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Our Mission

Upward Scholars empowers low-income adults, 
mostly immigrants, by providing them financial, 
academic, and community support so they can 
continue their education, get better jobs and serve 
as role models and advocates for their children.



3

Dear friends,

As Upward Scholars Board President, I am pleased to share what 
we have accomplished in 2018.

First and foremost, we have hired a new executive director, Dr. 
Linda Prieto, whose passion, knowledge, and commitment to 
education make her ideally suited to lead Upward Scholars. 
Transitioning to a new executive director is a huge milestone as it 
confirms that Upward Scholars is here to stay, poised to empower 
our community’s most deserving individuals for years to come.

In 2018, under Linda’s leadership, we moved into our first office — 
a space generously donated to us by the First Church of Redwood 
City. We launched a food voucher program 
that provides our students with free on-
campus meals, and we expanded our tutoring 
program.

While the population of San Mateo declined 
in 2018, the number of students Upward 
Scholars served increased by 25 percent, 
a testimony to the still unmet need for the 
support we provide.

Despite Silicon Valley’s thriving economy, 
the income gap shows no sign of abating. 
Keenly aware of the financial challenges 
our students face, an anonymous donor 
has earmarked funds for the Elizabeth Weal 
Career Mentoring Initiative, a visionary 
program that will enable Upward Scholars 
to parlay our students’ knowledge of English 
and other academic subjects into higher 
paying jobs.

Whether you’re new to Upward Scholars or 
a longtime supporter, I thank you for your 
generosity and commitment to our students’ 
success.

With appreciation,

Irma Zoepf, Board President

Dear friends,

I am gratified to be leading an organization whose mission so 
clearly reflects my most deeply held values. 

My parents immigrated to the U.S. and, like many Upward 
Scholars students, arrived here not speaking English. Without 
formal education, they had no options other than to work menial 
jobs. My siblings and I were the first in our family to graduate from 
middle school and high school. I also earned a bachelor’s degree, 
a master’s degree, and a doctorate degree.

Each time I chat with our students, I am struck not only by the 
immense challenges they face but also by the impact Upward 
Scholars has on their ability to overcome those challenges. I 
am also reminded that had my parents been Upward Scholars 
students, their lives would have been entirely different.  

As I learn about the inner workings of Upward Scholars, I am in awe 
of the commitment our community has made to our work. In 2018, 
more than 300 individual donors, foundations, and corporations 
made college possible for 340 students — and 88 volunteer tutors 
donated more than 3,000 hours helping our students with their 
community college classes. Our dedicated and committed Board 
has welcomed me. And I have been helped every step of the way 
by our founder, Elizabeth Weal, whose vision and passion have 
made Upward Scholars what it is today.

In addition to leading the implementation of current programs, 
my priorities in 2019 are to hire a half-time coordinator, develop 
the Elizabeth Weal Career Mentoring Initiative, and diversify and 
grow revenue by 10%. 

I cannot thank you enough for all that you do to help our students 
realize their full potential!  

With gratitude,

Linda Prieto, PhD, Executive Director
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Upward Scholars was founded on the premise that education is crucial for 
the economic advancement of immigrants coming to the U.S. as adults. 
Their first step is a comprehensive knowledge of English. Upward Scholars 
provides these adult students with the financial, academic, and community 
support they need to complete advanced English as a Second Language 
(ESL) classes and, for some, vocational and other classes at community 
college so they can gain the knowledge and skills to “move up.”

FINANCIAL SUPPORT
Upward Scholars makes college 
possible by helping students 
with the following expenses:

COLLEGE TEXTBOOKS, often 
more than $200 per semester

TRANSPORTATION, to college, 
including Clipper transit cards 
and parking passes

LAPTOPS, for students who 
don’t own one

MEAL VOUCHERS, a free meal 
on campus before and after 
class 
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ACADEMIC SUPPORT
Because most Upward Scholars students 
had limited educational opportunities in 
their native countries and no prior formal 
education in the U.S., the support tutors 
provide is critical to student success. 
The Upward Scholars tutoring program 
matches a student with a community 
volunteer to assist each week with 
homework, hone English-speaking skills, 
and share effective study strategies.

COMMUNITY SUPPORT
As a community organization, Upward 
Scholars is committed to fostering mean-
ingful relationships between students 
and community members. The Upward 
Scholars Conversation Club also offers our 
students a way to practice their English 
with fluent English speakers from the com-
munity in a relaxed and welcoming setting.
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Ronal: Learning English Pays Off  —Soon after he arrived in the U.S. from Guatemala, Ronal got a 
job as a landscaper. He also started taking ESL classes at Cañada College. 

Cañada College ESL classes are serious business. Most are 5-unit classes, with the expectation 
that students spend at least ten hours a week on homework as well as five hours a week in class. 
Like most of our students, Ronal works full-time, so he can fit in only one ESL class per semester. 

Ronal knew virtually no English when he got to the U.S. But Ronal’s commitment to learning 
English paid off. Four years after starting ESL classes,  he was rewarded with a promotion from 
landscaper to secretary, along with a 50 percent pay increase.

English proficiency is essential for Ronal’s new job, since much of his day is spent responding in 
English to customer phone calls and emails.

But Ronal has no intention of stopping school anytime soon. His plan is to complete the ESL 
sequence at Cañada College, get his GED, and enter the Police Academy!

Isela: Making the Impossible Possible — When Isela came to the U.S. from Mexico seven years 
ago, she had no intention of continuing to study accounting, the career she’d chosen in her 
home country. “It seemed impossible,” Isela recalls. “I didn’t know English, so how could I be an 
accountant?” 

But that all changed when Isela completed Cañada College’s rigorous ESL sequence and enrolled 
in a career development class that included a career assessment. Results of the assessment 
indicated that accounting was, indeed, the best career for her. 

Isela has a 4.0 GPA in her accounting classes and is scheduled to receive a bookkeeping certificate in 
May 2019. Her goal is to get an Associate degree in accounting and transfer to a four-year university.

“Upward Scholars pays for my accounting textbooks, which are very expensive. They gave me 
a computer. And I meet once a week with a tutor,” Isela says. “They make my accounting career 
possible.”

Raquel: Two Jobs, Two Classes, Two Kids — One Dream — Raquel began dancing when she was 
three. Now, her dream is to transform her passion for dance into a degree in kinesthesiology. 

A native of Mexico who came to the U.S. when she was 17, Raquel works full-time as a custodian, 
teaches three Zumba movement classes a week, cares for her two teenage daughters, and is 
enrolled in two 5-unit ESL classes at Cañada College. 

Upward Scholars pays for Raquel’s textbooks and gave her a laptop. Raquel also has an Upward 
Scholars tutor, Palo Alto resident Danielle Mewes, who describes her as “an unbelievably 
conscientious and high-achieving woman.”

Raquel also spearheaded a Zumba party to support Upward Scholars — the first-ever Upward 
Scholars student-led fundraiser. Raquel says, “When I saw the price of my textbooks, I wanted to 
add my little grain of sand to all the money you guys give to us.” 

Ronal at work.

Raquel using her textbook 
scholarship at the Cañada 
College bookstore.

Isela and her tutor, former CFO 
Seth Rosenblatt, meet weekly 
to discuss Isela’s financial 
accounting class. 

Rick: From Upward Scholars Student to UC Davis Grad — Rick embarked on his first entrepre-
neurial endeavor at age eight when he started collecting empty cartons from local businesses, 
bundling them, and selling them to a recycling shop. He has been seizing opportunities ever since. 

Rick came to the U.S. from Peru at the age of 20. When he arrived, he enrolled in ESL classes at 
Sequoia Adult School while also working as a cashier. He transferred to Cañada College and took 
advanced ESL classes followed by the college classes that resulted in his earning an Associate 
of Science degree in mathematics and economics. Rick then transferred to the University of 
California, Davis, graduating in December 2018 with a joint major in mathematical analytics and 
operations research and a minor in statistics. Currently, he is working at a startup focusing on 
business strategy and data analysis. 

“When I came to the United States I felt alone,” Rick says. “Upward Scholars made me feel 
comfortable here. They invited me to events. They introduced me to business people in the 
community, and they taught me about networking,” Rick says. “One day, I plan to help other 
students the way Upward Scholars helped me.”

Rick graduated from UC Davis 
in December 2018. 

Upwards Scholars Students are Moving Up! 
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Our Impact

Financials
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100% 
of returning Upward Scholars ESL 

students report they can speak and 
write better English. 

61% 
of returning Upward Scholars  

students report earning more money.

96%
of returning Upward Scholars 

students with children say they 
help their children more with their 

homework.*

100%
of returning Upward Scholars  

students say they are better able  
to communicate with their  

children’s teachers.*

*Respondents all have children in grades K–8.
Number of studeNts served

In 2018, Upward Scholars had $389,019 in income and $283,390 in expenses. 
Additional funds were secured to contribute to an operating reserve to address 
sustainability, ensure fiscal strength, and hire an Executive Director.
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The Upward Scholars Board is a diverse group of community members whose commitment to our mission 
and varying areas  of expertise in both profit and nonprofit sectors make them ideally suited  

to chart our course in the coming years.

Wendy Kuehnl-Ortíz
Ms. Kuehnl-Ortíz has an MBA from San Francisco 
State and has held marketing positions at technology 
companies including Silicon Graphics and Knight 
Ridder. Currently, she serves as director of marketing 
at Abilities United. Her Board focus includes fund 
development, marketing, and board governance.

Our Leadership: Experienced, Diverse, and Committed

Irma Zoepf, President
Ms. Zoepf has more than 15 years of experience in 
organizational development and operations. Moving 
to the U.S. from Mexico over 10 years ago, she has 
an MBA and currently runs her own diversity and 
inclusion firm. Her board work supports strategic 
development and process improvement.

Adam Varro, Vice President
A first-generation American, Mr. Varro is passionate 
about creating opportunities for immigrant families 
to achieve greater social mobility. Given his more than 
15-year career in innovative technology companies he 
plays a strong role in the social media and branding 
efforts of Upward Scholars. He also serves on the 
Programs Committee.

BOARD

Kevin Wang, Treasurer
Mr. Wang spent much of his childhood in China and 
Germany and graduated from UC Berkeley, with a 
bachelor’s degree in Business Administration. He now 
works as an equity research associate at Dodge & Cox, 
is a Chartered Financial Analyst (CFA), and brings a 
strong finance background to his role as treasurer.

Julie Hartstein, Secretary
Ms. Hartstein has more than 20 years of experience 
in marketing and communications, working with 
Fortune 1000 brands like Citrix, Intel, and Autodesk. 
She resides in the heart of the community we serve 
and is co-chair of the Fund Development and 
Marketing committee.

Elizabeth Weal, Founder/Advisor
Ms. Weal founded Upward Scholars in 2010. She 
taught English to adults for more than 10 years and, 
during that time, wrote several ESL textbooks. Before 
working as an ESL teacher, she was a marketing writer 
for several Silicon Valley companies. She currently 
serves on the Upward Scholars Board and as Advisor 
to the Executive Director.

Susan Miller Hornbeek
Ms. Hornbeek spent two years living in Buenos Aires 
with her husband and two sons. With a BA from 
Santa Clara University and more than 20 years of 
marketing experience in both the nonprofit and for-
profit sectors, she brings a wealth of talent to her role 
as co-chair of the Fund Development and Marketing 
committee.

Kara Rosenberg, EdD
As the former director of Palo Alto Adult School, 
Dr. Rosenberg is well versed in the challenges 
nontraditional students face. She is passionate about 
helping both ESL and GED students find appropriate 
resources that will lead them to career pathways 
providing family-sustaining incomes. She is chair of 
the Board Governance Committee.

Ryan Schwartz
As a Chartered Financial Analyst (CFA) and Certified 
Financial Planner (CFP®), Mr. Schwartz is currently 
a vice president and wealth advisor at EP Wealth 
Advisors. Since graduating from UC Santa Cruz, he 
has held many roles in finance. He serves on the 
Finance committee, and financial literacy education 
is a passion of his. 

Stefani Jacobson Willis
Ms. Willis, a program officer at Pacific Foundation 
Services, has spent two decades working in the 
nonprofit and philanthropic sectors, specializing 
in communications and relationship building. Her 
volunteer work for organizations in Africa, Central 
America, and Europe has included both board 
leadership and hands-on projects. At Upward 
Scholars, her focus is on fund development.

ADVISORY COUNCIL
Alicia Aguirre, City Council Member, Redwood City  •  Laura Ayala, Product Marketing Manager, Karius  •  Kathleen Bennett, Founder, Girls’ Middle School 

Jennifer Castello, ESL Professor Emeritus, Cañada College  •  Lionel de Maine, Director, Sequoia Adult School  
Carrie Du Bois, Trustee, Sequoia Union High School District  •  Nancy Goodban, PhD, Human Services Consultant  

Tom Mohr, Retired, President of Cañada College; Former Trustee, San Mateo County Community College District  •  Steve Russell, Serial Entrepreneur  
Barbara Sanner, Retired Executive and Community Volunteer  •  Susan Speicher, Community Volunteer

STAFF
Linda Prieto, PhD, Executive Director
Dr. Prieto grew up working in the agricultural fields 
of the central San Joaquin Valley in California. 
She earned her bachelor’s degree in Sociology 
from Stanford, a master’s degree in Education 
from Harvard, and her PhD in Education from The 
University of Texas, Austin. In addition to serving as 
Upward Scholars executive director, she teaches 
courses in Chicanx/Latinx Studies at Stanford.

Tania Ventura, Coordinator
A native of El Salvador, Ms. Ventura attended the 
University of El Salvador where she majored in 
English and French. She currently is a student at 
Cañada College working toward her associate 
degree in accounting. Ms. Ventura is responsible for 
coordinating many aspects of our programs, including 
student orientations, laptop donations, transit cards, 
and student events. 
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