
“If they leave, 
who will help us?”
Who will lose if the WCCUSD Board 
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In December 2018, the West Contra Costa Unified School District (WCCUSD) Board of Education 
voted to cut graduate tutors effective next school year. Since then, graduate tutors, teachers, 
staff, parents, and students have rallied together to show the Board that graduate tutors are an 
indispensable part of what it takes to provide students who are struggling academically and 
students who are learning English with a quality education. Cutting graduate tutor jobs would have 
a devastating impact on individual student achievement and would eliminate one of the only safety 
nets this demographic can consistently rely on for individualized, small group support.

ALTERNATIVES

Simply put, rather than cutting 
student access to direct academic 
support, the WCCUSD community 
would like to see cuts made outside of 
their classrooms and learning centers.

It is never ideal to eliminate any 
source of support. However, after 
reviewing a comprehensive list of 
WCCUSD’s contracts with outside 
consultants and vendors, Teamsters 
856 believes there are more than 
enough areas from which to cut that 
don’t start in the classroom.

A recent study of nine comparable California school districts1 shows that the average combined 
cost of consulting, professional services and management salaries is 11.8% of those school districts’ 
budgets. WCCUSD dedicates 16.4% on consultants, contractors and management salaries — second 
only to Oakland Unified.

IN THIS REPORT

You will find profiles of 16 current graduate tutors from 11 WCCUSD elementary, middle, and 
high schools. These profiles will show you who graduate tutors are and what impact they have on 
the lives and achievement of their students. The profiles will also give you a more in-depth look at 
the job of graduate tutors because, despite the misnomer that is their title, these individuals are 
educated, qualified, and experienced educators who are vital to student learning.

The profiles, data, and letters of support in this report from teachers and staff, students and 
parents will also show you who stands to lose the most if graduate tutors are cut — students from 
immigrant families and students from low-income households.

What’s at stake?

1Source: SACS unaudited financials. Object codes 1300, 2300, and 5800.
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Graduate Tutors By-
the-Numbers

Sources: https://www.caschooldashboard.org; https://www.wccusd.net/Page/6712 
Teamsters 856 conducted an online survey of 22 current WCCUSD graduate tutors via www.survs.com.

THE STUDENTS THEY SERVE

EDUCATION & EXPERIENCE

COMMITMENT TO COMMUNITY

*Students who are eligible for free or reduced priced meals; or have parents/guardians who did not receive a high school diploma.

GRADUATE TUTORS
BY-THE-NUMBERS

of graduate tutors have 
Bachelor’s Degrees

100%
36% of those surveyed report  
having a Master’s Degree or higher

77%
of surveyed graduate tutors 
Live in the District 
100% of those have lived in  
the district for 10 or more years

of surveyed graduate tutors 
either attended a WCCUSD 
school or currently have a 
family member attending a 
school in the District.

Over 40% 
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Bilingual grad tutor builds after school 
program to lift up struggling students

Wilson Ordonez and many of his graduate 
tutor peers go above and beyond 
their job description to provide their 

students with the quality education they need and 
deserve.

Just over six years ago, when Wilson first began 
working at Helms Middle School as a bilingual 
graduate tutor, he saw that the recently arrived 
English Language Learner (ELL) students needed 
extra support. ELL students are students with a 
limited understanding of English. 

With the support of the school principal, Wilson 
designed an after-school program where he provides 
ELL students a space and time to review in their first 
language what was taught in the classroom during 

the day. He also makes sure all students in the after-
school support program complete their daily class 
assignments. Principals like Mr. De Leon (Richmond 
High School) and Mrs. Petrilli (Helms Middle School) 
supported him on this much-needed endeavor.

Since the program was established, Wilson has 
worked with over 200 students and their families. 
In addition to providing students with academic 
support, he also calls their parents once a week and 
sends them emails every day to update them on 
their child’s academic progress and homework. 

At the end of each school year, Wilson invites 
families to an after-school program celebration 
where all of his students receive a certificate of 
academic achievement and the families are able to 



celebrate together.

Wilson has seen the impact 
the after-school program has 
on his students. There was one 
student who arrived in the U.S. 
at the beginning of eighth grade. 
When he got to Helms, he only 
spoke Spanish and was classified 
as ELD Level 1. He was shy and 
would not speak out in class. 
After working with Wilson in the 
after-school program, the student 
began to gain more confidence 
and he began to not only learn, 
but to help other students. When 
this student got to Richmond 
High, he was placed confidently 
in English classrooms and 
reclassified two levels up, as ELD Level 3.

But for Wilson, being a graduate tutor isn’t just 
about teaching. It’s also about being an advocate for 
his students. He has worked hard to ensure that one 
of his students is able to give a speech in Spanish 
in front of their peers and parents at every school 
graduation. Wilson also makes sure English Learners 

Since the program was established, Wilson has 

worked with over 200 students and their families. 

In addition to providing students with academic 

support, he also calls their parents once a week 

and sends them emails every day to update them 

on their child’s academic progress and homework.

are included in all field trip visits to the library, the 
local high school, colleges, and universities. 

No matter if it is during the school day or in the 
after-school program, Wilson makes sure to bring his 
students together and help them see that they are 
not alone and they are not strangers, but rather a 
family that can support one another.
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When I began working 
at De Anza, I met a 
tenth-grade student 

who was originally from El 
Salvador. After working with him, 
I realized he couldn’t read or write 
and had no concept of reading 
and writing. He’d been moved 
along grade after grade and seen 
as a student with low skills, but 
his reading skills weren’t low — he 
couldn’t read at all! 

If a student doesn’t know 
how to read or write, it is our job 
and responsibility as educators to 
teach him. So, I sat with him for a 
year and taught him how to read 
and write in Spanish first to lay a 
foundation for learning in English. 

This isn’t the fault of our 
teachers who are busy teaching dozens of kids at 
a time. It’s more a testament to the importance of 
graduate tutors. When you work in small groups or 
one-on-one with students, you notice these things 
and can address them. A high school teacher cannot 
stop everything to teach a student how to read and 
write. 

I reached out to the district to figure out what 
could be done when a high school student is unable 
to read, and there were no additional resources. I 
was the resource and I was able to fill that gap, and 
in this district, the gaps are many.

The title ‘graduate tutor’ gives people the 
impression that we’re just sitting next to students 
holding a coffee cup while they do their homework, 
and that couldn’t be further from reality. With this 
student and many others, I am an educator and a 
support inside and outside of the classroom.

At the secondary level, graduate tutors are 
flexible educators. To our students, we are teachers 
who are not bound to a classroom. And in order 

to successfully help my students, I have to be 
knowledgeable in all subjects. Today it may be 
algebra and tomorrow it may be biology — I have to 
be ready to assist our students in everything.

My official role is to support English Learners 
— students whose first language is one other than 
English. I help them in the classroom and outside the 
classroom by translating and reviewing any concepts 
they were not able to understand during class.

As a graduate tutor, I am also able to work 
with families. When parents come in trembling in 
fear at the thought of having to drop their child 
off at a brand-new school in a new country, I work 
with them. I welcome them and make sure they 
understand what programs are available to their 
children. 

I’ve found that even the highest performing 
and motivated students benefit from my presence 
because even they can come to the point where 
it’s tough to navigate an American high school by 
themselves. Knowing there’s a person you can 
always go to is invaluable to all of my students. 

Unbound by a classroom; graduate 
tutors are flexible educators



“The title ‘graduate tutor’ gives 

people the impression that we’re 

just sitting next to students 

while they do their homework, 

and that couldn’t be further 

from reality.”
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When I learned about 
the school board’s 
plan to cut our 

positions, I took it pretty hard, 
because it was tough not knowing 
what would happen to our 
students. 

I know they receive support 
in the classroom, but there is no 
denying that many students rely 
on the extra support I can provide 
them as a graduate tutor. 

Now, children from all grades 
are worried about where their 
additional academic support will 
come from if I leave. They have 
gotten comfortable coming into 
the Learning Center and getting 
the additional help they need. 

For our Newcomer students 
— students who recently arrived 
in the United States and do not speak English 
fluently or at all — I’m the only person who is 
able to speak with 
them in Spanish. 
Many of them were 
unable to attend 
school regularly in 
their country, so 
they arrive here 
not knowing how 
to read or write in 
their first language. 
I can provide them a 
foundation in their 
first language and 
build upon that as they learn in English.

Now, I’m worried about those Newcomers. I had 
one fifth grade student who only spoke Portuguese 
when she first got to Murphy. Her mother told me 
that she didn’t even want to come to school because 
she did not know English. That broke my heart, 

because at that age, kids should be excited about 
school. We worked together and now she can read 
and write in full sentences, and she is more excited 

and confident 
than ever.

I know what 
it’s like to be a 
Newcomer. I came 
here when I was 
eight. I remember 
vividly what it was 
like for everything 
to be new — 
food, culture, 
language, school, 
everything. 

I know that it is the Newcomers — the children 
from immigrant families — who will be hurt the most 
if we are cut. Without graduate tutors like myself 
providing that fifth grade student with additional 
help, she may still be too afraid to come to school, 
and then what would happen to her?

Without grad tutors, newcomer 
students will be left out

“I know that it is the Newcomers 

— the children from immigrant 

families — who will be hurt the 

most if we are cut.”
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Working with children has 
brought out my zeal for 
education, and I find it 

truly rewarding to see students develop 
and grow over time. 

Graduate tutors do this work 
because we want to see students do 
well and we’re honored to be a part of 
the team that helps them get there. 

As the only graduate tutor at Ford, I 
tutor between 45 to 60 students who are 
far below their grade level, in six-week 
cycles. 

Before I begin working with a group 
of students, I look at their STAR testing 
data to determine where they are and 
meet with the teachers to discuss on 
which concepts the students need to focus. I create 
lesson plans, do prep work, and print materials 
so that I am ready to teach when the students 
arrive. I like to adapt 
my personal teaching 
style to each individual 
student’s needs and 
give them challenges 
in order to help build 
their confidence in each 
subject.

Most of my success 
stories come about 
because many students 
learn better in a small 
group setting. I can 
remember a young girl 
I worked with when she 
was in kindergarten. 
She was really shy and 
struggled to get sounds out when she read in the 
classroom, but in my small groups, she got the extra 
support she needed to succeed.

I’m committed to seeing all of my students 
succeed both inside of the classroom and in life. 

My small group instruction allows me to teach 
them phonics, fluency, letter recognition, reading 
comprehension, and other reading strategies that 

not only improve their 
grades, but also their 
overall confidence. 

But the work of a 
graduate tutor does 
not stop there — I 
conduct assessments, 
evaluate and observe 
student progress. 
I’ve coordinated the 
annual Ford Elementary 
reading recital, and I’m 
a member of the COST/
Student Success Team 
and the School Site 
Council. 

As a graduate tutor, 
one of the best things I can do is collaborate with 
teachers and exchange information, so that we are 
a well-functioning team that is able to find the best 
ways to reach our students. 

“We do this work because 

we want to see students do 

well and we’re honored to 

be a part of the team that 

helps them get there.” 

Graduate tutors: A vital part of the 
education team
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Bernice Wivagg grew up in Richmond and 
San Pablo, and has fond memories of 
her time in school. So, when it came to 

choose a career path, 
education just made 
sense, and working 
as an educator in her 
community was the 
ultimate dream. 

She simply wanted 
to help give children 
an opportunity to have 
memories as fond as 
those she has of her childhood. 

Bernice works with about 30 students a day in 
groups of four to five at a time. The students are 
recommended to her by their teachers based on 
their test scores. She says that many of the students 

she works with are two to three grade levels behind 
in their skills, and worries that without her or her 
fellow Lake Elementary graduate tutor, Romeo 

Osorio, there to 
help, they would fall 
further behind.

Bernice is 
able to give her 
students the extra 
attention they need 
to ensure they not 
only read, but also 
comprehend. She 

has them read to her, discuss vocabulary, and talk 
about parts of a story.

She worries that the school board will make a 
tragic decision if they vote to cut graduate tutors, 
because students need more help, not less.

Students need more help, not less

...many of the students she works 

with are two to three grade levels 

behind in their skills...
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Building on basics for ELL pupils
Romeo started as a WCCUSD graduate 

tutor nine years ago. Before coming to 
WCCUSD, he worked as an elementary and 

high school teacher, as 
well as a journalist in 
Ecuador. 

Despite his success 
as a journalist, Romeo 
was drawn back to 
education when he 
moved to the United 
States because with 
eight brothers and 
sisters who are teachers, education is in his blood.

Romeo works with students whose first 
language is one other than English from every grade, 
every day. 

He works on their foundation in Spanish from 

grades first through third and then moves on to 
English after third grade. 

Romeo says the work graduate tutors like 
himself do to ensure 
students can read and 
write goes beyond 
support and is actually 
more similar to what he 
did as a teacher. 

He says he starts from 
the beginning, teaching 
students the basics so 
that they can learn from 

their teachers in the classroom. Now, with potential 
graduate tutor cuts looming, Romeo says parents 
and teachers alike are concerned, because teachers 
will have nothing to build upon if students aren’t 
able to get help with the basics.

“How can teachers build on 

skills if their students don’t 

know how to read yet?”
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Alumni grad tutors bridge 
literacy gap at Chavez

Alma Perez and Ana Perez (no relation) 
know this community well. Ana went to 
Chavez and graduated from Richmond 

High School, while Alma — a WCCUSD high school 
graduate as well —now has a daughter that attends 
Chavez.

If you walk into the school cafeteria at 8 a.m., 
you’ll spot them both supervising and working with 
the students who still need a little extra help with 
their homework before the school day even begins.

Throughout a regular day, Ana and Alma provide 
about 36 Chavez students with intervention support 

and about 100 go into the school’s Learning Center 
for assistance.

At the beginning of each school year, the 
graduate tutors test each child individually to 
determine their reading and math levels. 

They then use that data to identify the students 
who they will work with. They are also able to retest 
the children throughout the year to see where they 
are making progress and where they continue to 
need support.

In the morning, Ana works in small groups with 
the students they’ve identified in three kindergarten 
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classrooms. After lunch, she heads to the school’s 
Learning Center to focus on math with third and 
fourth graders.  

Alma typically spends the entire day in the 
Learning Center working with small groups of 
students. 

She begins in the morning with first graders who 
need assistance in reading. Then after lunch, she sits 
down with first and fifth graders who need help with 
math.

Both Ana and Alma work with students of all 
grade levels during the after-school program.

Ana and Alma both worry that the literacy and 
math gaps will increase without the intervention 
support graduate tutors provide students who are 
behind. 

As members of the community who know the 
population well, they understand that the vast 
majority of parents will not be able to afford extra 
assistance for their children if they no longer have 
access to graduate tutors.

For them, graduate tutors stand in the gap and 
work hard to make sure students have the extra 
support they need to succeed.

“I was their age, but we didn’t have 
graduate tutors here yet. I struggled 
with no one to help me. Us leaving is 
going to leave so many kids like me 
who need it without that extra help.” 

-Ana Perez
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Accommodating students’ 
individual learning styles
Juliet Zamora lived many 

different lives before 
landing in her career as 

an educator. She’s worked in radio 
and television production, non-
profit sales and marketing, health 
care administration, and even ran 
her own licensed family daycare in 
Richmond for 20 years. 

It was during those years as a 
child care provider, that Juliet was 
encouraged to apply to become a 
graduate tutor. She is now one of 
the most senior graduate tutors 
and has worked at Peres since she 
started.

Juliet says what drew her 
and has kept her passionate about her work is her 
past experiences. Born and raised in Sacramento, 
she grew up in a family 
where like many of her 
students today, her first 
language was Spanish. 
When Juliet started 
kindergarten, she didn’t 
know any English, and 
she would be pulled 
out of her classroom for 
extra help and support 
by staff in her school 
who did a job similar 
to that of a WCCUSD 
graduate tutor. Because of the additional, small 
group help, Juliet was able to read in English at a 
seventh-grade level by the time she was in fourth 
grade.

Those early experiences have made Juliet the 
educator she is today. Having been diagnosed late 
in life with ADHD, she understands that all students 
cannot be expected to learn the same way at the 
same rate. Many, especially those who are Spanish 
speakers, rely on the extra help their graduate tutors 
provide.

When the graduate tutor cuts were announced, 
Juliet began to worry about all of the students 

she and her fellow 
graduate tutor, 
Jadda Lowry, 
work with. She 
thought of one of 
the Newcomers 
— a student who 
recently moved to 
the United States 
from another 
country — that she 
worked with who 
was in fifth grade. 

When they first began working together, the student 
felt like she couldn’t do the work and wouldn’t try. 
Juliet would not only teach her, but talk with her 
and build her confidence, and she gradually began 
to open up and get into the work. She knew she 
could make mistakes with Juliet without judgment, 
which gave her room to learn and grow. Now, 
according to the young girl’s teacher, she is helping 
another Newcomer student and has become a 
support system for her. This major change in attitude 
and achievement took place in just one month of 
working with Juliet.

“I live five minutes away from 

the school. I am dedicated to 

this community. This is my life.”
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What will happen to the extra 
support & help?
Jadda Lowry co-

teaches the Newcomer 
program at Peres — a 

program for students who 
recently moved to the United 
States from another country. 
But not only does she co-
teach, she also developed the 
curriculum and the materials 
with fellow graduate tutor, Juliet 
Zamora. They came up with the 
flashcards, games, lessons, and 
activities they use to teach their 
students. According to Jadda, 
they developed everything 
themselves, because the 
school doesn’t have materials 
specifically for their Newcomers.

Their program gives students a chance to 
learn English 
by practicing 
basic skills and 
conversations — an 
opportunity they 
would not have 
in a traditional 
classroom setting. 

In addition 
to the Newcomer 
program, Jadda 
teaches the third 
& fifth grade 
Intervention 
Support 
Program — a 
program that allows graduate tutors to provide 
additional assistance to students who are struggling 
academically. Jadda and Juliet are also starting a 
study hall after school at Peres for students who are 
close to failing their classes. 

For Jadda, the passion to educate dates back to 
high school when she began teaching Sunday School 
at her church. She enjoys working with children and 

seeing them learn and grow, not only academically 
but socially. She has a passion for working with 

younger children 
because 
watching them 
reach milestones 
brings her 
joy. Now that 
graduate tutor 
jobs are on the 
line, she worries 
about what will 
happen not only 
to her students 
but the teachers 
who rely on 
graduate tutors 
to provide extra 

support and help. It is graduate tutors who can 
provide students with a small group environment 
where they feel safe enough to fail, but also to get 
back up and try again. She’s able to give her students 
the opportunity to speak and be heard, and build not 
only their skills, but their confidence.

That’s why Jadda knows if graduate tutors are 
removed from the school, everyone will lose. 

“I graduated from Richmond High. I 

live in Pinole. My son goes to Olinda 

Elementary. I choose to stay here, and 

I am invested in the education in this 

community and school district.”
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Growing up in Mexico, 
Carlos Castillejo found 
that he learned fast and 

loved helping his classmates learn 
as well. It was in those moments 
when was assisting another child 
that he realized he wanted to be 
an educator when he got older.

As a bilingual graduate tutor, 
Carlos works mainly with children 
in the Newcomer Program — kids 
who recently arrived in the United 
States from another country and 
whose first language is something 
other than English.  

Many of Carlos’s students are 
from Spanish speaking countries. 
To prepare them to learn in a 
classroom from a teacher in a brand-new country in 
a completely new language, Carlos often has to first 
teach his students Spanish. 

The goal is to give these students — kindergarten 
through second graders — a foundation in their first 
language in order to transition them into English.

Carlos worries about what will happen to 
children like one of the newcomer students he 
taught last year if graduate tutors are cut. 

The young child had just immigrated to the U.S. 
and was placed in second grade. He knew how to 
speak his first language — Spanish, but he did not 
know how to read or write it yet. 

Through working with him, Carlos learned that 
because of his past home environment, the child had 
been unable to attend school until he got to Verde. 

Despite this, Carlos quickly discovered the 
student was excited to learn. Carlos taught him 
basic English and basic Spanish and he began to 
understand, read, and write in English. According to 
Carlos, establishing a foundation in his first language 
made it a lot easier for him to then learn the same 
concepts in a new language. He says that once the 
student learned the basics, he was eager to go for 
more.

To Carlos, the work of graduate tutors is a 
great asset to teachers because they do not have 
the capacity to stop teaching a class to focus on 
the students who do not yet read, write, or speak 
English. Graduate tutors are able to focus on those 
students and also communicate those students’ 
needs to their teachers.

Carlos worries what will happen to his students if 
they lose the extra educational support he provides.

Preparing young immigrants to learn

“By taking away their 
graduate tutors, we’re 
assuming students no 
longer need help, but in 
reality, they do.”
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Justin Johnson grew 
up in Richmond and 
graduated from El Cerrito 

High School. Now, he, his wife and 
children live in Antioch. Even as a 
teenager growing up, Justin knew 
his community was his passion and 
giving back to his community was 
going to be a major part of his adult 
life. 

When he graduated from 
San Francisco State University 
with a degree in communications 
and an emphasis on educational 
media, Justin interviewed for a 
job at another school district only 
to discover that coming back to 
WCCUSD was his true calling.

So, he did just that. Justin has been a graduate 
tutor at Verde Elementary, working alongside fellow 
graduate tutor, Carlos Castillejo, for five years now. 
He also recently took on the additional role of 
athletic director at the school.

When asked what makes graduate tutors such 
an important part of their students’ education, 
Justin says their work gives kids an outlet outside 
the normal classroom setting to open up and learn. 
It’s a truth he’s seen play out over and over with the 
students he works with. 

One of those students, a first grader, had a lot 
of behavioral issues and struggled to focus in class. 
Justin began working with him in a small group 
setting, but soon determined that wasn’t enough 
either, so he was able to set aside some time to work 
with the student one-on-one in the school’s Learning 
Center. The student began to get used to working 
with and learning from Justin, and after conferring 
with his teacher, they determined the student was 
ready to go back into a small group. Their strategy 
worked. The teacher found that allowing the child to 
be pulled from his classroom and taught in a smaller 
group helped him build his confidence and improve 
his behavior in class. And on top of the that, his 
reading level improved. 

“Even when the school 

day is over, I go home 

and think about how I 

can reach my students 

and help them reach 

their goals.”

The importance of 1-on-1 education

To Justin, stories like these are the reason the 
graduate tutor program has been around for so long. 
He says hiring qualified and educated tutors who 
love what they do has allowed the district to give 
students who need it, access to higher service, and 
that is what they deserve.
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Educating 
children is an 
amazing joy, 

and I feel like I have it 
in my veins to teach. 
My mom and uncle 
were teachers, so I 
saw the importance 
of education at home 
when I was a little 
girl. What I do is my 
passion.

I’m Maria Ortiz 
and I have been a 
graduate tutor at Tara 
Hills Elementary since 
2016. Before Tara 
Hills, I worked as a 
preschool graduate 
tutor for six years 
and before that as a 
teacher’s aide.

The students I work with at Tara have been 
tested and then identified by myself and the school 
principal as needing intervention services — or 
additional support in order to keep up and succeed 
in the classroom.

When I get to work in the morning, I begin 
prepping for my first tutoring session. My sessions 
are 25 minutes each and I work with four to five 
students at a time. Then I head into the classroom 
and pull out students the teachers and I have 
identified as in need of intervention support and I 
work with them in small groups. I provide two hours 
of additional support after school.

To me, creativity is key. I use games like bingo 
and matching depending on what I am teaching to 
keep it fun and keep the children engaged. I’ve done 
a lot of research and spoken with a lot of teachers to 
make many of the materials myself that I use in my 
teaching. 

Every student is different and they learn 
differently. In one situation, I was contacted by the 
school community worker who asked me to tutor a 
particular first grader. She said his mom was stressed 
out because she’d been told he was in jeopardy of 
being kept back. I, of course, said yes and added him 
to my regular schedule.

We practiced, practiced, practiced. I used 
different strategies to reach him and help him learn. 
By the end of the year, he’d improved greatly and 
went on to the second grade.

I identify with this community because there 
are a lot of people of color here. I’m originally from 
Zacatecas, Mexico, and I have lived in San Pablo and 
Richmond for the last 40 years. 

I feel invested in what happens here because all 
three of my kids went to WCCUSD schools and now 
my 10-year-old grandson is in fourth grade in this 
school district. 

Investing in students and the 
community



“I identify with this community 
because there are a lot of people 
of color here. I’m originally from 
Zacatecas, Mexico, and I have lived 
in San Pablo and Richmond for the 
last 40 years. I feel invested in what 
happens here because all three of 
my kids went to WCCUSD schools 
and now my 10-year-old grandson 
is in fourth grade in this school 
district.”
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Building confidence in English learners 
through small group education

Before entering the field of education, I 
worked as a research geneticist. I decided 
to become a stay-at-home mom when my 

two kids were attending Madera Elementary School. 
It was while I was volunteering for their school’s 
science program that I realized I had an interest in 
teaching children.

I worked as a science enrichment program 
teacher at Kensington Elementary for six years and 
then returned to research for seven years. 

When my grant ended, I refocused on my real 
passion — education. In the next few years, I had 
several part-time positions working as an educator/
instructor. 

I was offered a position as a graduate tutor at 
Grant after serving as a long-term kindergarten 
substitute teacher. I’ve devoted myself to my 
position as a graduate tutor at Grant Elementary for 
seven years now.

I think education continued to call me because 
when I had my own kids, I realized how important 
childhood experiences are for kids. I really enjoy 
working with children because their minds are like 
sponges and they are open to new experiences and 
ideas.

At Grant, most of the kids are English learners. 
They don’t always have a full grasp of their first 
language and then they are bombarded in English. 
They may go through the steps and learn the rules, 
but they struggle to understand and comprehend the 
power of words. That’s where I come in, and through 
small group intervention, I am able to help them 
improve.

I have a PhD in genetics and an extensive 
background in science. I love to bring all of that to 
school and expose our students to more science. 

I’ve done projects where I gave students a wire, 
battery, and bulb and told them to figure out how to 
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“A percentile increase from 5th 
to 10th percentile on the STAR 
test might be small overall, 
but for the child, it’s a 100% 
increase and a huge boost to their 
confidence that carries forward in 
the classroom.”

light the bulb. They love being given a problem and 
then finding the solution. That moment of discovery 
for them is the most amazing part.

When we look at the impact of graduate tutors, 
we have to look at individual kids not just averages. 
Graduate tutor intervention makes a lot of difference 
to the kids who are being served.

 An increase from the 5th to the 10th percentile 
on the STAR test might be small overall, but for the 
child, it’s a 100% increase and a huge boost to their 
confidence that carries forward in the classroom. 
Students I worked with five or six years ago are doing 
really well because of early intervention. I am so 
proud of them.
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I’m Carolyn Brown and I have been a WCCUSD 
employee since 2011, and a full-time graduate 
tutor since 2013. Before coming to Pinole 

Valley High, I worked in the Ford Elementary 
Learning Center where I taught children from 
kindergarten to sixth grade.

I work in education because I have a passion 
for it and my heart bleeds for these kids. Growing 
up, I always had my parents’ support but a lot of the 
students I work with do not. I’m able to help them 
focus and let them know I’m there for them.

At Pinole, I work in the classrooms with our 
English Language Developer students (ELD). These 
are students whose first language is not English 
and need to be taught English in order to keep up in 
class. 

As a graduate tutor, I am able to help the 
students who can’t get everything in 55 minutes in a 
classroom setting. 

I can think of a particular student with whom 
I had to go back to the basics. He, like many other 
students I work with whose first language is not 
English, had trouble reading. 
This is tough because his 
schoolwork is not in his first 
language, so it can be easy to 
fall behind. 

In about a year of working 
with him, I have seen a vast 
improvement. I started by 
helping him figure out words 
and taught him how to say 
them correctly. Now, I’d say 
he is reading in English about 
45% better than when we first 
began working together.

It’s important to know 
that many of the students 
who attend this school are 
here without their parents. 
They may be staying with a 
sibling, aunt, uncle or friend, 

so it’s often hard 
to maintain their 
focus without the 
support a parent 
would provide. As 
a graduate tutor, I 
hear these stories, 
and I’m able to talk 
to the students 
and give them the 
encouragement 
they need. Me 
and Ms. Abby’s 
(the other PVHS 
graduate tutor) 
presence in the 
classroom helps 
them because we are a consistent, trusted presence 
they see every day. 

Our students should be afforded the same 
education and chance to learn as everyone else. 
Taking graduate tutors out of the loop makes the 
chance of that very slim.

Building a foundation to help 
students succeed in class

“Our students should be 
afforded the same education 
and chance to learn as 
everyone else. Taking graduate 
tutors out of the loop makes 
the chance of that very slim.”
  

Carolyn Brown
Pinole Valley High
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I mainly work with students in our 
shelter classes — classes where 
English learners (students whose 

first language is not English) are together. 
I’m able to sit in the classroom with my 
students while their teacher lectures and 
support them in the concepts in which they 
need help. The benefit is that they’re able 
to understand what is happening in the 
classroom despite the language barrier. And 
typically, when students don’t understand, 
they don’t do their work. 

Teachers have to teach dozens of 
students in their classrooms at a time. 
I’m able to add that extra support for the 
English learners. When teachers give tests, 
I can take students out and translate the 
testing information for them. When a 
teacher instructs in English, I’m able to help 
my students understand the material in that 
moment.

I’ve been working with one of my students 
since she was 
a freshman 
— now she’s 
a junior. She 
went to middle 
school in the 
district, but her 
foundational 
skills in English 
and in her 
own language, 
Spanish, 
weren’t great 
when she got to high school. I discovered this when I 
first began working with her by watching the way she 
held her pencil when she wrote. It wasn’t the way a 
person skilled in writing would hold their pencil. 

Even though she still struggles in the classroom 
sometimes, I’ve been able to work with her in 
a small group setting and we have seen major 
improvements. Now, she has the confidence and 

courage to ask questions in class and she turns in her 
assignments — two things she would not do when 

we first began to work 
together. 

As I taught her, we 
also talked about her 
future plans, and she has 
an understanding that the 
classes she’s taking now 
are what she needs to 
graduate.  

I worry about what 
would have happened to 
students like her if I wasn’t 

here and what will happen to our students if me and 
Ms. Brown, the other Pinole Valley High graduate 
tutor, are cut. 

We’ve created these relationships and built trust 
with our students. It’s academic, of course, and we 
make sure they’re on track, but it’s also that moral 
support — knowing there’s always someone there 
who understands them and will help them. 

Preparing English learners for 
future success

“It’s also that moral support – 

knowing there’s always someone 

there who understands them and 

will help them.” 
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Letters of Support
As word began to spread that graduate tutors were in jeopardy of 
being eliminated by the WCCUSD Board of Education, personal 
letters of support began pouring in and now total over 130 from 
teachers and staff, students and parents.

Many of the student letters are from English learners and 
Newcomer students who have relied on the extra support 
graduate tutors provide as they transition into a new classroom, 
in a new school, in a brand new country. 

The letters make one thing very clear: without graduate 
tutors, everyone loses.
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11th grader at De Anza High

“I think [cutting the tutors] is a bad idea because they are the only people on 
campus dedicated the Spanish-speaking population.” 

Student at Helms Middle
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I came from Yemen to the United States when I was a freshman, I did not even know how 
to say  how are you doing. I learned in my ELD class but not as much I learned in the library 
with Miss Tent because what she use to do is she will explain everything for me slowly. She 
is the one taught me English grammar, she helped me with my math work. If she was not 
there, I would fail my freshman year. I cannot thank her in any way because the word thank 
you is not enough for what she did to me, my sister and other students. 

Miss Tent did not just help us with our school work, she even help me get used to a new 
country where I dress differently than other people, where I have different religion than 
other and I speak a different language. She built a confident inside me and taught me to be 
proud how matter how people looked at me in a different way since I am Muslim. she is one 
of the nicest, kindest and sweetest teachers I have ever meet. She helped through my four 
years not just my freshman and she is still helping me. Miss Tent is the first person to listen to 
my terrible journey when I cam to the U.S. She is the one who taught me how to be patient, 
strong and brave. 

When I first came I did not even looked at people and talked to them normally because 
I thought they will laugh at my accent but she taught me that I am still learning and I 
am already speaking one language which is Arabic. Miss Tent is the person who I feel 
comfortable talking to. I talked to her about our parties, celebrations and holidays and how 
we celebrate them. I talked to her about my family and country. She will never tell me that 
she is busy she cannot help me. I went through a very hard time getting used to be in the 
United States but I over became that because of her. 

Those new students need her, they need her support and they need someone that will make 
them feel that they are in a safe place. They need her to motivate them and to make English 
an easy thing for them. Words cannot describe her, she sometimes made me feel that she is 
my mom. 

Miss Tent has a very important job and I think all other teacher that have the same job as 
her. I wrote a lot but that is half what she did to us.

Student at De Anza High
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This letter is written in support of the Grad Tutor program in general, and in particular support 
of Ms. Deya, who is the Grad Tutor at Pinole Middle School. 
 
Grad Tutors are necessary if the District expect its policy of full inclusion to succeed.  Full 
inclusion results in a wide spectrum of  skill and grade level competencies - so much so that in 
7th grade math, we have to differentiate among all 7 grade levels, and maybe even more, 
because a few students may exceed grade level.  
 
There are other classroom helpers - but - those are dedicated to Special Ed students.  That 
means that Grad Tutors are the only classroom paraprofessional available to non-Special Ed 
struggling students. 
 
Given the great amount of differentiation, Grad Tutors are essential in reaching students with 
language issues, issues that result from students lacking basic skills needed for grade level 
curriculum, and behavior issues that are intertwined with all the above, and other issues as 
well.  
 
Grad Tutors provide professional level academic content to these students as individuals, or in 
small groups.  The full inclusion classroom requires a high level of differentiation, and it should 
be obvious that Grad Tutors are central  - and not peripheral  - if the District hopes to approach 
academic success with full inclusion.  
 
When Grad Tutors are present, the teacher is also free to work with individuals or small groups 
in a way they cannot without Grad Tutors. Two adults can be synergistic in terms of classroom 
effectiveness. 
 
Ms Deya is the Grad Tutor in my math 7 classroom for 2 periods a day for the last three years. 
She effectively helps with all the issues associated with full inclusion.  I would say that she is a 
natural teacher.  She knows the material well, and the kids respect her.  
 
Ms Deya also provides afterschool tutoring - which really helps with kids who need help with 
the basics, and others, too. 
 
John Irminger 
Math 7 
Pinole Middle School 
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Letter of Recommendation 
 
January 12, 2019 
 
RE: Maria Ortiz 
 
It has been my privilege and pleasure to be a colleague of Maria Ortiz at Tara Hills Elementary School for 
the past three years. 
  
Maria is a very effective grad tutor and has worked with many of my students who were below grade 
level.  She gives them the small group instruction and one-on-one support they need to perform at 
grade level.  She helps struggling students with their reading, writing, and basic math facts. This kind of 
extra support is truly needed at Tara Hills.  She has helped many students perform at grade level, as well 
as advancing their skills. 
 
She consistently displays great initiative and enthusiasm in every aspect of her job.  She possesses the 
skills of a confident, successful, and experienced grad tutor with a true passion for working with 
children.   
 
Maria provides both individual and cooperative learning experiences which promotes the development 
of academic skills, social competence, positive self-esteem, and creative expression.  Her knowledge and 
ability to implement a developmentally appropriate curriculum is outstanding. 
 
Maria’s ability to work effectively as a team player with the staff at Tara Hills, other staff members and 
school personnel is excellent.  Maria has a very confident, pleasant, and warm way of relating with 
people.  This exemplifies her way of relating with students and parents.  Maria’s endearing, natural 
manner captivates them. 
 
I highly recommend Maria Ortiz without hesitation for an elementary teaching position or any position 
working with young children. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Missy Erickson 
Second Grade Teacher 
Tara Hills Elementary 
(510)231-1428 (Work) 
(515) 661-3037 (Cell) 
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“I write to you to ask that you help us students by keeping the graduate tutor 
positions because we need their support in the classroom and also in the af-
ter-school program.”

Student at Helms Middle

11th grader at De Anza High
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To whom it may concern: 

I am writing this letter on behalf of Ms. Deya. She is a grad tutor for the math department at 
Pinole Middle. She is very good at what she does, and she has a good relationship with the 
students. She is good at supporting teachers in the classroom, and explain how to do the 
problems the way the teacher teaches. She helps with making sure students are on task during 
notes, and when doing group work. Students do not hesitate to ask her for help. She does the 
after school program for math which many students attend. It would be a great loss if Ms. Deya 
is not here next school year because she is a valuable to helping students with their education. 

 

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Rachel Williams 

Math Department Chair 

To	
  Whom	
  it	
  May	
  Concern	
  	
  

Grad	
  tutors	
  have	
  been	
  an	
  essential	
  support	
  to	
  our	
  ELD	
  students	
  at	
  Helms.	
  Grad	
  tutors	
  
provide	
  in	
  class	
  support	
  and	
  academic	
  tutoring	
  after	
  school.	
  In	
  many	
  ways	
  the	
  Grad	
  tutors	
  serve	
  
as	
  an	
  unofficial	
  social	
  workers	
  working	
  closely	
  with	
  students	
  and	
  families	
  to	
  overcome	
  barriers	
  
and	
  allow	
  for	
  increased	
  opportunities	
  to	
  learn.	
  	
  Helms	
  is	
  a	
  long	
  established	
  Community	
  School	
  
and	
  Mr.	
  Ordonez	
  has	
  been	
  instrumental	
  is	
  connecting	
  students	
  to	
  resources	
  on	
  campus	
  like	
  the	
  
Health	
  Van,	
  Families	
  in	
  Transition	
  services,	
  trauma	
  and	
  grief	
  counseling	
  and	
  attendance	
  
support.	
  It	
  is	
  my	
  belief	
  that	
  the	
  ELD	
  student’s	
  success	
  is	
  supported	
  by	
  Grad	
  Tutors	
  and	
  to	
  do	
  
away	
  with	
  grad	
  tutors	
  would	
  detrimental	
  to	
  the	
  student’s	
  success.	
  	
  

	
  

Sincerely,	
  	
  

Megan	
  White	
  	
  
Beacon	
  Director	
  Helms	
  Middle	
  School	
  	
  
510.231.1423	
  x24329	
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“As a Helms Middle School student, I think eliminating the funds for the tutors 
is a bad decision because these last two years the tutors have helped me a lot. 
I want my little sister to learn a lot the way I have.” 

Student at Helms Middle

11th grader at De Anza High
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Dear Ms. Diaz, 
  
I am writing to express my support for WCCUSD’s graduate tutors 
generally, and especially for Shakima Williams at Juan Crespi Middle 
School.   
  
My teenage, twin sons currently attend De Anza High School.  Last year 
they attended Crespi Middle School.  My kids did not work directly with 
Ms. Williams, however as president of the Crespi Parents’ Club (PTSO), 
I had lots of contact with her.  In short, Ms. Williams was one of my 
favorite people at Crespi, and I learned from our members that she 
provides indispensable educational support to some of the most 
vulnerable students at the school.   
  
Shakima Williams is kind, intelligent, and hardworking.  She is a constant 
and energetic presence on the campus – a familiar face that always has 
a smile for students, parents, and coworkers.  If Crespi Middle loses Ms. 
Williams, the effects will be felt well beyond the students she works with 
directly.  Ms. Williams is not only a tutor, but also a mentor.  Middle 
school can be a tough time, and Ms. Williams is a reliable, respected 
adult on which all the students can rely.  She is a wonderful singer who 
helped revitalize Crespi’s Black History Month Celebration, and she also 
provides unwavering support for other campus projects and events.   
  
There are many students in the WCCUSD system who will never recover 
if they lose the educational and mentoring support of Ms. Williams and 
the other graduate tutors.  WCCUSD should not attempt to balance its 
budget by cutting direct support services to the kids who need these 
services the most.   
  
Sincerely,  
Alexandra Buckner (mother of Jackson and William Saulovich, 9th 
graders at De Anza High School) 
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December 14, 2018 
 
Subject:  Letter of Recommendation Maria Teresa Ortiz 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
Please accept this letter as my personal recommendation for Maria Ortiz.  I have known Maria for more than 
three (3) years, so I feel qualified to speak on her behalf in terms of character.   I can say that she is a woman of 
great integrity, is extremely dedicated to teaching children, and is responsible and hard-working.   
 
Maria has pulled out of my classroom, children that work below grade level and English Language Learners 
that struggle to give them special individual attention that the classroom teaching cannot do.  As a result of this 
one-on-one and small group support, I have seen  my students advance a whole grade level as well as 
demonstrate more confidence in the classroom. 
 
Also for the past three years, Maria has help our English Learners prepare for their writing test that has helped 
many Tara Hills ELD students Fep out. 
 
Also Maria has helped students in their basic Math facts such as multiplication and addition/subtraction when 
the students have been several grade levels behind and not able to keep up with the regular Math class. 
 
This kind of extra support is truly needed at the Elementary Grade Level.  Maria has shown great patience, 
kindness, and stern discipline when needed to help our students perform at grade level as well as advance 
toward their individual goals.   
 
For your information, I am an Elementary School Teacher of twenty three (23) years and consider myself a 
good judge of character.  I have worked for West Contra Costa Unified School District for over twenty-seven 
(27) years and have had good relationships with many West Contra Costa students and families. Maria is a great 
asset to our community. If I can be of further assistance, please call me at (510) 231-1428 or contact me by 
email at mcastro2@wccusd.net. 
 
Yours in the service of our students, 
 
 
Martha Castro 
2nd Grade Teacher 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
\ 
 
 
 
 



43

“The bilingual tutor at Helms, Mr. Wilson, has helped us a lot with our children’s 
advancement. He helps them with homework and can resolve any doubts they walked away 
with after the day’s lesson”

Parent of Helms Middle Student

“As a mother I am very worried about the district eliminating the positions of the bilingual 
tutors. I ask respectfully and cordially that the district revisit this decision and that they see 
the value that the tutors have in the academic achievement of our children” 

Parent of Helms Middle Student
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“Thanks to his [Wilson’s] work, our son is learning and is getting ahead, little by little. He 
[Wilson] puts in a lot of effort and is very attentive to our children so that they advance 
every day and keep moving forward, instead of staying stuck because they don’t understand 
the English language. He also keeps us informed day to day about what happens with our 
children and how we can help at home.”

Parent of Helms Middle Student
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“Ms. Tent works hard to support our students every day. She pushes into my ELD class dai-
ly to provide one on one support to my students, all of whom are immigrants and  English 
language learners. During independent work-time, she helps students by providing addi-
tional language support, along with writing, reading, and speaking tutoring. Ms. Tent not 
only supports my students in ELD class, she also pushes into their math and science classes 
to provide language support and assistance with classwork during independent work time. 
Ms. Tent also supports students each day after school by providing tutoring after school. She 
helps students with homework from all of their classes. Students tell me all the time how 
much they appreciate the help they get from Ms. Tent.”

Willa Simmet
ELD 2 and English 1 teacher

De Anza High School

Doris Garry
4th Grade Teacher

Ford Elementary
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Karina Ortiz 
January 18, 2019 
Pinole Valley High School 
 

Ms. Brown & Ms. Murguia 
(Tutors) 

 
Pinole Valley High School has many students who are English learners, so the school needs the 
help of tutors like Ms. Murguia and Ms. Brown.We consider that they should stay at school 
because with our low level of English we tend to have difficulty doing work; for example, 
essays, projects, exams, etc. 
 
I have had a great performance at school thanks to them. I have learned many things in all this 
time since I've known them. They have always been willing to help us and teach us everything 
we do not understand. All students are satisfied with having tutors at school, and with the help 
they offer teachers can work easier with students. 
 
I like to spend my time with them, every day during class hours and tutoring. They are my tutors, 
teachers, counselors and friends at the same time. All students are blessed to have professional 
help at school. Which is why we believe that we continue to have the help of Ms. Brown and Ms. 
Murguia. 
 
I have had the opportunity to talk with parents of students who are deficient in the English 
language. I have been told that they are happy that their children receive the help of tutors as 
they have the opportunity to continue studying, learning and developing their education in 
school. 
 
The importance of having tutors has benefited all students with low levels of English, teachers 
and parents. We would like to continue receiving the help of these great tutors who are always 
willing to help and are also hard workers, they are always aware of the students and every work 
that we have. They have provided everything on their part so that each day we are better 
students. 
 
 

Cordially, Karina Ortiz 
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Robin L. A. Goodbeer
English Teacher

Helms Middle

Jeremiah Romm
U.S. History Teacher

Helms Middle
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To Whom It May Concern- 
 
I am writing this letter begging you to reconsider cutting Grad Tutor funding. Juliette Zamora, 
the irreplaceable Bilingual Grad Tutor I have had the pleasure to work with, has made an 
integral positive difference in my students' learning experiences. She and I have worked side by 
side for the last eight years. Ms. Zamora has supplemented my teaching by heading small 
groups, pulling individuals and bridging the language gap for my Spanish speakers and families. I 
cannot imagine my classroom without her support. I do know that my students' academic and 
social success will be greatly diminished without her assistance. 
 
Susan German-Zec 
Peres Elementary 
 
 
Juliet Zamora is an important part of our successful team at Peres. She works directly with 
children and teachers as well as demonstrating techniques to parents in how to work with their 
children at home. Grad tutors have become a necessary part of our support staff. 
 
Alia Shamim John Peres K-8 
 
     
Last year, Ms. Jadda was an integral part of my 6th grade classroom. It was my first year 
teaching all 6th grade subjects and Ms. Jadda assisted during math. The math levels of the 
students ranged between 1st and 9th grade and it was challenging to teach to each level. She 
worked in the classroom and pulled out students to work in small groups. The students 
connected with her and I believe that she made a difference in their learning. 
 
 
Lori Morrison Peres K-8 
 
Teachers are resilient and resourceful but what really makes us function at capacity is knowing 
we have support. The best kind of support is another professional adult in the room or at the 
grade level, particularly at the primary level. When grad tutors are present, more students have 
the attention they need and therefore have a greater chance of success. That has always been 
the goal of our community: student success. 
 
Please consider making cuts at upper level management, or with contracts and consultants, and 
leave in place those hard working and respected grad tutors that work directly with our student 
population. 
 
Laura Buffi, NBCT Peres K – 8 
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I am writing this letter to tell you how important Verena Tent is to me. I came to the United 
States 2 year and the half ago and I did not know anyone in this school and the first person 
that I met first was her. I am very grateful with her because if it were not for her I did not any 
English now. She was the person that always was there helping me, not just with English also 
emotionally. She became very important to me in a way that I have a lot of confidence in her. 
I have known her all this time. She had been in my ELd classes, in my math classes, and also 
after school helping me with my classwork and homework. I think she is a very special per-
son because she loves to teach all my classmates that speak Spanish or any language and 
want to learn English. She teach us how to pronounce the words and when I was in eld 3 she 
used take me to the library and teach me how to study the words in English and memorize 
them. In moments of despair Ms. Tent was  there helping how to do my homework and giv-
ing me advice. She always gave me ideas of how to do my work and how to use the English I 
knew. I will not ever forget all what she did for me and how important her help was in my life. 
I have told her a lot of things about my life that make me feel bad and she always have been 
there supporting me and trying to make me feel better. I consider her as a great person with 
a big heart and a very good academic work. She speaks more than 3 languages and when 
I knew any English she spoke to me en Spanish to tell me what I had to do. I think all of eld 
students need her because she helps them a lot and she should stay in this school helping all 
of them as she have been doing since she came to this school. She has a lot of patience and 
has a lot of experience working with all of us and I know that if she leaves she will be very sad 
because she will miss us and also we all will miss her a lot because she is a wonderful person 
and a lot of people want her in this school. 

Student at De Anza High

11th grader at De Anza High
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     The grad tutors provide so much support for the teachers and students. Their hard work and 
dedication makes it possible for our school to be as successful as it is. They work tirelessly to 
make our school a better place and losing that would be a an absolute shame and a real loss for 
the school. 
 
Jonah Tristman Peres K-8 
 
 
    As a first year teacher, it is hard enough balancing a class of 33 students. It becomes even 
more challenging when the students have such widely varying needs, from being significantly 
below grade level to having little exposure to the English language. Ms. Juliette, Ms. Jadda, and 
Ms. Lucero provide a vital service to all of my students, including those that they do not directly 
serve. By pulling out students for 45 minutes a day, they allow all of my students to receive 
individualized lessons at their developmental zone. These 3 are absolutely vital for the 
continued success of these 33 readers, writers, and mathematicians. 
 
David Gordon 
Peres K-8 
 
 
Like all classrooms at Peres, my classroom is home to an eclectic assortment of learners, 
students at a wide range of academic levels. As a first year teacher trying to learn all the tricks 
of the trade, I find it challenging to balance extreme content differentiation on top of 
everything else (organization, behavior management, lesson planning, etc.). By pulling out my 
lowest performing readers, our grad tutors reduce the academic range of learners in my class. 
This allows for far more targeted and individualized instruction of the students that remain in 
my class. For the students that get pulled out of my class, the grad tutors provide valuable 
targeted small group intervention. As a result, all students in my classroom have access to 
instruction that meets them where they are. Since starting the pull-out tutoring program, the 
growth in ELA has accelerated and the increase in excitement surrounding our academic 
content is tangible. 
 
John Wells Peres K-8 
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Letter of Support for Marsha Williamson January 2019  

The above-named educator has been a colleague of mine since September 2011, at 
which time she joined the staff of Grant Elementary School in Richmond, California. 
My role at that time was that of Literacy Coach serving grades K-6. Presently, Ms. 
Williamson is still serving as a graduate tutor at Grant. Over the span of 8 years, Ms. 
Williamson has served as a graduate tutor assisting small intervention groups of 
students. We worked closely in these respective roles since the 2011 school year.  

During this period of 8 years, I’ve gotten to know Ms. Williamson and can speak to her 
strengths in the classroom under supervision of certificated staff and as a person. Ms. 
Williamson is currently assigned to several classrooms which contain predominantly 
English Language Learners. Ms. Williamson, as a graduate tutor has completely 
dedicated herself to becoming a knowledgeable and proficient reading 
interventionist. She is self-directed in this quest, as well as being completely 
teachable and coachable in the area of reading. She has taken on this responsibility 
with full enthusiasm and dedication. An outstanding quality of Ms. Williamson is that 
she teaches with the whole child in mind; she is serious about academics but does not 
lose sight of the social and emotional needs of her students.  

Ms. Williamson is also a member of the CARE/SST teams where she presents data, 
both observational and assessment related. Marsha has become completely familiar 
with all reading assessments, new and old, which she can administer and interpret in 
order to monitor progress or lack of progress in all students.  

The contribution that Ms. Williamson has made to Grant Elementary as a graduate 
tutor has been invaluable. The support that she gives the classroom teachers in giving 
that extra attention to students benefits everyone!  

Ms. Williamson has been a joy to work with these past years. It is my great hope that 
the School Board sees the importance and value of keeping dedicated graduate tutors 
to support all students who are struggling in reading at the early grades.  

Ruth Okubo 
Former Literacy Coach Grant Elementary School Richmond, California  
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Murphy Elementary  
4350 Valley View  
Richmond, CA 94803 
 
Superintendent Duffy 
1108 Bissell Avenue  
Richmond, CA 94801 
 
Dear Superintendent Duffy, 
 
I writing to you in support my colleague, Silvia Cuellar. My name is Stacey Kaufman and I am the 
Resource Specialist Teacher that coordinates the Learning Center at Murphy Elementary. Ms. 
Cuellar and I have worked closely together since 2015. I was recently informed that her 
position, as Grad Tutor, could be cut for the 2019- 2020 school year. I am writing this letter to 
ask you to reconsider this decision. 
  
There are many reasons Ms. Cuellar is an important member of our Learning Center team. Ms. 
Cuellar works with both Learning Center and IEP students, she is exceptionally dedicated to the 
forty students that she sees five days per week. She is also an after school tutor. Ms. Cuellar 
understands how to use assessments and data to drive instruction. She is able to differentiate 
instruction while working with students in small groups. She is kind, but firm, and genuinely 
cares about each student, their academic achievement as well as their social and emotional 
well being. In addition, Mrs. Cuellar is the only bilingual person on staff in the Learning Center. 
Ms. Cuellar is an essential member of our Learning Center and of the Murphy family. She is an 
asset to our students, their families, and our school district. Please reconsider funding the Grad 
Tutor positions for the 2019- 2020 school year. 
 
Thank you for your time and consideration of this matter.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Stacey M. Kaufman, MA Resource Specialist Teacher  
Murphy Elementary 
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10th grader at De Anza High

I’ve heard as a PVHS student that you are trying to eliminate Ms. Abby and Ms. 
Brown’s Grad Tutor positions from our school. I personally find it irritating because it’s 
hard to find a teacher who makes you feel comfortable and can personally trust and 
actually learn with them and not feel afraid to ask, and that’s how many of us feel with 
Ms. Abby and Ms. Brown. 

  
Another good reason for you to NOT take them away from us students at PVHS, 

would be that Ms. Brown helps us a lot in after school tutoring.   Having a lot of different 
subjects like biology, economic, history, and she helps students who doesn’t speak 
English very well with their homework or class work; and the kids from ELD including 
me are happy with her presence in the class. 
 

Now Ms. Abby, she speaks Spanish which is not so common to the teacher at 
PVHS, she helps us and takes her time to explain the classes we don’t get, like math, 
history, phycology, etc and even if is not her favorite subject or most known class she 
still help us and gives the best of her. You don’t find that anymore. That’s why I beg you 
not to take their positions out. 
 

Camila Cruzado 

Student from PVHS     
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                      1-09-2019 

 

To whom it may concern, 

 

I am a substitute teacher currently working at Pinole Valley High School as a long-term 
substitute.  I have a grad tutor who works with me during my first period class (Ms. Carolyn 
Brown).  I was told that grad tutor positions may be eliminated.  I just wanted to express my 
appreciation for the work that Ms. Brown and the other grad tutors do here.  They are an integral 
part of the community and have built strong connections with the students here.  The students 
look forward to working with Ms. Brown.  They feel comfortable with her and ask her for help 
with their work on a daily basis. To eliminate this position would be detrimental to student 
success, particularly the EL community.  Please consider this when making a decision. Thank 
you. 

 

Kind regards, 

Tiffany Ballestrasse  

To Whom it May Concern:  

It is with pleasure that I write this letter of support for Marsha Williamson. As a classroom 
teacher at Grant Elementary School I worked closely with Marsha for seven years.  

Marsha played an important role as a Graduate Tutor in our Reading Intervention program. She 
worked with students across grade levels with a primary focus on teaching foundational literacy 
skills to our youngest and neediest students. She used data analysis of multiple measures to track 
and monitor progress of the students in her program. She built and maintained close relationships 
with the most vulnerable students of our school.  

She was a member of our CARE team- a team of experts that receives, reviews, and responds to 
individual student referrals made by teachers. Her contribution was highly valued as she built 
close relationships with her students and often knew the students’ academic history and needs 
due to her deep commitment to the RtI program and the students it served.  

Marsha worked tirelessly to improve the outcome of her students and I highly valued her as a 
colleague.  

Sincerely, 
Tiffany Okubo Chieudjui  

WCCUSD Teacher of the Year 2017  
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“I think it’s a bad idea [cutting the tutors] because they’re very important 
for the Latino community on my campus. They give a lot of the support and 
resources to us immigrants that we need to be successful.”

Student at Helms Middle 
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January 22, 2019  

To Whom It May Concern,  

I am writing to support the continuation of the grad tutor program at school sites. I have been a 
teacher at Grant School for over six years, and have seen first hand the benefits of the grad 
tutor program. For several years, I have been lucky enough to work with Marsha Williamson. 
Ms. Williamson is an exceptional grad tutor. She is prepared, skilled, and dedicated. Her work 
with the students is informed by data that she keeps meticulously and eagerly shares with 
teachers or at CARE meetings. She and I collaborate regularly on how to support the progress 
of my students in reading. Over a school year she may work with different groups of students. 
Usually it has been those students who score at the Intervention level on the STAR 
assessment.  

The grad program is the only intervention program at our school that can respond quickly to 
student need in reading. In order for students to receive services through other programs there 
is a sometimes a long referral process or students must qualify in some way. The grad tutor 
program is essential in allowing the teacher and the school to meet the needs of all its students, 
especially those "at risk" in reading. It provides support to my neediest students at least 4 times 
a week. Without the grad tutor, it would be extremely challenging to support all the various 
reading levels in my classroom and our students will not make the progress in reading that they 
need to be successful as students.  

Sincerely, 
Elizabeth Santos 
Third Grade Transitional Bilingual Education Teacher  
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Dear Teamster 856 Representative,  
 
I am writing this letter of support for our graduate tutors at De Anza High School in Richmond. 
 
It has come to my attention that as a result of impending budget cuts, there is a possibility that 
graduate tutors will not be coming back to De Anza High School next year. I would like to take a 
moment to express how important of a role they play here. These tutors are instrumental to 
the positive student success of certain, specific populations. When students need help or 
someone to talk to, graduate tutors are there when a teacher or administrator can’t be. These 
tutors also provide an extra set of eyes and ears that help make observations and 
recommendations that ensure safety and student success. They are also here to help support 
new teachers who are still figuring out the best way to support their students. Figuratively 
speaking, they are the glue that keep students from “falling between the cracks”. Especially 
with the high turnover rate among teachers here at De Anza, graduate tutors seem to be the 
one consistent staff member students can rely on year after year. In short, eliminating graduate 
tutors would be devastating the the overall culture of our school. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to read this letter.  
 
Ted Schwab 
Teacher 
De Anza High School 

December 12, 2018  

Dear WCCUSD Board of Education  

During	my	past	year	and	a	half	at	Grant	I	have	seen	the	enormous	effect	that	our	grad	tutor	Marsha	
Williamson	has	had	on	our	students.	As	part	of	our	CARE	team	she	administered	all	sorts	of	
assessments	to	many	of	our	students	and	at	a	moment’s	notice	was	able	to	tell	us	exactly	where	a	
student	was	in	terms	of	the	various	stages	of	reading	acquisition	based	on	multiple	assessments.		

She	constantly	is	in	contact	with	classroom	teachers	to	let	them	know	how	the	students	in	her	
groups	are	progressing	and	if	they	are	not	progressing	accordingly,	she	collaborates	with	us	to	see	
what	else	we	could	all	be	doing	to	help	students	improve.	 

Marsha	works	with	several	groups	throughout	the	day.	She	is	an	expert	in	teaching	phonemic	
awareness	and	high	frequency	words,	something	many	of	our	Newcomers	and	ELD	students	
struggle	with.	She	is	always	searching	for	high	interest	material	to	meet	the	needs	of	particular	
groups.	If	there	was	no	grad	tutor	at	Grant,	there	would	be	no	pull	out	intervention	for	kids	who	
aren’t	reading.	Not	only	do	we	need	our	grad	tutor,	we	need	another	one	just	like	her	to	service	our	
upper	grade	students.	I	cannot	imagine	our	school	without	our	grad	tutor.	
	

Thank	you,	 

Ana	Huidobro,	Newcomer	Teacher	@	Grant	Elementary	 
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December 12, 2018 
 

Dear School Board Members,  

I am a 2nd grade teacher at Grant Elementary. I am writing this letter on 
behalf of our grad tutor, Marsha Williamson. I am very concerned about the 
fact that grad tutors are on the chopping block for next year. We have a real 
need for grad tutors due to our large population of ELs. Many of our students 
here at Grant are 1 to 2 grades below their grade levels. The grade tutors 
are vital to helping these students with trying to gain some growth in their 
learning. It is impossible for us teachers to be able to accomplish this on our 
own. We need as much support for our students as we can possibly get.  

Every school year I seem to get more and more students who are not at 
grade level. Many are coming into my second grad class at kindergarten 
level or barely 1st grade level. Unfortunately, it seems to get worse every 
year. More than half of my class this year are below grade level. Out of 
those, half are at kindergarten level. Without our grad tutor's help, it would 
be so much more difficult to try to help these students feel some sense of 
growth in their academics. Please do not cut grad tutors from the budgets. 
Thank you!  

Mrs. Wagner  
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December 12, 2018 
 

Esteemed members of the Board;  

Grad Tutors have been a vital part of the success of my students. Each year the range 
of student abilities and needs seems to expand. I do my best to differentiate but in the 
younger grades even our advanced groups struggle to work independently. With 
growing numbers of critically behind students; truant students, newcomers, and those 
simply without access to appropriate early childhood play and learning, we have to 
choose whose needs are met and whose aren't. When Grad Tutors are involved, you 
eliminate the "aren'ts."  

Grad Tutors are like second teachers; second sets of eyes, second sets of hands that 
can keep a group on task and motivated. They take on the role of small group teacher 
and communicate to the teacher insights that aren't obvious in whole group. They 
perform progress monitoring and stay on top of data and ever changing new goals; 
exiting and taking on different students as they go.  

As we go into a future with disbanded NSH classes and TBE classes, the need for small 
group work is heightened. Some students can't work with the noise of a class whose 
members include those who need to make noise. Being pulled out to a quieter space is 
a wonderful opportunity we shouldn't deny our academically neediest students.  

Classes, groups of students, and many, many individual students will suffer if this 
program ends. We need Grad Tutors.  

We don't need the closets full of curricular materials that publishing company's pad out 
to make more dollars. In fact, if we're teaching to the standards, we don't need huge 
adoptions. I realize this might not be the popular belief, but I don't know any early 
childhood teacher who wants whole class sets of readers that can't be read and boring 
workbooks to teach exciting hands on topics like science or social studies. Keep that 
money. Use it where we need it - for those who can engage, inspire and connect with 
our students.  

Thank you for your time.  

(Former Grant Elementary primary grade teacher who wishes to remain anonymous. 
She worked closely with Marsha Williamson for seven years.)  
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12th grader at De Anza High

“In my opinion the tutor program must continue in the classroom as well as 
after school. There is an enormous amount of students that like me, need the 
support of a tutor. Without their help, growing academically would take lot 
more time. The truth is I recently arrived to the U.S. and not knowing English 
makes learning more difficult.” 

Student at Helms Middle
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January 30, 2019 
 
To Whom It May Concern,  
 
 I am writing in support of keeping graduate tutors at Pinole Middle School. My name is 
Tai Tran and I am a Math and Science teacher for 7th grade students at Pinole Middle School. 
Ms. Deya is the graduate tutor for my 2nd period Math class and I cannot stress enough the 
impact of her positive influence and academic help in my classroom. Like many teachers, I have 
a challenging classroom of diverse learners but unlike other teachers I have the help of Ms. Deya 
who has been instrumental in making sure all students in my classroom achieve academic 
success. Her experience, classroom management skills, professionalism, and communication 
with me as the lead teacher has benefited the entire classroom. Her presence in my 2nd period 
Math class has significantly contributed to the success of my students and I can only wish to 
have her in my 1st period Math class as well. Her contributions in challenging students’ 
academic learning on top of making sure they are on-task and focused are why I truly believe my 
2nd period class is my best class. 
 
 To no longer have her in my classroom would be to the disadvantage of my students and 
all students and teachers that she has served. I implore the district and all others associated to 
reconsider taking Ms. Deya’s position away because of the positive impact she has proven to the 
classroom environment and to our students. Please let me know if you have any questions, 
comments, or concerns as I would be happy to answer them about how Ms. Deya has benefited 
the academic lives of my students.  
 
 

Sincerely,  
Mx. Tran (Pronounced Mix Tran) 

My pronouns are She, Her, Hers 
7th Grade Math and Science Teacher 

 
Email: tai.tran@wccusd.net 
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10th grader at De Anza High

“I have from another country and don’t know how to speak English, and because he [our 
Graduate Tutor] speaks both languages, he helps me with my school work. If you eliminate 
the tutors, I would have no one to help me.”

Student at Helms Middle
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Alicia Edna MacLean
Bilingual Aide

Tara Hills Elementary

December 12, 2018 
 

Dear WCCUSD School Board,  

I have 10 students that meet with Ms. Williamson every day for more support with 
decoding, phonics and literacy skills. These are students who are very far below grade 
level. We are supporting them with intense early intervention so that they can have the 
extra push they need to catch up to their classmates and grade level to further their 
education in their future years. These students do not have much support at home due 
to language barriers or working families. The support they receive from Ms. Williamson 
is the only time they can dive deep into understanding how English works and hone 
their skills to catch up with their peers while working with students struggling with similar 
challenges. They get intensive and individualized material so they can feel successful in 
the classroom when participating with their peers that are approaching or at grade level. 
Without this time with Mrs. Williamson these students will not meet our district's goal of 
grade level proficiency in reading and will only fall further and further behind. Students 
learn to read at different speeds, just like babies learn to walk at different times. It is our 
job to support these struggling students ad prepare them to be college and career 
ready. This will not happen without intervention at our school.  

-I would like to remain nameless since I am not tenured yet. Thank you. (Primary grade 
classroom teacher, Grant Elementary)  

December 12, 2018  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Primary Grade Teacher at Grant Elementary
(Wished to remain anonymous)



This report was prepared by Teamsters 856.   
The WCCUSD community of graduate tutors, parents, students, teachers, and classified staff provided 

invaluable contributions to the report’s content.

Cover art by Yulia Issa, Teamsters 117.


