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Sonoma County Demographics 
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Introduction 

Source: cde.ca.gov 

When Alondra Soto arrived in Sonoma County as a young girl not 
knowing how to speak English, she was the only English learner in her 
5th-grade class. She felt alone. She received a couple hours of special 
instruction each day, but still struggled to understand the language 
in the rest of her classes. “I cried all the time,” she said. Now, fuent 
in English and a senior at Elsie Allen High School, she’s glad to be a 
teaching assistant in Annie Scully’s English Language Development 
(ELD) class, helping other newcomers master English.  “I’ve been in 
their place and want to help them,” she says.  Soto is just one example 
of how the backgrounds and needs of Sonoma County’s students 
have changed in recent years. Some of those changes are illustrated 
in the above chart. Students’ backgrounds and experiences can’t 
be distilled to a set of numbers — but a look at the statistics does 
illustrate the monumental and important task educators face of 
adjusting instruction to meet the needs of a dynamic population. At 
the same time, California’s new funding formula and accountability 
system prioritizes spending and programs for just these groups as 
well as a traditionally under-served and overlooked demographic: 
foster youth. This Bulletin seeks to provide inspiration and guidance 
to educators striving to meet these goals and serve their ever-
changing students as best they can. 
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A New Focus 

Impact on Sonoma County 

Perhaps the most common disadvantage children 
face in Sonoma County is poverty: in 2015, 47 percent 
of students qualifed for free or reduced lunch. The      
“Portrait of Sonoma” study, commissioned by the    
Sonoma County Board of Supervisors and released in 
2014, highlights this: 

“Gaps in educational achievement in Sonoma 
County stem largely from poverty and parental 
education levels. ” 

From “Portrait of Sonoma” | Published by Measure of America 

The study further notes the efects of poverty on        
education, including: frequent school changes, low 
levels of parental education that make it difcult for 
parents to help with homework, parental language 
barriers, and long parental work hours that make meet-
ing with teachers difcult. 

But poverty is often just one of the challenges a 
student faces. In 2014-15, just over half of all Sonoma 
County students were listed as low income, English 
learners, or foster youth. Some students fell into more 
than one of these categories, compounding the dif-
culty of their road to success. Not only that — a stu-
dent’s access to education varied greatly depending on 
where he lived in the county. 

Addressing Poverty and Other Obstacles 

“More than just allowing for the acquisition 
of skills and credentials, education builds 
confdence, confers status and dignity, and 
broadens the horizons of the possible.” 

From “Portrait of Sonoma” | Published by Measure of America 

In a historic shift in focus, California’s Local Control Funding 
Formula (LCFF) provides extra funds to school districts 
with a certain number of students from three key groups: 
Low income (free or reduced lunch), foster youth, and 
English learners. It’s not new to prioritize resources for 
specifc student groups — but the focus on these three, 
historically under-performing and under-served groups, 
is now of critical concern, says Mickey Porter, Deputy 
Superintendent of Educational Support Services at SCOE. 

A report by The Education Trust-West explains this new 
accountability system was created in part to remedy a 
problem: That students who were low income, English 
language learners, and foster youth were receiving 
fewer state resources for their education than similar 
students in wealthier school districts. 

“LCFF recognizes that students with additional academic 
needs — low-income, English language learner, and 
foster youth students — also need additional fnancial 
resources to support their education,” the report states. 
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Sonoma County English Learners 2015 

• English Learn ers 

• Total Enrollment 

Serving English Learners 

Source: 
cde.ca.gov 

In Sonoma County, nearly one in four 
students are English Learners. 

From presentation by Ryan Smith | The Education Trust-West 

The Overview 

California has the largest number of English learners in 
the country, with approximately 23 percent of students 
classifed as ELs (the same percent as in Sonoma 
County. ) With such a large population to serve, it is no 
wonder that California is leading the way in initiatives 
regarding the efective instruction of English learners. 

ELA Standards 

One way California has shown leadership is by            
developing English Language Development Stan-
dards aligned to the Common Core State Standards for 
English-language arts (ELA) and literacy. 

“These standards recognize that language 
learning is both a social and meaning-
making process. ” 

Jenn Guerrero | SCOE EL Services Coordinator 

These standards provide extensive guidance on what 
language skills English learners should know at each 
grade level. The complementary ELA/ELD Framework 

gives guidance on how to provide instruction that 
enables all students to successfully read, write, and 
communicate with competence and confdence in En-
glish across a range of personal and academic contexts. 
This is because English learners are not just learning 
English for the sake of learning it — they are learning 
how to use English as a powerful tool and resource. 
That includes ins and outs of language such as  when, 
where, why, and how it can be efectively used in                     
various settings throughout their lives. 

Two Modes of Instruction 

Based on what is known about shifting demographics, 
all teachers, regardless of grade level or setting, are 
going to have the opportunity to work with English 
learners. The ELA/ELD framework calls out two specifc 
types of English Language Development all ELs are 
required to receive: 

• Integrated ELD occurs throughout the day in every 
subject area and is taught by every teacher who 
has an English learner in the classroom. Teachers 
use the ELD standards alongside other content 
standards, such as Common Core ELA, math, and 
Next Generation Science Standards. This strategy 
ensures students strengthen their English skills 
at the same time they are using the language to 
master the content. 

• Designated ELD is provided to English learners, 
separate from other instruction. This specialized 
time is designed to center on the ELD standards and 
focus in on language instruction. The content of  in-
struction should not be done in isolation, but rather 
be built into and from the rest of the day’s content. 

Regardless of the type of instruction or setting, the 
desired outcomes are the same for all teachers working 
with English learners: 

• That students use English purposefully in context 
and learn its various rules and nuances 

• That they use English to interact in meaningful 
ways in a variety of contexts 

• That they understand the content they must     
master to graduate college and career ready. 
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Top languages spoken by English learners, 
2014-15 

State of California Sonoma County 

Spanish 83.7% Spanish 93.3% 

Vietnamese 2.3% "Other non-English languages" 1.0% 

Filipino (Tagalog) 1.4% Vietnamese .9% 

Mandarin 1.4% Cambodian .5% 

Cantonese 1.3% Filipino (Tagalog) .5% 

Arabic 1.2% Punjabi .4% 

If language 
opens doors, 
then teachers 
hold the key. 

Teaching Beyond the “EL” Designation 

With those goals in mind, teachers should keep 
their daily instruction responsive to the needs of the 
specifc children they fnd in their classes. English 
learners come to school with a range of cultural and 
linguistic experiences, including mixed familiarity with 
formal schooling, varied levels of English profciency, 
and diferent levels of socioeconomic status. Students 
should have multiple opportunities throughout the 
day to practice speaking and writing English. “The way 
you learn a language is by using it and teachers should 
ensure that the classroom culture is one such place 
where it is safe to take a risk with language in front of 
your peers,” says Guerrero. 

Whenever possible, teachers should try to ensure that 
English learners have an opportunity to share with a 
partner or small group before they are called upon to 
speak in front of the group. This model gives students 
an opportunity to rehearse their language in a smaller 
setting before facing a more daunting audience. 

Teachers should seek to know each student as a 
unique individual with a story all his own. This can 
include asking where his family is from and what his 
passions and interests are. Find ways to incorporate 
those interests and his culture into the classroom in 
validating and afrming ways, such as through literature, 
art, history, and conversation. Students who see them-
selves refected in what they are learning feel more 
connected and invested in their education. 

Online Resources 

SCOE Contact: jguerrero@scoe.org (Jenn Guerrero) 

ELD Standards: cde.ca.gov/sp/el/er/eldstandards.asp 

ELA/ELD Framework: scoe.org/pub/htdocs/el-framework 

Facts About ELs: cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/cefelfacts.asp 

Understanding 

Language: http://ell.stanford.edu/ 

Graphic Courtesy of The Education Trust-West 
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Focus on Foster Youth 

More than ever, California has signaled its commitment to helping 
foster youth through education. 

A Renewed Commitment 

“Until recently, the unique needs of 
California’s K-12 students in foster care were 
often overlooked. “ 

The California School Boards Association | csba.org 

Foster youth — children who have been removed 
from their biological parents’ homes and are in the 
care of the state — face some of the greatest hurdles 
to educational success of any student group. In many 
cases, they have sufered abuse, neglect, or the loss of a 
parent. Their lives are unstable, and they may be forced to 
move from school to school as their residence changes. 

Children in this situation have long been a part of 
the California school system, but the Local Control 
Funding Formula (LCFF) brings a renewed focus 
to serving them.  It provides school districts with 
targeted funding to serve foster youth. The LCFF 
requires educators to develop programs and initiatives 
specifcally to serve this population and address the 
trauma many have sufered. 

As well, the new federal education law, the Every 
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), calls for protections for 
foster children such as school stability and measures 
schools must take to close the achievement gap. 

Foster Youth in Sonoma County 

As of January 2016, 513 children ages 0-21 were in the 
Sonoma County’s Foster Care system (kidsdata.org.) 
That number hasn’t grown or changed dramatically 
over the years, but that doesn’t mean that schools 
haven’t experienced a change in their foster youth 
population and how they serve foster children. Recent 
“continuum of care” reform has prompted Human 
Service agencies to expand their eforts to identify less 
restrictive residential settings and prioritize placing 
youth in family settings. This means many children 
may be attending public schools for the frst time, 
says Debra Sanders, SCOE’s Foster Youth Services 
Coordinator. 

Foster Youth in Sonoma County: 
A Portrait in Numbers 

513 
Number of youths in the 

Foster Care System 

286 
Number of those who are 

school-age (6-17) 

85 
Percent of foster youth in 

Sonoma County who have 

experienced neglect 

9 Percent who have sufered 

sexual or physical abuse 

153 Those who have spent less 

than 12 months in care 

Those  who have spent more 

84 than 5 years in care 

Based on Jan. 2016 data from the University of California at 
Berkeley California Child Welfare Indicators Project. 
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Many foster children enter the system with few or no possessions, 
including the basic supplies they need to do well at school. SCOE 
provides schools serving these children with backpacks full of 
age-appropriate supplies. 

Serving Foster Youth at School 

Perhaps the most important thing teachers can do 
when serving foster students is keep in mind how their 
classroom can serve as an important sanctuary. 

“Seeking to have a goal that every child has 
success in his day by creating systems that 
build self esteem and peer esteem helps 
everybody, not just foster students.” 

Debra Sanders | SCOE Foster Youth Services Coordinator 

School board members and administrators have an 
important role to play in ensuring that foster students get 
the services that the LCFF calls for. Specifcally, they can 
see that their LCAPs include provisions for services like 
credit recovery class, after-school programs, and mental 
health and behavioral services. As well, they should align 
school and district policies to the Foster Care Education 
Law. 

Many of these services, including mentoring and 
tutoring, used to be provided by SCOE but now have 
been delegated by the state to school districts. “Every 
school site should have a liaison for foster youth,” Sanders 
urges. SCOE now acts as the coordinator for those 
liaisons. It also makes available, to schools that need 
them, educational supplies for foster youth. Anyone with 
questions can contact Sanders at dsanders@scoe.org. 

Helpful Resources 

Youth Mental Health First Aid Training 

SCOE is hosting this FREE California Department 

of Education class for members of Sonoma County 

SELPA and Charter SELPA. Those attending will 

learn a fve-step action plan to ofer initial help to 

young people showing signs of a mental health 

crisis and connect them with the appropriate 

professional, peer, social, or self-help care. To 

facilitate teachers’ ability to attend, SCOE will 

cover the cost of substitutes. Register at

 scoe.org/ymhclass. 

April is Child Abuse Prevention Month 

An estimated 702,000 children around the 

nation were found to be victims of child 

abuse and neglect in 2014.  As educators, we 

have an important role in helping to identify 

and prevent such occurrences among all our 

children. Learn more at childwelfare.gov. 

Inspirational Reading 

“The Language of Flowers” | By Vanessa Difenbaugh 

To get an intimate feel for the life of someone 

who has grown up without a permanent home, 

try this moving novel about a woman who grew 

up in the foster care system. 
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Classroom Story:  Learning from English Learners 

Beyond the ELD Classroom 

While the number of English learners (ELs) has grown 
across the county, Elsie Allen High School has long 
served a large number of these students. Last year 324 
of the school’s 1,034 students were designated ELs 
(cde.ca.gov). For that reason, the school makes a great 
case study for the types of services that can be provided. 
In addition to daily ELD instruction, students take “shel-
tered” classes in subjects like math and science, as well 
as Spanish for Spanish speakers. The latter is important 
because students do better at learning a second lan-
guage when they have a solid foundation in the frst, 
says Carol Delgado. She has worked with EL students for 
about a decade and is now flling the newly created role 
of family engagement facilitator. This position is meant 
to coordinate the many services students receive. She 
also helps parents who might be unfamiliar with the lo-
cal school system understand key issues like attendance, 
graduation requirements, college readiness, and more. 

Diverse Backgrounds, Common Challenges 

For teacher Annie Scully, lessons learned from teaching ELs 
can be applied with great success to all students. She says: 

“All students, from newcomers to AP, are in need 
of an instructional framework that continually 
increases academic language fuency.” 

Scully has taught both AP students and English learners 
at Elsie Allen. But the nature of teaching an ELD class 
presents added challenges, such as varied skill levels. 

The more engaging the instruction, she says, the more 
efective. The students in her ELD class (held two hours 
each day) have been speaking English anywhere from 
one year to just one week. But that didn’t stop them, on 
a recent spring day, from diving in to “The Absolutely 
True Diary of a Part-Time Indian,” a 230-page novel full of 
challenging phrases and ideas. First, they fipped through 
the book’s illustrations, fnding the ones that resonated 
and getting a feel for the story.  Students then paired up 
to have collaborative conversations in which they flled in 
frames to record reactions to the pictures and comments 

This and cover photo by Scott Manchester 

about each other’s reactions. Finally, they played a spirited 
game centered around words from the text that they 
wanted to understand. Scully describes her approach to 
making the use of English meaningful and relevant this 
way: 

“My frst goal, and delight, is to establish a relationship with 
both the class and with each student. Through this ongo-
ing process, I am constantly observing and refecting—to 
note strengths and areas of need—which I try to explicitly 
convey, so students know what skills we are reaching for.” 

Scully’s teaching shines a light on what high-quality 
instruction can look like for newcomers, SCOE’s Jenn 
Guerrero says:  “Just because they are newcomers 
does not mean they do not have the right to rigorous, 
high-quality, high-interest materials.” 

Questions about this publication? 

Contact Editor and Communications Specialist 
Jamie Hansen at jhansen@scoe.org | 707-524-2620 

5340 Skylane Boulevard Santa Rosa, CA 
95403-8246 

(707) 524-2600 • SCOE.org 
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