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Lessons from a year like no other
By Scott Siegel, Ed.D. 

Superintendent

The 2019-2020 
school year 

began much like 
any other, with 
students and staff 
eager to dig into 
learning, connect 
with friends, and 
explore new expe-

riences and activities. Then the world 
turned seemingly upside down. 

In March, midway through second 
semester of the 2019-2020 school 
year, the global coronavirus pandemic 
necessitated school closures. CUSD 
students, staff, and families did a 
remarkable job adapting to that new 
reality with very little notice.

Then just days before the end of our 
traditional school year, George Floyd 
was killed by a Minneapolis police of-
ficer, prompting international protests 
and reigniting discussions on racial 
justice and equity.

Although no one would have chosen 
the path this year has taken, there is 
much that can be learned from recent 
experiences.

It’s a marathon, not a sprint
As we have seen, COVID-19 is a 

constantly evolving health crisis. At 
best, an approved vaccine or develop-
ment of herd immunity are still months 
or years away. Even as we celebrated 
the recent reopening of businesses and 
in-person dining, Stanislaus County 
experienced sharp increases in the 
number of new COVID-19 cases, face 
masks became mandatory statewide, 
Stanislaus County was placed on a 
state “watch list,” and many businesses 
closed again. Most recently, Stanislaus 
County school districts were informed 
that current infection and hospitalization 
rates do not support the safe reopening 
of schools, and the 2020-2021 school 
year will begin with distance learning.

There is still a great deal we don’t 
know about the virus and how it is 

transmitted. As much as we may want 
to return to the way things were pre-
pandemic, we are a long way from 
doing so safely.

Healing the racial divide in our 
nation and achieving equity for all will 
be an even longer road, but I firmly 
believe that education can, and should, 
lead the way. During the 2019-2020 
school year, Ceres Unified initiated the 
four-year rollout of an equity program 
that will lead our staff in initiating 
change to create greater equity for 
students. I recognize that this is not 

an immediate solution, but we did not 
get here overnight and creating the 
conditions for real progress will be a 
long-term commitment.

A district team will also compile 
age-appropriate resources and best 
practices to guide staff in constructive 
conversations with students when they 
return for the 2020-2021 school year. 
This subject may not feel comfortable 
to talk about, but mutually respectful 
dialog is a powerful step toward 
healing and reconciliation.

To demonstrate their commitment to 
achieving equity for all students, the 

CUSD Board of Trustees will take 
action at their first meeting of 2020-
2021 on a Resolution to Address 
Diversity, Equity and Racism in the 
Ceres Unified School District. 

We’re at our best together
While sheltered in place to limit the 

spread of COVID-19, even the most 
introverted among us quickly tired of 
living, learning, and working in relative 
isolation. It was incredibly inspiring 
when, in the early days and weeks of 
school closures, our CUSD community 
found creative and clever ways to be 
“apart together” – from participating 
in teacher parades and Zoom concerts 
to posting encouraging photo-collage 
messages and holding virtual spirit 
weeks. One student put her sewing 
skills to use making face masks for 
those who needed them and was 
astonished when her efforts made the 
evening news (see p. 4). Our Student 
Services team, which includes school 
nurses, donated thousands of extra 
N-95 masks to a local hospital in need 
of personal protective equipment. 
Our Child Nutrition team steadfastly 
served tens of thousands of meals to 
children, often assisted by “celebrity 
guests” who included school mascots 
and a congressional representative. I 
am extremely proud to be part of such 
an involved and generous community!

As human beings, we will not always 
agree on the best course to overcoming 

During spring 
school closures, 
the CUSD 
Student Services 
team, including 
District Nurse 
Jennifer Given 
(left) and 
Corinne 
Buenrostro, 
donated extra 
N-95 masks to 
a local hospital 
in need of 
personal protec-
tive equipment.

It was incredibly inspiring when, 
in the early days and weeks of 

school closures, our CUSD 
community found creative and 

clever ways to be ‘apart together.’
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Community Partner Spotlight
E. & J. Gallo partnership strengthens CTE

The Ceres Unified School District operates a robust Career Technical 
Education (CTE) program offering multiple pathways to post-
secondary training and careers. Through a partnership with 
E.& J. Gallo Winery, students have unique opportunities to 
expand their knowledge and skillsets to meet employer/
industry needs, and may even have jobs waiting after high 
school! The 10-week Gateway to Industry program, led 
by a Gallo workforce development representative, meets 
twice weekly after school and culminates in opportuni-
ties for seniors to interview for paid summer internships 
which could lead to permanent positions.

Gallo also provides mentors for elementary and 
secondary students through programs such as fifth grade 
Science and Technology mentorships and a monthly 
Ag Mentor luncheon that connects high school students 
with area leaders in manufacturing, farming, finance, and 
more. (These programs may be adjusted or postponed for 
2020-2021 depending on COVID-19 restrictions.)

For more information about CUSD’s Career Technical 
Education program and to view the CTE Annual Report, please 
visit https://www.ceres.k12.ca.us/Student Support/Career Technical 
Education.

challenges; yet, it is in moments of 
crisis that we seem most able to see 
beyond the issues and ideas that 
separate us and work together for the 
common good. A challenge in the 
coming months will be to resist the 
inclination to let our differences 

polarize us, but instead to value those 
differences while recognizing the 
needs and goals we share – to keep 
ourselves and our loved ones healthy 
and safe, to have equitable opportuni-
ties for prosperity and success, and to 
be heard and accepted as unique and 
vibrant members of society. Each us of 
has something valuable to contribute 
and together we are at our strongest.

Preparation pays off
In 2015, when CUSD made the 

decision to allocate funding for an 
Internet-enabled device for every 
PreK-12 student (more than 13,000 at 
that time), as well as low- and no-cost 
Internet options for families, and 

technology training for teachers, we 
could not have anticipated the advantage 
this would create when, five years later, 
an unexpected and immediate shift to 
distance learning left districts through-
out the state scrambling to put devices 
into students’ hands. It has long been 
our practice in Ceres Unified to keep 
student needs at the forefront of all 
decisions, even when doing so is the 
more difficult path. That will hold true 
as we move toward 2020-2021 and the 
challenges it will bring.

I am confident that, together, we will 
face these challenges with resilience, 
ingenuity, and care for one another, 
ensuring a brighter future for all.

Lessons (continued from page 2)

Continued on page 3

    Gateway 
to Industry 

bridge-building activity

A challenge in the coming months will be to resist the inclination to 
let our differences polarize us, but instead to value those 

differences while recognizing the needs and goals we share.

CUSD music teachers presented a Zoom 
concert, with students invited to play along 
from home, when school closures necessitated 
the cancellation of the annual Bandtastic!

https://www.ceres.k12.ca.us/student_support/career_technical_education___c_t_e_
https://www.ceres.k12.ca.us/student_support/career_technical_education___c_t_e_
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the students learn inventory, buying stuff, using 
dollar over skills to pay for the stuff we need,” 
Lewis explained. “Billing, going to the bank and mak-
ing deposits, so they’re learning those living skills that 
they need to be independent when they’re older.”

That independence is a source of comfort for Desiree 
Nicastro, whose son, Dominick, is in the program.

“That’s really important because that is one of the 
biggest fears of a parent with a special needs child,” 
Nicastro explained. “What if something were to hap-
pen? Would he be able to take care of himself? Would 
he be able to survive? That’s huge. With this program, 
that takes a lot of that (uncertainty) away.”

WATCH THE STORY on ABC 10.

Brewing coffee 
and life skills for 
adult students 
with disabilities

By Barbara Bingley 
ABC 10 KXTV 

Aired March 10, 2020

Brewing, blending and stirring up coffee 
drinks for Ceres High School staff, the 

Bulldog Brew baristas are students with 
special needs.

The micro business was brought on 
by district faculty and staff to help their 
students with disabilities in achieving job 
skills for life after their school careers.

“I’ve seen our students grow ... in their 
social skills, their understanding of the 
working 
world,” 
said Kelene 
Blevins, pro-
gram specialist 
for the Ceres 
Unified School 
District.

Leaps and 
Bounds in 
Ceres is a 
transition 
program for adults ages 18-22 who have 
disabilities. Blevins said the program 
through Ceres High School is meant to 
build independence among students.

“I feel our students can have jobs once 
they’re beyond the age of 22, they just 
need to have that hands-on experience,” 
Blevins explained. “And we’ve seen our 
students in the Leaps and Bounds program 
get jobs in the community.”

In helping pilot the program two years 
ago, Ceres High School special education 
teacher Jennifer Lewis’ mission is to teach 
life skills and self-sufficiency to her stu-
dents, and not just by making and deliver-
ing coffee.

“We go out into the community (and) 

PKB sixth-grader makes a difference making masks
   In the early days of school closures, 
when face masks were in short 
supply, student Ilyana Vidal put 
her sewing skills and passion 
for helping others to work. A 
sixth-grader at Patricia Kay 
Beaver Leadership Magnet, 
Ilyana watched a video for 
instructions and began sewing 
masks – hundreds of them, 
which she donated to those 
in need. Ilyana’s handiwork 
caught the attention of local 
and national news outlets including 
KCRA 3. WATCH THE STORY.

CUSD in the news

The Class of 2020 saw their 
senior year take a dis-

heartening turn with statewide 
restrictions on group gather-

ings that prevented traditions 
such as senior trips, prom, 

and in-person graduation 
ceremonies. Instead, 
graduates donned caps 
and gowns and were 
filmed walking the 
stage for a video 
ceremony complete 
with speeches, the 

playing of “Pomp and 
Circumstance,” and 

the reading of names by 
teachers and staff. The vid-

eos premiered on the day and 
time that in-person ceremo-
nies would have been held.

“Please don’t let the 
circumstances of our times 

overshadow the bright light 
of your many and varied ac-
complishments,” said Ceres 
High School Principal Rita 
Menezes in her commence-
ment address.

Central Valley High School 
Co-Valedictorian Favio Gon-
zalez shared with his class-
mates, “Standing here, despite 
all the setbacks and obstacles, 
shows that our drive, our per-
severance, our willpower to 
endure is stronger than any 
deterrent.”

SEE THE CEREMO-
NIES on CUSD’s YouTube 
Channel. Congratulations, 
Class of 2020!

Members of Ceres High School’s Bulldog Brew crew with 
ABC 10 reporter Barbara Bingley.

CUSD Class of 2020 a ‘bright light of 
many and varied accomplishments’

Continued on page 5

Bulldog Brew (continued from page 4)

Dispensing literacy: Gators get book vending machine
   The sweet reads in Adkison Elemen-

tary School’s new book vending 
machine feed Gators’ young 
minds! The machine accepts 

“gold coins” that students 
can earn for demonstrating 
good conduct, also known 

as following the Gator Way. 
Puchased with proceeds 

from fundraising, the book 
vending machine is the latest 

tool in a literacy interven-
tion program to develop young 
readers. WATCH THE STORY 

on ABC 10. 

Partnership with Second Harvest feeds Ceres families 
   Hungry kids have trouble learning. 
To help families who may be strug-
gling to put food on the table, 
Walter White Principal Edith 
Narayan came up with the 
idea to partner with Second 
Harvest Food Bank of San 
Joaquin and Stanislaus 
Counties to bring Mobile 
Fresh food distributions to 
Ceres. The program has had 
such a positive impact that 
Starbucks donated $150,000 
to help support it! READ THE 
STORY in The Modesto Bee.

Photo by: Barbara Bingley 
Student Andrew Delgado Smith 

and teacher Jennifer Lewis 
prepare a frappucino.  

Photo by: 
Vidal family

Left, Board President 
Mike Welsh is filmed 
addressing the 
Argus/Endeavor 
Class of 2020. Far 
right from top, 
Valedictorians 
Enrique Martinez, 
Favio Gonzalez 
(Central Valley) 
and Gurmenjit Bahia 
(Ceres High)

https://www.abc10.com/article/news/local/brewing-coffee-and-life-skills-for-adult-students-with-disabilities/103-75f97a97-b963-47ac-a83a-b68d8066d07a
https://www.kcra.com/article/12-year-old-makes-hundreds-of-masks-amid-covid-19-outbreak/32102284
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCphnkMt5gIU-h__NzBjdmZQ
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCphnkMt5gIU-h__NzBjdmZQ
https://www.abc10.com/article/news/education/book-vending-machine-offers-a-creative-way-to-amplify-elementary-schools-reading-program/103-2518048d-aa46-43ed-85bb-62b78b0e5357
https://www.modbee.com/living/health-fitness/article237137774.html
https://www.modbee.com/living/health-fitness/article237137774.html
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CUSD Employee Spotlight
Teachers of the Year

Bob Elms

La Rosa Elementary
Grades PreK-3

Cheryl Brewer

Hidahl Elementary
Grades 4-6

Classified 
Employee 
of the Year

Kim Webster

Also Stanislaus County
Employee Making a Difference

Credential Analyst - Personnel

Confidential 
Employee 
of the Year

Lillian Parnoutsoukian
Administrative Secretary - Personnel 

Elizabeth Holtan

Chavez Junior High
Grades 7-8

Renee Melo

Central Valley High
Grades 9-12

Clockwise from top right: A school resource officer led a parade of Virginia Parks Elementary staff who were 
excited to wave to their VIPs (Very Important Panthers); Blaker-Kinser Junior High electives teachers assembled 

a photo collage message for Sharks; PKB Leadership Magnet’s mascot, Chip, stopped by meal pickups to lend a 
hand; Central Valley High School staff cheered on seniors during cap and gown pickups; and Don Pedro staff 

made surprise appearances during lunchtime to let Dolphins know they are missed and loved!

CERES UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT

Ed Pelfrey
Ceres High
Also ACSA Region 7 
Secondary Co-Administrator 
of the Year

Administrator & Administrative Assistant 
of the Year

Scott Smith

Mae Hensley Junior High
Administrative Assistant

Thank you to the families, staff, and community members who 
met the challenges of unexpected school closures in March 

creatively and with selfless determination to support students. 
Here is just a small sampling of the many staff parades, Zoom 
photo collages, surprise lunchtime appearances, senior activities, 
and so much more that kept spirits up during trying times.

Schools closed, hearts open

The Ceres Unified School District is  
governed by a seven-member Board of 
Trustees elected from Trustee Areas.  
For more information or a schedule of 
meetings (held Thursdays approximately 
every three weeks) visit http://www.
ceres.k12.ca.us/board_of_trustees.

CUSD Vision
All students academically prepared to 
achieve their full potential, supported by 
and contributing to the community. 

Board of Trustees
2020     

Mike Welsh, President 
Betty Davis, Clerk

Valli Wigt
Lourdes Perez

Faye Lane
Hugo Molina

Brian de la Porte

Scott Siegel, Ed.D.
Superintendent

Denise Wickham, Ed.D.
Deputy Superintendent, Personnel Services

Amy Peterman, Ed.D.
Assistant Superintendent, Educational Services

Jay Simmonds
Assistant Superintendent, Student Support Services

Dan Pangrazio
Assistant Superintendent, Business Services 

http://www.ceres.k12.ca.us/board_of_trustees
http://www.ceres.k12.ca.us/board_of_trustees
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CUSD Demographics
2019-2020

22 School Campuses
•  12 Elementary Schools (includes 

      2 English/Spanish dual-language*)
•   2 K-8 Magnet/Charter Schools
•   3 Junior High Schools
•  2 Comprehensive High Schools
•  1 Continuation/Alternative High    

      School
•  1 Charter High School
•  1 Adult Education Campus

14,948 Students
• 8,167 Elementary
• 6,781 Secondary

82% Free/Reduced Meals 
        Program Participation

Student Ethnicity
• 78% Hispanic/Latino
• 13% White/Caucasian 
•   5% Asian
•   2% African American
•   2% Other

29% English Learners

 Educational Services/Curriculum         (209) 556-1520 
 Student Support Services         (209) 556-1550
   Student Services        (209) 556-1533
   Child Welfare & Attendance        (209) 556-1540
   Special Education           (209) 556-1530 
   Preschool         (209) 556-1545 
   ASES After School Program Office        (209) 556-1548
   Adult Education          (209) 556-1557
 Business Services        (209) 556-1560
   Child Nutrition Office        (209) 556-1580
   Transportation Office           (209) 556-1595 
 Personnel Services          (209) 556-1510 

CUSD NUMBERS TO KNOW

www.ceres.k12.ca.us

School Principal Phone 
Elementary Schools 
Adkison Elementary School Stephanie Pimentel (209) 556-1600
Caswell Elementary School* Alfonso Navarro (209) 556-1620
Don Pedro Elementary School Tami Garcia (209) 556-1630
Fowler Elementary School Emily Harry (209) 556-1640
Hidahl Elementary School Melissa Adams (209) 556-1650
La Rosa Elementary School Lori Mariani (209) 556-1660
Lucas Elementary Dual Language Academy* Dr. Israel Gonzalez (209) 556-1720
Virginia Parks Elementary School Jennifer Backman (209) 556-1670
Sinclear Elementary School Shane Hulin (209) 556-1680
Sam Vaughn Elementary School Steve Merchant (209) 556-1690
Westport Elementary School Jennifer Cervantes (209) 556-1700
Walter White Elementary School Edith Narayan (209) 556-1710

K-8 Magnet/Charter Schools
Patricia Kay Beaver Leadership Magnet Libby Callahan (209) 556-1730

Whitmore Charter School of Arts/Technology Sarah Olson (209) 556-1610

Junior High Schools 
Blaker-Kinser Junior High School Danielle Cox (209) 556-1810
Mae Hensley Junior High School      Jesse Campbell (209) 556-1820
Cesar Chavez Junior High School Casey Giovannoni (209) 556-1830

High Schools 
Central Valley High School Carol Lubinsky (209) 556-1900
Ceres High School Rita Menezes (209) 556-1920
Argus and Endeavor Continuation/Alternative Linda Stubbs (209) 556-1800
Whitmore Charter High School  Sarah Olson (209) 556-1617

The Report to the Community is a 
publication of CUSD Communications. 
To request printed copies, please email 

Communications@ceres.k12.ca.us.

https://www.facebook.com/CeresUnified/
https://www.instagram.com/ceresunifiedschooldistrict/
https://twitter.com/CeresUSD

