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Stompers, student athletes meet in Zoom room

A recent Zoom conference 
gave Sonoma Valley softball 
players a chance to hear about 
training, confidence and the 
game itself  from three past 
players with the Sonoma Stomp-
ers – Dondrei Hubbard, Jacob 
Barfield and Michael Perri.

The Thursday, April 16 confer-
ence was the closest any of  them 
can come, high-school girl or 
paid pro, to actually playing the 
game in this quiet spring.

Almost the entire softball squad 
showed up, certainly enough to 
field a tough and competitive 
Dragons team, along with coach 
Mike Fanucchi. The Zoom app 
showed little windows into their 
lives, how and where they’re 
spending their time, from a back 
yard picnic table to a darkened 
room.

Also logged on the “SVHS 
Student Athlete Q&A” were Mike 
Boles, athletic director of Sonoma 
Valley High School, booster Shei-
la Martin, and Eddie Mora-Loera, 
assistant general manager of the 
Sonoma Stompers. The three of  
them had been working for weeks 
together to pull off the Q&A. 

“SVHS students have gone 
through a lot of  adversity the 
last few years, so we thought it 
would be a great idea to have our 
players give them advice and 
guidance on ways to persevere 
through this,” said Mora-Loera.

Once the participants assem-
bled, following the usual techni-
cal learning ramp-up, Boles and 
Mora-Loera guided the questions 

as pre-submitted by team mem-
bers, or raised in the Zoom forum 
itself. 

First up was Hubbard, a stand-
out slugger for the 2019 Stompers, 
who signed to the San Diego Pa-
dres organization in February. He 
proudly wore his black and gold 
SD baseball cap as he recounted 
his journey from walk-on catcher 
to star outfielder, learning to roll 
with the opportunities. 

Now here was another chal-
lenge: staying home for weeks at 
a time. “You wake up, do some 
push-ups, watch some video 
games, eat... do some yoga every 
once in a while,” said Hubbard of  
his daily routine. 

Simply getting up, exercising, 

passing time: The same was true 
not only for student athletes cut 
off from their final year, but for 
everyone – and that was a kind of  
comfort and revelation. 

Barfield, now under contract 
for Liga Mexicana de Béisbol, 
said he turned his living room 
into a “hitting facility – got my 
tee, got my whiffle ball,” and 
taped signs to the walls for hits, 
homers or outs.

Perri, a 2018 Stomper now in 
the St. Louis Cardinals orga-
nization, was speaking from 
his parents house where’s he’s 
staying during this enforced 
confinement. “Living with your 
parents sucks, it’s tough,” he 
complained, doubtless connect-

ing with the high-schoolers doing 
the same. He said he tried to 
stay fit running – “which I never 
thought I’d do.”

Staying motivated and posi-
tive turned out to be a common 
refrain. Hubbard compared the 
seclusion to game-day train-
ing: “It’s not overthinking, but 
getting prepared mentally for the 
battle to come.”

He had valuable advice for 
getting through the tough times, 
on the field or off. “Embrace 
failure. You’re not losing, you’re 
learning.”

Barfield talked about the 
challenges he faced in building 
self-confidence to stick with the 
game when it didn’t seem like his 

career was working. Each game 
was emotionally draining, he 
said. “It’s tiring, it hurts, but you 
keep going back to it.” 

He said once he recognized 
that he was an emotional ball-
player, and decided to show it on 
the field, his play improved. Orig-
inally a walk-on first baseman, 
he was moved to third, then left 
field – and his hitting blossomed 
along with his fielding. 

Diet came up, too, in response 
to a student athlete question. 
“I take care of  my diet in the 
off-season, because in-season 
I’ll eat anything,” said Hubbard 
frankly. 

“Feeling good helps your 
brain, and in this situation we’re 
in, mentally staying strong,” said 
Moera-Loera. He said he spent 
time looking at YouTube videos 
on cooking. 

“Has anyone had overnight 
oats?” broke in Perri. He de-
scribed the preparation with 
enthusiasm. “Oh my god, it’s like 
a life cheat.”

“We’re kind of  all in this 
together,” said Boles, the school’s 
athletic director. “We want to 
make sure we provide something 
for you. You may get a nugget 
out of  this to utilize, you may get 
something you can think about 
later on.”

Added the coach, “As you 
know, what you get out of  some-
thing is what you put in.” 

The softball team showed 
up to hear ex-Stompers 
talk about training, the 
game and life in seclusion
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St. Louis Cardinals prospect Michael Perri in the Stompers-Student Athlete Q&A on April 16, 2020. 

 
‘Has anyone had 

ovenight oats? Oh my 
god, it’s like a life cheat.’

—Michael Perri

are continuing forward in 
the students’ education.”

But Sonoma Valley Uni-
fied School District is held 
to state laws, said Superin-
tendent Socorro Shiels.

The district has “a 
moral, ethical and legal 
obligation to meet every 
student’s needs,” Shiels 
said. “We’re obligated to 
give all kids all the same 
things. We don’t get to pick 
and choose.”

Equate access to the 
internet and computers 
to access to a text book, 
the state says if  seven kids 
have a text book and three 
do not, the district has to 
wait to move forward with 
any new teaching until 
all students are on equal 
footing and have the same 
materials, she said.

Elizabeth Kaufman, 
associate superintendent, 
said, “For the district to 
provide a ‘one-size-fits-all’ 
education given the diver-
sity of  needs during this 
crisis would be wrong.”

She said the district 
had to change its plan 
more than once because 
the initial shelter-in-place 
order was expected to end 
on March 30, meaning that 
the district was planning 
around a limited time-
frame.

“From the end of  spring 
break to this past Monday 
(April 13) was three weeks. 
Let’s take a moment to 
acknowledge how much 
has changed in that short 
period,” Kaufman said. 
“We went from a normal 
school year to a temporary 
school closure to closing 
school for the remainder 
of  the year in rapid succes-
sion.”

The district had ready 
for students on return 
from spring break packets 
of  work that could be done 
at home. 

Parent Delia Festa, 
who also works as a 
one-on-one aide at Dun-
bar Elementary School, 
said the activities in the 
packets have been popular 
with her children. One 
activity required children 
to go around the house 
and measure items, then 
used those measurements 
to do math equations. It 
required reading, math 
and following directions, 
she said. Another activity 

involved baking, which 
required the same skill set.

Some parents think it 
is the high school kids 
that are losing out most 
because initially they were 
given classwork to review. 

“They have sent work 
but said it’s optional and 
won’t be graded. Which is 
a joke,” Bell said.

Veronica Gray, a teacher 
at the high school, said 
she thought not teaching 
anything new was wrong 
at first, and turned to a 
fellow teacher to talk it 
through. Now she gets 
it and sees it as the right 
decision.

“We can’t ignore the 
achievement gap and 
equity gap across Ameri-
ca,” Gray said. “We would 
be revisiting material 
anyway.”

Any enrichment mate-
rial students are given is 
valuable and “keeps your 
brain going.”

“Enrichment doesn’t 
mean that it was bad 
stuff,” she said. 

She has two foster chil-
dren in Sonoma schools 
and agreed with Festa that 
the home activities have 
been learning experiences, 
and fun for the kids, too, 
she said.

The district rolled 
out various levels of  the 
distance learning plan 
in stages. It first focused 
on making sure that all 
high school students had 
internet access, then went 
down the line to middle 

school, then the lower 
grades, and last week was 
handing out Chromebooks 

to parents of  children in 
grades two through five. 

Duane Percox, who over-
sees IT for the district, said 
they got 200 hot spots out 
to students “right away,” 
and after the district 
assessed the needs for the 
lower grades he ordered 
550 more Chromebooks for 
the youngest students in 
transitional kindergarten 
and kindergarten. They 
arrived last Thursday and 
will be passed out this 
week, he said.

Instruction and grading 
for high schoolers has 
been criticized by some 
parents, too, accusing the 
district of  not giving stu-
dents enough work. 

A parent who asked to 
remain anonymous called 
the rollout of  the schedule 
“disastrously slow” and 
was equally unimpressed 
with “the minimal expec-
tations for class time, as-
signments, and learning.” 

“Parents in this district 
are very dissatisfied about 
the lack of  remote learn-

ing from SVUSD,  especial-
ly at the high school level,” 
she said.

The district believes it is 
responding as best and as 
fast as it can.

“To say that you can just 
jump in to online learn-
ing the Monday it gets 
announced, is just not ra-
tional,” said Bruce Abbott, 
associate superintendent.

Another parent said she 
does not have “confidence” 
that the high school will 
have a good distance learn-
ing plan in place now or in 
the fall if  needed. “In this 
current time in our world, 
we need to be able to shift 
from ‘brick and mortar’ 
class to online class in a 
fluid fashion as needed so 
that the students’ educa-
tion can move forward 
and is not interrupted and 
delayed as it is now and in 
the past,” she said.

District leaders defend 
their work saying that 
these are unprecedented 
times.

“We are deeply aware of  
this interruption in educa-
tion,” Shiels said “We are 
planning to the extent we 

can for a future we cannot 
imagine just like anybody 
else. We don’t have a Magic 
Eight ball. No professional 
educator feels good about 
where we are under these 
conditions.”

Abbott said people 
might not realize some 
of  the things the school 
had to do before it could 
roll out some of  the plan. 
For example, safety was a 
concern and any devices 
that students used in the 
schools had to be cleaned 
up and packaged before 
they could be sent out.

The district was in 
effect creating an “online 
school” for 3,800 students, 
something that can’t be 
done overnight, he said.

There has been some 
confusion, too, as to how 
much online instruction 
is happening, with some 
parents misunderstanding 
that there are two days of  
instruction each week.

“It is possible the rumor 
about ‘two days of  instruc-
tion,’ while still incor-
rect, came from the high 
school’s distance learning 
plan. Blocks of  time are 
set aside for face to face 
‘Google Hangouts’ – or 
another similar medium – 
on Monday and Tuesday, 
or two days, to support the 
curriculum and assign-
ments for the week,” 
Kaufmann said. “A record-
ing of  any new instruction 
is made for students whose 
home schedules do not 
allow them to be present 

in person. These online 
‘hangouts’ are not the sum 
total of  instruction.”

Bell and other parents 
are concerned about how 
the district will grade, and 
Anne Ching, a parent and 
former school committee 
member, said she is hoping 
the district will take a 
hybrid approach.

Shiels said this is a sub-
ject that is getting a great 
deal of  discussion. They 
are considering options 
such as pass/fail, credit/
no credit, or giving the stu-
dent the option of  taking 
the grade they had at the 
time of  the initial disrup-
tion, and “everything in 
between.”

They are looking at a 
solution that does no harm 
to the student, she said. 
They are closely following 
what the state’s education 
department says, and state 
colleges and universities 
are saying, about how 
high school grades will 
affect admission decisions. 
Though Shiels wants to get 
the answer out to parents 
and students as soon as 
possible, doing so too 
early could have a negative 
effect. 

“There is no one easy 
answer,” she said.

The district is in the 
process of  coming up with 
a plan for the fall should 
the shelter in place orders 
continue, or if  there is a 
reemergence of  the virus.

In the meantime, Shiels 
said the district is also 
addressing health and 
mental health concerns of  
students, parents, teach-
ers and staff, and paying 
attention to the food 
insecurity issues in the 
community.

The district continues to 
provide two meals a day – 
breakfast and lunch – for 
students Monday through 
Friday. The 2,200 meals 
are passed out weekdays 
at multiple locations 
throughout the district.

Unlike in neighboring 
Santa Rosa, the Sonoma 
district doesn’t require a 
student be present with 
the adult picking up the 
food.

“We have people getting 
(multiple) bags,” Abbott 
said. “We don’t care, It’s 
not like they are going to 
the black market, they’re 
feeding somebody.”

Contact Anne at anne.
ernst@sonomanews.com.

                                                                                       
‘We are deeply aware of this interruption in 
education. We are planning to the extent we 
can for a future we cannot imagine just like 

anybody else.’
 —Socorro Shiels, superintendent
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The classroom of the spring of 2020 is a different one indeed.
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