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They seemed to take it out on her, she said. 
 Cantu felt as though none of her teachers 
understood her culture or background, and 
she wondered why in a majority Latino city, the 
schools seemed so “whitewashed.” 
 She wants more representation for black and 
brown kids in local schools. That, she said, would 
mean both hiring a more diverse teaching staff, 
and putting an increased focus on threading 
ethnic and gender studies into all school subjects. 
 But before representation is increased, she said 
current teachers need to acknowledge that an 
issue exists. 
 “I think we’re going to get more representation 
as soon as our white teachers are culturally 
proficient enough to make us want to be 
teachers,” Cantu said. 

What is cultural proficiency?
 When Flores, director of student services at 
Santa Maria Joint Union High School District, 
agreed to work in Santa Maria about nine 
years ago, it was on the condition that cultural 
proficiency would become a priority. 
 At the time, Flores said the district was struggling 
with parent engagement. Parents, he said, were 
concerned about the lack of academic opportunities 
for English language learners, and low Latino 
enrollment in college-prep courses and year-round 
math and English classes. In 2013, parents formed a 
group called the Parents Community Involvement 
Committee, and they started attending school 
board meetings by the hundreds. 
 Teachers, who were mostly white, felt 
threatened by the parents, who were mostly 
Latino. Rumors and allegations flew, and Flores 
said the situation on many occasions became 
confrontational, to say the least. 
 Flores had just jumped on at Santa Maria High 
School as the assistant principal, and he and now-
Principal Joe Domingues were working together 
to implement cultural proficiency professional 
development for any teachers and administrators 
who wanted it. 
 “I told Joe, ‘This is why we need cultural 
proficiency,’” Flores said of the time. “We need 
people who are different to learn how to work 
together and respect one another.”
 Flores started by attending a seminar on 
cultural proficiency and equity in Ventura, where 
he met Delores and Randall Lindsey, the leading 
researchers and “gurus” on building cultural 
proficiency into the U.S. educational system. At 
the time, Flores said the Lindseys weren’t doing 
any direct work with school districts. But when 
they heard about Santa Maria’s hostile parent-
district climate, they agreed to help Santa Maria 
Joint Union High School District work toward 
increased inclusivity. 
 The trainings started at Santa Maria High 
School, and with learning what it really means to 
be culturally proficient. 
 “So students of color are now the majority 
population of students, but we still have a 
predominately white teaching force,” Flores said, 
adding that many of the area’s teachers don’t even live 
in Santa Maria. “In and of itself, that’s not a problem, 
per se. But that means you have to recognize that 
your audience has changed. So you as an educator 
kind of have to change to adapt to that.”
 Culture is a part of everything we do, Flores said. 

It’s our ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic standing, 
the clothes we wear, the food we eat, the music 
we listen to, where we live, and the way we learn. 
Teachers and students with differing ethnicities 
or who live in different areas come from different 
cultures, and they don’t just leave contrasting 
worldviews behind during school. Both groups 
automatically perceive each other with inevitable 
preconceptions and implicit bias, Flores said. 
 Acknowledging those differences and their 
impacts is the first step toward becoming 
culturally proficient, he said. 
 Cultural proficiency is a mindset that allows a 
person or an organization to effectively respond 
to and plan for issues that arise in diverse 
environments. For many, culturally proficient 
thinking is a paradigm shift from viewing different 
cultures as problematic to seeing their value. 

 For example, while many of the nation’s 
schools and classrooms use individualistic and 
competitive models of learning that are typically 
preferred by the white middle class, communities 
of color tend to prefer communal, collaborative 
settings. The forced individualistic model often 
results in brown and black kids being chastised 
for working in groups or thinking out loud. 
Culturally proficient classrooms are conducive to 
all forms of learning, and allow students to work 
in whatever way will garner the most success. 
 In the same way, Flores said the curricula 
taught at local schools should reflect and include 
all the cultures that exist in the area. Right now, 
most history, literature, and art comes from an 
Anglo, European perspective. In short, Flores said 
kids here mostly learn about a bunch of “old, dead 
white guys.”
 “Not that learning about those dead white guys 
isn’t important,” Flores said with a laugh, “but 
there certainly have to be more people who have 
contributed to this nation, who have contributed 
to education, than just white guys.”
 And despite a statewide push to make ethnic 
and gender studies courses a high school 
graduation requirement, that has yet to happen in 
Santa Maria’s high school district.  
 “[Students of color] lose interest because what 

they’re learning doesn’t relate to who they are,” 
Flores said. 
 Since Flores moved from Santa Maria High 
School to the district office in 2015, he’s hosted 
numerous inclusivity trainings and seminars. 
He’s pushed for multicultural curricula and 
helped 13 of the district’s staff become certified 
in cultural proficiency, an intensive process 
that includes 10 full days of training, hundreds 
of dollars, and a lifetime of practice. It’s an 
investment well worth the payout, Flores said. 
 Still, the high school district employs more 
than 300 teachers, and those 13 who are 
certified as culturally proficient represent a 
miniscule number. And nearly all them work at 
Santa Maria High School. 
 Although cultural proficiency certifications for 
educators aren’t exactly on the menu for teachers 

in the Santa Maria-Bonita School District, it 
made waves four years ago with the opening of 
Roberto and Dr. Francisco Jimenez Elementary 
School. With its opening, the school implemented 
a dual immersion language program, where 
students are taught to read, write, and speak in 
both Spanish and English. 
 It started with two groups of kindergarteners, 
and now roughly 240 kinder, first, second, and 
third graders are enrolled in the dual immersion 
program. The program will continue growing 
by grade level each year until the original 
kindergarteners are sixth graders. 
 While the program has seen a fair share of 
popularity and does work toward supporting the 
languages of two separate and prominent cultures 
in the area, Flores said that’s not all it takes to reach 
cultural proficiency. There’s still work to be done. 
 “I can tell you that with the current political 
climate in our nation, in some ways it’s gotten 
harder,” Flores said. “Now people are a little less 
reserved about saying, ‘I don’t believe in this stuff.’”

Navigating ‘white fragility’ 
 It was just last school year that an attempt to 
make school more equitable for children of color 
at Tommie Kunst Junior High School nearly cost 
Carmen Rivera her career in education. 
 A longtime teacher, Santa Maria resident, and 
Latina herself, Rivera had hoped to use the strategies 
of cultural responsiveness and inclusivity to close 
achievement gaps when she was hired as Tommie 
Kunst’s principal in the summer of 2017. 
 There, Rivera said she saw the district’s skewed 
demographics up close: While about 92 percent 
of students attending Tommie Kunst during 
the 2017-18 school year identified as Hispanic 
or Latino, only 1.4 percent of its teachers were 
the same ethnicity, and 82 percent were white, 
according to data collected by the California 
Department of Education.
 She said she saw firsthand how teachers’ implicit 
biases and a lack of cultural acknowledgement 
impacted students of color, and she called it out. 
But she didn’t have the implementation tools 
the high school district uses, and her attempts at  

fast and easy change were messy, and, to many 
teachers, felt forced and offensive. 
 “Maybe I went about it in the wrong way,” 
Rivera said later in an interview with the Sun. 
 Slowly, tensions between teachers at Tommie 
Kunst and Rivera built, until the issue erupted at 
a Santa Maria-Bonita board of education meeting 
in February, where almost a dozen teachers, 
mostly white, called for Rivera’s resignation. 
There, the teachers, one after another, described 
what they called Rivera’s ineffective leadership 
skills and hostile attitude toward whites. 
 “A co-worker reported that they had reached 
out to Ms. Rivera in order to get help with a 
student,” Wayne Walker, a junior high teacher 
who spoke on behalf of several colleagues, said 
at the February meeting. “[And] before the staff 
member could even finish speaking, Rivera put 
her hand in this person’s face and said, ‘He isn’t 
connecting with you because you are white.’” 
 Although a few community members and 
a student defended her, Rivera stepped down 
from her post as principal in April, and officially 
resigned from the district on June 29.
 The situation was Rivera’s worst in 25 years 
of teaching, and what sociologist and researcher 
Robin DiAngelo would call the result of “white 
fragility.” DiAngelo, a white woman herself, 
coined the term to describe the defensive and 
emotional reactions white people have when their 
perspectives and racial biases are challenged. 
 Author of the New York Times best seller White 
Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk 
About Racism, DiAngelo recently visited Santa 
Maria, where she led a day-long racial justice 
workshop at the Radisson Hotel on Sept. 26. The 
seminar was hosted by the Santa Maria Joint 
Union High School District, and administrators, 
counselors, teachers, and school board members 
from Salinas to San Marcos attended. 
 In a matter of hours, DiAngelo described a 
cushy world of blissful ignorance that whites 
are privileged enough to live in. She identified 
common behaviors, such as being overly 
defensive, that allow whites to be, at best, complicit 
in the nation’s systems of racism and oppression. 
 Refusing to discuss race and its impacts, closing 
off self-reflection, and denial that racism exists 
today, DiAngelo argued, are practices that do as 
much to uphold white supremacy as marching 
with groups of neo-Nazis or shouting racial slurs.
 Rather than listening or self-reflecting, whites 
faced with their own racial issues often refer 
immediately to defensive reactions, DiAngelo 
said, like claiming “people are too sensitive 
these days,” that racism wasn’t the “intention,” 
pretending to be “colorblind,” or assuming 
that knowing or having known people of color 
automatically erases prejudice.
 In reality, white fragility is something people of 
color are forced to navigate every day, DiAngelo 
said at the event, and it dismisses and hampers 
conversations that matter. Conversations like 
those some Santa Marians have been trying to 
start for years about the lack of representation in 
the local teaching force and school curricula. 
 DiAngelo challenged whites in the room on 
Sept. 26 to consider what it would feel like to look 
up at the front of a classroom, at the actors in 
almost every movie, at the leaders of the country, 
of the state, and of the city, and almost never see 
someone who looks or thinks like you.
 “Pretty much all of us have been taught by 
white people, who were taught by white people, 
who were taught by white people, who were taught 
by white people,” DiAngelo said at the event, 
“using textbooks that were written for white 
people and about white people, and presented as 
the universal, objective human worldview.” 
 As she spoke she projected a photo onto a 
wall of the ballroom. It depicted the final round 
of a game of Jeopardy. It was the college grand 
championships in 2014, and every contestant was 
white. There was only one remaining category, 
and it had gone completely untouched.
 The category? African-American History. 
 “I don’t feel that I can do justice to the 
profundity of that disconnect,” DiAngelo said. ❍

Contact Staff Writer Kasey Bubnash at  
kbubnash@santamariasun.com.

WHITE FRAGILITY: Sociologist and researcher Robin DiAngelo leads a day-long racial justice workshop at the Radisson Hotel on Sept. 
26. The seminar was hosted by the Santa Maria Joint Union High School District, and administrators, counselors, teachers, and school 
board members from Salinas to San Marcos attended. 
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