
than English  

Lack of developmentally 
appropriate, culturally, and 
linguistically responsive 
pedagogical practices 

Digital discipline, suspension, 
and punishment enacted by 
classroom teachers via Zoom  

 

 

Phase II: Development & Implementation of the Home Connection Program  

 After identifying the immigrant families’ pandemic-related challenges and the 

barriers that prevent them from successfully engaging with remote learning, the 

researcher-educator, community partners, and family partners engaged in multiple 

discussions and started planning for actions. We designed the Home Connection 

program8 to include three key components (see Figure 2): 

(i) Connection: providing/connecting the families with essential services and 

helping the families gain access to remote learning  

(ii) Curriculum: providing developmentally appropriate, culturally & linguistically 

responsive, remote learning experiences for the young bilingual children  

 
8 This program was funded by multiple sources including the COVID-19 Rapid Response 
Student Success Grant by the NEA Foundation, the Equity Grant by American Educational 
Research Association-Division C Teaching & Learning, and crowdfunding sources through the 
collective efforts of community organizers and immigrant families participating in the program. 
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(iii) Community: establishing reciprocal relationships with families, creating a safe 

space for the families to share their knowledge, resources, and strategies to 

improve the children’s learning experiences, and fostering community building 

by connecting the families from within and across communities 

 
 
Figure 2 
The Key Components of the Home Connection Program 

 

 The design of the Home Connection program was firmly grounded in the 

equitable collaboration framework of family engagement to build a strong partnership 

with the family participants and to recognize the crucial roles of the families as co-

designers, co-educators, co-researchers, and co-evaluators in this program. We 

acknowledge that the Home Connection program was not a panacea that aimed to solve 

all pandemic-related problems and remote learning challenges that these immigrant 

  

 Connection 

 

Provide and/or connect 
families with essential 
services 
Helping the families gain 
access to remote learning 

 Curriculum 

 

Provide developmentally 
appropriate, culturally & 
linguistically responsive, 
remote learning 
experiences for the young 
bilingual children  

 Community 

 

Establish reciprocal 
relationships with families 
Foster community building 
by connecting the families 
from within and across 
communities 
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families were facing. Taking into consideration the temporal and spatial constraints 

created by the pandemic, we intentionally and collectively designed this program to 

meet some of the basic needs of the families but focused mainly on helping the families 

gain access to remote learning and improving the children’s remote learning 

experiences. 

 

Connection  

To address the families’ pandemic-related challenges, we partnered up with two 

community-based organizations and one faith-based organization from the red-zone 

neighborhoods in the Greater Boston Areas to provide and/or connect the families with 

basic services including: 

● Delivering free groceries and home-cooked meals to the families infected 

with COVID-19 

● Sending text messages in home languages to inform the families about 

COVID-19 vaccination 

● Helping the families register for COVID-19 vaccination appointments  

● Providing translation and interpretation services for the families who speak 

languages other than English   
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To remove barriers to access remote learning, we provided internet hotspots for two 

families who did not have access to high-speed internet. We also sponsored two iPads 

and three Chromebooks to five children who had not received school-provided devices 

at the beginning of the pandemic school year. The researcher-educator and the family 

partners helped troubleshoot school-provided devices and provided technological 

support in home languages to some family participants. We also provided translation 

and interpretation services for the families who speak languages other than English.  

 

Curriculum 

We designed a 10-week Home Connection curriculum that came in the form of a 

learning box to be delivered to each family. This integrated curriculum centralized play-

based hands-on activities suitable for young learners, celebrated the students’ diverse 

cultural and linguistic backgrounds, and fostered intergenerational learning in home 

settings. Each learning box included bilingual picture books, an integrated project-based 

home learning curriculum with detailed instructions in English and home languages, and 

all supplies and materials needed for all children from each household (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3 
Learning Boxes 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The learning activities included: (i) independent, (ii) family-guided, and (iii) 

teacher-guided activities spanning across subject matters including language arts, math, 

science, arts & crafts, and sensory play. For language arts and math activities, there were 

three different levels of difficulty: K-1, 2-3, and 4-5 to fit the learning levels of the child 

participants. For science, arts & crafts, and sensory play, the learning activities were 

designed to encourage the child participants to work with their siblings and/or other 

family members to complete learning tasks (see Appendix D. Sample Curriculum).  

To assist each family and their children with the teacher-guided activities, the 

researcher-educator conducted weekly online learning sessions via Zoom. Even though 
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the caregivers were encouraged to participate in the online learning sessions, it was not 

mandatory. Most children could independently work with the researcher-educator as 

the activities were designed to suit their learning levels. To the families with multiple 

children, all children participated in the online learning sessions together. These 

sessions were also scheduled with flexibility to fit each family’s working schedule and 

home settings. Embracing a multilingual online learning space, the researcher-educator 

collaborated with the family partners to conduct all online learning sessions in both 

English and home languages.  

 

Community 

To foster community building, the researcher-educator, the community partners, 

and the family partners conducted both in-person and virtual home visits to establish 

trusted relationships with the families. We also made sure that we had regular check-

ins and used multiple methods of communication such as social media, text messages, 

emails, and phone calls to connect with the families. It was part of our protocols to send 

reminders in home languages to the families before the learning boxes were delivered 

and before each online learning session. We also gathered the families’ verbal feedback 

for each learning box and right after each learning session. 
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To connect families from within and across communities, we leveraged group text 

messages and social media to share remote learning tips and strategies and send out 

announcements about online family-friendly events that the families might be interested 

in joining. At the end of the program, we conducted a virtual family gathering to 

showcase the children’s work and celebrate all the children and families for their active 

participation and engagement with the program.  

 

Phase III: Family Evaluation  

In the following section, findings related to three components of the program will 

be presented. In general, all family participants showed a high level of participation, 

engagement, and interest with the Home Connection program. 19 out of 20 families 

completed all 10 weeks of the program and participated in all online learning sessions; 

only one family withdrew from the program after 7 weeks of participation due to 

COVID19 infection. In terms of engagement, 18 out of 20 families completed all learning 

activities including independent, family-guided, and teacher-guided activities. 

Most families shared that participating in the program helped them gain access 

to essential resources and services during the pandemic, become more confident to 

navigate school-provided remote learning, recognize their active roles in their children’s 

education, and connect more closely with other families and communities.  
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Connection 

Essential Services. Most families, especially those who had members infected 

with COVID-19 virus, shared their gratitude that the program directly provided and/or 

helped them connect with essential services such as groceries/meals delivery, COVID-

19 vaccination, online learning resources, online family events, etc. that were much 

needed at the beginning of the pandemic. It is important to note that in addition to the 

essential services provided by community-based or faith-based organizations, some 

families also volunteered to prepare groceries, cook meals, and deliver them to other 

families in need (see Figure 4. Groceries & Food Delivery Services). Through these 

activities, many families were more connected to their community-based and faith-

based organizations and these connections have been maintained until now.  

Figure 4.  

Groceries & Food Delivery Services 

 

Family Community-Based Organization 

Sercices 

Photo 2. Groceries & Food Delivery 
Services 
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Language Support. Recognizing the lack of translation and interpretation 

services in most family participants’ school districts, some bilingual families and 

community organizers volunteered to provide translation and interpretation services 

such as translating and explaining school emails, especially those related to remote 

learning policies and practices. The researcher-educator also supported two Vietnamese 

family participants during parent-teacher conferences throughout the pandemic school 

year. The family participants who speak languages other than English found the 

translation and interpretation services extremely helpful to get latest information on the 

COVID-19 vaccination and to communicate with their children’s schools, especially with 

the classroom teachers, more effectively.  

 

Technological Support. Some families who faced the problems of connectivity 

and unreliable devices shared that the program helped their children gain immediate 

access and could participate in school-provided remote learning without delay. 

Recognizing the lack of technological support in home languages, some family 

participants also took initiatives and volunteered to record instructional videos in their 

home languages to share with other families to guide them on how to log into Zoom, 

how to access learning apps, and how to upload their children’s work through learning 
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apps. All of these videos were shared widely through WhatsApp group chat and 

Facebook Group page of the program.  

The results show that the family participants were not only beneficiaries who 

merely receive resources and services but also active agents whose participation drives 

the change-making process. They served in multiple roles such as volunteers, 

translators, interpreters, technological support staff, and advocates whose voices and 

ideas had helped us constantly improve our design and implementation of the program. 

 

Curriculum  

All families shared that the best aspect of the program was the Curriculum, which 

was often described in both the evaluation forms and family interviews as “fun”, “hands-

on”, “engaging”, “flexible”, and “beneficial” for the children. There were several themes 

in the feedback received by families regarding the positive elements of the curriculum 

and the effectiveness of the program. For example, families reported that the program 

contained Good Reading Materials that are engaging, entertaining, culturally, and 

linguistically responsive. For this reason, most family participants read the books 4-5 

times a week, some read them 2-3 times a week, and one family even read them more 

than 5 times a week. The families engaged with the picture books in multiple ways: by 

reading to their children or listening to their children read the books or retell the stories 

orally. If the children were old enough and knew how to read independently, some of 
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them read the books to their siblings and grandparents. Most families also confirmed 

that they used the suggested discussion questions to talk about the books with their 

children.  

Sharing how the program had sparked her daughter reading interest, Carol 

Carneiro, a Brazilian mother of a 6-year-old emergent bilingual, said:  

“I always have a hard time catching Mimi’s attention and she is always on the 

tablet, on the games. Compared to that, you know, seeing a book is kind of boring 

to her. But, as she got into the program, she knew that she would do the projects 

with the books, so she was very interested and willing to pay attention to the 

story and try to understand what it is about. In the first week, she saw the mini 

koalas and she was very curious about them, and I told her that you would teach 

her how to create a house for them, she was so into it. She read the book many 

times and even drew some designs of the koala house… She was more interested 

in animal stories and really loved the dragon book…” 

Penelope, a Colombian mother of two bilingual children, 6 years old and 9 years old, 

complimented how the picture books came in different languages and embraced cultural 

diversity:  

“We love the books, they are so diverse, beautiful stories with good lessons. The 

pictures are so beautiful. They love the tacos book, and the kids were like, aah, 
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they have Spanish words, these books are both in Spanish and English” 

[translated from Spanish] 

Thu Nguyen, a Vietnamese mother of two, explained that having picture books in home 

languages encouraged her to participate more in shared reading with her children:  

“Most of the time I don’t know how to teach my kids, I don’t read to them because 

I am afraid of my accent… my pronunciation, you know, would not be correct, but 

these books were in Vietnamese and you sent us the YouTube link for the English 

reading, so K. got to listen to both. He really loved it and he talked a lot about the 

egg book, that’s his favorite. He told his Dad about the book and asked all of the 

questions…” [translated from Vietnamese] 

Having picture books sent directly to their homes helped the families build their home 

libraries and started having regular shared reading sessions with their children. Having 

access to high-quality picture books and reading with family members such as parents, 

grandparents, and siblings created a literacy-rich environment for many young emergent 

bilinguals participating in the program. Some of our youngest students had started 

learning how to read, like Cami, a 5-year-old emergent bilingual. Sharing Cami’s 

emergent reading activities, her mother, Camilla Rivera told us:  

“The other day I saw Cami waking up very early, and usually Caitlyn [the older 

sibling] had to read for her but that day Cami woke up and went to the living room 
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and took the Egg book out, she slipped through the pages and she just 

concentrated on it, she looked at the pictures and she pointed to some of the 

words that she recognized, tried to say it, and I was so happy, I was so happy that 

she did it all by herself.” 

Another theme related to the curriculum consisted of families and children’s 

engagement with Hands-on Relevant Activities with Instruction in Home Languages. 

Commenting on the Curriculum, Penelope Marcela, a Colombian mother of two, 

described her children’s excitement and active engagement because of the experiential 

learning approach and the interconnection of the picture books’ content and the learning 

activities: 

“I think that the kids really love it… every time I said it’s time to go learn with 

Alisha… they were like yeah, and they are so excited, all the time. I can see that 

the activities are all connected to the book, the math… and science, and all other 

things. I think that’s the best part of the program…. My kids, they love working 

with their hands, with the materials, I have to say the projects, they are really 

cool…, they are fun… and the sessions are not too long, you know, for Ben, he is 

younger and it’s good that it’s [the online session] not too long and he can work 

through the whole session by himself… My kids love the koalas and the tacos 

books, but overall, they love all the boxes.” [translated from Spanish] 



   130 

 

Other families such as Phuong Tran, a Vietnamese mother of two, shared that the 

family-guided activities had detailed instruction in home languages and a lot of visual 

aids that made them very accessible and easy to follow: 

“Mie could just look at the photos of the step-by-step instructions and she would 

remind me on what to do next. I know it was a family-guided activity and you 

wanted the parents to help the kids, but they were so clear that Mia could even 

do it herself, of course with my supervision, but they were easy and fun” 

[translated from Vietnamese]   

Finally, families commented on the importance and success of Interactive Online 

Learning Sessions. Evaluating the teacher-guided activities conducted through online 

learning sessions, many families said that the setup of these sessions made them very 

interactive and engaging. Thao Pham, a Vietnamese mother of two, shared her children’s 

experience with the online learning sessions: 

“So when they did the online sessions, they were really engaging, they focused… 

and sometimes we had some family events and we told them, oh how about 

skipping a session and they did not like it, they wanted to learn with you and they 

did not want to miss the lesson, any minute of it. They loved the birthday card 

project because they got to give them to their dad right away that week. But they 

loved everything… They were very excited, and they always reminded me, it’s 
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time to log in, mommy, and I am glad they remembered.” [translated from 

Vietnamese]     

Similarly, Penelope Marcela, a Colombian mother of two, talked about how her son 

engaged better with hands-on learning activities that were more aligned with his 

learning interests:  

“They [the kids] are present and concentrate very well when they do the lessons 

with you. Sometimes for Ben, I don’t think it’s his strong suit… When he learned 

in remote learning, he was not excited to learn through Zoom, he did not like the 

teacher lecturing, he would start finding something else to do, find something to 

play here and there and not paying attention. I can tell that he does not like that, 

you know, like in reading, and writing, and math he does not like it as much as he 

did with you, and I think because you connected well with him, and he got to do 

a lot of cool projects that he really liked” [translated from Spanish] 

At the beginning of the program, the first few online learning sessions were purposely 

conducted with one family at the time to help the researcher-educator establish a 

relationship with each family and the children of each household. Many families found 

this setup highly effective in getting their children more engaged with remote learning. 

For example, Carol Carneiro, a Brazilian mother of one, shared that the one-on-one 

setting worked in favor of her daughter, Mimi, who was still developing both of her 
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languages and needed more of a teacher’s attention to support her participation in 

learning activities:  

“She is very shy when she came to [school-provided] remote learning.  When she 

was in Zoom class with schools, with other kids, and she did not talk, she was 

afraid she said something wrong, wrong words, wrong pronunciation, and she 

thought they would laugh at her. I tried to encourage her, but she needs time, and 

school Zoom [sessions] with a lot of kids do not work for her, they were all 

fighting for attention and Mimi knew that she would never get picked first. So 

one-on-one sessions are better for her. I could see that she changed completely 

when she did the program with you, she talks more, she can express herself 

better and learn better. I think it’s a good design for kids like her.” 

In the last four sessions, we started grouping the students, especially the children who 

did not have siblings, into small-group sessions (3-4 students max) to encourage more 

peer learning. Some families with one child found this small group setting helpful for 

their children. For example, Carmen Dalo, an Argentinian mother of one, shared her 

daughter’s experience:   

“She loves to talk and to share with her friends and she did not get a chance to 

talk very often during remote learning… She loved the sessions with other kids. 

That’s why she is so excited about the program, she talks about it all the time.” 
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During the overall evaluation, families reported the importance of 

Intergenerational Connections through the program. One of the important aspects of 

the Curriculum is that all family-guided activities were purposely designed to encourage 

family interactive learning that might possibly come in different forms: it could be 

parent-children or siblings working together on projects and/or grandparents-

grandchildren interactions during read-aloud sessions. Some families with grandparents 

living in the same household recognized how the program had actively engaged all 

family members and fostered meaningful intergenerational connection. For example, 

Vietnamese families like Phung Truong and Thao Pham explained how the 

grandmothers also participated in the program:  

“Grandma read for them. The Coming Home book, and she was surprised to see 

a book in Vietnamese. She was really happy, I know, and then she said it is a good 

program” [translated from Vietnamese] 

“Grandma likes it, she likes that the kids made a lot of stuff and… remember the 

week that they asked her about the fruits’ names, and she got to help them with 

the Vietnamese names, and she went to the supermarket, the other week, she 

went to the supermarket to get the jackfruit. Then she cut it, she showed them 

how it looked like inside. [translated from Vietnamese] 
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Observation data from the online learning sessions showed the same results. Even for 

families whose grandparents living separately, they were always included in some of 

the activities that could be done remotely such as reading picture books via Zoom, 

watching how plants grow, or learning fruit names in home languages, etc. During some 

of the online learning sessions, the researcher-educator noticed that sometimes 

grandparents and other extended family members such as uncles, aunties, and cousins 

visited the households, and they were also considered part of the children’s learning 

circles. For that reason, these family members were encouraged to participate and work 

with the children in the projects if they were interested. The flexibility and family-

focused aspect of these online learning sessions built a seamless learning environment 

with a high level of family engagement.  

 

Community  

The findings show that as a team, including the researcher-educator, the 

community and family partners, we were successful in establishing trust and reciprocal 

relationships with the family participants and the community members throughout the 

program.  

Camilla, the family partner, shared in the interview:  
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“I think many families love the program because we really connect with them and 

care for their kids. They can see that we care for the education quality of the 

program and want it to be better… And we talked to the families all the time, we 

texted them, we visited them, we called.”  

Camilla believed that by offering a high-quality education program that engaged 

the children with meaningful learning experiences, we already set ourselves up for 

success with the families. She also believed that having clear communication and regular 

contact with the families made all the difference.  

Hani, the community partner, shared with us that frequent contact was good but 

treating the families with respect and listening to the families were even more important:  

“Many people came into our neighborhood, brought this and that and said they 

wanted to help the families, but they did not treat the families with respect, you 

know, yes, we are poor, yes, we don’t have these fancy houses with green lawns 

and white fences, but we care for our children as much as you do. Even more 

because some of them move earth and mountain to get the kids into schools, to 

get an education… so when you [the researcher-educator] came to us and you 

worked with us, we told you that same thing… and the families told us that you 

listened to them, you talked to them and listened to what they got to say about 

their kids’ education and that’s what matters to us, you know. That’s why we 

worked with you.”    
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Regular contact, respect, and reciprocity were important factors that help establish and 

sustain the relationships among the researcher-educator, the family/community 

partners, and the family participants. These relationships were not only maintained 

throughout the program but also even after the program ended. 

By participating in the program, many families had connected with each other 

through our online gathering sessions and mostly through social media and group chat. 

Many shared their children’s work through Facebook and WhatsApp and received a lot 

of positive comments from other families. Some families sent gifts, donated books, and 

the children made cards for their friends who participated in the same online learning 

session.  

Another positive impact of the program was that it amplified the family 

participants’ voices and encouraged some of them to get more involved with district-

level discussions and take on leadership roles. For example, four families volunteered to 

participate in a district-wide presentation to share about their experiences with the 

Home Connection program and to advocate for equitable family engagement practices 

with immigrant families.  
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Limitations and Future Directions 

Even though the Home Connection program has successfully established 

reciprocal relationships with the immigrant families, offered an engaging and interactive 

remote learning program for young bilingual children, and fostered community building, 

this program has certain limitations in relation to each component as listed below. 

 

Connection  

With limited grant funding, the program could provide internet and/or devices to 

only 5 immigrant families from two different school districts while the actual number of 

immigrant families in need was definitively much higher. We also recognized that relying 

on family participants and community organizers to provide translation and 

interpretation services and technological support was a temporary solution for a 

systemic problem that should be addressed at the district-level. Therefore, we reached 

out to district leaders, especially those from immigrant-serving districts, to alert them 

about immigrant families’ linguistic rights to translation and interpretation services and 

how the lack of clear communication could marginalize these families and prevent them 

from engaging with their children’s schooling. While some district leaders 

acknowledged the problem and promised to work towards having a better solution, 

some families shared with us that the problem of language barriers remained unsolved 
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until now. More advocacy work is needed to keep school districts accountable and 

responsible for providing translation and interpretation services for immigrant families.  

 

Curriculum 

Even though the Curriculum received positive evaluation from both the family and 

child participants, it also had some limitations. Firstly, the design of the program was 

mostly determined by the input from the seed families of the first group. When the 

program was offered to the second family group, some modifications were made to 

make the program more suitable for the children’s learning levels and their linguistic 

backgrounds. However, the central texts and learning activities remained the same. For 

that reason, it is important to acknowledge that the Curriculum might privilege the first 

family group’s lived experiences and funds of knowledge over those of the second 

group.  

Secondly, due to limitations in funding and human resources, the program could 

not be offered for a longer period to serve more immigrant families, especially families 

living in under-resourced neighborhoods. Some families commented that the program 

should be extended to have more sessions and should be offered more regularly rather 

than as a one-time program. To some families, 10 sessions seemed to run out very 

quickly and they felt that their children would benefit from more sessions. For example, 
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one family suggested that: “I think it’s such a great program that we should have it for 

after school or summer programs for bilingual children. To be honest we want it to be 

longer and have more sessions. My suggestion would be to have more content 

developed and get it connected with the school curriculum.”  

Taking such a comment into consideration, we did reach out to some school 

districts and proposed to run the Home Connection program as an afterschool and/or 

summer program for young bilingual children. Still, funding remains the biggest concern 

and we are in the midst of applying for more funding to implement and expand the 

program in the near future.   

 

Community 

While we had made certain progress with connecting the families from within 

communities, especially those sharing cultural and linguistic backgrounds, Hani, the 

community partner, explained how connecting families across communities had been a 

real challenge:  

“Many families we worked with need to focus on getting back on their feet and it 

will be very hard to add more to their plates, right? We understand that 

connecting different communities is important, but we need to take into 

consideration the families’ situations and of course which community would 

benefit more from these activities.”   
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Reflecting on the Community component, Camilla said: “I know it is hard, but we have 

to try, and we have to keep trying, because we are living in silos. We need to keep 

reminding ourselves that it is important to connect with different communities and bring 

the program to different neighborhoods”.  

While we attempted to organize online family gathering sessions to bring families 

together, an asynchronous setting seemed to work better for the families, considering 

that the families had different working schedules and other obligations. Considering that 

COVID-19 restrictions changed overtime, we plan to hold family events and group 

learning activities in outdoor places such as gardens or public parks to foster community 

building, which remains a very important component of the program.   

 

Conclusion  

By prioritizing equitable family engagement practices, the Home Connection 

program was positively evaluated by the family participants whose active engagement 

had defined the success of the program. One of the reasons that the program could be 

successfully implemented during the pandemic was that we had built a network 

consisting of the community partners, family partners, and community-based 

organizations and leveraged on their existing resources and connections to support 

different components of the Home Connection program. We have learned that 
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sustaining such a network is crucial to build a more reliable support system for 

immigrant families. Listening to families’ ideas and gathering families’ feedback are also 

important, considering how the pandemic requires us to quickly adapt and respond to 

meet the families’ changing needs.  

It is significant to note that the participating families were not mere receivers of 

resources and services. Most families contributed to all three components of the 

program through different ways and in different roles. Even after the program 

concluded, many families said that they would like to continue contributing to the 

program to show their appreciation, to sustain the Home Connection program, to 

maintain their connection with other immigrant families, and to build stronger 

communities.  

 By actively engaging in the design, implementation, and evaluation processes of 

the program, these immigrant families, who have traditionally been marginalized and 

disempowered by discriminatory and disengaging practices, could see themselves as 

key stakeholders whose funds of knowledge were highly valued and incorporated into 

the home learning program. Some families eventually became social advocates who 

actively worked towards expanding and sustaining the program to serve more 

immigrant families and young bilingual children.  
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SECTION IV. IN SOLIDARITY  

Building Culturally Sustaining Learning Spaces with Immigrant Families and Young 

Bilingual Children During Pandemic Remote Learning  

Abstract 

This practitioner inquiry provides a critical reflection of my teaching practices as a 

multilingual immigrant early childhood educator who attempted to build partnerships 

with immigrant families during the COVID-19 pandemic. This partnership allowed me 

to collaborate with 20 immigrant families and 42 emergent bilingual children from the 

Metro and Greater Boston Area to design and implement a remote learning and family 

engagement program called Home Connection. Using culturally sustaining pedagogy to 

guide curriculum design, pedagogy, and family engagement, this paper presents what I 

have learned while teaching in the Home Connection program. The findings reveal that 

through the Home Connection program, I have learned to (i) affirm the diversity and 

pluralism in my students’ learning interests, lived experiences, identities, and home lives, 

(ii) foster intergenerational connections and collective learning, (iii) recognize embodied 

learning through multiple spaces across family homes, and most importantly, I have 

learned to (iv) embrace healing-centered teaching and learning that helps pave the path 

for collective healing within this learning community.  
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Problem Statement  

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic forced school closures across states and put 

the US education system through a severe test. Unsurprisingly, this test revealed and 

turned a spotlight on existing educational inequities in school districts across the nation. 

While wealthy White students and families were sheltering in place and forming 

learning pods with abundant resources (Moyer, 2020); racially minoritized, disabled, and 

disenfranchised students and families struggled to engage with schools and fight for 

survival, often in isolation (Walters, 2020). Recent research has shown that families of 

Color faced much higher risk of COVID-19 exposure, infection, and death (Hooper et al., 

2020), struggled to make ends meet (Clark et al., 2020), and encountered multiple 

barriers to gain access to remote learning for their children (Paper 1). Ignoring the 

diverse needs of students and families, most school districts transitioned to remote 

learning with minimum preparation and often without including educators’ voices in the 

decision-making process (Barlett, 2021). Schools trembled to sustain what deemed 

most important even in times of crisis: the schooling hegemonic structure (McKinney de 

Royston & Vossoughi, 2021). As presented in Paper 1 of this dissertation, the common 

structure of school-provided remote learning often includes fixed classroom schedules, 

multiple online learning sessions with participation guidelines, printable worksheets, 

and online learning apps that heavily expected teachers to teach, families to assist, and 

students to “learn” in a global crisis like they had always been doing in brick-and-mortar 
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classrooms pre-pandemic. Moreover, some studies reported that discrimination, punitive 

discipline, and family disengagement practices against nondominant students and 

families continued to be perpetuated in remote learning spaces making student learning 

even more problematic (see Paper 1, Cioè-Peña, 2022).  

While acknowledging that the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated educational 

inequities, this paper argues that the COVID-19, as disruptive and challenging as it is, 

has also created a unique opportunity to remind educators that families and communities 

are important educational stakeholders and that building strong collaborative 

relationships with families and communities is essential for student learning. For this 

reason, I conducted this practitioner inquiry to reflect on my role as a multilingual 

immigrant early childhood educator who attempted to build partnerships with 

immigrant families during the COVID-19 pandemic. This partnership has allowed me to 

collaborate with 20 immigrant families and 42 emergent bilingual children from the 

Metro and Greater Boston Areas to design and implement a remote learning program 

called Home Connection. Through the Home Connection program, we formed a learning 

community and worked together to provide meaningful remote learning experiences for 

our children and support each other during the pandemic. In the first two papers of this 

dissertation, I have discussed the families’ struggles, the challenges and successes in 

co-designing, implementing, and evaluating the Home Connection program with the 

families and community partners. In this last paper, I will to dive deeper into how we 
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collectively built culturally sustaining remote learning spaces that were centered on 

love, care, and solidarity and how this process rewarded me, as a teacher, with 

something larger than I expected. Using the theoretical frameworks of practitioner 

inquiry (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2015) and culturally sustaining pedagogy (Paris, 2012), 

I will examine my own teaching practices and will present what I have learned, or more 

specifically, what I, a teacher-researcher, have purposely sustained while working with 

immigrant families and teaching young bilingual children from diverse backgrounds 

during pandemic remote learning.  

 

Theoretical Frameworks 

Practitioner Inquiry  

Practitioner inquiry is defined as systematic, intentional study conducted by 

educators of their own professional practices (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, 2009). It is 

grounded on the concept of “inquiry as stance” or “a critical habit of mind” that often 

pushes teachers to continuously question and critically examine the construction of 

knowledge (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, 2009, p. 121). Challenging mainstream 

education research that often centers around objective knowledge generated by outside 

researchers, most of whom are university-based, practitioner inquiry legitimizes 

teachers’ insider knowledge generated in local contexts. The main purpose of this line 

of research is to establish a dialogic relationship between theory and practice, research 
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and action, conceptual and empirical, and to commit to the continuous search to improve 

practices (McAteer, 2013). Most importantly, it disrupts the hierarchy of knowledge 

generation and positions teachers as knowers and knowledge creators, whose agencies 

can drive positive changes, transform learning contexts, and advance educational 

equities (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009).  

I entered this project as a bilingual early childhood teacher co-designing a remote 

learning curriculum with 20 immigrant families and teaching 43 young bilingual 

students in 10 continuous weeks via Zoom during the pandemic. Similar to other 

teachers, remote teaching was completely new to me. Working on this project required 

me to continuously learn, experiment, and reflect on my own teaching and revise 

instructional materials as much as I could to improve student and family engagement – 

the type of work that Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2015) referred to as “consequential but 

invisible, except to its immediate participants'' (p. 6).  

Differing from other practitioner inquiries focusing mainly on single teachers’ 

classroom-based practices, this practitioner inquiry is nested within a community-based 

action research project. It expands the definition of “practitioners” or “educators” to 

include families as home-based educators. As a collective project, it is aligned with 

Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s definition of practitioner inquiry as “a way of knowing about 

teaching and what teachers and communities come to know when they build knowledge 

collaboratively… useful both locally (in the village) and more publicly (in the world)” 
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(2009, p. 3). Specifically, this project embraces both “local knowledge” generated from 

the Home Connection program and “public knowledge” shared by a learning community 

consisting of me, my students, and their families. 

This practitioner inquiry, as part of a larger investigation, is also grounded on 

critical action research that emphasizes teachers’ transformative agency and connects 

to a larger sociopolitical agenda. Recognizing the disruptions and challenges of 

pandemic schooling, I worked alongside community organizers and family partners to 

implement the Home Connection program. The main goals of this program, as explained 

in Paper 2, include mitigating the negative effects of pandemic schooling and offering a 

more equitable remote learning program to better serve young bilingual children.  

 

Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy  

Rooted in the paradigm of resource-based research, culturally sustaining 

pedagogy “seeks to perpetuate and foster – to sustain – linguistic, literate, and cultural 

pluralism as part of the democratic project of schooling and as a needed response to 

demographic and social change” (Paris & Alim, 2014, p. 88). It sharply contrasts with 

the dominant deficit-based approaches in education that function to devalue, 

marginalize, and eradicate cultural linguistic practices and ways of living and being of 

nondominant communities (Smitherman, 1977; Valdés, 1996; Ladson-Billings, 2007; 

Gorski, 2011).  
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Legitimizing the diversity of students’ repertoire of practices, culturally sustaining 

pedagogy “disrupts a schooling system centered on ideologies of White, middle class, 

monolingual, cisheteropatriarchal, able-bodied superiority” (Paris & Alim, 2017, p. 13). 

Through connecting and integrating students’ diverse linguistic and cultural ways of 

learning and living into the daily curriculum, culturally sustaining pedagogy helps 

counter negative forces of social oppressions and foster students’ sense of belonging.  

Another aspect of culturally sustaining pedagogy is its resistance against cultural 

essentialism. Instead of seeing culture and language as static and unidirectional, 

culturally sustaining pedagogy embraces how communal linguistic and cultural 

practices change and evolve over time and pays close attention to how youth of Color 

contribute to that process.  

Most importantly, culturally sustaining pedagogy calls for scholars of Color to 

take an “inward gaze” to critically examine our own communities’ cultural practices. The 

purpose is to identify and eventually eradicate problematic residues of internalized 

social oppressions within each community. Paris and Alim (2017) pose the important 

question of “what if the goal of teaching and learning with youth of color was not 

ultimately to see how closely students could perform White middle-class norms, but 

rather was to explore, honor, extend, and at times, problematize their cultural practices 

and investments?” (p. 3). For this reason, culturally sustaining pedagogy also aims to 
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foster students’ critical consciousness and build students’ capacities to critique and 

address social injustices. 

In this project, I used culturally sustaining pedagogy to guide curriculum design 

and pedagogical practices while partnering with immigrant families and bilingual 

children in the Home Connection program. Bearing in mind the struggles of these 

immigrant families and their needs to support their children’s education in difficult times 

like the pandemic, I embarked on this pedagogical journey and asked how we, teachers 

and families, could possibly teach and learn together in a way that centers our cultural 

and linguistic diversity. The goals of this project were to explore and honor the students 

and families’ diversity in language and culture and connect their home lives with the 

curriculum rather than extend and problematize communal practices. While recognizing 

the importance of taking the inward gaze, I had to prioritize what the Home Connection 

could achieve realistically within the constraints of pandemic remote learning.     

 

Data Collection & Analysis 

In this study, the main site of inquiry was the 10-week remote learning and 

implementation of the family engagement program called the Home Connection. The 

research participants included 20 immigrant families from diverse backgrounds and 42 

young bilingual students from different school districts across the Metro and Greater 
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Boston Area (see Table 1. Family Profiles, Paper 1). During the program, each family 

received 10 Family Interactive Learning Boxes that included:  

● A bilingual text-set with one central picture book and supplementary texts 

● An integrated curriculum with detailed instructions, illustrations, and 

materials needed for the learning activities.  

● The learning activities including reading discussion questions, vocabulary 

games, writing projects, arts & crafts projects, science experiments, and 

sensory play.  

This integrated curriculum provided culturally and linguistically responsive reading 

materials and centralized play-based, hands-on activities to enhance students' learning 

engagement. The curriculum was also available in different language pairs to fit the 

needs of the family participants.  

Procedure. The students participated in weekly online learning sessions with the 

teacher-researcher via Zoom. These sessions were conducted with flexibility in terms of 

scheduling, duration, structure, and language of instruction. These sessions were 

specifically designed to foster meaningful caregiver-child and sibling interactions. While 

most sessions were conducted with one single family at a time, some online learning 

sessions were in a small-group format to encourage family-family and peer interactions. 
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The structure of these learning sessions evolved overtime to suit the changing needs of 

each family.  

Data Sources. Data sources included 137 video recordings of online learning sessions, 

written teacher reflections, and 125 photos of student learning artifacts (e.g., tinkering 

products, art works, writings, completed worksheets, etc.) taken and sent by the families. 

During these online learning sessions, short conversations with the families happened 

frequently and are considered short family interviews. These short interviews helped me 

gather family feedback to better understand student learning as situated within a family 

unit and in a home-based context. These short interviews also provide the family’s 

continuous evaluation of the Home Connection program that helped me revise the 

curriculum, reflect on my teaching practices, and apply new teaching strategies 

throughout the program. 

For the purpose of this inquiry, I selected four student cases: Cami (6 year-old), 

Hi (5 year-old), Khoa (5 year-old), and Zoe (6 year-old), to represent the diversity of 

students’ linguistic (e.g., Spanish, Vietnamese, Cape Verdean, English), cultural 

backgrounds, home settings, and learning needs (see Table 1). While Cami lived in the 

Green Zone neighborhood, Hi, Khoa and Zoe lived in Red Zone neighborhoods where 

remote learning was the only option available for them during the first year of pandemic 

learning (see Paper 1). These students and their families were highly engaged with the 

Home Connection program, and their experiences represented the varied learning with 
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the curriculum and pedagogical practices used during the project. These students 

participated in all online learning sessions, communicated with me, the teacher, 

frequently, and sent a large number of photos of the children’s learning artifacts. They 

also contributed greatly to the curriculum design process, which means many selected 

learning themes and texts were based on the students’ learning interests, identities, and 

home lives.  

Data Analysis. For each student case, I selected 2 video recordings of the online learning 

sessions. I selected the videos that represented both successful and disruptive learning 

moments while also taking into account engagement by family members and topics of 

interest that target particular cases. I re-watched and analyzed a total of 8 videos (video 

length: 45 - 60 min). During my first round of analysis, I paid close attention to the 

similarities among my student cases and focused on “successful learning moments” that 

were closely aligned with the culturally sustaining pedagogy framework and yielded 

high student and family engagement. I flagged these moments in the videos and used 

the short family interviews and photos of related learning artifacts to gather more 

information and seek more meaning for these learning moments.  

In the second round of analysis, I focused on the uniqueness of each case. I looked 

for “disruptive learning moments” that forced me to redirect my teaching, make 

spontaneous changes, or completely put me at a deep pause. I flagged these moments 
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in the videos and used my written reflections to seek more meaning for these disruptive 

learning moments.  

After two rounds of analysis, I organized these learning moments into larger 

categories and further considered themes related to what I, as a teacher, have learned 

from and sought to sustain through these learning moments, both successful and 

disruptive, across student cases and within each case. Within the scope of this paper, I 

will report on four themes that I think were salient in the findings and most useful for 

my own learning and for other teachers to consider while implementing culturally 

sustaining pedagogy in their practices.  
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Table 1 
Student Cases 

Student 
Cases 

Age/Grade 
Level 

Family’s 
Country of 

Origin 

Home 
Languages  

Household size Housing 
Arrangeme

nts 

Mother’s and Father’s 
Occupations 

Family Income 

Cami 6 year old  
1st grade  

El Salvador Spanish, 
English 

5 family members  
(two siblings, two 
parents) 

3-bedroom 
house 

Homemaker/ 
Bioinformatics Specialist  

$75,000-99,999 

Hi  5 years old  
Kindergarten 

Vietnam Vietnamese 
 

13 family 
members  
(two siblings, two 
parents, seven 
extended family 
members) 

5-bedroom 
house 

Manicurist/Driver $20,000-29,999 

Khoa  5 years old  
Kindergarten 

Vietnam Vietnamese 8 family members  
(two parents, two 
grandparents, 
three extended 
family members) 

3-bedroom 
condo 

Manicurist/  
Factory Worker 

$20,000-29,999 

Zoe 6 years old  
1st grade 

Cape Verde/ 
Ecuador  

Cape 
Verdean 
Spanish 

4 family members  
(one sibling, two 
parents) 

3-bedroom 
house 

Patient Coordinator/  
Realtor 

$50,000-74,999 
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Focal Student 1: Cami 

Cami was a 6-year-old first-grader, middle child, Spanish-English emergent bilingual 

student. She lived with two siblings and her parents in a 3-bedroom house located in a 

Green Zone neighborhood. Cami’s mother, Camila, was the first family partner of the 

project making Cami the very first student to join the Home Connection program. Cami’s 

father had a full-time job as a bioinformatic specialist that allowed him to work remotely 

and support the family financially. Cami’s mother stayed at home full time and was 

available to provide care to all three children during the pandemic.   

Cami was described by her mother as a quiet and shy child who did not make 

friends easily. She loved listening to music and played with her siblings, a 5-year-old 

and an 8-year-old. Pandemic remote learning was especially hard for her as the ESL 

language support that she previously received was no longer available. She showed 

very little interest in joining school-provided remote learning sessions. She often stayed 

idle and did not verbally participate in these sessions despite the fact that her mother 

was fully present to support her. As reported by her mother, Cami started to become 

irritated and cried more often during remote learning.   

Focal Student 2: Hi  

Hi was a 5-year-old Kindergartener, youngest child, Vietnamese-English emergent 

bilingual student. She lived with two siblings, her parents, and extended family 

members in a multigenerational 5-bedroom house in a Red Zone neighborhood. Her 
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parents worked full time as a manicurist (mother) and a driver (father). For that reason, 

the parents could not support Hi and her siblings with school-provided remote learning. 

Her older siblings, a 7-year-old and 9-year-old, could log into Zoom sessions 

independently, but Hi needed substantial support to use her iPad, navigate the learning 

schedule, and stay focused during school-provided learning sessions. Her siblings often 

helped Hi log into Zoom but could not stay to help her as they had their own learning 

sessions to attend.  

Described as a very active child with a great imagination, Hi started her first 

formal schooling experience during the pandemic. She often got teased by her brother 

and sister for not being able to speak English, which made her very nervous about 

Kindergarten in the first place. The lack of parental support and language support made 

remote learning even more difficult for Hi. She did not fully understand what was going 

on in these sessions and could not fully participate. Her parents often received phone 

calls from her school complaining that Hi sometimes slept during sessions or left the 

online sessions without notice.  

Focal Student 3: Khoa 

Khoa was a 5-year-old Kindergartener, Vietnamese-English emergent bilingual student. 

He lived with his parents in a multigenerational household with 8 people in a 3-bedroom 

condo in a Red Zone neighborhood. Similar to Hi, the pandemic school year of 2020-

2021 was Khoa’s first year of formal schooling. Before joining the Home Connection 
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program, Khoa’s parents lost their jobs as a manicurist (mother) and a factory worker 

(father). The family could not afford to pay rent and had to move to their sister’s house. 

Most of Khoa’s family members got infected with the COVID-19 virus and Khoa’s 

grandfather passed away during the pandemic. This adversity took a hard toll on Khoa’s 

family and affected his learning experiences.  

Described as a very active child who loved cars and Marvel superheroes, Khoa did 

not engage well with school-provided remote learning sessions. These sessions were 

conducted fully in English without language support that made it extremely hard for 

Khoa to understand, hence, unable to participate. In addition, he was not used to sitting 

and listening for a long period of time. Even though his mother was fully present to 

support him during school-provided online learning sessions, these sessions were 

described as “terrible” and often turned into a “big fight” to keep him seated.   

Focal Student 4: Zoe 

Zoe was a 6-year-old first grader, Spanish-Cape Verdean-English multilingual student. 

She lived with a sibling and parents in a 3-bedroom house in a Red Zone neighborhood. 

Zoe was part of the METCO program and got bussed to a different district pre-pandemic. 

During the pandemic, Zoe’s parents decided that Zoe would join a fully remote learning 

program provided by the same school district to avoid taking the bus.  

Described as an active and social child, Zoe made friends easily and loved playing 

with her friends in school. Unlike other student cases in this study, Zoe engaged quite 
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well with school-provided online learning sessions in the beginning of the school year. 

With her mother’s support, Zoe attended these sessions diligently, listened carefully, 

and often raised her hands to contribute her ideas. However, Zoe started to show less 

interest in these sessions as the semester progressed. Zoe quickly realized that she did 

not get to speak with her friends during these sessions. In addition, there were a few 

times Zoe got disciplined by her classroom teacher for talking to her mother and/or 

seeking help from her mother during remote learning. These incidents completely 

demotivated Zoe and damaged the home-school connections.  

 

Findings  

In this section, I will present the findings of what I have learned from and sought 

to sustain in the Home Connection program. Emerging themes from both successful and 

disruptive learning moments have shown that, as a multilingual early childhood teacher, 

I have learned to (i) affirm diversity and pluralism in relation to my students’ learning 

interests, lived experiences, identities, and home lives. I have learned to (ii) foster 

intergenerational connections and collective learning. I have learned to (iii) recognize 

my students’ embodied learning through multiple spaces across family homes. Most 

importantly, I have learned to (iv) embrace healing-based teaching that helps foster 

collective healing within this learning community. I will provide more details for each 
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finding with examples from my curriculum design, my pedagogical approaches, and my 

reflections of the learning moments.  

 

Affirm Diversity and Pluralism  

In this project, I worked with a racially, socioeconomically, culturally, and 

linguistically diverse group of immigrant families and bilingual students. To meet my 

students’ learning needs, I purposefully implemented culturally sustaining pedagogy to 

affirm their diverse cultural and linguistic identities and practices, and connect their 

home lives and home cultures with the curriculum.  

Specifically, I selected and used a variety of picture books for the learning boxes 

that reflected the diversity of students and families. These picture books needed to be 

aligned with and relevant to:  

(i) the students’ learning interests,  

(ii) the students’ racial/ethnic identities, and 

(iii) the students’ home lives.  

For more details of the selected books and their connections to each student case, please 

refer to Table 2.  

It is important to note that most of these picture books were not available in 

different languages. I worked together with the family partners to translate the texts 
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and included the translated texts with the hard copies of the books when sending them 

out to the families.  

The design of the learning boxes and the pandemic remote learning setting set 

certain constraints for the curriculum design process. I had to prioritize using versatile 

texts with multiple themes that allowed me to develop full units of study cutting across 

subject matters and at the same time would be of interest to young bilingual children 

across grade levels. 

While attending closely to differences among families and students, I also tried 

to find the common threads across homes and communities. For example, I used picture 

books that center on home-based practices such as shopping for groceries (The Good 

Egg), cooking and sharing food (Dragons Love Tacos, Too Many Mangos), growing 

plants and trees, gift giving and receiving (When Grandma Gives You a Lemon Tree). 

These stories also embrace intergenerational relationships (When Grandma Gives You 

a Lemon Tree) and community building (Too Many Mangos).  

Overall, I have learned that using high-interest, culturally and linguistically 

responsive, and home-connected texts helped me establish a good foundation to 

effectively engage my students and families during the remote learning sessions.
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 Table 2 
 Sample Books and Connections 

Student 
Cases  

Learning 
Interest 

Racial/ 
Ethnic 

Identities  

Home Lives Connection to Learning 
Interests  

Connection to Identities  Connection to Home Lives  

Cami  Animal 
stories 
Koalas  
Tacos  
Music 

Latinx 
El 
Salvadoran
- American  

Shopping for 
groceries  
 
Cooking and 
sharing food 
 
Growing plants 
and trees 
 
Gift giving and 
receiving 
 
Intergenerational 
relationships  
 
Community 
building 

 
The Koala Who Could  

(Writer: Rachel Bright, 
Illustrator: Jim Field) 
This story is about Kevin, a 
koala, who loves everyday to 
be the same and prefers 
staying on his tree all the time. 
The ground down below 
seems to be a frightening place 
to him. One day, he is forced to 
change and learns to embrace 
all the joys that come with 
trying something new. 

 
Dancing Hands: How Teresa Carreño 

Played the Piano for President Lincoln  
(Writer: Margarita Engle, Illustrator: Rafael 
López) 
This book is about a famous pianist, Teresa 
Carreño and her key life events including 
moving from Venezuela to the United 
States, coping with a new place, going 
through the Civil War, and growing 
famous as the talented Piano Girl who 
could play anything from a folk song to a 
sonata. At the end of the story, she was 
invited by President Abraham Lincoln to 
play at the White House. 

Dragons Loves Tacos 
(Writer: Adam Rubin, Illustrator: Daniel 
Salmieri) 
This book is about dragons who love tacos 
but cannot eat spicy salsa. They are 
invited to a party that serves buckets and 
buckets of tacos. Unfortunately, where 
there are tacos, there is also salsa. And 
when a dragon accidentally eats spicy 
salsa, it starts breathing fire.  
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Hi Animal 
stories  
Funny 
stories  
Mangoes  
Pets  

Asian 
Vietnamese
- American   

How to Wash a Wooly 
Mammoth 
(Write: Michelle Robinson) 
This story is a step-by-step 
guide to successfully clean up 
a wooly mammoth.  

 
Going Home, Coming Home  

(Writer: Truong Tran, Illustrator: Ann 
Phong) 
This book is about Ami Chi taking a trip to 
Vietnam. To her parents, Vietnam is still 
home-a home they haven't seen since they 
left during the war. To Ami Chi, Vietnam 
may be nothing like America, but this 
strange place still feels familiar. Ami Chi 
finds that sometimes, you can travel 
farther than you ever thought possible and 
still find yourself at home. 

 
Too Many Mangos 

(Writer: Tammy Paikai, Illustrator: Don 
Robinson) 
This book is the story of two young 
Hawaiians, Kama and Nani, who help their 
grandpa pick mangos from the giant 
mango tree. They pick too many mangos 
that they need to load up the wagon and 
share the tasty treats with other friends 
and neighbors in their community. 
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Khoa Animal 
stories  
Funny 
stories  
Cars 
Marvel 
superhero
es 
 

Asian 
Vietnamese
- American 
  

Don’t Let the Pigeon Drive 
the Bus 
(Author: Mo Willems) 
When a bus driver takes a 
break from his route, a very 
unlikely volunteer springs up 
to take his place-a pigeon! But 
you've never met one like this 
before. As he pleads, 
wheedles, and begs his way 
through the book, children will 
love being able to answer back 
and decide his fate. 

 
Going Home, Coming Home 

(Writer: Truong Tran, Illustrator: Ann 
Phong) 
 

 
The Good Egg 

(Writer: Jory John, Illustrator: Pete 
Oswald) 
The book is about a good egg living with 
other not so good eggs who often behave 
badly. The good egg starts to crack from 
all the pressure of feeling like he has to be 
perfect all the time. He decides to leave 
and practice self-care. 
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Zoe Animal 
stories 
Funny 
stories  
Cooking  
Math 

Afro-Latinx 
Cape-
Verdean- 
Ecuadorian  

Dragons Loves Tacos 
(Writer: Adam Rubin, 
Illustrator: Daniel Salmieri) 

 
Counting on Katherine: How Katherine 

Johnson Saved Apollo 13 
(Writer: Helaine Becker, Illustrator: Dow 
Phumiruk) 
This book is about Katherine Johnson, an 
African-American mathematician who 
worked for NASA during the space race. 
As a child, Katherine Johnson loved to 
count. She counted the steps on the road, 
the number of dishes and spoons she 
washed in the kitchen sink, everything! 
Boundless, curious, and excited by 
calculations, young Katherine longed to 
know as much as she could about math, 
about the universe. 
 

When Grandma Gives You a Lemon 
Tree 

(Writer: Jamie L.B. Deenihan, Illustrator: 
Lorraine Rocha) 
This book is about how a child is surprised 
and a bit disappointed to receive a lemon 
tree from Grandma for her birthday. This 
clever story, complete with a recipe for 
lemonade, celebrates the pleasures of 
patience, hard work, nature, community . . 
. and putting down the electronic devices 
just for a while. 
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During remote learning sessions, all four focal students quickly recognized that 

the selected books were closely connected to them and these recognitions were often 

affirmed by their mothers. For example, during the session on the book The Koala Who 

Could, Cami showed a lot of excitement working on the key project of making the koala 

house. She kept saying that koalas were her favorite animal and that she had seen one 

in the zoo before. Cami’s mother asked me “how do you know that she loves koalas?”, 

and I said: “I learned from talking to her and I noticed that she often drew koala pictures 

at home” (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1 
Cami’s Koala Drawing - The Koala Who Could 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Similarly, Zoe loved seeing the main character with big Afro hair on the cover of 

When My Grandma Gives Me a Lemon Tree. Her mom commented during the learning 
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session that “this girl looks exactly like you, she has hair like you” that made Zoe feel 

very confident while working on the key project. Hi got to showcase her knowledge of 

how to choose the best mangos and named most of the tropical fruits by herself when 

we learned the book Too Many Mangos. Khoa became much more engaged with the 

theme of transportation given his interests in cars and buses and could work on the bus 

design independently in Don’t Let the Pigeon Drive the Bus (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2 
Khoa and His Bus Design 

  

Learning about and bringing students’ interests and lived experiences to the 

center of learning and teaching certainly pays off. These learning sessions often took a 

longer time to design and implement than usual and yielded much higher student 

engagement. 



   174 

 

To center the learning sessions around the students’ linguistic strengths and 

leverage on their existing family resources, I worked together with the mothers or other 

language brokers within the families such as older siblings to honor the use of home 

languages. I often repeated my instruction in both English and home languages 

(Vietnamese or Spanish) to help students access the content easily and foster bilingual 

vocabulary building. To support bilingual students across all learning sessions, I also 

incorporated a lot of visual aids such as photos, videos, and used the Whiteboard 

function to draw pictures to provide step-by-step instruction. These are research-based 

teaching strategies that aim to support bilingual students.  

When I worked with Vietnamese-speaking students like Hi and Khoa, I could 

leverage my own bilingual language skills to communicate with them in Vietnamese. 

When I worked with Spanish-speaking students like Cami and Zoe, I always made sure 

that I had translation apps opened on my iPad, and translated all key vocabulary into 

Spanish beforehand. Even though it created some challenges for me as a teacher, these 

sessions often reminded me that similar to my students, I was, too, a language learner. 

That, in return, allowed the families to step up and take on more responsibilities as home 

educators and allowed the students to gain more autonomy as learners and experts in 

their own language. Spanish-speaking students sometimes corrected my Spanish or 

helped me learn new vocabulary which resulted in their linguistic strengths being 

recognized and affirmed during the program. 
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Foster Intergenerational Connections and Collective Learning  

Working in the Home Connection program also taught me the importance of 

fostering intergenerational connections and collective learning, which is certainly an 

essential part of the curriculum design and implementation of the Home Connection 

program. While the mother-child dyad seems to be the most common pattern across 

student cases, learning with siblings happened most frequently and engagement with 

other family members such as grandparents also happened occasionally (See Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3  
Family Interactive Learning
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The participating families had multiple children at different grade levels and some 

shared the living spaces with immediate and extended family members. All four focal 

students, for example, had siblings. For that reason, the design of the learning boxes 

took into account the diversity of family settings and contains learning materials that can 

be shared among family members including multiple activities suitable for all children. 

The children from each household engaged in the same key projects together but they 

took on different tasks. For example, in the online learning session of How to Wash a 

Wooly Mammoth, Hi, her older sister (6 year-old), and older brother (9 year-old) worked 

collaboratively on the project of building the mammoth habitat (see Figure 4). They 

discussed and decided on different tasks so that Hi and her sister would make origami 

mammoths while her brother would cut the box and make bushes with craft papers. In 

working together, they also relied on each other to complete the project. For example, 

Hi had not learned to use scissors skillfully yet, so she needed her sister’s help in cutting 

papers. Hi’s sister could not figure out which parts of the mammoths would go together 

and Hi assisted her with that. Sometimes the children asked for help from their aunt, 

who was around in the same kitchen space, to gather necessary materials such as 

scissors and glue sticks.  
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Figure 4.  
Hi and Her Siblings Working Together.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

These online learning sessions were often very interactive and filled with 

students’ laughter and excitement that encouraged family members to participate. There 

were many instances of family members entering the “learning space”. If I saw them on 

the screen, I would encourage the students to talk to them or ask for their help if needed. 

For example, in one learning session on Two Many Mangos, Hi and her siblings did not 

know the Vietnamese words for ‘mangosteens’, they would turn and ask their 

grandmother who was cooking in the kitchen. While making a lemon tree card for the 

learning box When Grandma Gives Me a Lemon Tree, Zoe told me that her grandmother 

was visiting and that she was in the kitchen. Zoe’s mother reminded us that Zoe’s 

grandmother’s birthday was coming up. At that moment, we decided to change our 

project into creating a birthday card for Zoe’s grandmother which made the learning 

session very engaging and meaningful for the whole family. Small collective learning 
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moments like these examples demonstrate how I was able to establish a stronger 

intergenerational connection between the students with their family members and 

honor the students’ home spaces.  

 

Recognize Embodied Learning through Multiple Spaces  

Another key finding from the project is that I have learned to recognize my 

student’s embodied learning through multiple spaces in their family homes. Teaching 

students online via Zoom can sometimes give the illusion that learning only happens 

within the constraints of what can be seen on screen. However, my students showed 

me that there were many learning moments and possibilities for home-based learning 

spaces. For example, Khoa learned on his bed in the shared bedroom, Zoe learned with 

her mother at the kitchen table, and Hi and Cami learned with their siblings at dining 

tables (Figure 5). The students often did not sit still and stay on screen all the time as 

could be expected given their developmental ages. Seeing the potential of home-based 

learning spaces, I often encouraged my students to move around their homes to gather 

learning materials, to find resources, to get their stuffed animals and other favorite toys, 

and family photos to show me.  

There was one time Hi and her siblings went to another room for 10 minutes to 

look at their family photos hung on the wall and count their family members. I could hear 

their voices in the background, counting and exchanging stories about each family 
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member, but I could not see the students on screen. These moments reminded me that 

learning is embodied and indeed happens in a diversity of spaces and interacting within 

spaces plays an important role in student learning.  

Being aware of the students’ home learning spaces helped me design the 

curriculum that connected to the students’ homes and encouraged them to use home-

based resources to support their learning. For example, while working on a science 

experiment of making a green dragon breathing bubbles as in Dragons Love Tacos, 

Cami’s family used vinegar and dishwashing soaps found in their kitchen. To figure out 

if they could adopt a mammoth as a pet as depicted in the book How to Wash a Woolly 

Mammoth, Cami and her siblings measured their front door and bedroom door and 

evaluated if they were large enough to fit a mammoth (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5.  
Cami Measuring Her Bedroom Door. 
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Even when the students and their families worked on the same project, they 

interacted and used the materials in their home spaces in different and creative ways. 

For example, when my students prepared for a spaceship launch related to the book 

Counting on Katherine, they needed a large enough space for their balloon spaceships 

to blast off from one corner to another. Cami’s family moved the project to the garden, 

Khoa’s family used the chairs found in their basement to set up their station and all the 

projects were a success (see Figure 6). 

 
Figure 6 
Launch Spaceships at homes 

 

Embrace Healing-Centered Teaching and Learning   

The last important theme that I was able to identify in this project is how I have 

learned to embrace healing-centered teaching and learning while working with my 

students. I will zoom into the case of Khoa to illustrate this finding. Khoa’s family had to 
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deal with multiple adversities during the pandemic: both parents lost their jobs and the 

family could not afford rent, which forced them to move out of their family home and 

live with their parents and their sister’s family. While joining the program, Khoa’s family 

members got infected with the COVID-19 virus and Khoa’s grandfather passed away at 

that time. Due to COVID-19 restrictions, the family could not organize a traditional 

Vietnamese funeral that often involves a large gathering of family and community 

members to say their last goodbye to the deceased. Instead, the family organized home-

based praying sessions that happened for days. During that time, Khoa often 

participated independently in online learning sessions with me without his mother 

accompanying and supporting him. There was one session when we learned about the 

book The Good Egg, Khoa’s favorite book. We were discussing the topic of emotions and 

Khoa was drawing different facial expressions on the plastic eggs to show their 

emotions. Suddenly, he stopped. He showed me the sad face on the egg and said to me: 

“Ms. Alisha, my grandfather died. They sang and it was noisy. They cried. They are sad 

like the good egg.” I asked him: “Who were sad?”. He said: “My mom and my 

grandmother”. [translated from Vietnamese]. At that moment, I was dealing with my 

own loss and Khoa’s words suddenly forced me to stop teaching and acknowledge that 

aspect of my life and our shared experience. This moment put me in a deep pause. I 

looked at Khoa on the screen and saw him not only as a student but a child whose family 

went through a whirlwind of loss and grief. I finally said to Khoa: “My grandfather passed 
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away too. I am sad too. Like the good egg. What do you think we should do when we 

are very very sad?”, and Khoa answered me: “We cried” [translated from Vietnamese].  

After this session, I thought of how I could help Khoa and support his family’s 

healing process.  I decided to engage other families and students participating in the 

Home Connection program to create cards and send gifts to Khoa’s family to help them 

move through this difficult time. By carefully listening to my student and validating his 

experience, I formed a trusting relationship with him that strongly impacted Khoa’s 

learning experiences. As our work together continued, Khoa made good progress and 

became more and more independent and engaged through all learning sessions.  

Disruptive teaching moments like this remind me, a teacher, that the pandemic is 

a traumatic experience for all of us and that healing-centered pedagogy is essential for 

pandemic teaching and learning. I was not only teaching content to my students but also 

creating and sharing a communal space with them and their families through the Home 

Connection program. In our sessions, we laughed and cried, we danced, sang, and 

shared stories in different languages, and honored different home lives and cultural 

practices. Working in the Home Connection somehow fostered my own healing. As 

shared by the participating families, seeing their children experience joyful learning 

certainly gave them hope and made their days much less difficult to bear. In short, as a 

learning community, we entered the path to collective healing through this program.  
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Discussion 

Partnering with immigrant families and teaching bilingual students in the Home 

Connection program have taught me many things. I have learned to affirm the diversity 

and pluralism in my students’ learning interests, lived experiences, identities, and home 

lives. Guided by culturally sustaining pedagogy, I selected suitable texts and designed 

learning activities that were aligned with my students’ interests and closely connected 

to their home lives and cultures. The program enhanced the students’ engagement 

during online learning sessions while also provided many opportunities for learning that 

were content rich and developmentally appropriate. Moreover, my pedagogical 

approaches were grounded in pluralism: all instructional materials and instructions were 

given in multiple languages and multimodality (i.e., the use of visuals and sensory-based 

activities) was at the heart of all learning sessions. However, all of these “teacher 

moves” would not have made the lessons come to life without the great help of the 

families and home educators, who provided support to both the students and me. 

Working with linguistically and culturally diverse families and students helped me adopt 

a learner stance and created a co-learning space for me and my students, similar to what 

Martinez and I (2020) wrote: “when students’ language and culture are valued and when 

students are respected as experts for their linguistic and cultural backgrounds, 

educators and students become co-learners and co-owners in learning and teaching”. It 

certainly disrupts the traditional model of teacher-centered classroom by fostering 
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student autonomy. It is important to note that many of the successful teaching moments 

were largely determined by students’ input and their strong influence on the curriculum 

since they had control over the key projects. This type of pedagogy sent a very different 

message to the students that their voices matter and their ideas were important drivers 

of the learning experiences. To these young bilingual children who have been 

marginalized and silenced in their online classrooms, having their voices and ideas 

centered helped foster a “deeply held sense of identity and social belonging” (Bucholtz, 

2017, p. 45).  

Another lesson from the program is the importance of intergenerational 

connections and collective learning. While traditional schooling approaches often 

encourage home-school separation and devalue families’ involvement and engagement, 

I took a different approach with the Home Connection program. I acknowledged the rare 

opportunity created by the pandemic that allowed us a glimpse of our students’ home 

lives and recognized families as home educators. Home-based remote learning creates 

multiple opportunities to foster intergenerational connections and relationships, which 

is closely aligned with the cultural ways of living and being of many immigrant families. 

In addition, students got to learn together with their siblings, which created a robust 

interactive and relational learning environment. Intergenerational learning helps my 

students see themselves as part of their families’ and communities’ traditional ways of 

knowing and being, see their grandparents, parents, and siblings as teachers and co-
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learners, and see their homes as potential spaces for knowledge generation and 

circulation. If educators see cultural practices as a continuum filled with “elder 

epistemologies” (Holmes and Gonzalez, 2017) and youth cultures (Alim, 2011), then we 

can recognize “the necessary intergenerationality of culturally sustaining pedagogy” and 

“push for teaching and learning contexts which include multiple generations” (Alim et 

al., 2011, p. 266).  

While working with my students across family homes, I have also learned to 

embrace my students’ embodied learning through multiple spaces during remote 

learning. This finding not only disrupts the false Cartesian dichotomy of mind versus 

body but also confirms multiple theories of early learning which posit that children learn 

through multiple senses (Adams, 2016), and that bodily moments and sensorimotor 

abilities are connected with learning (Anderson, 2003). In addition, this finding aligns 

with research that has shown how home spaces can generate multiple learning 

opportunities for young bilingual children from immigrant backgrounds (Li, 2009; Reese, 

2009). Within the Home Connection program, the students’ home spaces like bedrooms, 

kitchens, dining tables, and living rooms became learning spaces with valuable 

resources for students to explore family cultural practices (e.g., what food we cook and 

share, what gifts we give and receive), learn family histories (e.g., who the family 

members are and their stories), and interact with others (e.g., gardens are where we 

play, dining tables are where we eat and learn together). In the strangest way, the 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02098/full?fbclid=IwAR2XcSA0wL2HBEkzOOyYY7nMjCmQ2xrA3NiVvJ0lqoYlTHR6J8SMS3UsZK0#B1
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pandemic creates this rare learning opportunity for an educator like me to see the 

richness of my students’ home lives and to critically look at space as a crucial part of 

learning design. 

Finally, I have learned to embrace healing-centered teaching and learning 

through sharing loss and grief with my students and their families. I have come to realize 

that healing is always at the heart of culturally sustaining pedagogy. The framework 

acknowledges not only bilingual immigrant children of Colors’ individual trauma caused 

by multiple social oppressions (Crenshaw, 2017) but their historical and 

intergenerational trauma (Brave Heart et al., 2011) caused by land dispossession, 

dislocation, racism, language loss, and linguistic violence. Hence, healing-centered 

teaching means focusing on students’ strengths and resilience while restoring the values 

of their identities and their communities’ cultural ways of learning and being. As 

explained by Ginwright (2018), “a healing centered approach is holistic involving culture, 

spirituality, civic action and collective healing”. By offering an alternative learning space 

not centering “ideologies of White, middle class, monolingual, cisheteropatriarchal, 

able-bodied superiority” (Paris & Alim, 2017, p. 13), the Home Connection program 

allows me, my students, and their families to collectively heal and from there, to dream 

and hope in the midst of chaos.  
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Conclusion 

As an immigrant early childhood educator, this practitioner inquiry has confirmed 

the importance of holding on and dreaming with culturally sustaining pedagogy while 

working with families in crisis. Culturally sustaining pedagogy is not a “nice-to-have“ 

package for teachers to pick up or randomly sprinkle in when we have extra time in the 

classroom. Culturally sustaining teaching is not for showcasing how “diverse” students 

and families are or how we, teachers, briefly celebrate these students and families 

during heritage months. Taking a culturally sustaining stance is an approach that is 

integrated and relevant to everyday teaching and the lessons we design and implement 

centering the lived experiences of our students and families. Moreover, I argue that this 

pedagogical stance is a prerequisite for good teaching and learning to happen. It 

certainly requires deliberate learning, systematic planning and implementation, and 

continuous reflection from teachers. During challenging times like the COVID-19 

pandemic, our collective struggles constantly remind us how connected and 

interdependable we are and how we need to lean on each other. That means as teachers 

we must prioritize establishing trusting relationships with students and families, 

affirming our students and families’ cultural ways of learning and living, and 

implementing healing-centered practices that aim to support our students’ and families’ 

mental health and wellbeing. Teaching in this way, in return, helps us reclaim the 

humanistic aspect of the profession and gives us hope in the most difficult times. 
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SECTION V. CONCLUSION 

This 3-paper dissertation presents the pandemic-related stories of 20 immigrant 

families and 42 young bilingual children from the Metro and Greater Boston Areas.  The 

first paper used sequential mixed methods to provide an in-depth account of how a 

diverse group of immigrant families coped with the conditions of the pandemic and 

experienced their children’s school-provided remote learning. The findings of this study 

revealed multiple and unique challenges that these immigrant families faced during the 

pandemic. The pandemic certainly added the last drops of severe adversity to the 

already full cup of pre-existing challenges and problems for these immigrant families 

including inequities in economic, housing, and healthcare services. Findings also showed 

that there were structural barriers hindering the establishment of meaningful home-

school connections during the COVID-19 pandemic including:  

• the asymmetric power relationships between school personnel and 

immigrant families 

• the lack of a resilient support system for immigrant families, and  

• the oppressive practices of schooling on young bilingual children.  

In addition to existing social and educational inequities, families experienced schools as 

a hostile environment even when moving to online learning spaces, which resulted in 

the families reporting frustration, struggles, and withdrawal. 
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The second paper employed a transformative mixed methods model to address 

the immediate needs of the immigrant families and to provide meaningful learning 

experiences for their young bilingual children during the pandemic. In this study, I 

collaborated with 3 community partners and 20 immigrant families to collectively 

design a family engagement and home learning program called the Home Connection. 

Focusing on the design, implementation, and evaluation of the Home Connection 

program, the findings from this study demonstrated how equitable family and 

community engagement played a crucial role in building a resilient support system for 

immigrant families and enhancing the educational experiences of their children. Within 

the constraints of the pandemic, this study confirms that establishing reciprocal 

partnerships with immigrant families makes it possible to create educational 

experiences rooted in the assets and needs of immigrant students during times of 

crisis.  

The third paper is a practitioner inquiry reflecting on my teaching practices and 

showing how young bilingual children actively engaged with a culturally sustaining 

remote learning curriculum. The findings revealed what I, a teacher-researcher, have 

learned and purposely sought to sustain while working with immigrant families and 

teaching young bilingual children from diverse backgrounds during pandemic remote 

learning. These lessons included practices for:  
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• Affirming the diversity and pluralism in students’ learning interests, 

cultural and linguistic practices, racial/ethnic identities, and their 

home lives   

• Fostering intergenerational connections and collective learning 

within family homes and communities 

• Recognizing embodied learning through multiple spaces across 

family homes and understanding space as an essential part of 

learning design 

• Embracing healing-centered teaching and learning during times of 

crisis 

• These families and children have taught me to recognize different 

facets of learning and ignited my hope for learning possibilities 

during the pandemic. 

Implications 

By documenting the struggle, resistance, and solidarity of the immigrant families 

and their young bilingual children, this dissertation has some implications for policy 

making, education research, and teaching practices. The findings of the first paper help 

inform policymakers, school leaders, and educators about the unique and diverse 

challenges that some immigrant families from the Metro and Greater Boston Area faced 

during the pandemic. It is important for educational stakeholders to recognize these 
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challenges and work towards creating more equitable immigration policies and 

educational practices and for building a stronger support system for immigrant families 

and young bilingual students.  

The second paper highlights the importance of family and community 

engagement in creating an equitable learning community and supporting diverse needs 

of immigrant families and bilingual students. The Home Connection program shows how 

a learning ecology could potentially be formed in the most difficult time with limited 

resources if we prioritized establishing trusting relationships with families and 

communities. In addition, the second paper presents a counter-narrative about 

immigrant families: these families were not merely participants in a funded research 

program or receivers of services, but they were active social agents whose hopes and 

dreams for their children’s education motivated them to find ways to collaborate in 

fostering a home-based learning environment for their children. Seeing them as co-

educators and co-facilitators of home-based learning transcends the idea of schooling 

as not only bounded within the classroom walls and knowledge as not only generated 

in formal learning contexts.  

Lastly, the third paper provides concrete examples of curriculum design and 

pedagogical practices showing how the powerful combination of family engagement 

and culturally sustaining pedagogy could potentially help enhance student engagement 

in remote learning and beyond. The findings suggest that we must prioritize establishing 
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meaningful relationships with families and adopt a learner stance to acquire knowledge 

about bilingual students’ learning interests, home lives, and cultural and linguistic funds 

of knowledge. Incorporating these valuable resources to the process of curriculum 

design and implementation would potentially help teachers create joyful and culturally 

relevant learning experiences for young bilingual learners and foster their sense of 

belonging.  

 

Dissertation Limitations 

This dissertation involved a small sample of family participants from the Greater 

Boston Area where home quarantine restrictions were dependable to state regulations 

and remote learning practices were determined by each school district. While the 

findings of Paper 1 provide a glimpse to these families’ lives and the challenges that 

they faced during the pandemic, these findings should not be generalized to other 

immigrant families living in the Greater Boston Area or other contexts.  

It is important to recognize that the Home Connection program had successfully 

addressed basic needs to the 20 family participants and provided joyful culturally 

sustaining learning experiences for 42 child participants. However, the Home 

Connection curriculum and remote learning practices might be difficult to replicate to in-

person teaching in different classroom contexts. The curriculum content of the Home 

Connection program was designed based on specific student cases, hence, should not 
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be used as a one-size-fits-all curriculum for all bilingual students. Similar to any 

curriculum, the Home Connection curriculum should be revised according to different 

groups of students and families.  

Considering that the researcher-educator is a seasoned early childhood teacher 

who also designed the learning curriculum, had specific training in bilingual education, 

and was strongly supported by the family participants, the researcher-educator had 

multiple advantages in implementing the Home Connection program and directly 

teaching the bilingual students. Teachers who would like to adopt the Home Connection 

curriculum for classroom use might need to consider multiple factors that impact 

teaching and learning such as meaningful family and community engagement, culturally 

sustaining curriculum design and pedagogical practices to address students’ different 

learning needs in specific learning contexts.   
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Appendix A. Recruitment Flyer 
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Appendix B. Family Information Packet 
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Appendix C. Sample Learning Box 
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Appendix D. Sample Curriculum  
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Appendix E. Family Survey Questionnaire 
 
SECTION I. CONSENT FORM  
You are invited to participate in a research study. Your family has been selected to be in the study 
because your family has: (i) at least one member identified as bilingual with immigrant background, (ii) 
emergent bilingual children within the age range of 4-9, and (iii) at least one school-aged child in public 
schools.  
 
What is the study about?  
This research study is designed to provide an in-depth understanding of quarantine remote learning and 
its impact on immigrant families and young bilingual children. In addition, this study offers learning 
materials and online learning sessions to enhance home learning experiences. There will be 
approximately 20 families with 40+ children participants in this project.   
 
What will participation involve?  
If you choose to participate in this study, you will be asked to:  
• Complete ONE online survey questionnaire and ONE online evaluation form (approximately 20 
minutes to complete)  
• Participate in TWO online interview sessions (60 minutes via the Zoom platform)  
• Participate in EIGHT weekly interactive livestream sessions for STEAM (Science, Technology, 
Engineering, Art, Mathematics) activity learning (30-45 minutes for each session, via Zoom platform)  
  
Do you have to participate?  
Taking part in this research project is voluntary. You do not have to participate, and you can stop at any 
time. Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in 
this research project. Even if you decide to be part of the study now, you may change your mind and stop 
at any time. You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer. If you decide to 
withdraw before this study is completed, all video recordings that have your and your children’s 
participation will be deleted from the project folder. If you choose not to be in this study, it will not affect 
your current or future relations with Boston College or the Lynch School of Education and Human 
Development.  
 
How will we protect your information?  
The records of this study will be kept private.  In any sort of report we may publish, we will not include 
any information that will make it possible to identify you. All names of parents, children, neighborhoods, 
schools, districts will be replaced with pseudonyms. Research records will be kept in a password 
protected folder. Only the PI and the Faculty Supervisor will have access to them.  
 
The Institutional Review Board at Boston College and internal Boston College auditors may review the 
research records. State or federal laws or court orders may also require that information from your 
research study records be released. Otherwise, the researchers will not release to others any 
information that identifies you unless you give your permission, or unless we are legally required to do 
so.  
 
How will we compensate you for being part of the study?  
Your family will receive all learning materials including 8 picture books and 8 STEAM Interactive 
Learning Boxes  
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What are the costs to you to be part of the study?  
There is no cost to you to be in this research study.  
 
If you have any questions about this research, you may contact the Principal Investigator, Alisha Nguyen 
(Email: alisha.nguyen@bc.edu; Phone: 832-846-4526), or the Faculty Advisor, Mariela Paez (Email: 
mariela.paez@bc.edu; Phone: 617-552-4068)  
 
Contact Information for Questions about Your Rights as a Research Participant  
If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or wish to obtain information, ask 
questions, or discuss any concerns about this study with someone other than the researcher(s), please 
contact the following:  
Boston College  
Office for Research Protections  
Phone: (617) 552-4778  
Email:  irb@bc.edu  
 
I understand what the study is about and my questions so far have been answered. I agree to take part 
in this study.   
  
○ Yes, I consent 

○ No, I do not consent 

 

I agree to video-record and take photos of my children's remote learning activities and send them to the 
Principal Investigator:  

○ Yes 

○ No 

 

SECTION II. DEMOGRAPHICS 

Mother’s First and Last Name  

 

Father’s First and Last Name 

 

Mother’s Age 

 

Father’s Age  
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Mother’s Race and Ethnicity

○Asian  

○Black or African American  

○Hispanic or Latinx 

○White or Caucasian 

○Middle Eastern or North African 

○Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islanders  

○Native American or Alaska Native 

○Multiracial/Multiethnic 

○Other (please specify)

 

Father’s Race and Ethnicity

○Asian  

○Black or African American  

○Hispanic or Latinx 

○White or Caucasian 

○Middle Eastern or North African 

○Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islanders  

○Native American or Alaska Native 

○Multiracial/Multiethnic 

○Other (please specify)

Mother’s Country of Origin  

 

Father’s Country of Origin  

 

Mother’s Highest Level of Education

○Some Formal Education 

○Some Formal Education Up to Highschool 
Level 

○Highschool Graduate 

○Some College 

○Associate degree 

○Bachelor’s Degree 

○Graduate Degree

 

Father’s Highest Level of Education

○Some Formal Education ○Some Formal Education Up to Highschool 
Level 
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○Highschool Graduate 

○Some College 

○Associate degree 

○Bachelor’s Degree 

○Graduate Degree

 

Mother’s Occupation 

 

Father’s Occupation 

 

What is your total annual income?

○Less than 20,000 

○20,000 to 34,999 

○35,000 to 49,999 

○50,000 to 74,999 

○75,000 to 99,999 

○100,000 to 149,999 

○150,000 and above

 

Do your children receive free and reduced lunch from school? 

○ Yes 

○ No 

 

Child 1: First & Last Name 

 

Child 1: Age & Grade Level  

 

Child 2: First & Last Name 

 

Child 2: Age & Grade Level  

 

Child 3: First & Last Name 
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Child 3: Age & Grade Level  

 

School District & School Name 

 

School Address 

 

Home Address 

 

Phone Number 

 

SECTION III. LANGUAGE PRACTICES 

 

Mother’s languages 

 

Father’s languages  

 

Please describe what languages are primarily spoken at home: 

 

What language did your children learn first? If your children learn multiple languages at the same time, 
please list all of them. Please write answers for all children.  

 

What language(s) do your children use most at home? Please write answers for all children. 

 

Have your children received English language support from schools? If yes, please describe the types of 
support provided by school district/school/classroom teacher. Please write answers for all children. 

 

Have your children received English language support DURING remote learning? If yes, please describe. 
Please write answers for all children.  
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SECTION IV. COVID-19 

Broadly speaking, what is your biggest concern as a parent during the COVID-19 pandemic?  

 

What is your biggest concern about your children not being in school as a result of COVID-19? 

 

What are your family’s pressing needs at the moment? List them all. 

 

In the past 7 days, how often have you: 

Rarely  Sometime  Moderate  Most of the times 

or None   (1-2 days)   (3-4 times)     (5-6 days) 

Felt anxious or nervous          ○                      ○                    ○             ○ 

Felt depressed            ○                      ○                    ○          ○ 

Felt lonely               ○                      ○                    ○            ○ 

Felt hopeful about the future       ○                      ○                    ○            ○ 

Had trouble sleeping            ○                      ○                    ○          ○ 

 

How do you rank the following factors in your life? 

Much worse  Somewhat  About the same  Somewhat  Much 
better      worse          better                 better 

Health              ○                        ○              ○             ○                 ○ 

Finance            ○                        ○              ○             ○                 ○ 

Wellbeing                                  ○                        ○              ○             ○                 ○ 

Childcare Responsibility           ○           ○              ○             ○                 ○ 

Personal Life                              ○           ○              ○             ○                 ○ 
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During quarantine remote learning, how supported do you feel when you wanted or needed help from 
school, staff and/or classroom teacher? 

Extremely supported  Very supported Somewhat supported Not supported Not at all supported 

○                        ○              ○               ○              ○ 
 

SECTION V. REMOTE LEARNING 

Who is the person most responsible for managing or helping your children with their remote learning? 

 

What devices are available for your children’s remote learning? List them all.  

 

The following questions are asking about the experiences of remote learning for your children. Please 
select one child to answer all the questions. We will refer to this child as the target child for these 
questions. Please indicate the child’s name, age, and grade level. 

 

Compared to before the COVID-19 pandemic, how much is your target child doing the following? 

Much Less  Less  Same Amount      More   Much More 

Eating           ○                 ○         ○             ○              ○ 

Sleeping           ○                  ○         ○             ○              ○ 

Physical Activity                                     ○                   ○         ○             ○              ○ 

Spending Time Outside                          ○      ○         ○             ○              ○ 

Spending Time with Friends                  ○      ○         ○             ○              ○ 

(in person) 

Spending Time with Friends                   ○       ○         ○             ○              ○ 

(online)                                                   

Screen Time                                              ○       ○         ○             ○              ○  

(Educational Purpose) 

Screen Time                                               ○       ○         ○             ○              ○ 

(Non-educational Purpose) 
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Spending time with Extended Family       ○                 ○         ○             ○              ○ 

Members (In-person) 

Spending time with Extended Family      ○                 ○         ○             ○              ○ 

Members 

(Online) 

 

How many hours do your child spend with remote learning in total? 

 

What kinds of learning activities have your child received from schools? Check them all.  

○Online learning sessions with teachers 

○Online learning sessions with specialists (literacy, math, language, art, music, PE) 

○Online sessions with school counsellors 

○Online sessions with administrators 

○Other (please specify) 

 

What subjects are covered by the instructional materials provided by the teachers/schools? 

○Math  

○Reading/ELA 

○Science 

○Social Studies 

○Art 

○Music  

○Physical Education (PE) 

○Other (Please specify) 

 

How would you rate the job the teacher has done handling remote learning during COVID-19? 

Poor  Not So Good  Fair  Good  Very Good 

  ○                        ○           ○           ○                ○ 

 

How would you rate the job your child’s school and district handing remote learning during COVID-19? 
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Poor  Not So Good  Fair  Good  Very Good 

  ○                        ○           ○           ○                ○ 

 
What learning apps/software are mandatory for school work? List them all.  

 

What learning apps/software do you select and get for your children? List them all.  

 

What are barriers that prevent your children from effectively participating in remote learning? 

  ○We don’t have enough devices at home 

  ○We don’t have reliable high-speed internet access at home 

  ○We don’t know how to use the learning apps 

  ○My child does not engage well with online learning sessions 

  ○My child is too young to participate in online learning independently  

  ○Online learning schedule does not fit my family’s schedule 

  ○I do not see the benefits of online learning for my child 

  ○Others (please specify) 

  ○None of these applies 

 

How would you rate online learning support? 

    Poor  Not So Good  Fair      Good  Very Good 

District & School       ○                     ○            ○       ○                ○ 

Teachers                        ○                     ○            ○       ○                ○ 

Specialists                                 ○                     ○            ○       ○                ○ 

Learning materials                    ○                     ○            ○       ○                ○ 
 

In the past 7 days, has anyone in your family done the following things with your children? 

       None   Once  2 Times  More than 3 Times 
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Tell stories or read books                    ○                     ○            ○         ○ 

Done art & craft activities                   ○                     ○            ○         ○ 

Played board games or                         ○                     ○            ○         ○ 
did puzzles 

Played sports or physical                       ○           ○            ○         ○   
activities 

Let your children participate                  ○          ○            ○         ○  
in housework  

Talked to your children                          ○                        ○            ○         ○ 
about your culture 

Discussed with your children                 ○           ○            ○         ○ 
about COVID-19 

Others (Please specify) 

In general, how confident were you in supporting your child’s learning during COVID-19 quarantine? 

Not Confident  Slightly Confident Moderately Confident Confident Very Confident 

at all 

      ○                       ○                                        ○              ○                     ○ 
 

How successful has remote learning been for your child? 

Not successful  Slightly successful Moderately Successful  Successful Very Successful  

at all  

      ○                       ○                                        ○              ○                     ○ 
 

Do you think the remote learning experiences of the target child similar or different to the experiences of 
other children in the home? Please explain. 
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What would you recommend to school or teacher to make your child’s remote learning experiences 
better? 
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Appendix F. Family Interview Questions 
 

SECTION I. QUARANTINE REMOTE LEARNING 

1. Could you please tell me about your children? What do they like, dislike? How are their learning 
styles? What are their favorite subjects, books, activities, etc.? What are your main challenges in 
working with your children during COVID-19?  

2. How are you coping with quarantine life? 
3. How are your family coping with quarantine life?  
4. What is the typical schedule of your family at this time? What changes have you made to fit the 

current situation?  
5. How do you arrange your homeschooling schedule for your children? 
6. How do you feel about remote learning? How are your children coping with current online 

learning practices? Could you please tell me more about your children’s experiences of weekly 
online learning sessions with teachers? Describe the types of activities that you and your child 
are involved through the school (examples to prompt: Small-group sessions? Recorded read-
aloud videos? Learning apps)?  

7. In addition to the teacher and school directives/activities/programs, are you doing anything 
additional at home to support learning for your children? 

8. How do you feel about home-school communications from the teacher/school? Do you think you 
have received the information that you need to support your children? Do you need any 
additional information from teachers or the school? How do you feel about the assigned school 
work and activities your children are currently receiving?  

9. What do you think are the main challenges of quarantine remote learning for your family?  

SESSION II. PROGRAM EVALUATION  

1. How do you feel about the picture books? How do your children find the picture books?  
2. Do you use the recommended discussion questions? How do your children respond?  
3. How do you find the Interactive Learning Box of activities? How do your family engage with the 

boxes?  
4. How do you find the online learning sessions? What do you think about your children’s 

engagement with the sessions?   
5. How do you feel about the Home Connection program? Do you have any recommendations or 

suggestions to refine or improve the program? 
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Appendix G. Family Evaluation Form 

 
SECTION I. THIS SECTION WILL HAVE QUESTIONS RELATED TO THE PICTURE BOOKS 
How much do you like the picture books?  

Dislike a  

Great Deal       Dislike       Neutral       Like       Like a Great Deal 

The Koala Who Could                        ○               ○      ○       ○           ○ 

How to Wash a Woolly Mammoth             ○                ○       ○       ○           ○ 

The Good Egg             ○                ○       ○       ○  ○ 

Don’t Let the Pigeon Drive the Bus          ○                  ○       ○       ○  ○ 

Dragon Love Tacos            ○                 ○       ○       ○  ○ 

When Grandma Gives You a Lemon Tree       ○                 ○       ○       ○  ○ 

Too Many Mangoes              ○                 ○       ○       ○  ○ 

Counting on Katherine                 ○                 ○       ○       ○  ○ 
 

How many times do your family read the picture books?  

           1 time           2-3 times       4-5 times       More than 5 times 

The Koala Who Could                        ○                  ○               ○         ○            

How to Wash a Woolly Mammoth             ○                   ○                ○        ○            

The Good Egg             ○                   ○                ○          ○   

Don’t Let the Pigeon Drive the Bus          ○                    ○                ○          ○   
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Dragon Love Tacos            ○                   ○          ○          ○  

When Grandma Gives You a Lemon Tree       ○                   ○          ○          ○   

Too Many Mangoes              ○                   ○          ○          ○   

Counting on Katherine                 ○                   ○          ○          ○ 
 

How do your family engage with the picture books? Select all that apply.   

Caregivers read  Children read  Children read  Answer  

to children             to siblings  independently  questions        

The Koala Who Could                       ○                      ○                    ○            ○            

How to Wash a Woolly Mammoth             ○                      ○                     ○            ○            

The Good Egg             ○                      ○                      ○            ○  

Don’t Let the Pigeon Drive the Bus          ○                       ○                      ○         ○  

Dragon Love Tacos            ○                      ○                       ○     ○  

When Grandma Gives You a Lemon Tree          ○                      ○                       ○     ○  

Too Many Mangoes              ○                      ○                       ○     ○  

Counting on Katherine                 ○                      ○                       ○     ○ 
 

Please give some examples to show how your children engage with the picture books:  

 

 

SECTION II. THIS SECTION WILL HAVE QUESTIONS RELATED TO THE LEARNING BOXES 

Please select the most suitable answer to describe your family’s experiences with each component of 
the Learning Boxes. 

Bad       Not So Good       Average       Good       Excellent 

Reading     ○          ○      ○       ○          ○ 

Math      ○          ○      ○       ○          ○ 

Science     ○          ○      ○       ○          ○ 
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Art & Craft    ○          ○      ○       ○          ○ 

Sensory Play     ○          ○      ○       ○          ○ 

 

What do you like most about the learning boxes? 

 

What are your suggestions to improve the learning boxes? 

SECTION III. THIS SECTION WILL HAVE QUESTIONS RELATED TO THE ONLINE LEARNING 
SESSIONS 
How do you rank the online learning sessions? 

Bad       Not So Good       Average       Good       Excellent 

The Koala Who Could                   ○          ○      ○       ○          ○ 

(Making a Koala’s House) 

How to Wash the Woolly Mammoth       ○          ○      ○       ○          ○ 

(Making a Mammoth Habitat) 

The Good Egg                 ○           ○      ○       ○          ○ 

(Shopping for Groceries Game) 

Dragons Love Tacos                  ○          ○      ○       ○          ○ 

(Foaming Dragon Experiment + Paper Tacos) 

When Grandma Gives You a Lemon Tree   ○          ○      ○       ○          ○ 

(Growing Bean Sprouts & Birthday Card)  

Too Many Mangoes                     ○          ○      ○       ○          ○ 

(Island Jar & Bead Necklaces)  

Counting on Katherine                    ○          ○      ○       ○          ○ 

(Solar System & Balloon Rocket Launching) 

 

What do you like most about the learning sessions? 

 

What are your suggestions to improve the learning sessions? 

 


