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Helping adult learners succeed, one semester at a time

Mission
Sequoia Adult School Scholars (SASS) provides financial support, tutoring and other assistance 
to Sequoia District Adult School English as a Second Language (ESL) and High School 
Equivalency (HSE) students—the vast majority of whom have minimum wage jobs—so they 
can enroll in community college to continue their education and expand their career options.

Student Profile: 
Ramon Alvarez
Ramon Alvarez came to this country 
when he was 16. He’d had eight years 
of schooling in Mexico and knew no 
English. Like many immigrants, he came 
here so he could send money back to 
his family.

Soon after Ramon arrived, he landed 
a job working for $8.25 an hour as a 
dishwasher. Now, ten years later, he’s 
a sous chef with a salary of $36,000 a 
year plus benefits. 

Ramon attributes his success to the 
ESL classes and computer classes he 
attended, first at Sequoia District Adult 
School and then at Cañada College. 
All of Ramon’s college textbooks and 
parking passes were paid for through 
SASS scholarships.

“I use English every day,” Ramon says. 
“I need to talk to the waiters and 
the managers. I also need to use the 
computer to order food, take inventory, 
and send emails. I learned those skills 
at the Sequoia District Adult School and 
then Cañada College.”

Due to the stresses of his new job, 
Ramon had to put his studies on hold, 
but he plans to return to college once 
his life settles down. Not surprisingly, 
his goal is to be a chef.

Letter From the ED
It is with joy and a bit of amazement that I reflect on how SASS began, how far we’ve come, and where 
we’re headed. 

For me, SASS has been an intensely personal journey. As an ESL teacher at Sequoia District Adult School, 
I was struck by how many of my students were stuck on the bottom rung of the economic ladder. While 
the Adult School provided students an indispensable first step in mastering English and job-related skills, 
students needed additional schooling, either to advance in their current job or embark on a higher 
paying career. 

In talking to my students, it became apparent that the vast majority underestimated their potential. 
They didn’t see college in their future and had no sense of the benefits a college education could afford, 
even though Cañada College—an outstanding community college with an extensive ESL program—was 
just five miles away. My Adult School colleagues agreed, and so we founded SASS to help students 
bridge the gap between adult school and college and to ensure that, once in college, students had the 
support they needed to succeed. 

Once we decided to move forward with SASS, timing was on our side. At about the same time that we 
were working to create SASS, the Adult School was in the process of hiring a transition advisor whose 
role would include making students aware of the value of a college education and helping them navigate 
the college system. A symbiotic partnership between SASS and the Adult School evolved that became 
the basis for the success we have today. 

SASS’s successes have been significant. The number of scholarships we award continues to increase, 
students are staying in college longer, and a growing number are earning certificates and associate 
degrees. In May, two SASS recipients eared associates degrees, one in engineering and one in 
accounting. Both students plan to transfer to four-year universities. 

But I’ve learned that our success cannot be measured by numbers alone. Ramon Alvarez, the SASS 
recipient featured on this page, is an example of a student who left college before earning any 
certificates or awards, but whose life has been transformed as a result of the SASS scholarship he 
received. 

In early 2015, thanks to a generous grant from the Grove Foundation, the SASS board worked with 
consultant Marianna Moore to develop a sustainability plan that would lay the groundwork for our 
continued success. To ensure long-term viability, we determined that SASS would transition from an 
all-volunteer organization to an organization with part-time paid staff. We recognized the need to 
strengthen the board’s structure and functioning and expand our board. And we agreed to seek new 
funding sources to meet the needs of our growing student population. 

While challenges await us, our proof of concept is complete. SASS has demonstrated that, given 
appropriate support and services, students who had no intention of attending college can not only 
survive, but thrive. 

I invite you to join us in this endeavor!

Elizabeth Weal
Executive Director

Sequoia Adult School Scholars    SASSFoundation.net                                            (650) 395-8350



History
SASS was founded in 2009 by Sequoia 
District Adult School staff and volunteers 
committed to making community 
college a reality for students who never 
considered it a possibility. 

Thanks to strong and enduring 
partnerships with both the Adult 
School and Cañada College and the 
work of an active and committed board 
of directors, SASS is living up to its 
mission. Two students received SASS 
scholarships in spring 2010. In spring 
2015, SASS supported 141 students 
attending classes on community 
college campuses. A growing number 
of students are completing Cañada 
College’s rigorous ESL sequence and 
continuing their studies in programs 
that prepare them for jobs in areas such 
as bookkeeping, medical assisting, and 
preschool teaching. Emboldened by 
these successes, more and more of our 
students are choosing to earn associate 
degrees and transfer to four-year 
institutions. 

SASS is the only non-profit in the Bay 
Area and, most likely, in the state 
providing financial and other support 
to adult school ESL and HSE students 
transitioning to community college. 

September 2009
First SASS organizing meeting April 2010

San Mateo Community College 
Foundation serves as SASS’s fiscal 

sponsor

June 2010
SASS awards first GED scholarship

August 2010
SASS awards first community college 

scholarships to two students 

January 2011
Sequoia District Adult School hires a transition 

advisor who collaborates with SASS to serve 
students

June 2011
First SASS fund-raiser; major donor matches 

proceeds

July 2012
SASS receives 501(c)(3) status

June 2013 
Immigration rights activist Jose Antonio Vargas 

speaks at SASS event 

March 2014
SASS receives Kent Award honoring 

educational excellence from San Mateo 
County School Board

April 2014
SASS receives first foundation grant

May 2014
First two recipients earn certificates from 

Cañada College 

August 2014
Almost 100 SASS recipients are enrolled in classes 

on Cañada campus 
January 2015

23 SASS recipients are receiving 
one-on-one tutoring from community 

volunteers

April 2015
SASS completes Sustainability Plan 
funded by the Grove Foundation

May 2015
First two SASS recipients earn associate 

degrees; five earn certificates

May 2015
SASS celebrates five-year anniversary 

* Students receive a scholarship for each semester  
they attend community college, so many students 
receive more than one scholarship per year.



Program
Financial support: SASS pays for students’ textbooks, which can cost several 
hundred dollars a semester, bus passes for students who take the bus to college, 
and parking passes for students who drive. (All SASS recipients qualify for tuition 
waivers for low-income students; hence SASS does not pay students’ tuition.) 

Tutoring: Students who request help with their college classes are paired with 
volunteers who serve as both tutors and mentors. Tutors and students typically 
meet once a week at a time and location that is convenient to them. 

College advising: Through our 
partnership with Sequoia District 
Adult School, all SASS recipients 
receive advising from a transition 
advisor who helps students apply to 
college, complete financial aid forms, 
and navigate the college system. 

General Education Development 
(GED) test scholarships: SASS pays 
the $140 GED test fee for low-
income Sequoia District Adult School 
students who qualify to take the GED 
exam. 

Other support: SASS provides 
students with donated computers, 
sponsors workshops in which 
students are introduced to the 
vast college resources available to 
them, and helps students apply for 
scholarships from institutions other 
than SASS. As our work evolves, we 
continue to explore ways in which we can best meet students’ needs. 

Moises Bautista: First 
SASS Recipient Awarded 
an Associate Degree 
Moises Bautista’s seven-year tenure at 
Cañada College came to a glorious close in 
May when he graduated with an associate 
degree in engineering. In September he’ll 
transfer to Cal Poly San Luis Obispo where 
he’ll major in industrial engineering. 

Moises is one of the first two SASS 
recipients to receive an associate 
degree. The second recipient, Vanmala 
Oupraxay, received an associate degree in 
accounting. 

A Mexican immigrant who spent his 18th 
birthday crossing the border, Moises 
never intended to be an engineer. After 
completing his ESL classes, he took his first 
math class, pre-algebra, on a whim. Much 
to his surprise, he found that he not only 
liked math, but excelled at it. Recognizing 
his talent, friends encouraged him to 
pursue a career in engineering. 

Along the way, SASS helped Moises pay 
for many of his books, a few of which 
cost more than $300. “When you’re 
taking engineering classes, books are very 
expensive,” Moises said. “Without SASS, 
I don’t know how I would have paid for 
these books.”



Program Highlights: Spring 2015 
•  141 students were enrolled in classes on community college campuses. 

•  84 students had been enrolled in college for three or more semesters.

•  14 students earned an Academic Command of English (ACE) award, indicating completion of an eight-class (40-unit) 
ESL sequence. Students must earn the ACE award before they can take classes that count towards an associate degree or 
certificate. 

•  Our first two SASS recipients earned associate degrees and five SASS recipients earned certificates in areas such as 
medical assisting and early childhood education. Given ESL course requirements, and the fact that most students attend 
college part-time because they need to work, it typically takes a minimum of four years to earn a certificate. Since SASS has 
been awarding scholarships for only five years, students are just beginning to complete the pipeline.

•  24 students were enrolled in computer application classes. These classes are essential since computer literacy is a 
prerequisite to workforce success. 

•  23 students worked one-on-one with volunteer tutors for a total of more than 350 hours of academic assistance. 

Partners
SASS’s effectiveness depends upon the mutually beneficial relationships we have established with two key partners: Sequoia 
District Adult School and Cañada College. 

Since its inception, SASS and the Adult School have collaborated to maximize the effectiveness of services students receive. All 
SASS recipients are advised by a transition advisor who is an Adult School employee. In addition, SASS and the Adult School 
host joint events, including college orientation sessions and scholarship workshops, all focused on ensuring that students take 
advantage of the vast array of resources available to them. 

The relationship that SASS has forged with Cañada College’s ESL department is also essential to students’ academic success. 
All ESL professors complete progress reports for SASS recipients. We use the reports to monitor academic progress and 
match students with tutors. The partnership is vital to ensuring that students, many of whom have gaps in their educational 
background, receive the academic support they need to stay in school. 

Not surprisingly, many SASS recipients do not own computers. SASS recently established a partnership with the Menlo-Atherton 
High School Computer Donation Program which provides donated computers to SASS recipients. 

Budget
In 2014, SASS had $89,023 in expenses and $104,093 in income.



The SASS Team
Executive Director

Elizabeth Weal – Ms. Weal is a teacher, writer, community leader, and fund-raiser 
who, prior to teaching ESL at Sequoia Adult School, had a career as a marketing writer 
in Silicon Valley. She taught ESL for ten years and during that time wrote several ESL 
textbooks. She has served on the boards of the Peninsula Chapter of Amigos de las 
Américas and the Girls Middle School in Palo Alto. Ms. Weal is the founder of SASS.

Board of directors

Lionel de Maine – Mr. de Maine has been Chief Operations Officer of Sequoia District 
Adult School since 2010. Previously, he held management positions in high-tech 
companies where he was responsible for communicating and implementing complex 
innovations cross-functionally. He has masters degrees in computer science and 
business administration. With this background and experience, Mr. de Maine serves the 
board with executive guidance, collaboration skills, and financial expertise.
 
Amado Flores – A native of Michoacan, Mexico, Mr. Flores came to the U.S. in 2010. 
He is a former SASS recipient and will earn his associate degree in engineering in May 
2016. Mr. Flores’ life path and first-hand experience as a SASS student are invaluable to 
the organization as we expand our programs and services and seek more effective ways 
to motivate our students.
 
Natacha Matute – Ms. Matate, who has more than ten years of teaching and counseling 
experience in adult education, is currently a counselor at Sequoia District Adult School. 
Her primary board focus is on program development and working with SASS recipients 
to develop leadership skills.
 
Steve Russell – Mr. Russell is a serial entrepreneur and engineer who has started 
several companies, most recently Theatro. He has also served as a senior executive 
responsible for strategy and product at public companies. Mr. Russell has served on for-
profit and non-profit boards, and has tutored students at Menlo-Atherton High School. 
His board responsibilities include leading SASS information technology, driving process 
improvements, and developing SASS’s strategic direction.
 
Susan Higley Russell – Before retiring in 2006, Dr. Russell was the director of the Survey 
Research Program at SRI International. She was employed extensively by government, 
education, and commercial organizations to measure results, improve marketing 
outcomes, and drive program decisions. Dr. Russell brings to SASS extensive expertise 
in the area of program evaluation and provides hands-on assistance in a variety of SASS 
activities.

Barbara Sanner – Before retiring in 1996, Dr. Sanner was director of Human Resources 
for Barclay’s Global Investors. She served for eight years on the board of the Foundation 
for a College Education and as board president of the Mid-Peninsula YWCA and brings 
a wealth of experience in both profit and non-profit management. Dr. Sanner, who 
has been on the SASS board since its inception, helps guide board governance and 
development. 

Advisory Council

Alicia Aguirre: City Council Member, Redwood City 
Kathleen Bennett: Founder, Girls’ Middle School
Carrie DuBois: Trustee, Sequoia Union High School District 
Nancy Goodban: Human Relations Consultant
Jim Lianides: Superintendent, Sequoia Union High School District

“The most successful 
students transitioning into 
Cañada are Sequoia Adult 
School Scholars recipients. 
Thanks to the tutoring 
and support from SASS, 
these students know they 
need to make the time 
commitment to study. 
They know what resources 
are available, and how to 
access them. SASS doesn’t 
just provide scholarship 
dollars; they help these 
students get ready for 
success.”

- Jennifer Castello, 
ESL Professor and 

ESL Coordinator, Cañada College



Foundation Support
Between January 1, 2014 and June 30, 2015, SASS received 
support from the following private foundations and 
non-profit organizations:
• Adobe Systems corporate matching program
• Atkinson Foundation 
• Facebook
• Grove Foundation
• Menlo Park Rotary Gifts Program
• Palo Alto Woman’s Club Philanthropy
• Philanthropic Ventures Foundation
• Private Capital Management’s donor advised fund
• San Mateo Credit Union
• Silicon Graphics corporate matching program 

Individual Donors:
January 204 to June 30, 2015*
$1 to $99 

Patricia Albers and Benjamin McKendall Jr. • Rosemary Alvarez • Linda 
Anderson • Anonymous (3) • Terese Brennan-Marquez • Mary Ann 
Byrnes • Brianna Chavez • Carmina Chavez • Chris Clifford • Geri and 
Robert Curran • Mary L. Dawson • Natalie and Alexandre Drozdova • 
Nancy Emro • Ana Escobar • Shirley Finfrock • Joan Fisch • Lily and Jim 
Golding • Steve and Chris Goldner • Michelle Green • Andy Greenberg 
• Silke Grimm • Jeanne Gross • Lana Guernsey • Kay and Walt Hayes • 
Chris and Dick Herzog • Nancy and Jim Hoffman • Susan Houston and 
Guillermo Acevedo • Georgia and Michael Jack • Dolores Jandik • Joan 
Johnson • Carolyn Kendell • Maricruz Leyva • Priscilla Limoli • Cheri 
Long • Maria Lozano • Sue Luttner and Jerome Koonan • Ann McCarty 

• Stella Marquez • Janice Matsumura • Ann McCarty • Saeed Mokhtarani • Sheri Morrison • Jane and David Moss • Debbie Mytels • 
Huong Ngo • Susan Ogle • David Ortiz • Bonnie Packer • Chris Padilla • Susan Phillips • Wendy Pippin • Lisa Ratner and Jim Fox • Don 
Richardson • Orla Sater • Paula Schuler • Jay Siegel • Linden Skjeie • Sandra Stern • Susan Shankle and Paul Pittenger • Cathy and Nia 
Taylor • Jana Tuschman • Connie and Edward Vincent • Vicki Vozza • Lorie Warner • Elissa Wellikson • Joanne and Gary Wetzel • Hillary 
Whelan • Janet Wyer • Alan Yasser • Renee Zimmerman.

$100 to $499
Alicia Aguirre  • Thalia Anagnos • Lois Anderson • Janet Andrews and Dave Howes • Anonymous (3) • Ray Applebaum • Prameela 
Bartholomeusz • Meg Beeler • Mary Bender • Tere Biggerstaff • Kris Bileter • Deborah Block and Paul Karps • June Bower • Bonnie 
Brock • Ellen and Marc Brown • Mary Cassidy • Jennifer Castello • Nikki and Michael Chicotel • Paula Collins • Lionel de Maine • Lisa 
Dolehide and Eduardo Alegria • Diane Doolittle • Paul Downs • Annet Dragavon • Alison Elliott • Sarah B. Epstein • Scott Fox • Linda 
Gaas • Rita Giles • Dee Gustavson • Daniel Gutierrez • Tracy Hayes • Sylvie and Dennis Heffley • Libby and Craig Heimark • Annie and 
James Hempstead • Ellen Hill • Chelsea Hodge • Barbara T. Hooper • Kay Kleinerman • Mary Kohnstamm • Kathy and Bill Korbholz • 
Kathy S. Lord • Sue Luttner and Jerome Koonen • Heather and Peter Macdonald • Linda Mackenzie • Deborah and Tom Martin • Natacha 
Matute and Marco Ruiz • Dennis McBride • Marian and Phil Miller • David Moor • Mariana Moore • Memo Morantes • Vervana Ostrom 
• Toni Oyster • Chris Panarites • Amy Pearl • Jane Piller Wilson • Donna Pioppi and John Salwitz • Kathy and Charles Piven • Marilyn 
and Blake Putney • Laurel Rezeau • Sherry Rolley and Rob Wellens • Kara and William Rosenberg • Roberta Roth • Richard M. Sanner • 
Alan Sarver • Lisa and Stephen Schmidt • Kathryn Schmidt • Charles Schmuck • Rebecca Seaton • Marya Shahinian • Sandra Sharp • Jim 
Skeen • Sandy Sloan and Eric Richert • David Salisbury • Sheila and Steve Spieller • Jane Stern and Jerald Schwarz • Sarah Stewart • Janet 
and John Stone • Josie and Richard Stultz • Sharon and Frank Viggiano • Trish and Michael Vinson • Jane Volpe • Anna Waring • Cheryl 
Watkins • Allen Weiner • Cathryn Wiederholt • Carolyn Williams • Patricia Worthington and James Dehnert • Amy Wu and Michael 
Donahue • Sheldon Zenner.

$500 to $999
Anonymous (2) • Katherine Bazak • Susan and Al Camarillo • Carrie DuBois • Nancy Goodban • Mary and Justin Klein • Joanne 
Koltnow • Norma Morena Grimes and Steve Grimes • Tammy Okuda • Christina Polischuk • Julie and Rob Reis • Mary Lou Schiavo 
• Harry Turner • Elizabeth Weal and Bruce Hodge • Alison Wheatley • Kathy Williams and Dan Putman.

$1,000 to $2,499
Deb Abel • Anonymous • Carol and Bob Dressler • Julie Lovins and Greg Fowler • Ellie and Bruce Heister • Lori and Suds Jayne • 
Peter Kohnstamm • Wendy Kuehnl and Porferio Ortiz • Denise Pitsch • Barb and Bob Sanner • Martha Shirk • Susan Speicher.

$2,500 to $9,999
Anonymous (2) • Matthew J. Bannick Family Fund • Kathleen Bennett • Susan Russell • Ruth Sherer.
 
> $10,000
Nancy and Steve Russell

*Special note: We have reviewed carefully all gifts made to SASS to ensure that each gift is properly recognized. Occasionally, 
despite our best efforts, or due to confidentiality, a name may be omitted or listed incorrectly. Please alert us to any such errors by 
contacting us at SASS.ContactUs@gmail.com .

SASS could not have experienced such meteoric growth and impacted so many deserving students 
without the support of our donors. We can’t thank you enough for your generosity.


