










Community foundation funding will be available for the creation of legal service collaboratives that 
formalize information sharing, networking and legal relationships across both counties.  Applicant 
organizations will have an opportunity to apply for planning or implementation grants. These grants 
will (1) allow the prioritization of unmet immigrant legal needs and (2) provide possible collaborative 
members the opportunity to build cross-county connections to assess legal staff capacities to meet 
difficult immigration matters. A focus of the grant process will be placed on expanding the number of 
BIA-accredited staff at each organization and/or legal service collaborative.  As a result, the community 
foundation funding will help increase the availability of services and remove some of the barriers to a 
large population of newcomers as they proceed toward citizenship, legal status and integration into local 
communities.  

2. Adult English Language Acquisition
The dramatic growth in immigration to the United States highlights the importance of developing effective 
strategies to help adult newcomers acquire English skills.  English is truly the language of opportunity for 
today’s immigrants: it opens the door to jobs that can pay family-sustaining wages and allows immigrants 
to communicate with their neighbors, their children’s teachers, health care providers, landlords and 
others with whom they must interact on a regular basis.  English skills are also crucial to passing the U.S. 
citizenship exam, which serves as a gateway to full participation in the life of one’s community, including 
the ability to vote in local, state and federal elections.27   The challenge of addressing the language 
acquisition needs of immigrant families is complicated by 1) the rise in the numbers of undocumented 
immigrants28  and 2) the shortage of appropriate adult English language acquisition programs.  
Undocumented immigrants are ineligible for most federally-funded training programs and must depend 
on a patchwork of local and state-funded adult education programs for English acquisition and vocational 
training.  

A recent study estimates that at least 3 million U.S. children live in households headed by undocumented 
adults, often in poverty partly due to the adults’ limited English skills.  Substantial evidence shows that 
holding all else constant, increased English ability brings higher earnings29  with the greatest benefits 
accruing to more highly educated immigrants who can make use of specialized training once they have 
the English skills to do so.  Statistical analyses have shown that immigrants who are English proficient earn 
between 13 to 24 percent more than immigrants who are not English proficient.30

In a region as culturally and linguistically diverse as Silicon Valley, best practices point to several strategies 
for adult acquisition of English language skills.  First, it is important to test and place adult ESL students 
in the appropriate level for English instruction.  By testing students and placing them with teachers that 
understand their background, culture and possibly speak their language, adult learners are able to begin 
their language instruction with positive classroom experiences.31   Second, whenever possible, recruit 
bilingual and bicultural, credentialed ESL teachers.  ESL teachers, although teaching in English to groups 
of adult students from different countries, use varying instructional techniques to help students learn (e.g., 
using visuals to support teaching techniques and concepts, scaffolding techniques to support tasks, such 
as asking learners to fill in words in a skeletal dialogue and then create a dialogue of a similar situation, 
or supplying key vocabulary before asking learners to complete a form).32   Third, adult English language 
instruction providers should be grounded in the principles of adult learning (adults are self-directed in 
their learning, are practical, problem-solving-oriented learners and want their learning to be immediately 
applicable to their lives). In short, all adult learners need adult-appropriate content, materials and activities 
that speak to their needs and interests and allow them to demonstrate their knowledge and abilities.33

The amount of time it takes an adult to learn English varies from person to person and depends on such 
factors as the individual’s age, educational background, level of literacy in the native language and 
opportunities to interact with native English speakers. However, it is generally accepted that it takes 
from five to seven years to go from not knowing any English at all to being able to accomplish most 
communication tasks including academic tasks.34  Research done for the Mainstream English Language 
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Training project (1985) indicates that it would take from 500-1,000 hours of instruction (it requires an 
average of 110 hours of instruction to rise one level of English ability) for an adult who is literate in their 
native language but has had no prior English instruction to reach a level where they can satisfy basic 
needs, survive on the job and have limited social interaction in English.

The community foundation will invest in two programs that improve English skills for adult immigrants 
– English as a Second Language and Vocational English as a Second Language.  In light of limited state 
and federal funding and demand outstripping supply, the community foundation will partner to establish 
region-wide efforts to coordinate community college, adult education and nonprofit ESL and VESL 
programs.  Coordination will promote best practices and maximize funding sources, which will in turn 
increase the number (e.g., entry-level ESL classes, immigrant immersion programs for accelerated skill 
acquisition) and the instructional quality of classes (e.g., offering enough ESL terms per year that provide 
the number of hours of instruction required to advance one level, and hiring more credentialed, bilingual 
ESL teachers). A key coordinating effort is the consideration of expanding and improving adult English 
instruction through broadcast or computer- and Internet-based technologies that students would access 
“off-site” (i.e. not in a traditional, physical classroom).  Also known as “distance learning” and “anytime-
anywhere” learning, these types of instructional programs generally allow students to study at times and 
locations of their choosing, without the time and expense of traveling to a school or finding adequate child 
care if they do find classes that fit their schedules. 

Immigrants want and need to learn English in the context of something useful and practical so that they 
find the curriculum applicable to their daily lives and the work they do.  Immigrant workers need classes 
specifically designed for them. Such VESL programs respond to the job market needs in Silicon Valley, 
which include the high-tech industry, hospitals, agriculture, construction and retail. As a result, a growing 
number of limited English-proficient individuals seek courses in VESL programs that combine language 
education with instruction in job-specific skills. For these individuals, studying a second language is a tool 
for advancement and greater earnings.35 36     

Recognizing the need for more classes, ESL and VESL program coordination efforts should target 
immigrants in our region from the top five sending countries (Mexico, the Philippines, India, Vietnam and 
China) and expand classroom language capacities as resources permit. 

3.  Bridging the Cultural Gap
Putting a human face on complex immigration issues through powerful tools such as video, art, 
technology and other media can educate policymakers, business, clergy, civic leaders, foundations and 
the general public about immigrants and their receiving communities.  The community foundation sees the 
full spectrum of arts and culture as an instrument for social change. 

Bridging the Cultural Gap is important as 1) newcomers begin to navigate the norms and regulations 
of education, health and wellness, labor and financial systems, and 2) the receiving community learns, 
adapts and teaches newcomers how best to use their strengths in the community.  A multi-dimensional 
campaign, with partners that value cultural competency and diversity in terms of racial and cultural 
backgrounds, could bring rich and varied immigrant integration experiences to life and illustrate the 
human consequences of policy decisions in a way that statistics and words alone could not.37  
Multi-faceted arts and cultural campaigns are successful because 1) they value and respect diverse ways 
of appreciating and learning; they are empowering, participatory and based on popular knowledge, 2) 
strategic messages can be used effectively alongside statistics and surveys, and 3) key messages speak 
to a broad audience by including stakeholders’ voices and perspectives, communicating to the larger 
community why an issue or program is important.  Investments by the community foundation in regional 
multi-faceted communications campaigns will:
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• Share accurate information about cultures and people involved – accurate information, combined with 
   frank discussions can eliminate misunderstandings and misperceptions that create barriers to 
integration 
   and community building.
• Raise questions, share concerns and engage in a dialogue to create authentic relationships and raise 
   concerns about immigration, race, education and other community issues.
• Build on commonalities, but address the differences – the focus should be on helping participants 
   identify shared interests and create shared experiences, with the willingness to constructively address 
   differences that arise along the way.

With an emphasis on leveraging established two-way educational programs that allow non-immigrant 
communities and immigrants and their receiving communities to learn about the diverse immigrant 
populations in Silicon Valley, funding will be provided for:

• Communication campaigns (video, print, photography) in pilot cities to convene city and county-wide 
   dialogues on race, culture, immigration and/or religion.  These dialogues will aim to bring residents 
   together to work on understanding different cultures and help people build trusting relationships 
   necessary for long-term change and community decision making.  
• Communication campaigns (video, print, photography) to increase community awareness and 
   education about legal support services, the importance of voter participation and issues of health, 
   education, immigration and housing and to promote greater civic engagement in community life.  
• City- and county-wide storytelling, study- and/or story-circles where community members make and 
   view art, share stories, view performances or exhibits to facilitate meaningful interaction and cultural 
   exchange.

Other Community Impact Strategies
The community foundation will leverage its grantmaking with other strategies to have greater impact on 
local and regional immigrant integration programs. 

Convening
The community foundation will play a role in convening legal service providers and adult English 
language providers in San Mateo and Santa Clara counties to begin coordinated efforts on immigrant 
integration services.  A regional convening of current legal and language providers – to bolster their 
efforts, inform immigrant integration efforts and create a unified regional plan that addresses gaps in needs 
and services – can help move forward new partnerships and activities.

Research 
The community foundation will partner with policy-focused researchers to update, revise and publish 
current demographic data to better understand our regional landscape and coordinate a series of 
discussions with local stakeholders to identify gaps in services and programs.  This effort will be highly 
useful in San Mateo County, where there is no in-depth data available on immigrants.

Policy Development
The community foundation will reach out to foundations locally, state-wide and nationally to promote 
working together to establish ongoing cross-sector statewide immigrant integration policies. This presents 
an opportunity for the community foundation to help lead advocacy and/or networking groups to support 
a planning process. The community foundation is uniquely positioned to convene the multiple sectors that 
will enable coordinated immigrant integration policy initiatives to successfully move forward.

Anticipated Results 
With an aging workforce and a steady national birthrate, future demographic projections indicate that 



the numbers of immigrants across Silicon Valley will continue to be significant.  By being proactive and 
planning for immigrant integration now, the community foundation and our stakeholders will be much 
more likely to find themselves living in strong, cohesive communities in the years ahead.  The strategies 
proposed will:
• Generate new information on the state of immigration in Silicon Valley, 
• Elevate the status of immigrants, 
• Develop a regional strategy to address immigration issues, and 
• Shape policy options at the local and state levels.
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