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Silicon Valley is a global hub of technological innovation and discovery. However, a majority of Silicon 
Valley’s students, especially those who are English Learners, also referred to as ELs, students of color and 
low-income, will not be adequately prepared to contribute to the workforce that is our region’s economic 
engine. In general, these students repeatedly score below proficient on standardized tests in reading and 
mathematics. Such results are important because they predict later success, including students’ pursuit 
and completion of post-secondary education and higher earnings. The gap in academic achievement 
separating low-income students and students of color from other students is widely recognized as one of 
the most significant challenges facing our schools today. Silicon Valley Community Foundation staff heard 
this challenge repeated by the hundreds of participants who took part in the Community Input Project 
conversation on education and in an on-line survey. We recognize that the need for investing in strategies to 
close the achievement gap, particularly during the middle-school years, could not be greater.

Problem Statement
Competence in mathematics is essential for functioning in everyday life as well as for success in our 
increasingly knowledge-based economy. In a recent survey of more than 400 employers nationwide, almost 
60 percent projected that their companies will increase hiring of four-year college graduates over the next 
five years, and half project increased hiring of two-year college/technical school graduates.1  The study of 
Algebra I, in particular, is commonly recognized as a gatekeeper to the college-preparatory track. Students 
who take algebra by eighth or ninth grade are far more likely to take calculus in high school and pursue 
higher education than those who do not.2   Despite the many signs that point to the importance of algebra, 
an alarming number of students in the region do not successfully complete this course and achievement 
gaps by race/ethnicity are quite large. For example, in San Mateo County less than 20 percent of African-
American and 26 percent of Latino eighth-grade students were proficient in Algebra I compared to 46 
percent of white and 52 percent of Asian students in the 2006-2007 school year. In Santa Clara County, 21 
percent of African-American and 20 percent of Latino students were proficient in Algebra I compared to 40 
percent of white and 42 percent of Asian students in the same year. 3 
 
Disparities in the quality of education young people receive underlie gaps in student achievement. Low-
income students and students of color disproportionately attend schools that receive fewer of the resources 
that matter in a quality education, resulting in lower student achievement. Teachers are central to improving 
student outcomes, yet in schools with high percentages of ELs, low-income students and students of color, 
teachers tend to be less experienced and more likely to lack credentials.4  For example, in San Mateo 
County 13 percent of teachers are in their first or second year of teaching. However, within one particular 
San Mateo County school district that serves large proportions of EL and low-income students, nearly 30 
percent of teachers are in their first or second year of teaching, and nearly 20 percent lack a full credential. 
Similar trends are seen in Santa Clara County, where within one school district, which also serves large 
proportions of EL and low-income students, 26 percent of teachers are in their first or second year of 
teaching, and close to 10 percent lack a full credential.5 According to the New Teacher Center – a national 
teacher training organization – support for less experienced teachers is critical in helping them take what 
they have learned from their teacher preparation programs and apply it in the classroom.6

In addition to quality teachers, a substantial amount of research supports the importance of rigorous 
curricula and high expectations as a means to improving students’ academic achievement. However, 
schools serving low-income, ELs and students of color are less likely to offer extensive remedial programs, 
advanced courses or instruction that promote active or higher-order learning, and are more likely to have 
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lower expectations around student performance. In some cases, these students are “tracked out” of critical 
college preparatory courses, such as Algebra I, while they are still in middle school. Yet studies show that 
taking algebra produces almost as much achievement gain for low-performing students as for their higher-
performing peers. Conversely, placing students in lower mathematics courses has never been shown to 
benefit them.7    

Student attitudes and motivation are also part of the complex matrix that influences performance. 
Educational psychologists argue that adolescents’ expectations of themselves matter a great deal – how 
strongly they believe in their own abilities and how strongly they value the tasks assigned to them appears 
to influence academic performance. Middle school is a time when young people are especially likely to 
report feeling bored at school, more doubtful about their ability to succeed in academics and uncertain of 
the value of their studies.8  A recent San José Mercury News article examined the linkage between cultural 
values and attitudes and academic achievement. Based on interviews with dozens of students from varying 
backgrounds, the article noted that “…many kids - especially Latinos - believe ‘school is uncool.’”9  These 
interview findings were consistent with a Harvard University study of 90,000 secondary-school students, 
which found that whites become more popular with higher grades, while blacks and Latinos become less 
popular.10

Parents are central players in the intergenerational legacies and values that are passed on and which shape 
children’s educational attainment as well. Home-school relationships, including parent communication 
with teachers and school personnel, attendance at school events, volunteerism at schools and participation 
in parent-teacher organizations can increase student achievement.11

Unfortunately, family involvement in education tends to decrease across middle and high school, due 
in part to adolescents’ increasing desire for autonomy and in part to changes in school structure and 
organization. Furthermore, many immigrant families struggle to navigate the U.S. educational system and 
experience challenges advocating at school as well as in overseeing homework and progress.12

Given the above, it is critical to reshape the culture of learning at home, in the classroom and community. 
Otherwise, California and the region risk churning out an undereducated generation, which could have 
dire social and economic consequences. 

Context
In July 2007, State Superintendent of Public Instruction Jack O’Connell created California’s P-16 Council 
(pre-kindergarten through higher education) to develop, implement and sustain a specific, ambitious plan 
for closing the achievement gap that exists between white students and students of color as well as with EL 
students, students in poverty and students with disabilities. In his fifth annual State of Education address in 
February 2008, O’Connell noted that “closing the achievement gap is the key to ensuring California will 
have a well-qualified workforce that will secure a healthy economy in the future.”13

At the same time the state superintendent is trying to galvanize support around ambitious reform efforts, 
California faces an unprecedented budget crisis and drastic cuts to its education system. In San Mateo 
County for example, budget cuts are expected to result in a loss of approximately $22,000 per classroom 
and exacerbate the achievement gaps described previously in this paper.14  Given these financial 
challenges, it is clear that strategic partnerships with community-based organizations and nonprofits will 
be critical to delivering both in-school and extended learning opportunities out-of-school. 

The Case 
We believe the case for focusing on the middle school achievement gap, particularly as it relates to 
mathematics, is a strong one. Research is increasingly clear that students need higher math courses (e.g., 
Algebra I, Geometry, and Algebra II) if they are to be adequately prepared for college or the workforce. 
To highlight the importance of Algebra I, on July 9, 2008 the California State Board of Education voted 
to make Algebra I the state standard for 8th grade mathematics. Yet, 950 middle school teachers (about 

3



40 percent of the workforce assigned to teach Algebra I) do not have a subject matter credential in 
mathematics and may lack the background and preparation necessary to teach the subject effectively. 
Many in the field of education are signaling an algebra teacher crisis in California due to increasing 
student enrollment in middle and high schools, existing teacher shortages and accelerating academic 
standards.15

Young people need multiple opportunities to learn and grow – at home, in school and in the community. 
Although conventional opinion is that “failing” schools contribute to the achievement gap, the evidence 
indicates that schools already do a great deal to combat it. Most of the social-class difference in average 
academic potential exists by the time children are three years old. This difference is exacerbated over 
the years that children spend in school, but during these years, the growth in the gap occurs mostly in 
the after-school hours and during the summer, when children are not actually in classrooms.16  Therefore 
we believe a systemic approach – that intentionally integrates both school and non-school supports 
– can better ensure all children have the skills they need to succeed. This approach is reflected in the 
grantmaking strategies described in the section that follows.

Closing the academic achievement gap is one of the issues that matters most in our region and one the 
community foundation is uniquely positioned to address. As an institution, the community foundation 
has a rich legacy of work in both San Mateo and Santa Clara counties around ensuring that children enter 
school ready to learn and that they are successful in school and in life. This legacy of work has given us 
a strong base of knowledge around what works and what does not and more importantly, the ability to 
identify the key levers for change in a complicated landscape of educational policy, finance and reform 
strategies. Current initiatives of the community foundation place early learning and early literacy squarely 
on the community foundation’s community impact agenda. 

The community foundation already has a number of current investments focused on early learning and 
literacy, including Raising a Reader,17 an award-winning program with national and international reach. 
We also raise funds to support our School Readiness and Kickoff-to-Kindergarten Initiatives in San Mateo 
County, and are exploring expansion to Santa Clara County sites. Further, in-school and out-of-school 
strategies are not new for the community foundation. What is new is an additional focus on middle school 
mathematics utilizing the two different, yet complementary approaches (in-school and out-of-school) 
simultaneously. 

Grantmaking Strategies
In order to address the middle school achievement gap through future grantmaking efforts, the community 
foundation will invest in in-school and out-of-school approaches through the following key strategies:

1. In-School Strategy
Provide support to teachers by investing in targeted professional development and professional learning 
communities.

2. Out-of-School Strategy
Provide support to lower-performing students by investing in high-quality, extended learning programs 
during the school year and summer.

These strategies are research-based and align with those of the state’s P-16 Council to close the 
achievement gap and with the National Middle Schools Association’s goals and recommendations for 
policy makers and others interested in supporting efforts to improve student academic achievement in 
middle school. These goals include: challenging, standards-based curricula and engaging instruction; 
monitoring progress through appropriate assessments; promoting a culture of high expectations; and 
developing family and community partnerships to enable both middle school students and educators to 
succeed. The proposed strategies also align with findings from Silicon Valley Community Foundation’s 
recent community survey in which more than 40 percent of respondents rated teacher professional 
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development, retention and complementary learning approaches as top education priorities for the 
community foundation to consider.

Inherent in both the in-school and out-of-school strategies is an understanding that in order to truly 
address the achievement gap, schools must work closely with parents, who play a critical role in their 
children’s success, and the community, which can offer important partnerships and resources to support 
student achievement. Second, we also believe that effectively integrating English language and literacy 
into math content areas is important for both the in-school and out-of-school strategies. This is especially 
appropriate given the high percentages of ELs in schools and communities where our efforts will be 
focused and the need for these students to better grasp abstract math concepts and word problems. Third, 
we anticipate, that creative uses of new technology will offer innovative ways to engage students in 
learning. Finally, key elements will need to be in place (e.g., clear communication and accountability) so 
that both strategies are focused on the individual learning needs of students. 

Given the importance of enrollment and successful completion of Algebra I for future academic success, 
our recommended approach is predicated on affecting this outcome in pilot middle schools or school 
districts where the achievement gap is well documented. Our focus will be to move students from “basic” 
to “proficient” on the California Standards Test in mathematics because these students have the greatest 
possibility of success.

1. In-School Strategy
High-quality teachers are critical to closing the academic achievement gap. Two important characteristics 
of high-quality teachers are subject matter expertise (which is particularly important in math and science) 
and effective teaching practices.18 Professional development enables teachers to develop further expertise 
in particular subject areas, teaching strategies, uses of technologies and other essential elements. A 
growing body of evidence indicates that the skill-training model of professional development is not 
enough, even when the training is followed with guided practice and coaching. Substantial progress is 
made only when teacher learning becomes an established part of the school day and the regular life of the 
school. Therefore, professional learning communities (described in greater detail below) are also important 
for improving teacher quality and effectiveness.19

Professional Development
The community foundation’s in-school grantmaking strategy will focus on professional development that 
promotes effective teaching practices, which include the following:
• Making use of good assessment data in order to know where students begin the school year in terms of 
   achievement and ongoing use of data to monitor progress; 
• Differentiated instruction to deliver content in a way that recognizes the varied learning styles, abilities 
   and interests of students;  
• Improving rigor of assignments and upholding a culture of high expectations for all students. 

We recognize that the above list is not exhaustive and that potential grantees may request support to 
offer other kinds of professional development. The community foundation will consider these requests, 
provided the potential grantee can effectively make the case for how the support will lead to improved 
academic achievement.

Professional Learning Communities
The term “professional learning community” has become popular in the school reform movement. 
Originally developed by the staff of Adlai Stevenson High School in Lincolnshire, Ill., and its former 
principal and superintendent, professional learning communities place an emphasis on learning in 
addition to teaching. More specifically, professional learning communities provide a vehicle for teachers 
to engage in peer coaching, team planning and teaching, and collaborative research that enables them to 
construct new means for inquiring into their practice. 
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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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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.
Integrity
Public Accountability
Respect
Responsiveness

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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