
33

Sustaining an Asset-based 
Approach in the Midst of 
the Coronavirus
Molly Ross
molly.ross@gmail.com

Christine Montecillo Leider, PhD
montecil@bu.edu

I recently spoke with a teacher about a live teaching video 
FDOO�VKH�KDG�ZLWK�KHU�ÀUVW�JUDGH�FODVV�LQ�ZKLFK�RQH�RI�
her students joined along with two younger siblings. The 

VWXGHQW�KDG�WR�WDNH�FDUH�RI�KHU�VLEOLQJV��EXW�VKH�GLGQ·W�ZDQW�
to miss class. This conversation made me think about how we respond to our 
VWXGHQWV·�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��2Q�WKH�RQH�KDQG��ZH�FDQ�IHHO�VRUU\�IRU�D�VWXGHQW�ZKR�
has responsibilities at home and worry that she may not be able to keep up 
DFDGHPLFDOO\��+RZHYHU��WDNLQJ�D�PRUH�SRVLWLYH�SHUVSHFWLYH��ZH�FDQ�VHH�WKH�
VWURQJ�PRWLYDWLRQ�DQG�PDQDJHPHQW�VNLOOV�WKLV�ÀUVW�JUDGH�VWXGHQW�LV�EXLOGLQJ�HYHQ�
while learning remotely.  - Molly

REMOTE TEACHING AND LEARNING
As we move through this unprecedented time of remote teaching and learning 
and the uncertainty around the future of our educational system, we cannot 
lose sight of our multilingual learners’ assets and what they have learned and 
will continue to learn during COVID-19 distance learning, away from our physical 
school buildings. 

As educators begin to consider what the future of education will look like, we 
often worry how far behind our students may fall: How are we going to catch 
VWXGHQWV�XS"�+RZ�DUH�ZH�JRLQJ�WR�PLWLJDWH�WKH�LPSDFW�RI�(QJOLVK�OHDUQLQJ�ORVV"�
and�+RZ�DUH�ZH�JRLQJ�WR�KDQGOH�VWXGHQWV�IDOOLQJ�HYHQ�IXUWKHU�EHKLQG"�Questions 
like these stem from equity-driven concerns, but while they represent important 
concerns, a constant focus on the negative aspects of our current situation 
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ignores the meaningful learning that comes from the home experiences of our 
PXOWLOLQJXDO�VWXGHQWV��'HÀFLW�WKLQNLQJ�OHDGV�WR�ORZHU�H[SHFWDWLRQV�DQG�ODFN�RI�
access to grade-appropriate instruction and engagement for many students, 
including multilingual learners (TNTP, 2018). 

As members of the WIDA consortium, Massachusetts educators have long 
focused on bringing an asset-based approach into their classrooms. By 
encouraging students to see their own experiences as assets, we hope to 
give them the power to unleash their learning skills (WIDA, 2019a). We want to 
encourage educators to transfer this “can-do” approach to distance education. 
Below are some of the ways that our students can continue to learn while they 
are physically away from the classroom:

LANGUAGE AND LITERACY DEVELOPMENT DURING SELF-DIRECTED 
LEARNING
While it is natural in an English-only school environment to focus on the loss of 
English-language skills (and we agree that is a concern), many of our students 
are now reconnecting to their home languages in ways that will be positive for 
their future educational development. They may be connecting more closely 
with family members and with their family’s cultural background. Research cited 
LQ�86'2(��Q�G���KDV�LGHQWLÀHG�PDQ\�EHQHÀWV�RI�ELOLQJXDOLVP��LQFOXGLQJ�VWURQJHU�
FRJQLWLYH�GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�ÁH[LELOLW\�LQ�WKLQNLQJ�DQG�VHOI�FRQWURO��+HULWDJH�
language development, in particular, is connected to a stronger sense of 
identity, which can lead to greater interest and motivation. Moreover, learning 
that happens in all of a student’s languages has been shown to lead to deeper 
understanding.

Many teachers and family members have noticed that, freed from expectations 
about what they are “supposed” to be learning, students are exploring 
subjects that truly interest them. Some students are making TikTok videos at 
home, which might not initially seem like serious learning until you consider 
the self-management skills that go into producing a video, not to mention 
the technological skills needed to use these online platforms. Some students 
are spending more time playing outside or creating art or improving their 
collaboration skills by playing video games. No longer forced to spend many 
hours a day learning what someone else has decided is important, students are 
free to decide for themselves what is meaningful. When students are engaged 
in activities that interest them, they develop a host of valuable language and 
OLWHUDF\�VNLOOV��GLJLWDO�OLWHUDF\��´WLHU�WKUHHµ�YRFDEXODU\�ZRUGV��RIWHQ�ELOLQJXDOO\����
and the use of explaining-and-describing language to share their newfound 
knowledge with family members (also bilingually).

Articles



35

SELF-AWARENESS AND SOCIOEMOTIONAL SKILLS
Our students are being asked to do a lot of self-management in both their 
schoolwork and their home lives. In school, students are often told what to do as 
well as when and how to do it. This kind of structure isn’t possible in the current 
environment. Students are being given more independence while their family 
members are working either inside or outside the home. Many are taking care 
of themselves in ways they may not have experienced before. They are making 
decisions and managing their own time. This leads to greater independence, 
DV�VWXGHQWV�ÀJXUH�RXW�KRZ�WKH\�OHDUQ�EHVW�RU�VRPHWLPHV��HYHQ�PRUH�LPSRUWDQWO\��
what impedes their learning. Some students are learning that they really need 
structure and support, while others learn that they do best when given the 
freedom to choose their own structure.

Students will undoubtedly have a variety of different experiences. They may 
have seen their families dealing with problems they have not had to manage 
before. Some are being asked to care for siblings or other family members. 
2WKHUV�DUH�ZRUNLQJ�WR�VXSSRUW�WKHLU�IDPLOLHV�ÀQDQFLDOO\��6WLOO�RWKHUV�DUH�VSHQGLQJ�
more time with family members, creating new and deeper relationships. We 
have to be empathetic when discovering and building upon the strength and 
UHVLOLHQFH�WKDW�RXU�VWXGHQWV�KDYH�EHHQ�ÀQGLQJ�ZLWKLQ�WKHPVHOYHV��

BRIDGING STUDENT HOME-LEARNING EXPERIENCES WITH FORMAL 
INSTRUCTION.
It’s not enough to simply acknowledge or be aware of what students are 
learning during this coronavirus time; we must also build on these experiences 
and assets in our own instruction. Below we offer suggestions on how to do this:

1. Allow students to share their experiences. :KHQ�ZH�DUH�ÀQDOO\�DEOH�
to come back together, in whatever capacity that is, we must 
provide time for students to tell their stories. Our students will need 
VSDFH�WR�UHÁHFW�RQ�WKH�FKDQJHV�WKDW�ZHUH�VXGGHQO\�IRUFHG�XSRQ�
them. :KDW�GLG�WKH\�GR�GXULQJ�WKLV�WLPH"�'LG�WKH\�H[SHULHQFH�JULHI�
RU�ORVV"�'LG�WKH\�EXLOG�D�JUHDWHU�FRQQHFWLRQ�WR�WKHLU�IDPLOLHV"�'LG�
they discover a new interest? By allowing space for students to 
share, teachers will gain essential insight into their students’ experi-
ences, while helping to rebuild the community we will all need as 
we return to a new reality.

2. (QFRXUDJH�VHOI�UHÁHFWLRQ�DERXW�OHDUQLQJ� Our students should be 
encouraged to identify what they have learned about themselves 
as learners. :KDW�ZRUNHG"�:KDW�GLGQ·W�ZRUN"�:KDW�PRWLYDWHG�
them? Also important in this process is that teachers need to listen 
and use this information to inform their own practices. Some stu-
dents may have found that they learn better in the company of 
their peers or with more direct teacher feedback. Others may have 
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thrived with the opportunity to self-manage and work remotely.  We 
have to help our students build on their new understanding of their 
own strengths.

3. /HDUQ�IURP�RXU�VWXGHQWV� As we listen to our students’ experiences 
and what they learned about themselves, we need to take note: 
$UH�WKHUH�LQWHUHVWV�ZH�GLGQ·W�NQRZ�RXU�VWXGHQWV�KDG"�$UH�WKHUH�ZD\V�
to encourage students to continue pursuing their interests? What 
PRWLYDWHG�DQG�HQJDJHG�VWXGHQWV�UHPRWHO\"�:KDW�GLGQ·W"�$UH�
WKHUH�ZD\V�WR�LQFRUSRUDWH�LQWR�RXU�OHDUQLQJ�VWDQGDUGV�WKH�IXQGV�RI�
knowledge our students will be bringing with them as they return to 
school? :H�PXVW�XVH�WKLV�WLPH�WR�VHOI�UHÁHFW�DQG�ÀJXUH�RXW�ZD\V�WR�
take a more Universal-Design-for-Learning (CAST, n.d.) and Can-Do 
(WIDA, 2019b) approach to curricular development and instruction-
al decisions. 

4. Hold students to a high academic standard. We cannot fall into 
the trap of simplifying grade-level work because students are per-
ceived as being “behind.” Our students will still need cognitively 
appropriate work and assignments, as well as high expectations. 
:H�ZLOO�KDYH�WR�ÀJXUH�RXW�ZKHUH�RXU�VWXGHQWV�DUH�DFDGHPLFDOO\�DQG�
consider what learning is truly essential: What are the most import-
DQW�VNLOOV�WKH�VWXGHQWV�QHHG�LQ�RUGHU�WR�EH�VXFFHVVIXO"�+RZ�FDQ�ZH�
GLIIHUHQWLDWH�OHDUQLQJ�IRU�GLIIHUHQW�VWXGHQWV�ZKLOH�KROGLQJ�DOO�RI�WKHP�
to high standards? How can we keep our students engaged and 
motivated? We must continue to allow our students to try out new 
knowledge and skills and to grapple with challenging assignments.

5.  Maintain strong home-school connections. Caregivers will have be-
come more involved in their students’ learning during this time, and 
we should encourage their continued involvement. Family members 
can offer a different perspective as to what engaged or motivat-
ed their students while they were learning at home: What did they 
OHDUQ�DERXW�WKHLU�VWXGHQWV"�:KDW�GR�WKH\�ZDQW�IRU�WKHLU�VWXGHQWV"�
How do they believe they can support learning? Many educators 
are learning to use translation services to connect with multilingual 
families and talk with them about their experience having their stu-
dents learn at home. Information can be gathered through surveys, 
parent/teacher groups, open houses, phone calls, or text messages. 
Caregivers should be viewed as real partners in shaping the educa-
tional experiences of their students; this is a perfect opportunity to 
ensure that parents are given a voice as we move forward.

CLOSING THOUGHTS
2QO\�ZKHQ�ZH�H[SDQG�XSRQ�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�ZKDW�LW�PHDQV�WR�OHDUQ�ZLOO�ZH�
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start to see that our students are learning a great number of things while staying 
home. Our students will not all have had the exact same experiences, but all of 
WKHLU�YDU\LQJ�H[SHULHQFHV�ZLOO�KDYH�KDG�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�LPSDFW�RQ�WKH�QHZ�ZD\V�RI�
thinking and learning that they will bring with them when they return to school. 
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