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If one were to describe a day in the life of fourth grade teacher Ashley 
Melanson during the pandemic, it might go something like this: Dialed into a 
Zoom lesson with more than 27 students, her husband Keith (also a teacher) 
on a simultaneous Zoom conference call, and their son Ryan fussing in the 
background. While this sounds like a lot to juggle, Ashley took it all in stride, 
and so did her students! They loved seeing baby Ryan on the calls and were 
just happy to engage with their teacher and continue learning.

There are many unsung heroes during this unprecedented crisis, and 
Ashley Melanson is one such person. According to Dr. Nora Wheeler, 
principal of Westtown-Thornbury Elementary 
School, “Ashley was outstanding throughout this 
crisis. In addition to being a working mother, 
with a son who just turned one, and married to a 
teacher who had his own Zooms to manage, she 
provided professional development to teachers 
across the district. Her ability to integrate 
technology was already stellar before we closed, 
and she excelled throughout this crisis. In addition, 
she went above and beyond to stay connected 
with her students, supported those struggling, and 
continually strove for her personal best.”

Ashley and her husband Keith both attended West Chester University 
(receiving Bachelors of Science in Education), but didn’t meet until they 
began teaching at Marcus Hook Elementary in 2011. They have a shared 
love for sports, specifically the Philadelphia Flyers and when they married in 
2015 at Saints Simon and Jude Parish in West Chester, they had a Flyers-
themed wedding, completed with a Stanley Cup wedding cake!

Ashley received a Masters in Literacy at Wilkes University and began 
teaching at Westtown-Thornbury Elementary School in 2017 after teaching 
with the Chichester School District for seven years. She also won the 

Franklin Mint Teacher of Excellence Award in 
2016 in Delaware County. Keith received a Masters 
in Education at Immaculata University and teaches 
at Chichester Middle School.

Their son Ryan Edward celebrated his first 
birthday on April 11th. Ashley says, “For Ryan’s 
first birthday, we had planned on having a sports-
themed birthday party with family and neighbors 
so we decided to have a “quarantine-themed” 
birthday party on Zoom. It was fun to see everyone 
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and know that they were safe and healthy. We will 
forever remember his first birthday celebration!”

Another memorable part of the year so far was 
being thrust into three months of online learning. 
Fortunately, Ashley’s students were very familiar 
with many of the online learning platforms that 
Westtown-Thornbury Elementary utilized, like 
Seesaw and Schoology. This allowed students 
to jump right in and begin learning digitally in 
a relatively seamless fashion. Ashley says, “We 
put a focus on integrating the teaching of specific 
technology skills within our everyday learning 
activities. Therefore, skills like uploading 
documents/photos, using Google Docs, and 
sending emails, were already introduced and 
practiced within the classroom. This provided 
teachers with a solid foundation to begin educating 
at a distance.”

That being said, teachers only had two days of 
training and preparation before they began online 
teaching on Wednesday, March 18th. Westtown-
Thornbury’s fourth grade teachers used Zoom for 
meetings and Schoology for assignments. When it 

was determined that the two 
week shutdown was going 
to be extended, teachers 
and administration took an 
additional four full days for 
staff trainings. These days 
allowed for further training 
and to provide teachers 
time to collaborate in order 
to provide students with 
the best digital learning 
activities and lessons 
possible.

Over the last two years, 
Ashley frequently used 

an online student engagement platform called 
Nearpod within her classroom. During this online 
learning journey many teachers needed help and 
support with using this platform for the very first 
time. Ashley led a district-wide training on this 
program for over 100 teachers, and she continued 
to help and guide others with Nearpod and 
Schoology basics during the extended shutdown.

However, online learning did not come without 
some challenges. “Within the classroom, all 
students used an iPad. Creating lessons and 
activities for distance learning that were compatible 
with different operating systems and devices (Mac, 
PC, iPad, cellphones) were a large hurdle,” says 
Ashley. “Teachers had to quickly become experts 
in the different operating systems and devices to 
assist students in troubleshooting. In addition, many 
online learning platforms across the country had 
outages in the first and second weeks of learning. 
This resulted in many interrupted lessons and 
activities which was a challenge.”

Toward the beginning of online learning, Ashley 
noted that Zoom sessions were more about 
keeping in touch with each other, keeping 
relationships first and making sure they were still 
a community and family. She says, “I wanted 
students to know that I missed them and kept 
the focus more on our social emotional learning. 
I would explain the week’s activities, we would 
share or catch-up, and we would often play 
a game together. “Scavenger Hunt” was our 
favorite! I would give students one minute to run 
around their house and find certain things (book, 
stuffed animal, flower, etc). It turned into a mini 
competition, so they loved it.”

After approximately two weeks, Ashley’s students 
were ready for more academic Zoom sessions. 
They jumped into book clubs which allowed 
students to read and discuss a text at their 
instructional reading level with both the teacher 
and peers. They also formed small group math 

lessons. This allowed Ashley to work with students 
in smaller groups to better accommodate skill 
needs. During this time they still kept up their 
Zoom meet ups to check-in, share big events, and 
play a few games together.

Ashley was so impressed with how her students 
coped with virtual learning. They proved to be 
very resilient, and completed many project-based 
learning activities that allowed them to practice 
critical thinking, be creative, collaborate, and 
communicate. Ashley noted that “Genius Hour” 
was a fan favorite project that allowed students to 
research and create based on their passions. Some 
other projects completed by students were:

•   Created a Cooking Show

•   Recorded a Sports Podcast 

•   Wrote a Minecraft How-to Guide 

•   Created a Dog Rescue & Fostering Blog 

•   Learned to Code 

•   Researched the History of Broadway

•   Learned How to Create Stop Motion Videos 

•   Created a How-to Video Series Focused on Styles 
of Tie-Dye 

Ashley also worked hard to support students who 
struggled. Each day she set aside some time for 

“Help Desk Office Hours,” where students could 
drop into a Zoom session to ask for help, clarify 
directions, or just say hello. She planned small 
group lessons, rather than “one-size fits all” whole 
group activities and held weekly guided reading 
book clubs to accommodate the varying reading 
levels of students. In addition, small group math 
intervention lessons were implemented to better 
accommodate the individual skill needs of students. 
Ashley says, “I also felt it was important to send 
as many video or audio messages to students as 
possible with feedback on assignments. Videos 
allowed me to be present with students for all 
aspects of their learning, and it showed students I 
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truly cared about their learning and missed them.”   

Ashley says, “Another aspect that was really 
important during this time was professional 
development and teacher collaboration. I was 
selected to be a fourth grade teacher leader to 
spearhead a workshop/training called the “4h 
Grade Playground” with all fourth grade teachers 
across the entire district. During these workshops, 
our goal was to bring teachers together to 
collaborate, create, and share. Always putting 
students first, we wanted to design engaging 
online lessons that met student needs.”

She adds, “We also wanted to make online 
learning fun. Some activities we came up with 
were “Virtual VIPs,” where a student was 
selected to be the “Virtual VIP” for the day and 
classmates wrote a special message to him/her 
on a digital poster. We also frequently held theme 
days like “Pajama Day” or “Dress Like Your 
Teacher Day,” and we made sure to incorporate 
birthday shout-outs! Students are finally turning 

“double digits” in fourth grade so birthdays are a 

big deal. I tried my best to make the day special 
by adding a birthday shout-out message from the 
child’s parents along with a baby picture to our 
online learning platform. Students loved being 
celebrated by their family and peers!”

On May 27th, students also had an opportunity 
to Zoom with PA Secretary of Education, Pedro 
Rivera, and Ashley had the opportunity to provide 
a brief speech that was a general overview of online 
learning.  This was a part of the PA Department of 
Education #VirtualSchoolsThatTeachTour

Teaching from home while also being a mother 
to a young son was not without its challenges, but 
since Ashley and Keith are both teachers, they are 
both planners and they planned out their week 
down to the minute! Ashley jokes, “Every Sunday, 
our kitchen table looked like a war room, as we 
finalized our weekly calendar!”

Occasionally, Ryan would cry during Ashley and 
Keith’s simultaneous calls, which interrupted 
a lesson or meeting. “Luckily,” says Ashley, 

“parents within my classroom were very supportive 
of me as a new mom during this time. They 
often asked about my son and how he was doing, 
wished him a happy birthday, and joined in on 
our Zooms when they heard him babbling or 
giggling on camera. Many took time to check 
in on me and how my family was doing during 
this time. We truly were a team! And, if there 
was any “silver lining” during the Coronavirus 
situation, I was able to be home with Ryan to 
witness his first steps!”

Another key to how both Ashley and Keith were 
able to work from home with a young child? 
Naptime! Ashley says, “Ryan is a great sleeper 
and naps for over two hours each day. I tried to 
plan as many of my lessons as possible during this 
time. Having a shared calendar was imperative! 
We did our best to schedule what was in our 
control around each other’s meetings and lessons. 
Some days this was not possible and Ryan had 
to join in on ours lessons. The kids just loved it. 
Seeing me as a mother and not just their teacher 
helped us bond, too.”

As summer is in full swing and restrictions are 
easing up across the state, Ashley hopes that she 
and Keith can take Ryan to the beach for the 
very first time. They’d love to visit Ocean City, 
NJ since they have many friends and family who 
live there.    

Ashley and Keith are both huge Philadelphia 
sports fans and love the Eagles, Flyers, Phillies 
and 76ers. They love to travel and their most 
recent adventures included San Francisco, Peru, 
France, and England. They also love roller 
coasters and got engaged at Hershey Park (“not 
on a rollercoaster, but that would have been 
awesome!” says Ashley), and are season pass 
holders at Hershey Park and Six Flag Great 
Adventure. They also both love to play and 
watch tennis, and have visited Wimbledon, as 
well as both the French Open and U.S. Open. 
Ashley says, “The Australian Open is on our 
bucket list now!”

When discussing whether the West Chester Area 
School District will return to school in the fall, 
Ashley says, “School districts across the state are 
preparing for many different scenarios this fall. In 
the end, I know they will make the right decisions 
to keep students safe and learning.”

While it was a very unanticipated end to the 
school year, Ashley is so proud of her students. 
She says, “To my soon to be 5th graders – Reach 
as far as you can and never lose sight of your 
dreams and goals. You can do anything! I know 
this year was not what we expected, but you did 
an amazing job! We will always remember this 
school year and I hope you look back with fond 
memories about our time together both in the 
classroom and at a distance.”

Calling all East Bradford families!  Do you 

have an interesting story to share? Nominate 

yourself or your neighbor to be featured in one of 

our upcoming issues! Contact us at  ldigiovine@

bestversionmedia.com.
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