










Teachers and administrators in professional learning communities engage each other around questions 
about student achievement such as:
• What do we want for each student to learn?
• How will we know when each student has learned it?
• How will we respond when a student experiences difficulty learning?20  

In order for professional learning communities to grapple adequately and take action in responding to 
these questions about student achievement, schools must have strong site leaders who are unequivocally 
focused on improving student achievement. These leaders must possess both the organizational and 
instructional skills to support teachers in providing high-quality classroom instruction. Leaders must 
address issues such as implementing a school schedule that supports time for professional learning 
communities to meet and collaborate and time for appropriate quality professional development.
 
The combination of targeted professional development and professional learning communities is 
particularly effective because teachers are supported to share and practice the new skills and ideas they 
learn. Not only do they apply their skills in their own classrooms, they collaborate with their peers and 
continuously revise their teaching in order to meet the needs of all students. The professional learning 
communities are in essence the “glue” that makes the professional development that teachers receive 
“stick.”

Through professional learning communities, school leaders and teachers can hold each other accountable 
for ensuring teachers are practicing and mastering what they have learned and students are actually 
learning, not simply being taught material. When parents and the community are actively engaged in 
supporting student learning, they too can share that accountability. This will be described in the out-of-
school component, which follows. 

2. Out-of-School Strategy
The in-school component is necessary, but not sufficient, to close the achievement gap in mathematics 
among ELs, lower-income students and students of color. What these students also need is access to 
high-quality extended learning programs during the school year and in the summer. Consistent with the 
research, it is critical that these programs do not mimic what is taught during the school day, but rather 
complement learning during the school day through hands-on, experiential learning and project-based 
activities that make mathematics fun and relevant to young peoples’ lives. In addition, quality after-
school programming provides a unique opportunity to work with students on their language acquisition 
and literacy (reading and writing) skills concurrently with their math skills. Since reading and writing are 
fundamental skills for academic success, improving children’s proficiency in these areas can better equip 
them to excel in every subject.21 

Extended Learning Opportunities
Extended learning opportunities occur before and after school, on the weekends, during school holidays 
and in the summer. For purposes of our out-of-school approach, the community foundation will focus on 
providing extended learning opportunities to coincide with the school year and during the summer.  

The summer months are a critical time during which to target interventions so students retain and build 
upon what they have learned in the previous school year. The community foundation’s funding will be 
targeted to middle school students in need of support beyond what can be offered in the classroom during 
the normal school day. 

Best Practices for Quality Programming
During the past 10 years, as funding for and participation in extended learning programs have increased, 
much has been learned about these programs’ potential to achieve positive results and promising practices 
likely to maximize those results. These practices have been documented in a recently published issue brief 
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by the Harvard Family Research Project and include appropriate supervision and structure, well-prepared 
staff, intentional programming with opportunities for autonomy and strong partnerships among the various 
settings in which program participants spend their day: schools, after school programs and families.22  For 
purposes of our grantmaking, special emphasis will be placed on programs that ensure staff have more 
advanced education credentials and professional development. Additional emphasis will be placed on 
ensuring that math content is infused into existing programs and that efforts are made to engage parents in 
meaningful ways. 

Model Programs
There are excellent examples of model programs in San Mateo and Santa Clara counties and beyond that 
adhere to the best practices described above and have shown to produce positive results in closing the 
achievement gap. Programs that have proven successful include after-school enrichment for high potential 
low-income middle school students in core subjects and other electives; programs that center on hands-
on learning; programs that connect youth to caring adults who can provide core mathematics content 
education and tutoring; and others that are designed to engage families.

Other Community Impact Strategies
In order to maximize the return on investment for the key grantmaking strategies outlined above, other 
tools from the community foundation “tool kit” (e.g., convening, research, policy advocacy and donor 
engagement activities) are beneficial.

Convening
Another important strategy to address the middle school achievement gap is convening and sharing 
best practices. Our intention is to create a “learning organization” across the region that facilitates 
opportunities for grantees to learn from one another on effective practices and instructional strategies 
across schools and programs. Beyond the schools and programs funded as part of the community 
foundation effort, we believe that the “learning organization” needs to extend to other entities and 
networks that are funding similar efforts. In so doing, we will be able to better coordinate efforts, 
leverage resources and learning as well as to promote a shared vision around closing the middle school 
achievement gap in mathematics more broadly.

Donor Involvement 
In addition to convening, we believe that the proposed grantmaking strategies may be of particular interest 
to donors and corporate partners. Donors and corporate partners may wish to support pooled funding 
opportunities for higher education – establishing a higher education scholarship fund, for example. 
Typically, $50,000 is the minimum to establish a donor-involved scholarship fund and $250,000 is the 
minimum for a community foundation managed scholarship fund. This pooled scholarship fund would 
provide more of our donors the opportunity to contribute directly to the future educational success of 
middle school students. 

Anticipated Results 

Short-Term Results
The short-term results for the in-school component of this effort will include:
• Creation of professional learning communities (or enhancement of existing learning communities) at 
   targeted schools focused on mathematics that identify and implement quality professional development 
   to improve teaching and learning. 
• More support for teachers through professional learning communities, which may affect teacher 
   satisfaction and retention rates. 

The short-term results for the out-of-school component of this effort will include:
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• Increased number of at-risk middle school-age youth participating in after-school summer programs. 
• Increased length of participation in programs and outcomes (both academic and non-academic) 
   achieved related to programmatic objectives.

Mid- to Long-Term Results 
The mid-term results for this effort will include:
• Increased number of students enrolled in and passing Algebra I (demonstrating narrowing of   
   achievement gap). 
• Improved school climate around a culture of high expectations.  
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The vision of Silicon Valley Community Foundation is to be a comprehensive center for 
philanthropy that inspires greater civic participation throughout San Mateo and Santa 
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The mission of Silicon Valley Community Foundation is to strengthen the common good, 
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MORE INFORMATION

For a schedule of information sessions, 
supporting research papers, issue briefs 

and other information, go to 
www.siliconvalleycf.org 

Requests for proposals will be issued 
beginning in September 2008 and 

continuing through 2009.
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At a Glance
Silicon Valley Community Foundation is a catalyst and leader for innovative solutions to our region’s most challenging problems. Serving all of San 
Mateo and Santa Clara counties, the community foundation has more than $1.9 billion in assets under management and 1,500 philanthropic funds. 
The community foundation provides grants through donor advised and corporate funds in addition to its own Community Endowment Fund. In addi-
tion, the community foundation serves as a regional center for philanthropy, providing donors simple and effective ways to give locally and around 
the world. Silicon Valley Community Foundation launched in January 2007 following the landmark merger of Community Foundation Silicon Valley 
and Peninsula Community Foundation and is now one of the largest community foundations in the nation. 
Find out more at www.siliconvalleycf.org.
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