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Heritage Language Learning and COVID-19

• As a result of lockdowns, children are spending more time with their 
parents, and for children in multilingual families, there has been greater 
opportunity to hear their parents speak the heritage language. 

• Increased enthusiasm for heritage languages has been noted in 
Germany, Britain, the United States, Norway, and Uganda

(Hardach, The New York Times, 2020).



Teaching and Learning 
Bangla Online The Bangla School

• Many ethnolinguistic communities have shown 
enthusiastic support for heritage language maintenance 
and have established heritage language programs in many 
provinces of Canada (Duff, 2008; Duff & Beckar-Zayas, 
2017). 

• The Vancouver Bangla community school was established 
by the Greater Vancouver Bangladesh Cultural Association 
in 2018, with free Bangla language classes offered on a 
weekly basis to Canadian Bengali children.

• In the fall 2020, we began a case study to investigate how 
teachers from the community-based Vancouver Bangla 
School are transitioning from in-person to online teaching 
during COVID-19.
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Research Questions

• As a result of COVID-19, what challenges have teachers experienced 
in the transition to online heritage language teaching? 

• To what extent do teachers use translingual and multimodal practices 
and resources to promote student investment in heritage language 
learning and to develop students’ bi/multilingual identities? 

• To what extent might the digital platforms, Storybooks Canada and 
Storybooks Bangladesh, help to promote students’ investment in 
heritage language learning?
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Methodology

• A qualitative case study (Duff, 2012; Yin, 2018). 
• Data collection period (September 2020- May 2022)
• The school currently has seven volunteer teachers. Six teachers have agreed 

to be part of the study.
• Currently, the school has twenty-four children (aged 6-14).
• Parents of the children who attend the Vancouver Bangla School are mostly 

Bangladeshi Canadian immigrants. 
• While parents and teachers are native speakers of Bangla, English is the 

dominant language of the children. 
• Data sources include participant class observations, field notes, 

questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, and focus group discussions with 
teachers.



Theoretical Frameworks

(Norton, 2013, 2016; Darvin & Norton 2015) 

Translanguaging (García & Li Wei, 2014), 
Translingual practice (Canagarajah, 2013); 
Multimodality (Jewitt & Kress, 2003; Kendrick, 
2016) 



Challenges
• Lack of teacher training (Most teachers have no prior online teaching 

experience)
• Lack of appropriate educational resources
• Lack of volunteer teachers
• Lack of funding
• Different levels of learners



Translingual and Multimodal Resources



Translingual 
and 

Multimodal 
Resources



Translingual and Multimodal Resources



Extracts from Teachers’ Interviews

• ‘They [children] are familiar with Canadian maple leaves. They will 
not recognize jackfruit leaves … they are familiar with maple leaves, 
they are familiar with cherry blossoms…they are familiar with fall 
colors—so [the lesson] becomes more effective…When I give 
instruction using the Canadian style…if I mix them it becomes more 
effective.’ 

(Mili, Interview, April 13, 2021)

Afreen & Norton, 2022



Extracts from Teachers’ 
Interviews

• They [children] need to learn [Bangla]—because first of all, 
they need to know their root, right? Like where their 
parents are coming from.

(Mili, Interview, April 13, 2021)

Afreen & Norton, 2022



Extracts from Teachers’ Interviews

• ‘They can use objects from their homes, they can show their T-
shirts—what they are wearing—or, I made this, someone bought this 
for me, I made this art—they can talk about anything.’ 

• ‘Certainly, because they [children] are showing their own things. They 
wait for this [activity] —I will show this today…This is a big thing for 
them—I mean a really big thing.’ 

(Interview, April 13, 2021)

Afreen & Norton, 2022



Translingual and 
Multimodal Resources

• The Global Storybooks project 
(globalstorybooks.net/), is developed by 
Bonny Norton and her team at UBC

• Storybooks Bangladesh (global-
asp.github.io/storybooks-bangladesh/)

• Storybooks Canada 
(storybookscanada.ca)

• Indigenous Storybooks 
(indigenousstorybooks.ca)

https://globalstorybooks.net/
https://global-asp.github.io/storybooks-bangladesh/
http://www.storybookscanada.ca/
https://indigenousstorybooks.ca/
















Storybooks Canada/ Storybooks Bangladesh
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DISCUSSION

• Validating and acknowledging HL students’ identities through translingual and 
multimodal practices help teachers promote children’s investment in HL learning and 
develop children’s multilingual identities 

• Although the teachers want children to know about their “roots” and heritage, they 
understand that these children are also invested in Canadian cultural practices. They 
value children’s identities and the capital they bring to the classroom and use them as 
affordances rather than constraints.

• Teachers “mix” Bangladeshi and Canadian cultures and help children negotiate their 
transcultural identities. They help children navigate their past, present and future, and 
support them in negotiating their transcultural identities as Bangladeshi Canadians, not 
only as Bangladeshis.
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DISCUSSION

• Collaboration among HL teachers may help resolve the common 
challenges of HL community programs, such as dearth of funding, trained 
teachers, and suitable educational resources.

• Online teaching has enabled the school to reach the wider Bengali 
community, both locally and nationally, transforming itself from an urban 
centre to a virtual provincial and national site.

• Although parents and teachers acknowledge the benefits of face-to-face 
teaching, both teachers and parents highlight commuting time as a 
significant challenge in face-to-face teaching. 
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The Globe and Mail/ Royal Society of Canada
February 2021

COVID-19 and heritage learning: How 
community-based language schools are adapting 
to the pandemic, The Globe and Mail: 
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/articl
e-covid-19-and-heritage-learning-how-
community-based-language-schools/

The article (Article 2.3) is included in the RSC 
report:
https://rsc-
src.ca/sites/default/files/Literacy%20PB_EN_3.p
df

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-covid-19-and-heritage-learning-how-community-based-language-schools/
https://rsc-src.ca/sites/default/files/Literacy%20PB_EN_3.pdf
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