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What We Do
Spearhead 40 community-
engaged learning projects with 
resident leaders involving over 
1,000 SJSU students every year

What We Believe
Everyone deserves to live in vibrant and healthy 
neighborhoods

Our Focus Areas
Engage: Improve community health and the 
natural environment,

Learn: Investigate important academic 
disciplines to promote a college-going culture in 
local youth, and  .  .  .

Build: Develop social capital and 
upgrade neighborhood infrastructure
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Director’s Message
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Dear friends, partners, and supporters of CommUniverCity,

In 2017-18, CommUniverCity celebrated its “lucky” 13th anniversary as we continued our innovative 
neighborhood-centered work in low-income Central San Jose communities. Our efforts brought 
together faculty and students in over 24 academic departments at San Jose State University, five 
City of San Jose Departments, and over sixty k-12 school partners, corporate sponsors, community 
organizations, and neighborhood associations. In April, 275 CommUniverCity fans gathered at the 
Roosevelt Community Center in San Jose to celebrate our combined achievements. We had a lot to be 
thankful for. 

Two urban planning classes led by Rick Kos and Kevin Fang received commendations from 
the San José Mayor and Council for their participatory community planning work with the 
Northside Neighborhood in Central San José. U.S. Congresswoman Zoe Lofgren also recognized 
CommUniverCity for its longstanding support of community action and for its impact in “increasing 
the vibrancy and health of our communities.”  

And while all of our projects showcase the best of SJSU and the community coming together, several 
are particularly notable for their impact and timeliness. Assistant Professor of Political Science Mary 
Currin-Percival’s Get Out the Vote students were able to register over 200 new voters just in time for 
the 2018 primary elections. Associate Professor John Delacruz’ Advertising Campaign students took 
on Burnett Middle School as a pro bono client, creating five different strategies to help the school 
rebrand itself in trying times. Urban and Regional Planning Department faculty Rick Kos and Kevin 
Fang led their students in Community Planning for Delmas Park. For this community, the class 
engaged in a wide-ranging effort to document and build community in a pocket-sized neighborhood 
located in the shadow of Google’s planned urban village. Communication Studies faculty member, 
Sarah McGaffey inspired students and audience members alike with her class’ Social Issues Theater 
performance. Finally, mentored by Dr. Lucia Capdevila, a group of SJSU engineering students calling 
themselves the Space Spartans were winners in a national NASA design and science education 
competition. 

This year has been marked by unusually divisive social unrest over issues including race, gun violence, 
immigration, the environment, and unequal economic opportunity. In times like these, we can 
take heart in knowing that collaborations like CommUniverCity continue to thrive and unite us in 
common cause.

In community,

Katherine Kao Cushing, Ph.D.



CommUniverCity is...

CommUniverCity San José is a unique community-university-city partnership that engages local 
residents and faculty and students at San José State University in learning projects that accomplish 
neighborhood-defined goals. It is the primary mechanism for community-university engagement at 
SJSU. The city of San José, with a population close to one million, is located in the heart of Silicon 
Valley, a center of both great affluence and technological innovation.  The area is also characterized 
by vast economic inequality, and profound challenges with respect to poverty, unemployment, 
homelessness, gang violence, and low educational attainment.  Every year, CommUniverCity creates 
and supports 40 community action projects in the areas of education, community health and the 
environment, and neighborhood infrastructure, ranging from afterschool tutoring and garden clubs to 
adult financial literacy classes.

CommUniverCity focuses its work in underserved neighborhoods in Central San José. These 
diverse neighborhoods are home about 10% of the City’s residents ; 66% of the population is Latino. 
CommUniverCity’s programs impact low-and-moderate income residents living in neighborhoods 
near the university. Here, average family income ($70,439) is 66% of the median income in the City of 
San José as a whole. Seventy-eight percent (78%) of families qualify for Low-, Very Low- or Extremely 
Low-Income status.  K-12 students in our partner schools are very likely to perform below grade level. 
Seventy percent (70%) of the elementary and middle school students in the community have been 
identified as lacking adequate language skills to succeed academically.

The relationship between the University and community can best be described as three legs of a stable 
stool, with the University, the City of San Jose, and local residents and institutions each having an 
equal say. The projects described in the following pages showcase the results of our shared efforts. 
They represent a broad range of activity and civic engagement that reflect the complexity and shared 
experiences that make a city a city. They also remind us why San Jose is one of the best cities in the 
world to live and learn.





Engage
Community Health



Community
Leadership Program

Developing a pipeline for neighborhood 
leadership is consistently one of the highest 
items on community wish lists in Central San 
Jose. The Community Leadership program 
creates a cohort of Spanish-speaking resident 
leaders by providing practical training on 
engagement, communication, meeting leading, 
and current issues (e.g., special education and 
immigration) for emerging trailblazers.

Led by SJSU Anthropology Professor AJ Faas, 
participants take part in a series of workshops 
conducted in Spanish. There, they acquire the 
skills, resources, and encouragement to take 
their civic engagement to the next level and 
build connections with other emerging and 
established leaders.
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Project Impact

Residents engaged: 10

SJSU students engaged: 5

Hours of Service: 150 

Value: $3,704

100% of participants somewhat or extremely satisfied with what they learned through the program; 70% 
were extremely satisfied

60% of participants plan to continue a conversation on a social issue they started in CLP within their 
community

[Yo aprendí] tener much comunicación y ser abierta en cualquier tema y respetar la opinión de 
cada quien. [I learned] to have a lot of communication and to be open to many subjects and to 
respect the opinion of everyone

– Maria Aceves, CLP Participant

[Yo aprendí] como empezar un diálogo, cómo hacer las preguntas y el orden com lidear con las 
diferentes ideas y opiniones. [I learned] how to start a dialogue, how to ask questions and to 
lead with the different ideas and opinions

– CLP Participant

50% of participants plan to form a new group to discuss important issues in their community as a result 
of participating in CLP



Get Out the Vote

Get Out the Vote (GOTV) aims to increase 
voter participation and awareness in 
neighborhoods surrounding San Jose State 
University, which traditionally have low voter 
turn-out rates. 

This year’s project focused on mobilizing 
community members to vote in the spring 
2018 elections by registering new voters 
and providing them information on voter 
eligibility and the location of nearby polling 
stations. 
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The effort was led by Political Science 
Professor Mary Currin-Percival who continues 
to incorporate civic engagement at the 
neighborhood level in her coursework.



Project Impact

Residents engaged: 500

SJSU students engaged: 44

Hours of Service: 572

Value: $14,123

220 new voters registered, including 81 SJSU students!

Underrepresented residents in neighborhoods in District 3 of San Jose gained access to multilingual 
information on voting in Santa Clara County.

The younger generation is the future of voting and it is important to teach them how and why 
they should pre-register…Being able to inform these young adults on their rights, and knowing I 
am making a change in the future seriously brightened my day. It also motivated me to continue 
to ask others to register, even if that meant getting rejected..

– Student in SJSU Political Science course

Making a positive difference in one’s community ultimately involves engaging in one’s commu-
nity and The simple act of registering to vote carries with it the power to make voices heard. 
Seeing SJSU students fan out into the neighborhoods of historically marginalized communities 
gives hope to these families that their voices and their votes truly matter.

– Jose Posadas, San Jose Northside Neighborhood Association

Bilingual students visited neighborhoods with flyers, registration forms, and information in 5 languages 
to facilitate communication with community members.



Growing Sustainability:
Garden Education and Garden Club

Now more than ever, urban gardening is being 
recognized for its social, economic, health, and 
environmental benefits. CommUniverCity’s 
Garden Education and Garden Club efforts 
follow in the footsteps of ‘farm to fork’ 
pioneers such as famed chef Alice Waters by 
leading both in-class and after school garden 
lessons at local elementary and middle schools. 
Through Growing Sustainably, SJSU students 
in Environmental Studies, Nutrition and 
Food Science, Public Health, Communication 
Studies, and Meteorology teach elementary 
school students how to garden. 
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Just as importantly, lessons augment classroom 
learning with grade-specific instruction on 
topics such as seed germination, the ‘water 
footprint’ of food, and agricultural water 
conservation. This year’s highlights include 
expansion to two additional schools ,Olinder 
Elementary and Burnett Middle School, a field 
trip to San Jose State’s Associated Students 
Community Garden.

Hundreds of k-6 students ate 
18 different kinds of fruits and 
vegetables, many for the first 

time including tomatoes,  mint, 
swiss chard, zucchini and chili 

peppers!



Project Impact

Residents engaged: 226

SJSU students engaged: 36

Hours of Service: 753

Value: $18,591

74% of student participants reported eating more fruit and 46% reported eating more vegetables because 
of their gardening experience.

63% of participants reported that they could garden on their own because of Growing Sustainably.

This cohort of garden education students was especially interested in climate change--they 
were really curious about current controversies that they heard about in the news. Questions 
they asked demonstrated that that we [SJSU students] are supplementing what [the elementary 
school] students are learning in their classroom

–SJSU Student in Global Climate Change Course  

In today’s class, the kids were digging holes in the flower beds so that they could plant new 
crops. All of them loved digging the holes, and some even got excited if they saw worms.

– Elisa Osuna, SJSU Student Facilitator

44% of participants reported that Growing Sustainably lessons helped them learn practical skills or 
supported their learning in academic subjects including math, science, and writing.



Growing Sustainability:
Cooking Matters

Healthy eating is a high priority for Central 
San Jose communities. Recent research 
conducted by a consortium of health providers 
serving the City shows that San Jose parents 
want nutrition education in their schools. 
Through Cooking Matters, k-6 students at 
local elementary schools learn how to prepare 
healthy, affordable meals and make nutritious 
food choices for themselves. SJSU students 
majoring in Nutrition and Public Health 
help design and carry out after school lessons 
on topics ranging from reading recipes and 
nutrition labels to making “fruit pizza” and 
trying new vegetables. 
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Lesson content reinforces and introduces 
important STEM and Common Core skills 
such as measuring volume and understanding 
the interconnectedness of food and economic 
systems. An AmeriCorps Public Ally leads the 
overall program, which is offered to students at 
three underserved area schools. 



Project Impact

Residents engaged: 81

SJSU students engaged: 12

Hours of Service: 530

Value: $13,086

70% of participants indicated that they now like choosing drinks that are low in sugar, an increase of 
55% from the start of the program

90% of participants reported they like to eat fruit now

I really enjoyed watching and helping my students crack eggs, scramble them in a bowl, 
cook them in the skillet, and finally serve them.  Overall, this experience was a boost to my 
confidence and my confidence in the students.

–Erin Knox SJSU student intern
   

I used to be uncertain of what kind of impact I can have as just one person, but now I know I am 
a part of a network that collectively creates positive impact.

– Nancy Nguyen, Cooking Matters Project Coordinator & Public Ally

Overall, the data shows a 10% increase in students having confidence in being able to make something 
with both fruits and vegetables all by themselves over the previous year. 



Money Matters

Money Matters teaches financial literacy 
basics to low-income community members 
and helps them gain control of their finances, 
reduce debt, and save money to meet 
future goals. This year’s program provided 
workshops to elementary school children in 
the downtown area surrounding San Jose State 
University. SJSU students in the College of 
Business taking BUS1 170 (Fundamentals of 
Finance) led interactive workshops introduc–
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ing 1st through 5th grade students at Lowell 
Elementary School to earning power, saving, 
and credit. Additional workshops on setting 
financial goals were provided by Cathay Bank 
staff to SJSU students who were struggling 
financially and in two Central San Jose 
apartment complexes.



Project Impact

Residents engaged: 93

SJSU students engaged: 28

Hours of Service: 181

Value: $4,469

More than 90% of Money Matters elementary school participants reported they were more interested in 
saving money to buy bigger things in the future because of their workshop experience

100% of elementary school participants enjoyed the workshops on money management with SJSU 
students

The SJSU students who got to hear from Cathay Bank staff [about financial planning] benefitted 
from the workshop; it will help them with their lives.

– Bee-Gates, SJSU Professor in Child and Adolescent Development

[Money Matters] helped me to understand the concepts I was learning in school in a practical 
way. When I tried to explain these ideas to kids, I need to be much more organized and thought-
ful about them before I present my teaching materials.

– SJSU Student, College of Business



Record Clearance Project

Recent studies indicate that 92% of employers 
conduct background checks on potential 
employees. Having a criminal record is often a 
major obstacle to employment for low-income 
residents in San Jose and this challenge is 
amplified for people of color. 

Legal representation is cost prohibitive with 
lawyers charging between $150 and $700 
per hour and legal fees for handing a simple 
misdemeanors commonly costing between 
$2,000 to $3,000. 

SJSU’s Record Clearance Project, founded 
and run by Justice Studies faculty member 
and lawyer Peggy Stevenson  works to provide 
free legal services to low-income residents 
and the incarcerated. RCP assists thousands 
of people each year with criminal convictions 
who cannot afford an attorney, enabling them 
to pursue their legal rights to a full, productive 
future.
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In a powerful moment, one 
client’s son - a Marine - told the 

court that his dad had made 
him who he was and thanked 

the court for clearing his dad’s 
record. Our RCP client’s eyes 
overflowed with tears, as did 

others’ in the courtroom.



Project Impact

Residents engaged: 1,830

SJSU students engaged: 76

Hours of Service: 10,210

Value: $252,091

Students of RCP prepared over 110 cases for 38 clients. Of those 75 have been heard and granted in 
court (charge removed or reduced) while the remaining are pending. 

1,243 residents were provided information regarding their legal eligibility and next steps in the 
expungement process through 43 public presentations

I was still in shock when I left court so I didn’t get a chance to hug you and thank you. I am so 
grateful to your team and the funders who helped me put my past behind me. Words still can’t 
describe how grateful, excited, and motivated I am for my future now. 

– RCP Client

While the workload is very heavy, it is very rewarding. . .People come to you for help in getting 
their records cleared, and we are able to assist.
 
– Angelica Viscarra, SJSU Justice Studies Student

224 clients advised at Speed Screening to evaluate their eligibility for record expungement.



Spartan Keyes Egg Hunt

This was our second year of collaboration 
with San Jose resident leaders to put on a 
festival aimed at building community in the 
Spartan Keyes neighborhood. For this event, 
students in the Communication Studies 
course Community Action helped plan and 
implement a lighthearted morning of family-
friendly activities highlighted by an egg hunt 
and pet parade. 

Project team members made an extra effort 
to reach out to the Vietnamese-speaking 
community through bilingual flyers and word-
of-mouth. The outreach worked and on the 
morning of the event, more than 400 children, 
parents, and friends arrived with egg baskets 
at the ready and pets in tow. Together, they 
spent time getting to know one another and 
the SJSU students whose efforts turned the 
project idea into reality.
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Project Impact

Residents engaged: 400

SJSU students engaged: 7

Hours of Service: 180

Value: $4,444

The event served to “activate” Bestor Art Park, one of the only easy-to-walk-to public green space in the 
Spartan Keyes neighborhood.

In a neighborhood where the level of trust among neighbors is slightly below the national average, the 
Egg Hunt created opportunities for relationship-building among residents who may not meet under 
other circumstance. 

While conducting door-to-door outreach, SJSU students talked with a mom whose face lit up during their conversation 
because an affordable, easily accessible springtime event was just what she needed for her kids. Sure enough, she and her 
children were the first people to arrive at the exact start time for the egg hunt, dressed in their Sunday best.

- Elizabeth Figueroa, Special Programs Manager, CommUniverCity

We love to get together with the community and [my daughter] Abigail to meet new friends.
 
– Carolyn Castagnetoo, San Jose Resident

Because of several students’ Vietnamese language skills,  neighborhood canvassing and promotion 
efforts were better able to communicate with the Vietnamese-speaking community. For example, 
dual language flyers were posted at an Asian grocery store and Vietnamese speaking residents felt 
comfortable allowing SJSU students to conduct outreach in multi-unit housing with gated access.





Learn
College-Going Culture



Accelerating 
3rd Grade Literacy

Accelerating 3rd Grade Literacy provides one-
on-one reading tutoring to students in the 
after school program at McKinley Elementary 
School. Third grade marks a pivotal time in the 
academic life of students, when they make the 
transition from “learning to read” to “reading 
to learn.” Research indicates that many 
students who struggle with reading in this 
grade never catch up and are four times more 
likely to drop out of high school. 

This project pairs SJSU Linguistics students 
with young readers where they read aloud 
together and discuss story themes and 
characters.  Through this effort, many young 
students improved their reading skills by up 
to one grade level and found new inspirational 
role models in SJSU students.
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Project Impact

Residents engaged: 27

SJSU students engaged: 25

Hours of Service: 240

Value: $5,926

Average reading gain of participating students from first quarter to fourth quarter: 1.02 academic years

Highest reading improvement in individual student: 2 grade levels

Difference in reading gains between Accelerating 3rd Grade Literacy participants and non-participants: 
0.28 of a reading grade level

I was amazed by the SJSU students ownership and engagement . . . it went far beyond my expectations 
and I saw how they would be able to apply course content in their post-college jobs

–D r. Kelly Glover, SJSU Professor in Linguistics

Participating in this project made me proud to be part of the local effort bridging the gap in 
literacy rates in our community.

– SJSU Student Learner



College Day

College Day inspires youth in Santa Clara 
County to obtain a bachelor’s degree with an 
emphasis on reaching out to first generation, 
low-income, and immigrant communities. 
Now in its seventh year, CommUniverCity--
in collaboration with the Santa Clara County 
Office of Education--recruits SJSU students, 
alumni, staff, and affiliates to share their 
own college journey story with k-12 students 
through interactive presentations and 
discussions, The day is planned to coincide 
with the college application season, making 
the event particularly meaningful for high 
school juniors and seniors.

One special moment from this year’s 
College Day include SJSU students in Sarah 
McGaffey’s Communications Studies course 
‘adopting’ Cristo Rey High School for the 
day, ensuring that each of the its 469 students 
was able to hear about college from a current 
university student. Another highlight included 
District 3 Councilmember and SJSU alumnus 
Raul Peralez talking about his own journey 
to college and his post-college transformation 
from math major to politician.
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Project Impact

Residents engaged: 3,000

SJSU students engaged: 75

Hours of Service: 450

Value: $10,863

116 teachers and students in 31 k-12 classrooms received helpful tips on how to prepare for and get the 
most out of the college 

Thousands of k-12 students in underserved neighborhoods became better prepared for the academic, 
social, and economic rigors of higher education

I learned about the importance of planning financially for college. The speakers from San Jose 
State told us that money to support our education is out there, we just need to apply for it.”

– Senior at Cristo Rey High School 

I told my audience ‘College is a whole new frontier--it’s all up to you,’ to encourage them to prioritize and 
do things that are personally meaningful to them because that’s what’s been working for me

– SJSU Communication Studies Student

 

Dozens of important presentation topics covered including: parental influence, inspirational teachers, 
the importance of discovering personal passions, financial literacy, work-life balance, and time 
management.



Engineering in Action
& Space Spartans

According to the U.S. Department of Labor, 
Latinx and African American students 
comprise less than 20% of college students 
majoring in science, technology, engineering, 
and math (STEM) fields and less than 5% of 
the STEM workforce. CommUniverCity’s 
Engineering in Action program addresses this 
challenge by providing afterschool enrichment 
that ignites a passion for science and 
technology in Central San José youth. In this 
program, k-12 students participate in hands-on 
workshops to learn fundamental engineering 
concepts ranging from propulsion to product 
design. 

Working in collaborative teams, SJSU 
Engineering students design and deliver lesson 
content with an emphasis on presenting 
material using fun and accessible teaching 
strategies. CommUniverCity staff organize 
and facilitate the workshops, which were 
held in over a dozen elementary schools and 
afterschool centers in Central San Jose and at 
San Jose High School. 

This year, the Space Spartans, a group of 
advanced students enrolled in Engineering 
Projects in Community Services (EPICS) 
partnered with CommUniverCity to provide 
specific outreach to k-12 schools on their 
NASA-inspired design project to build an 
ice core sampler designed to support space 
exploration to Mars.
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The Space Spartans received the Collaborative Project 
Award from the Center for Community Learning 
& Leadership at SJSU for their community service 
involvement. 



Project Impact

Residents engaged: 1,620

SJSU students engaged: 353

Hours of Service: 3,638

Value: $89,822

70% of elementary student participants reported that they are more interested in learning more about 
Science and Engineering because of Engineering in Action

96% of k-12 participants were satisfied or very satisfied with their Engineering in Action workshop 
experience

Seeing the kids take an interest in science and engineering was really encouraging and fun for me.

- SJSU Service Larner in Engineering Course

I enjoyed being able to spend an afternoon making a difference by working with after-school 
program children and teaching them about the solar system.” 

– Kyle McEachern, Student Project Leader for EPICS

94% of the elementary school students reported that they enjoyed the different types of activities the 
Space Spartans created for them



Physical, Social, 
& Motor Skills

The Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) recommend that children 
ages 6-17 spend a minimum of 60 minutes 
each day engaged in moderate to vigorous 
physical activity. According to a 2016 study 
by the County of Santa Clara’s Public Health 
Department, just over a quarter (27%) of 
Santa Clara County children ages 5 to 11 
meet this recommended level. To get young 
students up and moving, Kinesiology Assistant 
Professor and students in his upper division 
course Motor Development worked with 
CommUniverCity to offer a series of after 
school physical
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education activities to k-5 students in the 
Catholic Charities CORAL program at Olinder 
Elementary School.  Under Dr. Chang’s 
supervision, SJSU students designed and 
delivered twelve activity sessions. Lesson 
content included conventional motor skills 
development (e.g., throwing, catching, 
and kicking). Additionally, lesson plans 
explicitly promoted positive social behavior. 
For example, students were instructed to 
encourage participants to say thank you to 
each other, take turns using equipment, and 
cheer up classmates in appropriate situations 
using appropriate expressions

Good Job!

Great work!

Nice try!



Project Impact

Residents engaged: 51

SJSU students engaged: 57

Hours of Service: 289

Value: $7,135

SJSU Kinesiology students, many of whom are interested in leading recreation activities professionally, 
gained experience designing and implementing physical education lesson plans with large groups of 
children

100% of SJSU community engaged learners felt that providing motor skill activities for young children 
enhanced their understanding of course readings and lectures (average rating of 3.8/4.0)

This  experience not only allowed us [SJSU] students the opportunity to work with younger 
children, but also gave the younger children a new opportunity to engage in fun physical 
activities. This project is beneficial to both college students and younger children.

– SJSU Student in Kinesiology 

[I learned] that there are many children that don’t have the chance to do physical activity and 
that this program allowed them to do so.

– SJSU Student in Kinesiology

76% of SJSU students reported that the class project had a positive effect on their motivation to 
complete their Kinesiology major.



Social Issues Theater

According to a 2017 study by the Pew 
Research Center, San Jose is one of the 
20 metropolitan regions with the largest 
populations of undocumented residents in the 
U.S. Social issues theater is a CommUniverCity 
collaboration between local schools and 
students in Sarah McGaffey’s Performing 
Culture and Society class. For the past two 
semesters, SJSU students have adapted 
and performed a series of one-minute 
monologues based on stories in Peter Orner’s 
book, Underground America,: Narratives of 
Undocumented Lives, for local elementary 
school and middle school students. 
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After the performance, Ms. McGaffey 
facilitates a dialogue between performers and 
audience members about what they saw and 
felt and how students and staff can take what 
they learned from the performance to improve 
their own lives and their community. Sarah 
is a faculty member in the Communication 
Studies department at San Jose State. 



Project Impact

Residents engaged: 264

SJSU students engaged: 42

Hours of Service: 420

Value: $10,370

This year’s performances supported both grade-appropriate curriculum and social-emotional student 
growth priorities at Horace Mann Elementary School and Burnett Middle School, which include being 
open-minded, caring, and principled.

Many SJSU students elected to take on the role of other ethnicities and genders from their own, 
illustrating their willingness to analyze issues from perspectives that can be quite different than their 
own. 

The performance made me think about communication across lines of difference--we think 
we’re so different, but really we are a lot the same. This event reaffirms for me why I am a 
teacher.

– Mr. Ramirez, 5th Grade Teacher at Horace Mann Elementary School

I learned about the different challenges people have had. You don’t know it by looking at them.

– Briana, 5th Grader at Horace Mann Elementary School

SJSU students in an SJSU General Education course had the unique opportunity to perform in front 
of a live audience at the new Diaz Campeon Student Union Theater, creating a memorable learning 
experience 



Writing Partners

Over 80% of the students at Anne Darling 
Elementary School are either English learners 
or economically disadvantaged. Writing 
Partners pairs Anne Darling and other 
elementary school fifth graders with SJSU 
students enrolled in a Critical Thinking 
and Writing class as pen pals. Through 
Writing Partners, students exchange a series 
of handwritten letters with each other, 
culminating in a field trip to the San Jose State 
University campus at the end of the semester. 
When they arrive on campus, the young 
students get to meet their writing mentors and 
learn what it’s like to be in college. 

Writing Partners fosters a special bond 
between older and younger students, allowing 
both writers to express themselves more 
meaningfully through written word. On both 
sides, students are encouraged to pay attention 
to writing basics such as word choice, 
grammar, spelling, and capitalization. Having 
a real life person who is not your classroom 
teacher on the receiving end of your writing 
motivates the students to think more deeply 
about their audience, helps them build a 
personal relationship with their pen pals, and 
reinforces the importance of attending college.
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Special thank yous go to first-time 
CommUniverCity faculty partners

Sara Cook and Sara Prasad in
English and Comparative Literature.

They provided students in their Critical 
Thinking and Writing courses

with the opportunity to be writing role 
models for our community!



Project Impact

Residents engaged: 96

SJSU students engaged: 97

Hours of Service: 1,000

Value: $24,690

Program expansion: this year, young writers at Grant Elementary School participated in Writing 
Partners for the first time.

95% of elementary school participants liked writing letters to SJSU students

My writing partner told me that she hadn’t really thought about college before but was excited 
about it when talking to me.  It reminded me why I am here and served as a reminder for me to 
work hard on my academics regardless of how other factors may make it difficult.

– SJSU Student Pen Pal

I liked it [Writing Partners] because SJSU is my dream college and I got to see it. I liked the cam-
pus a lot because it is a different environment than I am used to.

– Student at Anne Darling Elementary School

Almost 79% of participating elementary school students believed writing letters to San Jose State 
students improved their writing skills.





Build
Neighborhood 
Infrastructure



Advertising Campaigns

This year CommUniverCity connected 
administrators and teachers at one of SJUSD’s 
middle schools, Burnett, with Associate 
Professor of Advertising John Delacruz. 
Burnett staff asked if Professor Delacruz’ 
students could help the school rebrand itself as 
the educational institution of choice for local 
residents. John said yes.

Fifteen weeks and thousands of hours 
later, student groups presented five sets 
of original and innovative campaign ideas 
to the school, complete with demographic 
analyses, competitor reviews, and fresh ideas 
for retooling Burnett’s brand identity.  A 
panel comprised of advertising professionals, 
Burnett administrators and community 
members reviewed all five campaigns and 
ultimately selected one class project as the 
winning campaign.
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In 2016, about 30,000 students belonged to the San Jose Unified School District. By 
2023, the district expects that fewer than 27,000 students will enroll – which is a loss of 
3,500 students or a 12 percent drop.

- Kris Sanchez, NBC Bay Area News Reporter



Residents engaged: 60

SJSU students engaged: 36

Hours of Service: 5,400

Value: $133,326

Project Impact

30 interviews conducted with local parents about criteria they use to select schools for their children. 5 new 
professional quality taglines and associated advertising campaigns created, complete with original graphics. 
The judging panel’s pick for the best campaign idea: Building a Better World: Burnett World School.

63% of SJSU students in the class reported that what they learned in class improved their research and anal-
ysis skills to solve real issues.

I loved seeing the students’ different campaigns come to life. Hearing how the SJSU students 
embraced our school was heartwarming.

– Burnett Middle School Parent

[Through this project] I’ve learned about the importance of getting to know the client . . . of 
focus groups and research. Effective campaigns depend on knowing the target audience and 
creating the right message.

– SJSU Advertising Student

61% of SJSU students in the class felt that their CommUniverCity project experience motivated them to 
complete their degree program, or that the project helped them develop other professional skills.



Delmas Park
Community Planning

San Jose’s Delmas Park neighborhood is 
home to approximately 1,600 people living 
in homes and scattered apartment complexes 
and condominium buildings within walking 
distance of the Diridon rail station, the SAP 
Center, and the Children’s Discovery Museum 
in downtown. It is also at the center of the 
planned Google downtown village, where an 
estimated 15,000 to 20,000 employees will 
work and live. This year, over 75 SJSU students 
reached out to assess current neighborhood 
conditions and gauge residents perceptions of 
and aspirations for their community through 
door-to-door surveys, visual evaluations, focus 
groups, and public meetings. 
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In partnership with the Delmas Park 
Neighborhood Association and the San Jose 
Learning Center, SJSU students also organized 
a ‘pop-up’ park event showcasing the results 
of their data collection and analysis. Working 
together, students and neighborhood 
leaders helped build relationships between 
homeowners and renters, promoted local 
businesses, and assisted residents in 
identifying high priority infrastructure and 
community-building needs.  



Project Impact

Residents engaged: 197

SJSU students engaged: 78

Hours of Service: 4,670

Value: $115,302

100% of the urban planning class students who participated in the project reported that the class helped 
improve their research and analysis skills when it came to solving real world urban issues.

Over 90% of surveyed residents attending the community Open House reported that the event increased 
their understanding of how to be involved in the community planning process and increase their 
knowledge about the neighborhood’s issues, assets, and priorities

I’m happy and grateful that someone cares enough about my neighborhood to put on an event 
like this.

– Delmas Park Resident reacting to SJSU Student-Organized Pop-up Park

The work that the SJSU students presented at the Open House and Pop-Up Park events demon-
strated the lack of recreational public space in our neighborhood and and the lack of activation 
in public spaces that do exist.

– Andrew Tubb,  Delmas Park Neighborhood Association President

Delmas Park residents have a definitive guide that captures a current snapshot of neighborhood assets 
and resident perceptions and desires going into the Google planning process



Move Out

Illegal dumping—the unauthorized disposal 
of furniture, electronics and large amounts 
of trash into city streets and other public 
areas—is a serious problem in San Jose. No 
one likes seeing abandoned mattresses, car 
parts, and broken refrigerators littering their 
neighborhood. Combatting this practice is a 
high priority for residents. 
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In May 2018, 150 residents, many of them 
SJSU students residing in the South University 
Neighborhood, took part in a ‘drop and swap’ 
event, where participants could drop off 
difficult to discard waste items, exchange 
gently used clothing, and learn about the City 
of San Jose’s bulky item pickup collection 
service.



Project Impact

Residents engaged: 150

SJSU students engaged: 10

Hours of Service: 170

Value: $4,197

2,5000-3,000 pounds of donated materials generated

500 pounds of electronic waste collected and disposed of properly

 I’ve had this furniture in my backyard for two years. I’m so glad I was able to finally get rid of it 
through this event.”

– South University Neighborhood Resident

I was super-happy there was an event like this that not only diverted waste, but gave usable 
items like appliances to people that need them. A lot of SJSU students don’t have a lot of mon-
ey, so an event like this is a big help.

– Maya Briones, Environmental Resource Center Student Director
 

750 pounds of material “swapped” and diverted from the landfill



Safe & Green Halloween

This year marked the tenth anniversary of Safe 
& Green Halloween,  a fun and family-friendly 
education fair that brings the McKinley and 
Olinder Elementary School communities 
together for an afternoon of seasonal activities 
and learning. 

Event themes of community safety, 
environmental awareness, and healthy 
lifestyle choices were supported by dozens 
of interactive resource tables organized by 
San Jose State University students and their 
professors, City of San Jose staff, and other 
professionals in regional government and 
environmental organizations.  Highlights 
of this year’s event included an upcycled 
Halloween costume contest judged by local 
community leaders and the recitation of an 
anti-litter pledge in English and Spanish by 
District 3 Councilmember Raul Peralez.
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Special thanks to Environmental 
Studies students in SJSU’s 
Environmental Resource Center 
for working with elementary 
school students to design and 
construct Halloween costumes 
made from recycled or upcycled 
materials.



Project Impact

Residents engaged: 600

SJSU students engaged: 124

Hours of Service: 1,364

Value: $33,677

73 SJSU students taking classes Environmental Studies, Health Science, and Business designed learning 
activities for k-6 students and were able to serve as academic role models by teaching hundreds of 
attendees about sustainability, healthy eating, and personal safety

Based on their Safe and Green Halloween experience, 94% of participating students were interested in 
participating in another community-based learning project, with 53% being “very interested.”

I enjoyed seeing the energy of all the fair attendees and meeting the McKinley Elementary 
School community.

– SJSU Community-Engaged Learner

We enjoyed seeing the kids’ eyes light up when they got to play in the recycling truck

– Emilee Bickert and Taylor Hatfield, SJSU Community-Engaged Learners

79% of participants strongly agreed that based on what they learned at the fair, they will try to reduce, 
reuse, and recycle more



South University
Neighborhood Festival

As famed urbanist Jane Jacobs points out, city 
parks are valuable public spaces only when 
people use them. Related research identifies 
a clear association between park use and 
residents’ sense of security and between park 
use and reductions in anti-social behavior.

Located at the corner of 6th and William 
Street, the diminutive half-acre O’Donnell 
Garden park is the South University 
neighborhood’s only public green space. 
For the past five years, a team of residents, 
CommUniverCity staff, and San Jose State 
University students and faculty have worked 
diligently to organize and put on the an 
annual spring festival in honor of Earth Day. 
The event is one of several important factors 
contributing to the successful revitalization 
of the park area, which had previously been a 
center of dangerous activities including drug 
dealing and prostitution.
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During this year’s festival, Mayor Sam 
Liccardo stopped by to greet residents and 
thank event organizers. He also gave an 
inspirational speech in Spanish about his 
vision for the city’s future, which included 
new community development, community 
choice renewable energy, and public safety.

Planning and implementing the Spring 
Festival together strengthened the bond 
between residents, community-based 
organizations, and SJSU students and faculty. 
It helped the students learn about local 
conditions in the neighborhood from the 
people who live there, turning the term “park 
activation” into something with tangible 
meaning. It enabled residents to see SJSU as 
part of their neighborhood and as a partner in 
community-building and maintaining public 
safety.

Cities have the capability of providing something for 
everybody, only because, and only when, they are created 
for everybody.

– Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities



Project Impact

Residents engaged: 250

SJSU students engaged: 25

Hours of Service: 190

Value: $4,691

12 community organizations provided resource tables or performed at the event including Akoma 
Arts, the Horace Mann Elementary School Mariachi Band, Our City Forest, the San Jose Public Library, 
Chicano Commencement, two SJSU Urban Planning clubs, the South University Neighborhood 
Association, Legacy Academy, and St. Paul’s United Methodist Church

67% of the respondents interacted first time with a neighbor they did not know before through 
engaging activities

It was great being able to talk to residents about the importance of voter registration in an 
election year in a relaxing and fun environment.

– Lauren Chun, SJSU Alumna & Volunteer for Get out the Vote

I loved seeing the positive and overwhelming turnout of the attendees today.

– South University Neighborhood Resident

SJSU students representing the departments of Political Science, Communication Studies, Urban 
and Regional Planning, and Kappa Delta sorority spent the morning educating the community on 
sustainable living and getting to know the neighborhood adjacent to the university



Tactical Urbanism

Through CommUniverCity’s partnership 
with San Jose’s Northside Neighborhood 
Association and local businesses, Assistant 
Professor Gordon Douglas’ class of 
graduate students developed proposals for 
implementing tactical urbanism projects 
in and around historic Backesto Park. The 
term tactical urbanism refers to the use of 
inexpensive, short-term actions–think flash 
mobs and temporary parks–that can build 
social connections and inspire permanent 
positive neighborhood change. 

Over the course of 16 weeks, small student 
teams developed 20 different ideas, ranging 
from vibrantly painted crosswalks reflecting 
the architectural heritage of historic homes to 
solar-powered lighting aimed at illuminating 
Backesto Park for pedestrians and dog walkers 
in the evening. 
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Ultimately, the project jury, which included 
noted urban design professionals, selected 
an outdoor living room concept for the 13th 
Street and Empire Laundry as the concept that 
will receive $12,000 to construct a temporary 
installation. The installation will be led by 
Interior Design Associate Professor Virginia 
SanFratello in fall 2018. 



Project Impact

Residents engaged: 26

SJSU students engaged: 15

Hours of Service: 2,250

Value: $5,4878

Urban planning students used rendering skills developed in the classroom and resident feedback to craft 
compelling yet economically viable urbanism design ‘lifehacks’

26 Northside residents participated in focus groups, neighborhood tours, and project evaluations

From my experience in Professor Gordon’s course, I was able to learn about the history of the Northside 
community in San Jose, engage with residents, and incorporate tactical urbanism concepts into an 
innovative design proposal. This has been one of the most rewarding classes I’ve taken at SJSU.

– Tiffany Chao, Master’s Degree Student in Urban and Regional Planning 

The students did a great job--I appreciated all the thought and effort put into developing the 
creative ideas they came up with for enhancing streetlife in our neighborhood, especially the 
fact that they took the time to survey community members.

– Sonja Lu, Northside Resident

Tactical urbanism project ideas with budgets and materials specified included an outdoor living 
rooms, wayfinding signage, murals, illuminated walkways, and sidewalk painting consistent with the 
neighborhood’s character and resident priorities



By the Numbers

IN THE 2017-2018 ACADEMIC YEAR WE...

Since its inception in 2005, CommUniverCity San José has engaged 
106,610 residents and 19,492 SJSU students who have invested 

348,092 hours of volunteer work valued at over 7.4 million dollars.

Inspired 3,000 K-12 students in 
Santa Clara County to complete 

their colllege degrees

Trained 10 Spanish-speaking 
leaders on how to advocate 
for their community

Enlisted 97 SJSU students 
in a pen pal program 
focused on writing skills 
for 96 youth

Hosted 35 projects with the 
help of 1,275 SJSU students 
who put in 37,707 hours 
valued at $930,986

Received a $45,000 grant 
from the Knight Foundation 
to support tactical urbanism 
in San Jose

Received a commendation 
from U.S. Congresswoman 
Zoe Lofgren’s office.
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Get Out the Vote
44 students in the Political Science course, 
Essentials of U.S. & California Government, 
registered over 200 new voters.

Engineering in Action/Space Spartans
1,620 K-12 students became more interested in science, 
technology, and engineering concepts because of their 
interactions with SJSU engineering students.

Our funding comes from three sources:

Total Funds: $606,358

35% Private/Other
29% City of San José

36% SJSU

Project Highlights

Record Clearance Project
16 felony convictions reduced to 
misdemeanors and $11,217 in fines and 
fees waived for low-income residents.



Steering Committee
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Leadership
Chair: Stacy Gleixner, Associate Vice President, Student and Faculty Success, SJSU
Vice-Chair: Joan Rivas-Cosby, Friends of Five Wounds Trail
Vice-Chair: Kip Harkness, Deputy City Manager, City of San Jose

Community
Dana Huang, South University Neighborhood Association
Jose Posadas, Luna Park Business District
Marcus Saloman, South University Neighborhood Association
Aurelia Sanchez, Spartan Keyes Neighborhood Action Coalition
Davide Viera, Five Wounds/Brookwood Terrace

SJSU Faculty and Administrators
Fernanda Perdomo-Arciniegas, Deputy Director, Office of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
Camille Johnson, Chief Operations Manager to the Provost
Elena Klaw, Director, Center for Community Learning and Leadership
Jennifer Malutta, Government Relations

Local Government
Aurelia Bailey, Community Services Supervisor, Housing Department, City of San Jose
Patricia Ceja, Council Assistant, Council District 3, Raul Peralez, City of San Jose
Shikha Gupta, Program Manager, Environmental Services, City of San Jose
Jessica Zenk, Division Manager, Department of Transportation, City of San Jose
Jo Zientek, Director, Consumer and Environmental Protection, County of Santa Clara 

Community-Based Organizations
Sara Reyes, Division Director, Children, Youth & Family Development Division, Catholic Charities of 
Santa Clara County
David Ko, Pastor, Weley United Methodist Church
Rachel Horst, Program Associate, The Health Trust

Schools
Susan Ellenberg, Board Member, San Jose Unified School District

Corporations
Wen Chang, Vice President and Branch Manager, Cathay Bank

SJSU Students
Sneha Parmar, Urban and Regional Planning
Jason DeHaan, Urban and Regional Planning
Richard Davis, Urban and Regional Planning



Awards

This year’s awardees . . .

Golden Brick

Terry Christensen
Emeritus Professor of Political Science, SJSU

The Golden Brick is CommUniverCity’s highest honor. 
It is awarded to an individual who has gone “above and 
beyond” to build healthy, vibrant communities in San Jose 
for five or more years. Terry taught and conducted research 
in political science for 42 years at San Jose State, training 
generations of community leaders and activists. Terry 
served as CommUniverCity’s first Executive Director and 
he continues to play an active leadership role in community 
organizations and projects including Friends of the Five 
Wounds Trail and BART Alum Rock Transit Village 
Advocates.

CommUniverCitans of the Year are residents, city staff 
and members of the San José State University community 
whose service contributions significantly improve civic 
life in Central San Jose in CommUniverCity’s focal 
areas – fostering a college-going culture, strengthening 
neighborhood infrastructure, and improving community 
and environmental health.

Davide Viera
Resident, Five Wounds/Brookwood Terrace

Julie Edmonds-Mares
Deputy City Manager, City of San Jose

Michael Oye
Faculty member, Department of Biomedical, Chemical, and 
Materials Engineering, SJSU

In April 2018, CommUniverCity celebrated its 13th anniversary at the Roosevelt Community 
Center. At the event we reflected on our shared accomplishments and recognized the outstanding 
contributions of community leaders who have and continue to play pivotal roles supporting 
CommUniverCity’s work in downtown neighborhoods. 

Michael Oye

Julie Edmonds-Mares

Davide Viera

Terry Christensen
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Partners
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Community Partners
13th Street Neighborhood Advisory Committee
Alum Rock Counseling Center
Anne Darling School Council
Buena Vista Neighborhood Association
Campeonas de la Salud
Campus Community Association
Catholic Charities of Silicon Valley
Center for Employment Training
Community Financial Resources
CORAL After School Programs
D3 Community Leadership Council
DB Consultants
Delmas Park Neighborhood Association
Downtown Residents Association
Downtown Streets Team
East Santa Clara Street Business Association
Exhibition District
Five Wounds Church
Five Wounds/Brookwood Terrace 
Franklin McKinley Children’s Initiative
Garden to Table
Greenbelt Alliance
Guadalupe River Conservancy
Habitat for Humanity
Horace Mann Neighborhood Association
Indian Health Center
Keep Coyote Creek Beautiful
Kids in Common
League of Women Voters
Local Color
Market Almaden Neighborhood Association
Mayfair NAC
McKinley Bonita Neighborhood Association
National Compadres Network
Northside Neighborhood Association
Olinder Food Program
Olinder Neighborhood Association
Operation Frontline/Fresh Approach
Our City Forest
POSSO
Roosevelt Park Neighborhood Association
Sacred Heart Community Service
Sacred Heart Parish
San Jose Downtown Association
School of Art and Culture

Silicon Valley Bicycle Coalition
Silicon Valley Leadership Group
St. Paul’s United Methodist Church
SOMOS Mayfair
South University Neighborhood 
Spartan Keyes Neighborhood Action Coalition
The Health Trust
THINK Together
3rd Street Community Center
TransForm
United Neighborhoods of Santa Clara County
University Neighborhoods Coalition
Valley Verde
Veggielution
Washington Neighborhood Association
Wesley United Methodist Church
Year Up

San José State University
College of Applied Sciences and Arts
College of Business
College of Engineering
College of Humanities and Arts
College of Science
School of Journalism
School of Social Work
Department of Accounting and Finance
Department of Aerospace Engineering
Department of Anthropology
Department of Art & Art History
Department of Biomedical, Chemical, and 
Materials Engineering
Department of Chicana and Chicano Studies
Department of Child and Adolescent Development
Department of Communication Studies
Department of Counselor Education
Department of Design
Department of Educational Leadership
Department of Elementary Education
Department of English and Comparative Literature
Department of Environmental Studies
Department of Health Science
Department of Geography
Department of Geology
Department of Justice Studies
Department of Linguistics
Department of Management Information Systems
Department of Marketing and Decision Sciences
Department of Mechanical Engineering
Department of Meteorology and Climate Science
Department of Nursing
Department of Nutrition and Food Science
Department of Organization and Management
Department of Political Science



Department of Psychology
Department of Radio, TV, Film, & Theater
Department of Sociology and Interdisciplinary 
Social Sciences
Department of Urban and Regional Planning
Department of World Languages and Literature 
Industrial Design Program
Interior Design Program
Jay Pinson STEM Education Program
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Resource 
Center
Office of the President
Office of the Provost
Santa Clara University
Science Education Program
Thriving Neighborhoods Initiative
Women’s Resource Center

City of San José
City Manager’s Office
Climate Smart San Jose
Department of Environmental Services
Department of Housing
Department of Human Resources
Department of Parks, Recreation, and 
Neighborhood Services
Department of Planning, Building, & Code 
Enforcement
Department of Transportation
Don Rocha, San Jose Council District 9
Magdalena Carasco, San Jose Council District 5
Mayor’s Gang Prevention Task Force
Mayor Sam Liccardo’s Office
McKinley Teen Center
Office of Immigrant Affairs
Raul Peralez, San Jose Council District 3
Roosevelt Teen Center

Santa Clara County and Special Districts
Cindy Chavez, County Supervisor, District 2
Consumer and Environmental Protection 
Department
Dave Cortese, County Supervisor, District 3
Public Health Department
Santa Clara Valley Water District
Zoe Lofgren, 19th Congressional District

School Partners
Anne Darling Elementary School
Burnett Middle School
City of San Jose
Cristo Rey High School
Downtown College Preparatory School

Empire Gardens Elementary School
Franklin-McKinley School District
Foothill High School
Grant Elementary School
Horace Mann Elementary School
Latino College Preparatory
Lowell Elementary School
McKinley Elementary School
Olinder Elementary School
Overfelt High School
San Jose Unified School District
San Jose Community School
San Jose High School
Rocketship Discovery
Sacred Heart Nativity School
St. Patrick’s Elementary School
Washington Elementary School
Yerba Buena High School

Financial Support from:
San Jose State University
Santa Clara Valley Open Space Authority
Wells Fargo Foundation
Pacific Gas and Electric
Cathay Bank Foundation
Knight Foundation
Dr. Susan Meyers
Individuals





Contact:
www.cucsj.org
admin@cucsj.org
facebook.com/cucsj
twitter.com/cucsj
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