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fter 25 years in the U.S. Navy, Peter 
Flores had heard all the meritocratic 
mantras in existence, and “pull yourself 
up by your bootstraps” was by far his 
favorite. Hard work was the constant 

focus of his life as a SEAL, and as a new naval 
sciences teacher in the early 2000s, he pushed that 
work-for-what-you-got mentality onto his students 
at a Everett Alvarez High School in Salinas. 
 “You guys just have to work harder,” he’d tell 
his struggling students, the majority of whom 
were Latino, like him, or black. “Look at me. I 
did it. I rose to great ranks in the Navy. I got my 
education. Look at me. I did it.” 
 But one of Flores’ students took issue with that 
ideology. He was a Latino kid, and he couldn’t 
speak English. He, like many of his peers, 
was always asking questions in class, always 
challenging Flores. 
 Really he just wanted a satisfying answer to one 
fundamental question: “What if we don’t have 
any boots?” 
 By “we” he meant students of color, and 
Flores didn’t know how to respond. It made him 
reconsider everything about his experiences in 
the educational system, and he was forced to ask 
himself questions that would define the rest of his 
life and career as an educator. 
 For the first time he wondered why students 
of color were so closely compared to their white 
counterparts, despite battling racial barriers their 
white peers would never face. And why, when the 
white kids in class asked questions incessantly, 
Flores thought of them as being inquisitive, but 
Latino students doing the same he saw as “smart-
asses.” Then he asked himself why, when he was 
the paid professional, he was leaving it up to his 
students and their families to do all the hard labor 
in their journey to getting educated. 
So he took his own advice and got to work. 
 He made a real effort to recognize and 
dismantle the racial, gender, and cultural biases 
and stereotypes that had been ingrained in his—
and everyone’s—way of thinking. He learned 
to teach in a way that was culturally proficient, 
a mindset that, when used in the educational 
system, allows students of all kinds to learn about 
and appreciate the value of their own culture and 
the cultures of those around them. 
 “So I erased all my low expectations,” said 
Flores, now the director of student services at the 
Santa Maria Joint Union High School District. 
“I no longer look at our families and kids with 
low expectations. I no longer look at them from 
a deficit perspective. I look at them from an asset 
perspective.”
 And he’s helping other educators do the same. 

 In a city where the majority 
of students are Latino and most 
teachers are white, it hasn’t always 
been easy to bridge cultural divides 
and close achievement gaps that 
exist between students of color and 
their white peers. 
 Brown and black students often 
don’t feel represented by their 
teachers or the curricula they use, 
Flores said, and in many cases 
that leads to negative experiences 
throughout school, and lower 
test scores and graduation rates. 
It feeds a cycle in which fewer 
students of color do well in school, 
and even fewer feel inspired to 
become teachers themselves, thus preventing 
representation from ever increasing.
 It’s a dilemma that schools across the nation are 
working—slowly—to address. Flores said increased 
cultural proficiency trainings for educators of all 
kinds could be, at least, part of the solution, but 
past efforts in both Santa Maria’s high school and 
K-8 districts have been fraught with high tensions, 
fragile emotions, and forceful pushback. 
 “You can’t have a conversation about high 
performing schools with a significantly changing 
demographic without having a conversation 
about race,” Flores said. “The problem is that 
when you have a conversation about race, people 
tend to get defensive.”
 It’s a sensitive topic, but Flores said these are 
the conversations that must be had in order to 
move Santa Maria’s schools and children of color 
out from the shadows of systematic oppression, 
and into colleges, high paying jobs, and equity. 
 “So we say that culture counts,” he said. 

A ‘whitewashed’ system 
 Most Santa Marians are Latino. 
 In fact, nearly 74 percent of Santa Maria 
residents said they were Latino in the 2010 U.S. 
census. Roughly 94 percent of students enrolled 
in the Santa Maria-Bonita School District last 
year also identified as Latino, according to 
data collected by the California Department of 
Education, as did about 85 percent of students in 
the Santa Maria Joint Union High School District. 
 But Santa Maria’s teaching force doesn’t 
reflect that 
demographic. 
 Last school 
year, only about 
21 percent of 
Santa Maria-

Bonita’s certificated teachers identified as Latino, 
according to the California Department of 
Education, along with 23 percent of teachers in 
the high school district. 
 The rest were mostly white. 
 It’s not an issue of discriminatory hiring 
practices, according to Kenny Klein, public 
information officer for the Santa Maria Joint 
Union High School District, who said district 
applicants don’t have to disclose ethnicity, gender, 
or place of residence. 
 Although neither the high school or K-8 
districts could provide demographic breakdowns 
of their recent applicants, Luke Ontiveros, 
superintendent of Santa Maria-Bonita School 
District, said it would be nearly impossible for 
the district to hire based on race. The Santa 
Maria-Bonita hired more than 50 new certificated 
teachers this past summer alone, he said, and it’s 
been that severe of a hiring whirlwind every year 
since he started in 2016. 
 “So anyone who meets that criteria we take,” 
Ontiveros said. “It’s not a matter of being able to 
discriminate, and not discriminate in the negative 
term, what I mean is being overly selective. We’ve 
got a lot of positions to fill.”
 The problem starts in elementary school, 
Ontiveros said, with even the earliest of scholastic 
“achievement gaps,” the long-standing disparity 
between the test scores and graduation rates of 
white students and students of color. 
 Historically, students of color in the U.S. 
are retained and punished on school grounds 
at higher rates than whites, score lower on 
standardized tests, graduate at lower rates, and 
drop out of school earlier and more often.

    Those issues 
are the result 
of negative 
experiences in 
the classroom—

with teachers, with counselors, staff, homework, 
studying, and white-focused curricula. And those 
adverse experiences, Ontiveros said, just don’t 
inspire young people of color. 
 “For a lot of folks, [teaching] becomes a 
generational thing,” Ontiveros said. “There is a 
teacher who makes you interested in wanting to 
do something like that.”
 It was the opposite for Vanessa Cantu, a 
Nipomo High School senior who attended 
various schools in Santa Maria before eventually 
transferring out because of long-fought struggles 
with several teachers. Cantu hopes to become an 
educator herself one day, but not because any of 
her teachers inspired her passion for learning. 
 “I want to be a teacher so that other children of 
color won’t have to go through what I have with 
white teachers,” she said. 
 Cantu said that even as a young child her 
experiences in school were negative. Spanish 
was her first language, the language she spoke at 
home with her family, the language of her culture. 
When she enrolled in elementary school, she said 
she was told to speak English, and, in some cases, 
reprimanded for speaking Spanish. 
 At the time, Cantu said she didn’t understand 
why she wasn’t allowed to speak her native 
language. She felt ashamed of her culture. 
 Teachers throughout Cantu’s schooling ranged 
from “ignorant” to “blatantly racist,” she said. Many 
of them automatically held lower expectations for 
her and other students of color than their white 
peers, and she was constantly berated over what she 
thought were trivialities, like socializing or forgetting 
to bring a pencil to class. 
 Then when Cantu started her seventh grade 
year at Tommie Kunst Junior High School, she felt 
immediately cast out by her teachers as a trouble 
child. Her older brother had attended the school 
a few years prior, and he’d had some behavioral 
issues that the teachers clearly hadn’t forgotten. 
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‘Culture counts’
Local schools are working—slowly—to increase 
representation in the teaching force 
and curricula      BY KASEY BUBNASH

CULTIVATING LANGUAGE(S): Students in the dual immersion program at Roberto and Dr. Francisco Jimenez Elementary School are taught to read, write, 
and speak in both Spanish and English. The program started four years ago with two groups of kindergarteners. Jimenez now has roughly 240 kinder, first, 
second, and third graders in its dual immersion program. 

Disparate demographics 
 Last school year, data from the California Department of Education and 2010 
census shows a disconnect between Santa Maria’s students and teachers. While 
most local students identified as Latino, a majority of teachers were white. It’s a 
trend that’s repeated in many schools across the state and nation. 

HISPANIC OR LATINO HISPANIC OR LATINOWHITE WHITE
Students StudentsStudents StudentsTeachers TeachersTeachers Teachers

Filipino 1.9% .05%
Asian 1.2% .01%
Two or more ethnicities 1.1% 0
Black .7% .05%
Not reported .6% .5%
Native American  
or Alaska Native .3% .08%
Pacific Islander .1% 0

Filipino 1.5% .1%
Asian .5% .1%
Two or more ethnicities .3% .07%
Black .4% .1%
Not reported 0 .04%
Native American  
or Alaska Native .1% .02%
Pacific Islander 0 .08%

84.9% 94.3%

69% 74%

9.1%
9.1%

23% 23%
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