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From Left to Right: Andres Martinez 
and Israel Rodriguez

It wasn’t difficult for Arvin boys tennis 
coach Denise Franco to give the Bears 
a reason to compete this spring.
“This season has truly carved its mark 
into Arvin sports history forever,” Fran-
co said. “With countless record-break-
ing accomplishments and players rising 
with even greater skill and passion, 
these boys have become more than just 
athletes — they are a source of pure joy 
and a genuine family.”
Led by Rafael Pantoja, the Bears went 
undefeated in the Southwest Yosemite 
Horizon League and accomplished a 
feat that had never been done before: 
Arvin won its own tournament for the 
first time.
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“We finally won our tournament,” Franco said. “This accom-
plishment has never been done.”
The Bears also earned the No. 1 seed in the Central Section 
Division IV team playoffs, earning a first-round bye. They 
then defeated No. 9 Liberty-Madera Ranchos 7-2 before 
falling in the semifinals to Orosi. But the journey of how 
Arvin became league champions and the top seed is what 
truly defined the Bears this spring after winning the D-V 
section title a season ago. 
“Our goal this season was to build on the amazing progress we 
made last year,” Franco said. “We were moving forward with 
lots of enthusiasm and determination, driven by hope and big
dreams until unexpected and unavoidable setbacks suddenly 
stopped us.”
Franco attributes that family-like atmosphere within the 
program as a key component in how the Bears were able to 
get back into the semifinals as a team.
“We stayed focused and kept encouraging each other, honest 
in our belief that we could accomplish anything,” Franco said. 
“Even with all we had achieved, staying mentally strong was 
still hard, and we had to push each other hard to stay com-
mitted, making it to practice and asking for extra help from 
our amazing community when needed.”
And that family was led by Pantoja.
“He fought with heart and determination that surpassed 
everyone else on the team. Despite juggling demanding 
educational commitments like “We the People” and college 
applications, he remained unwavering in his dedication, 
pouring his passion into every moment on the
court and putting forth relentless hard work,” Franco said. 

“He received a Bakersfield 
Jockey Award and was the 
winner of the Hank Pfister 
Sportsmanship Award.”
A year after taking up the 
sport, Anthony Parra was 
able to become a force at 
the No. 2 spot on the Arvin 
ladder.
“Entering from playing for 
the first time last year, he 
impressively rose from our 
No. 4 to the No. 2 spot, driv-
en by a natural athleticism 
and an unbreakable com-
petitive spirit both on and 
off the court,” Franco said. 
Knowing that tennis is not 
the most popular sport 
around campus, Franco 
said this team was about to 
come together as a group 
and prove that tennis is 
becoming a mainstay at 
Arvin.
“This team will always be 
remembered as a group of 
brothers who fought to-
gether to make their
tennis dreams come true 
as a family,” Franco said. 
“Even when the community 
and culture we come from 
see this sport as something 
quite foreign and not so 
popular, the boys stayed 
mentally strong, competing 
at a high level while remain-
ing coachable, respectful, 
humble and hardworking 
with incredible grit. I will 
always be proud of them.”

Rafael Pantoja 
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