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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this life history is to describe and evaluate the 

public career of Dr. Maria L. Urquides, a Mexican American woman who has 

held a number of distinguished offices in local, state, and national 

education organizations, and who has distinguished herself as a 

productive citizen of her community for over half a century. 

To describe and evaluate Dr. Urquides' public career, I traced 

her intellectual development and ascertained the extent to which her 

development reflected the dominant social and intellectual climate of 

the past sixty years. 

The investigation proceeded on the basis of a three-part 

theoretical framework drawn from the literature of history, 

anthropology, and psychology. The theory included the following: 

(1) review of biographical studies, (2) review of cultural pluralism 

ideologies; and (3) interpersonal perceptual approaches to behavior. 

The material for the subsequent chapters which treat Maria 

Urquides' life come from twenty sources: (1) ten interviews I held with 

her in 1984-85, (2) twenty interviews held with her family, friends, and 

colleagues; (3) historical documents and newspaper articles, and 

(4) personal memorabilia. 

Dr. Urquides' developmental years are treated in Chapter Four, a 

section which contains family history and background, as well as her 

years of education through college. Chapter Five provides the reader 
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with a look at Dr. Urquides as a young teacher and social advocate. 

Chapter Six covers the local, state, and national recognition received 

in part to her efforts in the passage of the Bilingual Education Act. 

The seventh chapter follows the untiring efforts of her continued 

community involvement. 

Among the key. conclusions which emerged from this study are 

these: (1) that Maria had a strong "mentorship~ system through her 

parents as well as through elementary and high school teachers; (2) that 

Maria retained strong cultural ties with her Hispanic background; 

(3) she was a truly bicultural person; (4) Maria exhibited strong coping 

skills. Many criticized her methods of coping, but not her results; 

(5) Maria maintained a positive attitude in life, always turning 

obstacles into challenges; (6) Maria gained leadership skills through 

her involvement and participation. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

You have to know yourself--your values and goals--in order to 
gain the strength to face the future and act. 

Maria l. Urquides 

In 1978 when Dr. Maria legarra Urquides retired as an educator 

and administrator from Tucson Unified School District, she legitimately 

carried with her the title as the "Mother of Bilingual Education." 

Besides spearheading the National Education Association's efforts 

regarding bilingualism, she served on presidential commissions from the 

time of Eisenhower to Nixon to further the cause of education for the 

Spanish speaking Hispanic student. In the border states of the 

Southwest and in Washington, Dr. Urquides spoke, lobbied, and implored 

both supporters and opponents to understand the problems encountered by 

that particular minority in the Anglicized public school system. Her 

efforts to incorporate bilingual education into the schools had as its 

intention to provide the Spanish speaking student the opportunity to 

learn and excel in a multi-cultural environment, but one totally 

dominated by the English language. 

The Spanish Empire of the sixteenth century actually provided the 

foundations for the future bilingual education problem. From that time 

the spreading Spanish colonialism of the New World brought the previous 

unrelated tribes of North and South America into proximity with each 
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other through a common language as well as the Catholic Church. By the 

year 1800 Spanish settlements on the northern continent had fanned out 

along two distinct prongs reaching north to San Francisco in California 

and to Santa Fe in New Mexico. Between lay the vast Rocky Mountains 

where Spanish migration slowed due to the difficult terrain, a lack of 

resources, and Indian tribes who violently rejected Spanish efforts to 

"civilize" them. Along the banks of the Santa Cruz River in Pimeria 

Alta, the Mission of San Xavier del Bac and the presidio of San Agustin 

del Tucson represented the farthest Spanish penetration into this 

inhospitable central region. 

As the nineteenth century progressed, the Spanish Empire in North 

America dissolved as the Mexican Republic rose to dominate the area. 

Later still, the American nation severed large tracts of the northern 

provinces and drew the inhabitants into contact with its Anglo citizens. 

The Pimeria Alta was a difficult frontier during the Spanish peri)d, and 

it remained so during the Mexican period and likewise after American 

acquisition of the area nearly a decade after Mexico ceded still larger 

territories in the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo. That land alongside the 

Santa Cruz River, the meeting place for many diverse peoples and 

cultures, sat astride major communication links to the east, north, and 

south. With the advent of the twentieth century, the village/town/city 

located there eventually became the metropolis today known as Tucson, 

Arizona. Maria Urquides was born there in 1908. 
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Today the 17,562,000 Hispanics in the United States represent 

several national groups, sharing a common experience only in variants of 

the Spanish language and culture. According to the March 1980 census, 

almost 65 percent (about 8.7 million) claim Mexican ancestry; two 

million Puerto Ricans live on the U.S. mainland; 800,000 Cubans; 100,000 

Central or South Americans; and roughly 3.5 million unspecified 

Hispanics peoples including those from Spain and the Phillipines (U.S. 

Department of Commerce 1984, p. 40). History, immigration experiences, 

and economic conditions of the different groups vary tremendously and 

yet the general portrait of Hispanics, according to David S. Broder, 

"shows that to the extent that it exists, the Hispanic community is 

still significantly victimized by poverty and discrimination with 

significant variations within the community that make it hard for it to 

function as a cohesive whole on economic, social, and educational 

issues" (Broder 1980, p. 280). 

Despite proliferation of literature describing the socio-economic 

background of these Hispanic communities, and of programs designed to 

meet their unique needs, there has been only a slight increase in the 

numbers of Hispanics graduating from post secondary education. These 

numbers do not reflect an equal proportion of Hispanics to the general 

population of the U.S. (Conrad 1984, p. 28). 

Hispanics have been facing a plethora of obstacles such as 

poverty, language barriers, poor school facilities, a lack of 

understanding and appreciation of cultural differences by teachers, etc. 

Conrad points out, however, that educational institutions need to 
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reexamine their current efforts tQ attract, retain, and serve ethnic 

minority students (Conrad 1983, p. 26). 

An appropriate question to research examines what happened to 

that early instinct for survival, the will to conquer, and the sagacious 

desire to explore the unknown as experienced by the Spanish ancestors. 

Not everyone has lost that will, as the following life study graphically 

illustrates. The public career and educational pursuits of Maria 

Urquides portray a woman who exerted a great impact on the youth and 

others that surrounded her. 

Description of Subject 

Although there have been a number of Hispanics who have achieved 

national recognition in the U.S., such as Henry B. Gonzalez, Congresman; 

Joseph Montoya, Senator; Henry Ramirez, educator; and more recently, 

Mayor Henry Cisneros of San Antonio, Texas; Maria Legarra Urquides 

stands out amongst them as the first Hispanic woman in the realm of 

education to battle the cause for equal educational opportunities for 

Hispanics throughout the United States. 

This work describes the life and time of Maria Legarra Urquides, 

running the full length from childhood through a very successful career 

as described by herself, her family, colleagues, and friends. The most 

striking aspect of her life deals with the impact she made on education; 

enhancing the learning opportunities for Mexican American children. Her 

avid enthusiasm and self-confidence catapulted her in the uphill 

struggle for bilingual education, an educational concept which has yet 

to gain wholehearted national support. Nevertheless, she expended 
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relentless effort at improving some language and economic barriers for 

Mexican American children. 

During the same period of time, the U.S. itself underwent 

significant changes. These events such as the Depression in the 1930s 

and World World II in the 1940s, unequivocally changed the way people 

conceived of themselves internally and in their relationships with 

others. In the midst of these changes Maria Urquides was an active 

participant fighting for opportunities for her people. 

Statement of the Problem 

There is a scarcity of literature depicting the lives and 

contributions of Hispanic Americans in the United States. Therefore, 

these contributions are not well known and accessible to future 

generations. The purpose of this study is to comprehensively present 

the life of Maria L. Urquides, a pioneer of contemporary Bilingual 

Education and a recognized national, state, and community leader, whose 

life accomplishments have not been appropriately documented through 

literature in such a way that they might inspire behavior and social 

changes in future generations. 

Significance of the Problem 

The significance of this study emanates from the following 

considerations: (1) That there is a lack of literature exemplifying 

Mexican American leaders as role models; and (2) that it will provide a 

portrayal of a successful American \'Ioman of ~1exican American heritage 

grappling with difficult socioeconomic and cultural barriers. 



6 

Assumptions and Limitations 

There are two major assumptions underlying this project: 

(1) that one can reasonably describe the intellectual and social milieu 

of a 60-year period; and (2) that an individual career may be analyzed 

and evaluated in terms of such a context. 

The project is, of course, limited in some ways. First, there is 

a problem of thoroughness in writing about the intellectual and social 

environment of the given period. Despite the subjectivity and 

elusiveness involved in describing this environment, and despite the 

difficulty of analyzing and evaluating a person's career in terms of 

this environment, such an attempt is justified because without such an 

approach, the investigator is reduced to merely spelling out the details 

of yet another life. Therefore, the synthesis becomes the raison d'¢tre 

of the dissertation and its justification. 

Second, in analyzing and evaluating Maria L. Urquides ' career in 

terms of certain categories, i.e., perceptual psychology and cultural 

pluralism, in a cultural setting, I necessarily relied on value 

judgments and intellectual intuition as well as that of family, friends, 

colleagues, and Maria L. Urquides herself. 

Third, in analyzing the effects of some fifty years of historical 

events on the life of a single person, one is necessarily limited to 

choosing only a few notable events and movements to write about. This 

raises the problem of thoroughness and the possibility of subjective 

selection of topics. 
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Research Questions 

Of the many research questions one could develop from writing a 

biography of someone, four have been selected for special attention: 

1. What were the significant periods and accomplishments in Maria 

Legarra Urquides' career? 

2. What were the roots, influences, and motivational forces that 

molded her success? 

3. What were Maria L. Urquides' overall contributions to the area 

of education, social services,and community? 

4. How did Maria Urquides' career reflect the dominant sociocultural 

climate of the different periods in her life? 

5. To what extent is Maria L. Urquides' career significant in terms 

of the external cultural context? 

Research Methodology 

The answers to all five research questions come from the 

following sources: 

1. Ten interviews with Maria Legarra Urquides conducted during 1984-

85 which I had taped, typed, and then analyzed; 

2. Perceptions of her life and her contributions to society produced 

by twenty family members and colleagues in education, religion, 

and social services; 

3. Personal memorabilia, articles, speeches, etc.; 

4. Arizona Historical Society documents. 
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To be more specific, to ans\'/er the question, "\'Jhat were the 

significant periods and accomplishments in ~1aria L. Urquides' career?" 

the researcher relied first on Maria L. Urquides' own interpretation of 

the course of her public career which emerged during the iengthy 

interviews. Second, the important periods were subdivided according to 

the emphasis on smaller units of pertinent information relating to 

articles, speeches, and awards received. 

The answer to the second question, "What were the roots, 

influences, and motivational forces that molded her success?" is derived 

largely from the taped personal interviews of Maria L. Urquides and 

fami 1 y members. 

In question three, "I~hat were Maria L. Urquides' overall 

contributions to the area of education, social services, and community?" 

was responded to largely from the public record through newspaper 

articles and short excerpts of Maria L. Urquides' life by other 

authors. In addition, her overall contribution is evaluated 

subjectively in terms of the influence she was able to exert from the 

public offices held in education at local, state, and national levels; 

in terms of her scholarly contribution as a consultant; and in her 

championing the cause for bilingual education. 

Question four will be evaluated through reference to the 

description of the social and intellectual climate of her formative, 

developmental years and her years as an administrator .in education and 

the relative impact of her acts and ideas over these periods of time. 
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Finally, the synthesization of all interviews, documents, 

articles, and personal memorabilia allowed me to respond to the 

question, "To what extent is Maria L. Urquides l career significant in 

terms of the external cultural context?" A response to this question, 

as is the case with the others, will weigh heavily on the personal 

judgment of this researcher, who has practiced as much objectivity as 

may be possible with a biographical study. 

Definition of Terms 

The following definitions will apply throughout the 

investigation: 

Anglo: refers to Anglo American cultural norms. 

Bilinfual Education: refers to the use of two languages as a medium 
o lnstructlon. Programs must use both the students l native 
language and another language and incorporate instruction in the 
history and culture of the childls native country. An 
instructional alternative for children coming from homes where 
the language is other than their native language. 

Culture: refers to a system of beliefs, values, customs, and 
lnstitutions that, when combined, serves as a cluster to provide 
a person with meaningful ways for survival. 

Cultural group: refer's to some human group that provides a person a 
way of life or living. The group may be occupational (e.g., 
college professor or truck driver), or it may be an ethnic group 
such as Jewish American. Thus, a person may identify first with 
a cultural group (e.g., "lIm a coal miner" or "lIm a Protestant 
minister"), and second, with an ethnic group ("lIm a Greek"). 

Cultural pluralism: refers to the condition of human diversity. In 
this context, "pluralism" refers to the ethnic diversity of U.S. 
society and includes ethnic and racial minority groups. While 
allusions will" be made to other groups--for example, poverty 
groups--the focus herein will be on ethnic groups, or what social 
scientists call "ethclass" groups; that is, a confirmation of 
ethnic group affiliation and social class membership. 
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Cultural relativism: refers to the position that all cultures and 
ethn1c groups should be examined relatively, that is, looked at 
from the vantage point of the group under consideration. Rather 
than viewing the value of a certain culture or ethnic group from 
the perspective of one's own culture, one needs to develop the 
ability to see how other cultural and ethnic groups perceive 
their social reality. 

Differentiation: refers to the process involving a continual change 
1n the perceptual field by the constant rise of new characters 
into figure and the consequent lapse of other characters into 
ground. This·process, the emergence of figure from ground, is 
one of increased awareness of details and is, therefore, called 
differentiation. 

Dominant culture: refers to the Anglo American majority in the u.s. 
Ethnicity: refers to the values, perceptions, feelings, assumptions, 

and physical characteristics associated with ethnic group 
affiliation or membership. It influences one's sense of space 
and time and refers to a sense of belonging to an ethnic group. 

Ethnocentrism: refers to the thought that one's cultural or ethnic 
group ways are better than others. 

External frame of reference: dealing with the outward observation of 
persons and their behavior. 

Figure: refers to the something which has been pinpointed by the 
behaver and has meaning for him at that instant. The 
relationship of any item to the totality observed. 

Ground: refers to everything in the perceptual field of the behaver. 
It is the totality observed by the behaver. 

Humanist: refers to the modern humanist movement as the latest 
resurgence of reordered priorities in human thought to 
concentrate attention on the qualities that make us human and the 
processes that set us free for the achievement of great self
actualization. 

Internal frame of reference: refers to individual perceptions and 
meanlngs of experlences as perceived by the behaver (humanistic 
psychology). Concern with the personal feelings, attitudes, 
goals, beliefs, and purposes of the person. 

Mexican American: refers to persons of Mexican heritage who are 
citizens of the U.S. by birth or immigration. Some of these 
persons were here when the U.S. took political control of the 
lands in which they lived; some are descendants of those people 
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who immigrated from Mexico once these lands became a part of the 
U.S.; and some are immigrants themselves. 

Mexican American Community Leaders: refers to Mexican American 
persons who have sufflcleiitTnfluence to have a significant 
impact on the community. 

Minority culture: refers to the culture of the Mexican American 
minority in the u.S. 

Perception: refers to any differentiation a person makes in his 
perceptual field, whether or not an objectively observable 
stimulus is present. Each differentiation involves personal 
meaning on the part of the perceiver. 

Perceptual field: refers to the entire universe, including the 
~~p~e~r~so~n~,~a~s~it is experienced by an individual at the instant of 

action. 

Perceptual psychology: refers to a humanistic approach to the study 
of persons which provides a unifying frame of reference of the 
external and the internal frameworks for studying persons. 
Perceptual psychology makes it possible to study a person in a 
broader perspective. 

Self concept: 
perceived 
him. 

refers to the amassed views of self which a persun has 
and stored from the interactions with the world around 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This study attempts to document the life accomplishments of 

Maria L. Urquides, including both her vocation as an educator and that 

of a community leader. 

A review of sources provided by the Educational Research 

Information Center (ERIC) indicated that little literature exists on the 

accomplishments of Mexican American women. This bibliographic service 

provides data on education publications on a national and regional 

level. A broader search of research materials indicated that the lack 

of documentation expands beyond the field of education and points to a 

general lack of material on Mexican American women in society as a 

whole. While Maria Urquides's name appeared in both local and national 

newspapers for endeavors dating back to the 1950s, no scholarly 

treatment of her career has yet appeared in the professional journals. 

This is unfortunately the situation for other notable women of Dr. 

Urquides's stature and accomplishment. 

Theoretical Framework 

Writing an intellectual biography is a complex undertaking 

requiring a variety of techniques, some of which might be unique to a 

particular project. In this instance, three major areas of study will 

be reviewed, keeping in mind that each may include both complementary 
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and contradictory elements when combined. The framework includes: 

review of biographical studies, a second from perceptual psychology, and 

the third from cultural anthropology. 

Review of Biographical Studies 

In spite of the fact that biographies have long enjoyed great 

popular or intuitive appeal, life history studies have long occupied a 

controversial position with the social sciences. Accounts of the life 

experiences of notable people have the power to move on€ deeply and to 

help one imagine what it must have been like to live through different 

social and historical circumstances. It may provide insights into the 

workings of the reader's own life, and perhaps provides a frame of 

reference whereby one may reassess own experiences, fortunes, and even 

existence. 

A debate has long raged over the value of the oral tradition as 

compared to the written composition of history. Questions of accuracy, 

individual bia3, and supporting documentation have tainted the oral 

transmission reducing its acceptance as a source to descriptions of 

social elements and period perceptions; the "flavoring" of a period so 

to speak. Ignoring factors of tradition, economics, and general 

immobility, the detractors of the oral tradition take the risk of 

historically losing the society which lacks a written tradition. 

A secondary debate of importance to this study centers on the 

question of whether history is better reflected by the life experience 

of individuals or mass institutions, i.e., economic, political, 
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cultural, etc. Those who support the study of lives argue that it has 

unusually great and practical importance" For example, Thomas and 

Znaniecki in 1927 stated that personal life-records, when complete, 

"constitute the perfect type of sociological material" (p. 183). "The 

life history," according to sociologist Gordon Allport, "is the basic 

criterion against which all other methods should be tested" (1961, 

p. 410) The view of this study will argue that life histories of 

individuals can provide a wealth of experiences from which others could 

learn and are, therefore, excellent educational tools. 

Furthermore, others claim that studies of individual life 

histories present a "common set of problems in representing the course 

of experience in a life, in drawing upon background knowledge from the 

social sciences, in interpreting that experience, and, finally, in 

evaluating the adequacy of particular accounts and interpretations 

(Runyan 1982, p. 11). 

In order to understand the approach to life history taken in this 

study, it is necessary to distinguish between life history as a "method II 

for having a respondent recount their story and life history as a 

"subject matter,1I namely, the sequence of events and experiences in a 

life from birth until death. In this latter sense it should be clear 

that there is no single life history method, any more than there is a 

single personality research method, and that life histories may be 

studied through phenomenological self-reports, archival research, 

prospective longitudinal research, and experimental research (Runyan 

1982, p. 6). 
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Review of Socioloay and Anthropology 

The various social sciences have differing perspectives on the 

use and consequences of the study of life history. For the historian, 

particularly those who ascribe to the "Great Men" theory (Stern 1973, 

p. 104), the biography represents an important stock of the trade, its 

usefulness limited only by the quality of source material and 

objectivity of the author. Cultural anthropologists, accustomed to 

working with peoples possessing only an oral tradition, compensate for 

the lack of documentary material with much more extensive examination of 

the surrounding material culture. Cause and effect in these orally 

transmitted life histories overshadow the fine detail provided in the 

scholarly prepared biography. Sociologists, eschewing the non

scientific approach to biography, nonetheless recognize both the long

and short-term effect of such literature on a society. The work of Leo 

Lowenthal and David Riesman between 1943 and 1950 suggested the 

detrimental effect in the change of biographical studies appearing in 

popular publications from featuring "heros of production" to "heros of 

consumption" (Lazerfield 1943; Riesman 1950). 

According to Howard S. Becker, the study of life histories 

experienced a decline among sociologists right after World War II and 

lasted through the mid-1960s. He attributed this decline to factors 

such as a greater concern with abstract theory, social structure 

variables, and institutional sociology which required clear-cut, 

statistically arrived at findings. At the same time, the oral history 

technique received a major boost primarily from the technological 
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refinement of the tape recorder after 1945. At Columbia University, 

Professor Allan Nevins began a prestigious oral history collection which 

served as the model for individual researchers and institutions. 

Furthermore, the tape recorder added vast potentialities for those 

conducting field anthropological and linguistics studies (Davis 1977, 

p. 1). 

A number of writers further make the argument that biography is 

important, both as a medium for understanding art and as an art form 

itself. James C. Johnston, writing during the artistically turbulent 

decade of the 1920s, stated about biographical readings: 

It has long been recognized both within and without academic 
circles that it is within these transcripts of life that we find 
not only the incentive to a correct approach to the great works 
of literature, as well as the triumphs of history, art, science, 
but the only dependable cue to their full understanding . . . 
only insofar as we can know an art product from the creative 
point of view can we have any real basis for the belief that we 
have wholly intelligent appreciation of its motive and spirit, or 
think that we can correctly estimate its importance. (Johnston 
1927, p. 32) 

From a more contemporary source, Barbara Tuchman, a distinguished 

historian of both critical and commercial success, detailed her 

perception of the \'witing form in an essay entitled, "Biographyas a 

Prism of History." 

I believe it to be a valid method for a number of reasons, not 
the least of which is that it has distinguished precedents. The 
National Portrait Gallery uses portraiture to exhibit history. 
Plutarch, the father of biography, used it for moral examples: 
to display the reward of duty performed, the traps of ambition, 
the fall of arrogance. His biographical facts and anecdotes, 
artistically arranged in Parallel Lives, were designed to delight 
and edify the l~eader whi Ie at the same time inculcating ethical 
principles. Every creative artist. has the same two 



objects: 
reader, 
p. 80) 

to express his own V1Sl0n and to communicate it to the 
viewer, listener, or other consumer. (Tuchman 1983 5 
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In the preface to Shaping the American Education ?tate, Clarence 

J. Karier presents a similar point of vie\'J stating, liThe verbal 

reconstruction of the past. involves an imaginative, creative act." 

A picture of the past leaves the world of fiction when historians insist 

on documentary evidence to establish the validity of their story. While 

the historian seeks validity, validity in itself is not a synonym for 

certitude. Karier posed the essential problem: "There can no more 

exist definitive history as there can exist a definitive present. There 

are only many pictures of the past that are judged more or less true and 

more or less useful by the living present" (Karier 1975, pp. 16-17). 

Increasingly, to counter this problem, contemporary social scientists 

have focused on sociological, demographic, and historical approaches, 

including work in areas such as sociology of aging, social mobility, 

socialization, social psychology from archival data, and history of the 

family. 

Although the study of individual life histories declined among 

mainstream forms of research, work on such projects did not altogether 

cease. From the mid-1960s to the present there has been an enormous 

outpouring from the social sciences relating to the study of lives 

(Runyan 1982). Some of the more contemporary work has focused on 

sociological, demographic, and historical approaches. 
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Perceptual Psychology 

lilt is a necessary assumption of any science that its subject 

matter is regular and lawful and that it is in conformance with its 

principles. If we set out·to write events with which the science deals 

and they are totally capricious and without meaning, we would not have a 

science at all" (Combs, Richards, and Richards, 1976, p. 15). 

Historically, man has approached the study of persons in one of two 

basic ways. We either observe people and their behavior externally, 

that is, from the point of view of an outsider, or we attempt to 

understand them internally, that is, from the point of view of the 

persons themselves. Two practitioners of the external or behavioristic 

psychology were B. F. Skinner and Ivan Pavlov. They were not interested 

in the processes occurring inside the individual. The internal frame of 

reference, however, was advocated by Allport (1961), Rogers (1961), 

Maslow (1971), and Combs, Richards, and Richards (1976). These latter 

scientists themselves were ~oncerned with the personal feelings, 

attitudes, goals, beliefs, and purposes of the individual (Combs et al. 

1962, p. 65). 

Clearly, people respond in thousands of ways to forces and 

impulses exerted upon them daily. As one looks internally at oneself or 

learns from dialogue with others, each of them behaves according to 

their childhood indoctrination, stressing either "inner" or "other-

directiveness" (Riesman et al. 1950, p. 14). 

Combs, Richards, and Richards (1976, p. 3) state: 

A third alternative to the study of persons is an approach which 
attempts to integrate the study of an individual's behavior and 



his perceptions or meanings. Perceptual psychology constitutes 
an alternative frame of reference for the study of persons and 
rerresents a vital part of the evolutionary development in 
psychological thought. It makes possible a view of the person 
from the standpoint of the outsider as well as from that of the 
behaver. It is concerned with more than the forces exerted upon 
people from the outside. It seeks, also, to understand the 
internal life of the individual: his wants, feelings, desires, 
attitudes, values, and the unique ways of seeing and 
understanding that cause him to behave as he does. 
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Furthermore, Powers (1973, p. 356) hypothesizes, "The existence 

of internal reference signals systems and maintains that behavior is an 

expression of a person's purposive striving to reduce any discrepancies 

between incoming stimuli and given internal reference signals." Thus, 

behavior represents the control of input, not output. Therefore, it is 

Powers's position that perceptions are the only reality known and that 

behavior is a purposive effort to provide feedback to the organism to 

control the state of this reality or perceptual world. 

Each individual will attach meaning to things and events, 

depending on how those things and events affect his behavior and how 

significant they are to his person. This is made evident in the 

following: 

From each person's point of view his own behavior is caused, 
purposeful, and always has a reason. Sometimes the reasons are 
vague and confused, in which case the behavior is equally vague 
and uncertain; sometimes the meanings are extremely clear and 
definite. But everything we do seems reasonable and necessary at 
the time we are doing it. Our behavior viewed in retrospect may 
seem to have been "crazy," silly, or ineffective, but at the 
instant of behaving, our actions seem to us to be the best and 
most effective acts we can perform under the circumstances. If, 
at that instant, we knew how to behave more effectively, we would 
do so. (Combs, Richards, and Richards 1976, p. 15) -
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Characteristics of the Perceptual Field 

Perceptual psychology emerged as a sub-field of psychology during 

the 1960s and developed in response to the humanistic movement. It is 

characterized by the ability to differentiate between items in the 

perceptual field which, thus, determines behavior. The fundamental 

precept of this field of study theorizes that all behavior stems from 

individual perceptions. Differentiation in the individual's perceptual 

field resulted from hearing, smelling, seeing, feelings, conceiving, 

knowing, and understanding. 

The perceptual field represents the sum total of the personal 

meanings of each person. Comprised of a ground and figure, the ground 

takes in everything in the perceptual field, while the figure focuses on 

that something which has been pinpointed by the individual and has 

specific meaning at that instant. The Gestalt psychologists called this 

relationship of any item to the totality observed the figure-ground 

relationship (Combs, Richards, and Richards 1976, p. 28). 

Combs, Richards, and Richards (1976, p. 28) state, "Each of us is 

constantly searching his field for details and meanings which will 

better enable him to satisfy need. The process involves a continual 

change in the perceptual field by the constant rise of new characters 

into figure and the consequent lapse of other characters into ground." 

Perceptual Approach to Behavior 

In their book, Individual Behavior, Combs and Snygg (1959, 

pp. 307-309) present their perceptual view of behavior as follows: 



The facts of human behavior. • • are not the facts that exist 
for others but the facts that exist for the behaver. If it is 
true that people behave according to how things seem to them, 
then it is the things people believe which are the facts of human 
relationships. The data with which we must deal in understanding 
and changing human relationships, then, are feelings, attitudes, 
beliefs, and values.-

21 

It is extremely difficult to some people to regard the facts of 

human behavior in this way. The idea that people behave according to 

how things seem to them is quite simplistic and opens the door to strong 

factors, both in ourselves and our society, that make this quite 

difficult to accept. Our society has become so impress~d, for example, 

with the outstanding achievements of the physical sciences, that many of 

us have come to regard the lIobjective ll world of the physical sciences as 

equivalent to reality itself. This view of events seems so appropriate 

to us in dealing with problems for which it is appropriate, that many 

people have the belief that the objective approach is the only possible 

method of observation worthy of consideration. 

Ideologies of Cultural Pluralism 

In recent years a decline in the popular belief of Anglo

Protestant domination in the United States has been expounded by some 

social theorists who state that the time seemed right to consider an 

ideal such as cultural pluralis~. They based their feelings on the 

belief that our society fundamentally depends on having social ideals 

that project the future for development and evaluation of social policy. 

liThe society's mass culture, its major institutions, its social 

structure, and its rationale for being all lean toward the future ll 

(Appleton 1983, p. I). Some other more tangible reasons for the growth 
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of sympathetic attitudes toward cultural pluralism stem from factors 

such as increased opportunities for international travel and 

communications; expanding multi-national business and university 

systems; and a burgeoning mass media which constantly draws the world 

community closer together. Current anthropological studies contribute 

in their advancing theories pointing toward a single place of human 

origin. 

Cultural pluralism is a much misunderstood term because of the 

confusion it evokes in our current understanding of the term. Within 

the context of American society, cultural plural·ism "involves the mutual 

exchange of cultural content and respect for different views of reality 

and concepts of man" (Appleton 1983, p. 10). Additionally, some basic 

ideas naturally flow from the theory, including "equal opportunity of 

all people, respect for human dignity, and the power to control the 

significant environment and psychological forces impinging on people" 

(Aprleton 1983, p. 10). Glazer and Moynihan (1963, p. 4), in Beyond the 

Melting Pot, offer this supporting comment: "Whenever distinctions are 

made and groupings result, it is we who make them. There is no specific 

way that we can continue to characterize groups of peoples' sex, age, 

skin color, beliefs, heritage, language, physical handicaps, and sexual 

preferences. II Diversity signifies a decision on somebody's part to 

single out different factors in the group. In this respect, every 

society shows diversity. Conversely, a particular group is homogeneous 

when the differences between group members are unimportant or 

irrelevant. 
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In asking the question of what makes up a group, recognition must 

exist that beyond the question of identifying that group there are 

further consequences once identification takes place, i.e., access to 

social rewards, power, and claims to social equity and opportunities. 

Concepts such as "cultural pluralism" provide a tool that human 

beings can use to describe and understand this world through constructs 

that summarize certain experiences, states of being, or sets of 

qualities. For example, the word "chair" stands for or summarizes the 

attributes of an item that has common characteristics distinguishable 

from the characteristics of other things--say tab1es, sofas, and beds. 

Often, however, concepts are used without the user being consciously 

aware of what they summarize. Complicated by the fact that concepts 

seldom have one precise meaning, as dictionaries show, words often have 

multiple meanings--and so it is with the concept of cultural pluralism 

(Appleton 1983, p. 20). 

Some useful insights into the complexity of the variations of 

cultural pluralism follow: 

1. The political-economic: refers to the acknowledgment of the 

existence of a particular kind of democracy where multiple 

political and economic interest groups compete in and contribute 

to government in its various forms. 

2. The anthropological-sociological: refers to the emphasis being 

on the existence of diverse cultural or subordinate minority 

gt'oups, the membership of each group being based on a set of 

common cultural characteristics. These groups are generally 
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thought to be more enduring and more defining than groups formed 

solely on the basis of political or economic interests. Cultural 

factors of these groups may include language, race, ethnicity, 

religion, values, or lifestyles (Appleton 1983, p. 20). 

Considering that the above major generalizations are true of a 

culturally pluralistic society, what might happen if one group within 

the society decided to either terminate its relationships with other 

groups or to forcibly assimilate diverse groups into one homogeneous 

culture? If this were to occur, then the concept of cultural pluralism 

could no longer apply to this society (Appleton 1983, p. 22). 

As we review the different aspects of cultural pluralism, one key 

missing ingredient of commitment and acceptance on the part of all 

groups involved could spoil this model for cultural diversity. 

The following ideologies of cultural pluralism will be reviewe.d 

so that further discussion can be continued what ~ight be happening to 

ethnic groups currently and in the future: 

1. Assimilation: refers to the process of conformity to the 

majority. It holds that, through time, ethnic minority groups 

become more and more like the dominant majority until finally all 

or part of one common culture is patterned after the dominant 

group. Schematically, the model can be visualized as A+B+C=A, 

where A, B, and C represent different social groups and A 

represents the dominant. In the American experience, the process 

has been called "Anglo conformity," with A representing the 

Anglo-Protestant dominant culture in the U.S. and Band C 
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representing various immigrant groups. It has been predicted 

that the eventual outcome will be for the different minority 

groups to conform to the mores, lifestyles, and values of the 

Anglo-Protestant majority (Appleton 1983, p. 29). 

2. Amalgamation ("Melting Pot"): refers to the ideal that predicts 

the development of a unique new cultural group resulting from the 

amalgam or synthesis of previously existing groups. It can be 

represented by the formula A+b+c=d, where A, B, and C represent 

different social groups, and D represents the new distinct group. 

Another name for this concept is the "melting pot," though not to 

be confused with assimilation. The interpretation is that ethnic 

characteristics through fusion eventually lead to a new 

synthesized society. This means that different cultural groups 

move toward each other, forming a common American culture from a 

combining of their different features (Appleton 1983, p. 32). 

3. Classic Cu1tural Pluralism: refers to the necessary 

distinguishing between two different formulations: classical 

cultural pluralism and modified cultural pluralism. Classical 

cultural pluralism is a theory of group relationships seeing 

diverse groups living together as common members of a society 

with each maintaining its cultural distinctiveness and identity. 

It can be formulated as A+B+C=A+B+C, where A, B, and C represent 

different social groups that, through time, maintain their 

uniqueness. The theory can be understood to hypothesize a state 

of peaceful coexistence following some period of adjustment, with 
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the groups having common bonds and interaction (Appleton 1983, 

p. 32). 

4. Modified Cultural Pluralism: refers to the similarity of 

classical cultural pluralism in that groups maintain a degree of 

distinctiveness and idelltity; it departs from the classicial 

theory in its emphasis on the development of a common culture and 

a higher degree of interaction among the different groups. It 

can be represented by the formulation A+B+C=Al +B
l

+C
l

, where A, B, 

and C represent different groups, and AI' B1, and Cl represent 

groups distinct from one another but also different from A, B, 

and C. The subscript on each letter designates qualities of a 

common culture the groups now share, the result being a so-called 

hyphenated-American (Appleton 1983, p. 33). 

We have briefly defined and discussed four ideologies of cultural 

pluralism, and for this study, the fourth ideology referred to as 

modified cultural pluralism provides a fundamental assertion on how a 

multi-cultural society evolves. 

John Aragon, president of New Mexico Highlands University, in the 

fore\\Iord to Mexican Americans 'in School (Carter and Segura 1979, p. 3), 

states: 

As you study these works, keep in mind that countless generations 
of minorities have willingly subjected themselves to the 
historical amalgamation or acculturation goal. It appears that 
the ethnic and racial minorities still outside the mainstream 
present the nation with an alternative, one in which public 
schools would not serve as a filter, demanding that all cultural 
differences be sublimated at best or stripped away at worst 
before mainstream entry can be effected. In particular the 
~lexican American desires to enter the mainstream as a whole 



person, not only one who has techniques and competence to survive 
in the English-speaking world, but also one whose cultural 
integrity has been reinforced and nurtured by emotional health. 
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After exploring the changes that ethnic groups undergo as they 

attempt to adapt to a dominant majority, ethnicity clearly becomes a 

more important factor in modern cultures and in the future. The 

resurgence of ethnic consciousness has reached proportions few theorists 

would I ave predicted a decade or two ago. There is a strong wave of 

people from many countries and under many circumstances that insist on 

the significance of their group distinctiveness and identity, and on new 

rights that derive from this group characteristic. Indeed, Americans 

today seem to be fascinated with ethnicity, with the phenomenon finding 

its way into television programming, congressional lobbies, and public 

evaluation. Given this popular recognition to the importance of 

ethnicity in society, one wonders how long the varying ideologies will 

hold up in a constantly progressive social and economic environment? 



CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 

This section describes the procedures used in developing this 

study. This research project sought first of all to provide a 

comprehensive history of Maria Urquides's life shown in tandem with the 

evolution of education and American society during those same years. A 

secondary goal aspires that this work join a slowly growing collection 

of material on notable Mexican American individuals, 

efforts in this regard and serving as a positive model, 

young Mexican American women. 

inspiring more 

especially for 

Research materials utilized in this study may be categorized as 

primary and secondary and loosely defined as first person originating, 

unpublished or edited; and interpretive, published and edited, 

respectively. Among the sources of existing information included are 

materials of an autobiographical, biographical, an9 archival nature. 

Additionally, to augment those sources, an extensive series of 

interviews provide depth to the overall story. This work represents a 

synthesis of these documentation sources and is presented in narrative 

form. 

Research Goals and Limitations 

The overall research goal in collecting sources was to obtain 

mutually supportive data toward providing a broad, multi-disciplinary 
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perspective of Maria Urquides's life. 
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When inconsistencies or 

controversies emerged among the various sources, the affected data was 

either deleted from the study or presented with an indicator of the 

disagreement. 

To provide an historical background to the biographical material, 

a number of secondary surveys convering local and national arenas were 

utilized. Locally, the major survey texts have all been authored by 

individuals of other than Mexican American heritage, and the same holds 

true for the overwhelming majority of books on the general American 

society during the 20th century. As a result, those texts only relate 

to Mexican Americans within a general context and not specifically. By 

and large, publications on Hispanic issues in a national context cover 

specific events, locales, or personalities, but do not provide a general 

survey. Unfortunately, no survey history focusing on the Mexican 

American in Arizona or Tucson has been published as have likeminded 

studies on San Antonio and Los Angeles. 

In recent years in Tucson, research efforts on Mexican Americans 

and their achievements have been on the increase partially as a result 

of the Mexican American Heritage Project of the Arizona Historical 

Society. Several tracts have been published providing reminiscences 

from oral histories that have greatly increased our knowledge of social 

aspects within the Mexican American community. Likewise, academic 

research has been on the rise as the twin results of social scientists 

uncovering behind the scenes accomplishments of minorities in a 

majority-dominated culture, and of increasing members of those 
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minorities entering institutions of higher learning and focusing on the 

labors of their ancestors. 

Collecting and Analyzing the Data 

A standard methodology was established to conduct the interviews 

with individuals of importance to this study. The following sources and 

procedures were utilized: 

1. Ten interviews with Maria Legarra Urquides conducted during 1984-

85 which I taped, typed, and then analyzed. The interviews with 

Dr. Urquides resulted in approximately 50 pages of transcripts. 

2. Other interviews were conducted with members of her immediate and 

extended families; with close frie~ds and colleagues; and with 

former students. Approximately 50 hours of interview time were 

spent with these subjects. Transcripts of taped interviews and 

notes from non-taped ones were typed, indexed, and stored within 

the author's files. For subjects outside close proximity to 

Tucson, correspondence served in the place of interviews, and 

documents were likewise stored in the author's files. 

3. Personal memorabilia, including books, articles, speeches, etc.; 

4. Arizona Historical Society documents. 

To cross-reference important ideas, a standard set of five 

questions were asked of all interviewees prior to specific questioning 

on areas of their particular expertise. 

To answer the first question, "What were the significant periods 

and accomplishments in MAria L. Urquides's career?" I relied first on 
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Maria L. Urquidesls own interpretation of the course of her public 

career which emerged during the lengthy interviews. Second, the 

important periods were subdivided according to the emphasis on smaller 

units of pertinent information relating to articles, speeches, and 

awards received. 

The answer to the second question, "What were the roots, 

influences, and motivational forces that molded her success?" is derived 

largely from the taped personal interviews of Maria L. Urquides and 

family members. 

Question three, "What were Maria L. Urquidesls overall 

contributions to the area of education, social services, and community?" 

was responded to largely from the public record through newspaper 

articles and short excerpts of Maria L. Urquidesls life by other 

authors. In addition, her overall contribution is evaluated 

subjectively in terms of the influence she was able to exert from the 

public offices held in education at local, state, and national levels; 

in terms of her scholarly contribution as a consultant; and in her 

championin~ the cause for bilingual education. 

Question four was evaluated through reference to the description 

of the social and intellectual climate of her formative, developmental 

years and her years as an administrator in education and the relative 

impact of her acts and ideas over these periods of time. 

Finally, the synthesization of all interviews, documents, 

articles, and personal memorabilia allowed me to respond to the fifth 

question, liTo what extent is Maria L. Urquidesls career significant in 
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terms of the external cultural context?" A response to this question, 

as is the case with the others, will weigh heavily on the personal 

judgment of this researcher, who has practiced as much objectivity as 

may be possible with a biographical study. 

A Caveat 

Given the divergent attitudes within the social sciences to the 

fundamental components of this study, i.e., biographical relevance, 

perceptual psychology, and cultural pluralism, this study represents an 

extensive gathering of data which has been synthesized using the 

author's best intuition, judgment, and understanding of the forces which 

combined to make Maria Legarra Urquides the person she became. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE DEVELOPMENTAL AND FORMATIVE YEARS: 
1908 - 1927 

As Dr. Urquides reflects on her successful career, the early life 

experiences in a Tucson Barrio clearly show that she grew up with a 

certain idealism with relation to people. That idealism apparently 

evolved from the warm, personal relationship she enjoyed with parents as 

well as with relatives and neighbors. 

Maria recalls: 

They were wonderful and loving people, and I, early in my life, 
picked up many of their values. My father was always helping 
other people, and since he was the Street Comissioner of Tucson, 
he would always meet the transient, the poor, and those who 
needed a place to stay. Father and mother both were religious, 
but mother emphasized the faith to us more so than my father. 
There was a difference in the faith for example, because the 
street commissioner, which is what my father was, was appointed 
by the mayor. Whether the mayor was Republican or Democrat, 
mother would pack a lunch and all of us would walk to pay a 
manda ("promise") to San Xavier. There we would light up 
candles so that my father could be reappointed. Whatever we did 
in our home "10 haciamos con el favor de Dios [we did with the 
Lord's blessings]." 

Family Background 

Early in life Maria felt the importance of sharing and living 

with other people. Life in the barrio was one where people needed each 

other. Not only did a closeness exist among neighbors, but, as Maria 

recounts, "I think the reason we never felt all of this thing about 

discrimination was because we all needed each other so much. The Papago 
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came in with the wood, pinole, bellotas ("acorns"), and tortillas to 

sell. And the Chinese parked their roving vegetable carts on the vacant 

land which my father owned" (Urquides 1984). Maria always felt a 

closeness to Chinese people because many nights she went to sleep 

listening to their chatter as they put away their vegetables for the 

next day. "There was a feeling of camaraderie amongst the people of our 

neighborhood. Ours was entirely a Mexican neighborhood. There was no 

sense of it being a ghetto" (Legarra __ , p. 18). 

At the same time, coming as she did from modest but comfortable 

beginnings, she learned the value of work at an early age. Her father 

passed on the work ethic during Maria's formative years, and he 

continued to exert a significant influence throughout her life. Dr. 

Urquides recalls her father stating a dicho ("proverb"): "E1 que no 

llora no mama [He who doesn't cry gets no mi1kJ." She remembered him 

telling the children that when they started working for pay they should 

do more than was expected of them. If they did not work up to their 

potential, they should feel they were stealing money when receiving 

their paycheck. He comforted them by saying, "Algun dia el gato comera 

sandia," meaning that some day the poor shall have money. Maria 

recall s: 

Everyone in the family had things to do. I always remember 
Toynbee, the famous historian, who said it was not for us to 
blame the youth of today but society which gave them nothing to 
do. live often thought of that because my brothers, Eddie and 
Carlos, always had to cut wood and keep the bin full. If they 
didn't do this, they could have no supper. Father would tell 
mother, "Si no te traen 1a lena, no te pongas a ir a buscar tu. 
No hagas cena hasta que ellos 1a traigan [If they don't bring in 
the wood, don't you make supper until they bring itJ." I aho/ays 
felt so important because I was the giver of light. We had oil 



lamps in those days, and I had to make sure they were filled with 
oi 1 and kept the wi cks clean. I used to do t;1i s every day after 
school. Then I would go out and do my mischievous things. 

Many times I came home with my head all cut up because of 
rocks that other kids threw at me. My mother would tell my 
father to get after those kids, but father brought her together 
with me and said, "Now, Mariana, if she didn't act certain \,/ays, 
she wouldn't have rocks thrown at her, so don't blame them." He 
told me, "If you don't want rocks throvJn at you, then you know 
how to behave, don't you? I'm not going to tell those kids 
anything." He was a pretty good psychologist, he really was. 
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According to Maria, her older sister, Fresia, used to help their 

mother clean house and she helped them also: 

We used to wash clothes in an old tub in the back of the house, 
putting sheets and towels and shirts to boil in a big tub. I 
helped iron the straight pieces until I was old enough to help 
with shirts and other things. Eddie and Charlie had a big yard 
to clean. My childhood was very, very nice. My aunt and uncle 
lived right next door to us, and I recall that every night in the 
summer and early fall months, my sister and I would sprinkle the 
sidewalks in front of our home y luego la barriamos [then we 
would sweep it] and then we would take out the chairs and the 
fami ly woul d sit down and eat bell otas ("acorns") and jelly beans 
and the neighbors would come over and join us. 

Although Dr. Urquides credits her mother with being the parent 

who emphasized the importance of religion, her father was the stalwart 

on the importance of education, even though he himself had no education. 

Maria recalls the only time she remembered her parents having a heated 

argument. It happened to be Good Friday and the children had not gotten 

up early enough to go to Mass. As punishment, mother kept them from 

going to school. When father came home for lunch, as was the custom in 

those days, he rebuked her for keeping the children home. He immediately 

took them to school in his horse-pulled buggy and reprimanded mother for 

having made that decision. Father always reminded mother, liLa educacion 
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es to do 10 que les vamos a dejar [Education is all that we will be 

leaving themJ.1I 

With this in mind, it is not surprising to find that in tracing 

the Urquides-Legarra family background, one finds an inordinate emphasis 

on the role and impact both father and mother left on Maria's life. 

Family History 

Dr. Urquides's paternal grandfather, Fernando Urquides (1819-

1868), was a Spanish merchant who came from the Basque region of Spain 

to Tucson in the 1850s. He married Jesus Ramirez, descendant of a 

prominent lineage of a Tucson family. Prior to his death at the hands 

of Apaches, Fernando and Jesus bore a son in 1856 whom they named 

Hilario. In 1894, at the age of 38, Hilario married Mariana Legarra. 

Mariana's father, Joaquin Legarra, came to Alamos, Sonora, Mexico from 

Pamplona, Spain, at the age of 18 and married Micaela Anguis. They 

later moved to Tucson, Arizona, where he attempted to set up a butcher 

shop. The enterprise did not work out, and after losing a considerable 

amount of money, he became a dealer in one of Tucson's early gambling 

establishments. 

At the age of 91, in a newspaper interview by Margaret Kuehlthau 

(Tucson Citizen 1962), Mariana Legarra said that she was only 12 years 

old when her father died. She recounted the death of her kind and 

gentle father: 

Following old Spanish-Mexican customs, his body was placed on the 
floor wih an adobe brick under his head so that he might do 
penance for his sins. Candles were placed at his head, and 
neighbors came to help make the coffin. My mother padded the 
coffin with father's favorite blanket that he wore on cold days 



to keep him warm. That, in turn, was covered with white muslin 
we bought at the store. 
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Although Dr. Urquides never knew her maternal grandparents, the 

above anecdote typically shows the deeply ingrained feelings she had for 

her mother, whose death and wake took place in the home where Maria 

still lives on Mabel Street in Tucson, Arizona. 

Micaela A~guis, after her husband's death, continued to make 

flour tortillas and starch to help the family's financial situation. 

One son 3 Joaquin Legarra, became Tucson's first city treasurer. Her 

other son, Tomas Legarra, became the financial director of Steinfeld's 

mercantile stores in Tucson for 28 years. Although born to poverty and 

hardship, Micaela Anguis Legarra was an enterprising woman who did not 

let poverty get the best of her. Dr. Urquides knew little else about 

her grandparents I place of birth. lilt is the only regret I have in 

life, that I was never able to take my mother back to Alamos, Mexico," 

the small colonial village where her grandmother came from. The village 

sits only 150 miles southwest of the Mexican border. 

Maria's mother, Mariana Legarra Urquides, first and foremost, was 

a homemaker. She married Hilario Urquides, a young man born in 1857 

right outside the then walled Presidio of Tucson. 

Hilario's father died when the boy was 11, and he was adopted by 

the Jimmy Lee family. Mr. Lee, an Irishman born in 1833, owned one of 

the first flour mills in Tucson, being situated at the foot of Sentinel 

Peak (later "A" r~ountain). The Lees raised Hilario until the age of 21. 

Mariana and Hilario had eight children of which five survived. 

Mariana took pride in maintaining an orderly home as well as keeping her 
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family neatly dressed. A seamstress before marriage, she took pride in 

making her daughters' clothing, including hand-embroidered undergarments 

and neat pin-tucked dresses. The boys always wore shirts made by their 

mother including the hand tucked and front-ruffled. Fresia, Maria's 

sister, recalled that her mother used to hand-embroider everything from 

dish towels and table cloths to their very own clothes. 

Mariana kept a comfortable home for the talented and busy family 

while at the same time keeping a thrifty eye on the pennies. The family 

always kept a pantry with sacks of flour, beans, and corn as the main 

family staples. 

Thus, Maria was born into a family of diverse interests. The 

youngest of the eight children, she was born in 1908 in a house on South 

Convent Street in Tucson, Arizona. Three previous children had died, 

one being stillborn and two died at very early ages. Those surviving 

were Fernando, Carlos, Fresia, Eduardo, and Maria. Maria states: 

I was born on a cold winter night by the light of an oil lamp. A 
curandera was in attendance, and my aunt, Manuela Spring, who was 
the second daughter of John Spring, a u.S. Civil War soldier with 
the Northern forces, was accompanying my mother at my birth. She 
said I was born with a strange veil over my face. The curandera 
said this meant I would be able to tell the future. (Urquides 
1985) 

Maria has many vivid childhood memories of her barrio experiences 

and recalls the following anecdote from her early childhood, while they 

still ·lived in a long house with a vacant lot adjacent to it: 

There used to be an old lady who passed by every day looking for 
wood sticks to light her stove. My sister and I would peep 
through the cracks of our wooden fence, and before she came too 
close to us we would throw small pieces of wood over the fence 
and then watched her pick them up. I used to love to walk around 
the neighborhood and right in back of our house, across the 



alley, were some apartment dwellings in which some beautif~l 
ladies lived. I liked going there because they sent me to the 
corner store on errands. El Chino todo el tiempo me daba pilon 
[The Chinaman always gave me extra candy]. One day one of them 
invited me to have stawberries with her. It was the first time I 
had had strawberries with pink sug~r. I told mother about how I 
had loosened the board of one fence to get out, and she was 
furious about it. She made father promise that we would move out 
of that place as soon as possible. I had no idea that the homes 
behind us were part of the Red Light District. 
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Maria's instinct to help others was an extension of her father's 

doing, for she recalls that he would always have transients coming home 

for supper and staying over until they could move on. "Many times we 

would have complete strangers staying in our home for weeks, and 11m 

sure this was because I had parents who cared and were always doing 

something for others. Perhaps this was the extended family syndrome 

which I inherited." 

Elementary and High School 

Maria attended Mansfield Elementary School for three years and 

then moved to North Fifth Avenue, where her father acquired a new home 

for the family. She attended Holiday School, then located at the 

present site of Tucson High School. Even though separate schools 

existed for Mexicans and Anglos, Maria states she never experienced any 

overt discrimination. On the contrary, she recounts an incident that 

occurred while in the second grade: 

One day I remember having to wear my brother's shoes to school 
because I did not have any. My teacher had come from the 
Midwest. We were sort of poor, so I continued to go to school 
barefooted. The teacher was so nice and sensitive about it that 
one day she called attention to the students and said, "I have 
been watching Maria and she seems to be so comfortable without 
her shoes. Why don I t \'1e a 11 do the same and take off our shoes. II 
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I knew that she did it just to make me feel good. I will never 
forget this as long as I live. 

In the fifth grade she had a Miss Allen for a teacher. Maria 

attributes that Miss Allen made her conscious of the fact that she had a 

brain. "One day she asked me if I would like to skip the fifth grade 

and go directly into the sixth. After having put me in that 

predicament, she continued to ask me every day if everything went all 

right and if I was getting all of my work done ll (Urquides 1985). Maria 

felt that she had excellent and caring teachers throughout her 

elementary school years. 

Although both of Maria's parents encouraged her education to some 

degree, they did not impose too strictly upon their children. As a 

result, the older children chose no professions via the university 

system, but subsequently embarked on their own careers. Fernando, the 

oldest son, became a machinist for Southern Pacific Railroad in Tucson, 

Arizona. Carlos worked as a manager and buyer for Jacome's Department 

Store in Tucson for 28 years. Eduardo did ranching for a while and 

later moved to California to work for the Southern Pacific Railroad. 

Fresia specialized to become the first bilingual medical secretary in 

Tucson , a job she held for nearly 30 years. 

Clearly, Maria owes much of her early development to some of the 

teachers she had along the way. However, Mary Balch, a high school 

teacher, asked the key question that became a turning point in Maria's 

life. Although she watched Maria develop into an excellent baseball and 

basketball player, even being named to the All-State basketball squad, 

she reminded Maria that the time had arrived when she needed to leave 
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the baseball field and basketball court and start using brains instead 

of brawn. She reminded Maria that the young girl needed to start 

planning to take some college prep courses. Maria indicated she would 

probably continue \IJorking at Steinfeld's Department Store in Tucson, but 

also expressed the desire to someday become a nurse. Mary Balch planted 

the possibility in Maria's mind of becoming an elementary school 

teacher. Maria at first did not believe her teacher, for in those days 

teachers were seen as prestigious positions for women. Soon after, 

Maria found herself in Mary Balch's office where the wom~n helped her 

with preparatory courses grooming her for college. 

Another influential teacher, Madge Utterback, Tucson High 

School's music teacher, took an interest in Maria's musical abilities. 

She personally coached Maria at music lessons and later introduced her 

to Lillian Cavett, the drama department instructor. 

I can still remember when Miss Utterback introduced me to Ms. 
Cavett. She told her I had a beautiful voice and thought I could 
be used. So she asked her to take me to the auditorium and have 
me sing for her to see how I could do. When we got to the 
auditorium Miss Cavett said to me, "Would you walk across the 
stage for me?" Well, you know how I walk. I said, sure, I can 
walk, and, of course, I walked like I walk now. [Maria has 
always walked in an athletic fashion.] Lillian Cavett looked at 
Madge Utterback and said, "My God, Madge, where did you find 
her?" I heard her say that and it made me laugh. So, they both 
took me under their wing. (Urquides 1985) 

Maria always had a flair for the dramatic and recalls that as a 

child of six or seven, she used to go to the picture shows. She 

remembered serials with leading ladies like Pearl White and Ruth Roland. 

Daddy used to give me $.15 a week as my allowance and it used to 
cost $.10 to get to see the show. I had $.05 left and would buy 
three large cubiertos ("cactus candy"). I used to take these 
home and cut them 1nto seven pieces so that everyone in the 



family could have one. Then I would act out everything I saw in 
those serials. I was the villain at one time, and I used to 
steal my father's great big black El Toro cigarettes and smoke 
them like the villain. I played out the hero and heroine parts. 
I used to have a wonderful time. 
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Ms. Cavett followed through on developing this dramatic flair of 

Maria's and met her student at 7:00 each morning before school started 

to coach her in drama. Ms. Balch at the same time kept Maria after 

school for an hour or so to help her with college preparatory work in 

areas such as algebra and geometry, while Madge coached Maria in music 

and dramatic arts. Madge gave Maria the role of "Gypsy" in "The Gypsy 

Rover," and she received some very good reviews for her portrayal. The 

following year Madge Utterback gave her the leading part in liThe Belle 

of Barcelona," playing the part of a Spanish lady. Maria always felt 

she owed much to instructors such as Cavett, Utterback, and Balch. 

It should be noted, that as the result of Maria's intensive 

training during her last two years in high school, she began to feel for 

the first time in her life that her own people were paying her much less 

attention. 

At that time I felt alienated from my Mexican friends; not that I 
was shunning them, but they were just not paying much attention 
to me because of my involvement with what they may have 
interpreted as Anglo-oriented activities. At the same time, I 
could not visit my Anglo friends' homes because this was not 
socially acceptable, especially of a young Mexican girl. I still 
remember sitting on the steps of Tucson High crying because no 
one invited me to the prom. (Urquides 1984) 

Maria, again, credits the love and security of her home and 

parents with helping her overcome these terrible feelings. 

When Maria was in school she was such a pretty little girl. I 
called her guerita tostada, meaning toasted blonde. Maria was 
very outgoing and made friends easily. It is hard to tell \·,hat 



motivates Maria so. She has so much energy and is constantly 
involved in so much. You know, she never got married, so she has 
more time on her hands. She really patterned herself after St. 
Teresa of Avila. St. Teresa was a very outspoken saint, and it 
is said that one time she was on her way somewhere and her wagon 
broke down. Because she was of strong character, she spoke up to 
the Lord and sa i d, "I<lhy do yol./ send these thi ngs to us my Lord?" 
The Lord ansltJered by sayi ng, "Ion 1 y do thi s to my very best 
friends, Teresa. II She countered by saying, "Well, you must have 
very few." Maria is the same way. She lets no one get in her 
way. (Aros 1985) . 
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Probably, through these experiences, Maria became evp.n more 

determined to continue her education and not allowing any barriers to 

get in the way of reaching her goals. 

She graduated from Tucson High School in 1926. Always an avid 

sports person, she managed to find time to participate in whatever 

physical activities were available. She particularly enjoyed playing 

tennis, volleyball, and basketball with her siblings and friends. 

An Undergraduate at College 

Ms. Balch knew that Maria's parents could not afford to send her 

to college, but, fully aware of Maria's abilities, she insisted on 

speaking to Maria's father. She told him, "Because Tempe State is a 

two-year college, it will not require too much, and, after all, in two 

years she will be earning her own living." ~1s. Balch convinced Marials 

father to let her go, but angered her oldest brother at the thought of 

his sister leaving home to go to school. At that time tradition 

stipulated that "nice" Mexican girls did not go away to school. "This 

is why my brother was so against it," Maria said. "Father spoke to me 

and said, Iyou may go, but if you do, you will have to carn at least 

ha If of your keep and you wi 11 have to stay from September through May 
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without coming home for the holidays, unless you earn it ' " (Urquides 

1984). 

The Urquides's family modest income may not have been enough to 

warrant a college education for any of the children; however, Maria knew 

that her father was proud of her abilities and would not stand in the 

way of her obtaining a college education. 

Maria's cohesive family, headed by a strong, caring father, 
provided her with the motivation and determination to achieve and 
deviate from the norm established for women in her time. The 
work ethic was instilled in the Urquides children early in their 
lives. The desire and goal to go to college when it was 
principally a male's realm, was one of her first challenges on 
the long road to Maria's numerous achievements. (Welch 1985) 

The identity sought by a Mexican American woman must also fit 

within the context of the Anglo society. Nieto (1975) states: 

The task facing the Chicana is monumental. On the one hand. she 
struggles to maintain her identity, and on the other, her demands 
for equality as a woman involve fundamental cultural change. The 
heterogeneous background of her people defies stereotyping. Her 
roots were planted in this land before the Pilgrims ever boarded 
the Mayflower. As a bicultural person, she participates in two 
worlds, integrating her Mexican heritage with that of the 
majority society. The Chicana seeks to affirm her identity as a 
Mexican American, a woman, and defines her role within this 
context. 

In the fall of 1926 Maria entered Arizona State Teachers College 

and joined her roommate and cousin, Genevieve Romo De1esky. Unlike 

Maria, Genevieve came from a more elite background in the sense that she 

lived in Ray, Arizona, a mostly Anglo community within a mining area 

that divided itself from the former town of Sonora, Arizona. Anglos and 

a sprinkling of Mexican Americans in highly paid positions lived in Ray, 

while most Mexican American laborers lived in Sonora. Genevieve's 
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sister, Evangeline Romo Urquides, had graduated from Tempe a year 

before. 

Maria wasted no time in applying for a student job, knowing that 

she was responsible for half of her school expenses. At this time Maria 

began to feel discrimination, for they gave her a job cleaning the 

hall's toilets. Maria did not enjoy doing the job of "hall girl," 

for she would rather have been a "desk girl." However, Maria did not 

let this job bother her, for soon thereafter she met Sally Hayden 

through her cousin, Genevieve. Sally Hayden, a hall mother at Tempe, 

also happened to be Senator Carl Hayden's sister. The Haydens owned one 

of Tempe's best Mexican restaurants, liLa Casa Vieja." It was through 

Sally's encouragement that Maria began to sing at liLa Casa Vieja," and 

she earned her way through college that way. 

"I do not think that Maria allowed obstacles to frustrate her 

objectives. There may have been times that she was angry and resentful 

not being chosen for something because she was a woman and a minority, 

but she never viewed the setback as a reason to slip into mediocrity. 

Rather, she sa\'J it as a challenge." (~/elch 1985). Financing her way 

through co11ege was one more hurdle Maria had overcome. Elizabeth 

Fisher Woolery entered Tempe State Teacher's College at the same time, 

and she recounts: 

The word Hispanic was not a word used in our vocabulary. We were 
all equal students wanting to earn a teaching credential. 
Probably Maria was at the desk when we visited at Matthews Hall. 
Many of the girls earned all or part of their board and room that 
way. Our age group didn't have things handed to us. We earned 
them and were proud of doing our best. 
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According to Maria Urquides, Tempe State Teacher's College was 

recognized as one of the best two-year colleges in the country. It had 

a fine education curriculum which allowed for one year of hands-on 

training in the real classroom. Maria led a busy schedule and had very 

little time to join school organizations. After returning from her 

internships daily, she would join another physical education instructor, 

Nina Murphy, and would help her teach tennis. On the weekends she sang 

at liLa Casa Vieja," so there remained little spare time. 

While at Tempe, Maria once again enjoyed the support and backing 

of various teachers. Her music teacher, Ms. Norton, first heard Maria 

sing during the first week of classes when she asked the students to 

sight read a song. Maria said she did not know how to sight read, and 

Ms. Norton asked if she knew the song liMy Country 'Tis of Thee. 1I Maria 

sang the hymn and when she finished her teacher rang out, saying, 

IIStudents, here is a genius. She has sung in six different keys.1I This 

encounter was followed by numerous sessions with Ms. Norton up to the 

time Maria graduated from Tempe. About this time Ms. Norton asked Maria 

if she would sing the song "Estrellita ll in the graduation program. 

Taken aback, Maria asked, 1100 you \'Jant it sung in 12 keys?" Of course, 

Maria sang IIEstrellita" with Ms. Norton orchestrating twelve violins to 

accompany her. 

Maria I s critic teacher became very close to her. "During my 

second year at Tempe, my critic teacher sat through class sessions. 

Sometimes they lasted a whole day" (Urquides 1984). Because Maria 

received straight A's in all her student teaching classes, her critic 
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teacher recommended that she Y'ecei ve the Governor's medal for her 

achievements. However, before this happened, she told Maria, "There are 

two concerns I have about you. First, you have such a resonant voice 

that I'm afraid you might scare your students. Second, I don't know 

what you can do with your hair, but it never looks combed." Maria took 

these concerns jokingly and felt that Ms. Chase was merely trying to 

help her. 

Maria's stay at Arizona State Teacher's College was coming to an 

end. On the evening of graduation as she sang "Estrellita," her father 

sat in the bleachers watching his daughter graduate and hearing her 

sing. He had looked forward to the event, for he now breathed a sigh of 

relief that his daughter had done well socially and academically and 

had accomplished what she had set out to do. She received the 

Governor's Golden Medal for being a straight "A" student and for having 

done the best in all her classes. This, perhaps, was the biggest gift 

Maria could have given her father, for six months later, Hilario 

Urquides passed away. 

"I had only given him two paychecks," Maria stated. "He had been 

such a terrific father to me. I had been father's girl, and it is so 

ironic that having been so close to him while he was alive, I was the 

one in the family who ended up taking care of our mother, and, then, I 

was very close to her unti 1 her death. II I~hen Mari a \'/as 20 years 01 d her 

father died; "she took over all responsibilities. Being as independent 

as she was and doing everything she felt she wanted to do, she did not 

want a man around" (Welch 1985). Indeed, Maria took over as head of the 
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household, and her saga in the teaching profession began. Maria 

recall s: 

When my father passed away there was quite a nice article written 
in the ne\'Jspaper giving background information, including his 
place of birth as well as his Spanish ancestry. Shortly 
thereafter, I received a strange telephone call from one of my 
friends at Tempe and they asked, uMaria, why didn't you tell us 
you were Spanish and not Mexican?" I said, "l~hat do you mean? 
What difference \llOuld that have made?" The caller responded, "It 
would have made things easier." I guess if I had told them that, 
I would have gotten a job doing something besides cleaning 
toilets! (Urquides 1984) 

It was difficult for Maria to believe that this type of behavior 

actually existed. Right after graduation in 1928 she and a friend, 

Virginia Davenport, decided to go to Tucson and apply for a job. They 

went together to apply for a position and Maria received it, thus 

dispelling previous feelings of discrimination that she thought may have 

prevailed at college. Her first teaching assignment began in September, 

1928 in Tucson, Arizona. 



CHAPTER 5 

PROFESSIONALISM AND COMMUNITY SERVICE: 
1928 - 1955 

Although Maria Urquides early demonstrated her interest and 

commitment to the teaching profession while at Tempe State Teacher's 

College, the decade of the 1930s provided historical and personal 

circumstances during which time some embryonic ideas achieved a 

fledgling maturity. Her own varied academic experiences, as well as 

diverse community and home influences, led young Maria Urquides to 

appreciate the need for well informed, generally educated citizens. 

Thus, in 1928, Maria embarked on her sojourn into teaching, chiefly 

interested in helping children further their knowledge through her. 

The Young Faculty Member 

Maria's first assignment found her teaching at Davis Elementary 

School in Tucson, a segregated school and made up of 99.9 percent 

Mexican American and Yaqui students. One of her early students, 

Reverend Arsenio Carrillo, recalls, ~She was my teacher in second grade. 

I was scared when I first went to school. She was concerned that we 

learn the English language but not at the expense of our own. She 

encouraged us to go on with our education and would constantly instill 

pride in us as ~lexican Americans" (A. Carrillo 1985). 

While Maria showed respect for her students' native culture, she 

nonetheless expressed a great deal of enthusiasm in instilling pride for 
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America in her students. Her students knew that they had to work hard 

at marching up and down Granada Avenue in front of Davis School a few 

days before Armistice Day, for they knew that their teacher took pride 

in having them partici~ate in the parade. Leo Carrillo, one of Maria's 

early students, in an interview \'Jith the Tucson Citizen, said, "I 

remember her as a strict disciplinarian and how she could handle the 

kids with a paddle. When Armistice Day came around each year, we were 

sure to win the city championship for marching in the parade. The 

reason was that she drilled us and drilled us every day of the year" (L. 

Carrillo 1971). Another student, Henry Oyama, recalls, liOn Arbor Day 

Maria would have us plant trees and we would get into trouble because we 

would speak Spanish" (Oyama 1985). According to Maria's students, her 

avid enthusiasm as a beginning teacher showed as she worked very hard to 

improve her first grade students' English vocabulary to get them into 

the second grade. 

This dilemma of forcing her students to utilize the English 

language without impinging on their native culture placed tough 

constraints on Maria and her Mexican American colleagues in the teaching 

profession. In the attempt to Americanize the native, non-English 

speaking students throughout the Southwest, school boards virtually 

banned the Spanish language from the classroom. This attitude on 

education existed throughout Arizona, particularly;n small mining 

towns. Elizabeth Fisher Woolery, one of the girls who entered and 

graduated from Tempe Normal with Maria, stated that at Franklin School 

in Bisbee, teachers allowed only English to be used on the playground or 
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classroom (Woolery 1985). Maria attested to the policy as it related to 

her: 

It was a fast-held policy that we had to adhere to, and, I 
suppose, that because some of us had been through school and 
followed it, we were sort of used to the idea that we must uphold 
it. However, I never spanked the kids for speaking Spanish. I 
would scold them a lot and would point out the importance of 
learning English. This policy was upheld so rigidly that there 
was a time when I was in charge of the music festival for the 
fourth, fifth, and sixths grades, and I had decided to have them 
sing the Spanish songs, "Pajarillo," "Barranquena" and "Cuatro 
Milpas." Well, I can remember the supervisor for district 
curriculum came and made me translate the Spanish songs into 
English before I could present them. If I go to hell, it will be 
because of the times I punished those kids for speaking their own 
language. (Urquides 1985) 

For the children who spoke only Spanish, the local school board 

required that they first complete a prepatory course before advancing 

into the regular first grade. Remembered with some trepidation by many 

of the former students who experienced the "lC" class, the course 

stressed English vocabulary development while completely rejecting 

Spanish usage in the school environment. Maria never taught the 1C 

class, but many students in her regular first grade class had. 

Not even as a student herself had Maria experienced the 1C class, 

her English being adequate to dispense with the need for remedial work. 

Maria learned early in life that bilingualism in Spanish and English was 

a way of life in Tucson. Language discrimination did not become much of 

an issue while she grew up because many Anglo Tucsonians spoke Spanish. 

She added, "The Drachmans and the Ronstadts, pio~eer business families 

in Tucson, had to learn Spanish in order to survive then because that 

was how they sold their food, clothing, and housing" (Urquides 1985). 
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Problems with her Hispanic students using Spanish did not present 

the sole problem for Maria to contend withe She soon recognized that 

many of her students came to school sick and lacking nutrition, and many 

times lacking shoes and necessary clothing. It was evident to her that 

many of the children came from very depressing home situations. 

Frequently she helped them out by fixing food baskets and clothing boxes 

and soliciting local businessmen to donate whatever they could for these 

children. 

Like so many of her fellow Americans, Maria believed that with an 

education, hard work, and a little help, people could get ahead. At the 

very least, the lives of their children would be better than their own. 

However, the long, bleak years of the Depression dimmed that optimism. 

The American economy went steadily downward since the stock market crash 

of 1929, and as the country entered the thirties the plunge seemed 

endless. Effects of the stock market failure settled dismally into the 

Depression. "National income dropped from $85 billion to $37 billion, 

wages fell off $22 billion, one out of every four farms were sold for 

taxes. At the end of 1930 there were three million unemployed; by 1933 

there were 15 million. Five thousand banks closed their doors. Private 

construction came to an end" (Butterfield 1966, p. 402). 

Maria was no less affected by the Depression. Nevertheless, in 

keeping with her usual manner of facing obstacles, she continued helping 

out her stUdents. The main bread winner in a household of 14 people, 

Maria helped her brother and sister-in-law, Eduardo and Emilia Urquides. 
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Most of the men could find only menial jobs in those days. Emilia 

provided these memories of those difficult times: 

I first met the Urquides family in 1929. I met Maria when she 
was teaching at Davis at which time I married her brother, 
Eduardo. Maria was fortunate to have been able to go on to 
school. Not everyone got to go to college, but she had good 
friends who helped her. Otherwise, her father couldn't have 
afforded it. Mexican Americans, in those days, did not feel that 
an education was necessary for girls. They felt that they should 
get married and raise children. I always remember how Maria, 
while at Davis, would go to businessmen in the community to ask 
them for donations of shoes and clothing for needy students. She 
was not ashamed perhaps because her compassion for the poor was 
greater. Even during the depression, Maria's family was fine 
because she always had a steady job. (Emilia Urquides 1985) 

Teacher and Social Advocate 

Maria's energetic and unselfish attitude of sharing not only won 

her the praise of her students and community members, but as her niece 

recalls: 

During the Depression my father had been picking cotton and 
things were not good for us so we lived with my aunt Maria and 
uncles. I do not remember much about her because she was not as 
obvious a figure as she is now. I remember once while Maria was 
working with the Catholic Social Services that she brought home a 
two-month-old brain damaged child who was being put up for 
adoption. Maria was always helping others and would bring home 
people who needed a hand. She took in Uncle Joaquin when he was 
81 years old. I believe she got that characteristic from her 
father whom, I understand, used to do the same. (Battle 1985) 

Not only did Maria encourage students through constant vigilance 

of their daily work at school, but oftentimes provided additional 

motivation through visits to the student's home after school or on the 

weekends. One of her students reminisces. 

We went through hard times back then. My dad worked peddling 
fruits and vegrtables. Other people sold tortillas or did 
laundry. Maria visited our home one day to see how we were 
doing. She caught me doing my homework and I was so proud of 
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it clean. (A. Carrillo 1985) 
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The latter part of this suggests the positive effect of Maria's 

instilling in her students the idea of pride in who they were and what 

they had. 

Henry Oyama, a student and long-time friend of Maria's, recalls: 

What I remember most was her interest in kids as human beings. 
She had a genuine concern for our welfare. For example, at 
Thanksgiving she made up baskets of food for needy families. 
During the Depression she came to our apartment to bring us food. 
In those days there were no agencies like the Department of 
Economic Security, but people like Maria came by, and my mother, 
sister, and I looked forward to what my mother used to call "el 
charity. II (Oyama 1985) 

According to r'1aria, "I went around the neighborhood looking for 

food and used clothing, but I did have a friend in charge of the 

government surplus food and he helped us out" (Urquides 1985). 

Maria realized that these children came to school from one drab 

situation into another drab situation. Schoolrooms were all painted a 

battle-gray or brown, like the paint on ships, so it would last. She 

considered it dreadful to teach in such an environment and so kept 

requesting the district to paint the room. She requested a nice green 

or yellow--something bright, but they refused for three years. One 

weekend she bought some paint and asked some of her sixth grade boys to 

paint the room a light green. That was the first thing she had done 

\'/rong as a teacher; she did something without permission. 

On another occasion, Maria decided they needed shade for the 

windows since it got quite hot in those classrooms during late spring 

and early fall. Deciding to plant some shade trees outside, she then 
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sought to raise the money. Maria and her students sold hot dogs 

donated by Swift and Company and on likewise donated bread. They b~ught 

trees and planted them. When she arrived back at school the next fall~ 

the trees had all died. She got after the janitor for letting the trees 

die, only to find out that he had received orders not to water them. 

This incident did not subdue her for she still went ahead and planted an 

oleander hedge in order to get shade. 

This and other similar episodes triggered Maria's presenting 

these problems to the parents at a PTA meeting. She hoped they would 

follow up on the matter with higher authorities, but that did not 

happen. Instead, school supervisors reminded Maria that she needed to 

makr up her mind as to whether she wanted to be a teacher or a social 

worker. Shortly after that, she was transferred from the Davis School 

across town to Sam Hughes, a school with predominantly Anglo students. 

The transfer took place in 1948 by which time Maria had spent 20 

years at Davis Elementary. During that time she witnessed few changes 

to better the lot of her minority students. Her transfer to Sam Hughes 

provided a surprising revelation, one which was difficult to understand. 

Admidst the transition, Maria still saw positive effects outweighing the 

negative. 

It was the best thing that ever happened to me because I really 
got to know the other side and those people got to know me. Of 
course, children were children to me, and I loved them. Evidently 
I was successful there. At Sam Hughes I just marveled at what I 
saw. There was grass on the ground and trees, and library books. 
The difference in schools was not the fault of the district. If 
there was any fault with the district, it would be that they 
would let the affluent group of parents do things at one school 
that couldn't be done at another school where most of the parents 
were poor. (Urquides 1977) 
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Although still not calling this discrimination, Marials thoughts began 

to wander. She questioned herself whether the poverty or the school 

curriculum was making the difference. III saw these two beautiful groups 

of children, and I said why couldnlt they know each other and learn from 

each other?1I (Urquides 1977). The seven years at Hughes brought many 

questions to Marials mind. Many of these questions dealt with the ways 

that she might reach and teach every child regardless of ethnic 

background. From the experience, she developed a strong desire to teach 

Anglo children about her culture even to teaching them how to make 

adobes (mud blocks). 

Entering Community Service: 1938 

Another aspect of Marials career began in 1938 when she began to 

join and get involved with professional and service organizations. Up 

until that time Maria had spent countless hours as a teacher to her 

students and a head of household to her family. She was left with 

little time for other social activities beyond those of the church. 

With the commitment of activity for outside organization, Maria gave of 

herself to begin taking care of the needs of her Mexican American 

people. 

Maria first heard of the Young Womenls Christian Association in 

1938 when a lady by the name of Marion Lovett came to Davis Elementary 

to try to form a Girl Reserve Group. That move represents the first 

attempt by the YWCA to become involved with the children at Davis 

School. Maria agreed to work with the project and soon founded a Girl 

Reserve Group. Afterward Maria began to attend YWCA meetings in order to 
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keep up with the project's activities. After two years, she was elected 

to the YWCA board of directors and served in that capacity for six 

years. 

While still at Davis, Maria's friends, Marion Lovett and Helen 

Patton, helped her with the effort to develop Oury Park in the open lot 

west of Davis School. In the old days, Maria's father had used the lot 

to park the city's wagons and other horse-drawn vehicles. As motorized 

vehicles came into use, a motel was located on the site. A Mr. Howard, 

the only Anglo to have his children at Davis School, decided to get rid 

of the property as little traffic passed by there. Maria relates the 

events from that point: 

I had a friend on the Board of Supervisors whose name was Lautaro 
Roca, and I asked him if the Board could dedicate that land as a 
park. Shortly thereafter they did. After some of the parents 
and I cleaned up the place, the Works Projects Administration 
under President Roosevelt built a swimming pool for us. That, I 
feel, was one of the greatest accomplishments in trying to get 
Oury Park started. Nowadays schools want to tap parents for 
involvement in the schools, and yet we were doing this in the 
1930s. The potential of those mothers had been tapped and for 
the first time in their lives, they exercised leadership outside 
of the home. They had done something for the community. 
(Urquides 1985) 

The founding of Oury Park began Urquides's commitment to help others 

realize their potential. She and the neighborhood mothers formed Club 

Adelante, a group for Mexican American women interested in their social 

and civic growth as well as their families. They met at Oury Park on a 

weekly basis. The women were able to obtain sewing machines that helped 

them work on other community projects, and also established a library 

for the neighborhood children. 
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By the early 1950s, Maria had sustained her reputation as an 

energetic, inspirational leader for over two decades. Undiminished, at 

age 42, she saw how far she had come and envisioned where she still had 

to go. Many former students of hers were returning then from the 

military and other places to thank her for the direction she had given 

them in school. "Maria was a disciplinarian perhaps because she took 

after her father. Not everyone can be a disciplinarian. You'd be 

surprised at the number of students who have come back to give her 

thanks for giving them direction" (Aro!> 1985). One of her former 

students stated, 

ahead in 1 ife. 

"She was the strongest encouragement I ever had to get 

We were poor and my family could not afford to send me 

to girls' camp, but Maria always managed to come up with the necessary 

funds. Her close contact with our family gave us the encouragement to 

conti nue. She convi nced my mother to keep us in school at all costs II 

(Medina 1972). 

By 1953, when Maria approached her 45th birthday, she had been 

teaching for 25 years and never seemed to have tired of it. Perhaps the 

added activities which she merged into a busy schedule just did not 

allow her time to think of ever settling down. Among other 

organizations, she became a very active member of the Tucson Education 

Association, attending many conferences and meetings dealing with multi

faceted issues facing educators. 

Maria learned about organizational structure quickly, develuping 

the skills to run meetings and place items on agendas very effectively. 

Very soon after this, people began looking to her for leadership. 



I saw Maria for the first time around 1953-54 during a Tucson 
Education Association meeting. She had her hair in a braid and 
was wearing blue jeans and loafers. She was apologetic about her 
dress because she said she had been helping out a family. Maria 
was very significant in encouraging teachers of all different 
backgrounds and recognized that she could make them feel that 
their contribution was important but that we needed to coalesce. 
Maria will always be a controversial figure because anyone who is 
energetic and dominant without stepping on too ma~y toes, got 
ahead. Maria was special, though, because she was always willing 
to acknowledge the work of those that she did not agree with. In 
general assemblies she respected their feelings and ideas. Her 
overall professional life is her desire to be of service to 
others, even if she disagrees. (Mulvaney 1985) 
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In the early 1950s Maria found time to study at the University of 

Berkeley at California. She went there to take secondary school 

curriculum courses in order that she might teach at the new secondary 

school in Tucson named Pueblo High School. Maria recalls, 

Mr. Delbert Brooks was going to be the principal at Pueblo and he 
went around District 1 schools hand picking the teachers he would 
like to see at Pueblo. Well, I was one of them. He particularly 
wanted me because I had become known for my excellent teaching 
skills in reading. He knew that the population at Pueblo would 
be mostly Mexican American, and he wanted me to help organize 
some special reading classes. The faculty for Pueblo taught dt 
Tucson High until they completed the building in 1955. (Urquides 
1984) 

At Pueblo High School Maria began to ask more philosophical 

questions about the teaching concepts used with Mexican American 

students, and, perhaps her questioning appeared to others as a 

preoccupation of herself. 

At Pueblo High where Maria and I taught, she was always outgoing, 
ebullient, sometimes on an up-and-down personality. At times she 
seemed discouraged and wondering. At that time she seemed to 
have feelings of doubt and insufficiency about her own abilities. 
If she had to write a letter, she wanted someone to read and edit 
it. She wanted to be on top of everything. She always consulted 
with others. By that I mean she was developing her leadership 
abilities. One day I visited at her home, as I often did, and 
her mother, who could not speak English well, asked me, "If 



someone is 
they were 
American?" 
mother had 
rarely did 
1 imitations 

born in a boat between one country and another and 
in the middle of the ocean, are they Chinese or 
Maria later said to me that it was good that her 
tried to express herself in English to me for she 
that with others. She was recognizing my own 

in Spanish. (Mulvaney 1985) 
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Maria was also recognizing the limitations her mother had, for 

after living so many years in the U.S., she still had problems 

communicating in English. 

Not only had Maria been preoccupied with teaching methods used 

with Mexican American children, but other things began troubling her. 

When she assumed the presidency of the National Education Association, 

Maria observed that during sessions in Washington, D.C. black delegates 

sat on one side of the halls and whites sat on the other side. This was 

difficult for her to comprehend because as important as the topic of 

equality in education had.been for the association, it certainly did not 

appear that way within its own confines. "I certainly did not want to 

continue to see this happening, so I got together with some of the black 

leaders and the Arizona delegation and we planned and succeeded in the 

desegregation of the National Education Association" (Urquides 1985). 



CHAPTER 6 

A NEW BEGINNING: PUEBLO HIGH SCHOOL: 
1955 - 1970 

Pueblo High School, Tucson's second high school, opened its doors 

in 1955. The school functioned with a liberal philosophy designed to be 

flexible enough to meet the educational needs of all its students. Dr. 

Elbert Brooks, the principal, had been able to select most of his 

faculty, including Maria Urquides. By that time Maria's involvement in 

community activities, as well as her leadership abilities and outspoken 

criticism of the educational system during her tenure as treasurer, 

vice-president, and president on the Tucson Education Association 

board, had begun to produce a show of support for her ideas. 

Maria's excellent record in teaching reading skills to elementary 

school students prompted Dr. Brooks to bring her to Pueblo. She was to 

teach English classes with an emphasis on reading to Pueblo's 70 percent 

Hispanic student population. It did not take long for Maria to assess 

the language problem that existed at Pueblo. "At least 75 percent of 

the students spoke Spanish and were having problems with the reading and 

writing classes; I and a few ether teachers in the department and the 

administration got together and revamped some of the curriculum. Of 

course, we needed money to initiate any major changes" (Urquides 1984). 

She quickly embarked on her longest battle to be fought by Mexican 

American parents who demanded educational equality for their children. 

61 



62 

Early in her tenure at Pueblo, Maria recognized in her students 

what she had, herself, discovered as a phenomenon of language while 

teaching at Davis school. She recalled that around 1937-38 she had been 

involved in a car accident in which, although she did not suffer a 

serious injury, her hand had been trapped between the pavement and a 

part of the car. 

People there told me to pull my hand out because they feared the 
gasoline tank would explode. I kept saying, "I can't, I'm 
caught, lift the car for me. 1I I was under such a great deal of 
pressure at that time, I had a fleeting thought which I have 
never forgotten. I had been praying to God for help in English, 
and I suddenly realized I was thinking in Spanish~ and I said, 

'IIPero que Mexicana pidiendole a Dios que me ayude en ingles en 
vez de en Espanol [My God, why am I praying in English and 
thinking in Spanish and here I am a MexicanaJ." I then realized 
for the first time that I was exchangin~ languages in that I 
spoke in English and thought in Spanish. lUrquides 1985) 

This thought always stuck in Maria's mind. It did not take long for her 

to conclude that not only poverty affected students' learning ability, 

but also the teaching methodology contributed toward Mexican American 

students receiving low scores in English. 

Many occurrences at Pueblo kept signaling the problem of language 

over and over. Maria stated, lilt really bothered me at Pueblo to hear 

the students constantly prostituting their names by anglicizing them so 

that Anglo teachers could pronounce them more readily." She remembered 

going to some of her students and telling them that they had beautiful

sounding names and that they did not need to do this. She convinced 

them that they needed to correct the teachers when they mispronounced 

thei r names and \'lOul d remi nd them, 1I\lihen "'Ie mi spronounce the Anglo names 

and say 'Esmeeth' instead of 'Smith,' they correct us and make us repeat 
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it until we pronounce it correctly. So, why can't we do the same 

thing?" (Urquides 1985). 

Maria met with her colleagues to discuss the problem of Mexican 

American students not being able to read and write their language even 

though they could speak it. Maria states, 

We were never taught to write it in high school. Our teachers 
were more interested in teaching us the grammar, and that is what 
we were doing at Pueblo. The only reason I could write was 
because of phonetic sounds, but los acentos me matan [accent 
marks used to kill me]. I would always go seek my sister's help 
because she had a good Spanish teacher who helped expand her 
vocabulary in Spanish. Another thing deficient in the 
instruction was the little being taught about Mexican American 
cultural heritage. Much of the instruction included material 
depicting the Spanish heritage, making it difficult for Mexican 
Americans to identify with it. For example, one would always 
find pictures of important places, people, etc., that were of 
Spanish origin instead of those with Mexican origin. Well, we 
knew we were going to have to restructure our curriculum on 
methodology and that we did. (Urquides 1985) 

Adalberto Guerrero (1985) states: 

I met Maria in 1958 through Ralph Estrada, president of the 
Alianza Hispano Americana, a Mexican fraternal organization. 
Maria WnS an active member of that group, and some of us tried to 
collaborate on projects that would help Hispanic youth. It was a 
time when the whole country's attitude was that of educational 
excitement because we had just experienced Sputnik in October of 
1957. Schools across the country revamped their curriculums to 
include more math and languages, and Pueblo High School likewise 
did. Those of us in the Romance Language Department had been 
teaching Spanish with the direct method. Because the time was 
ripe for curriculum change to occur, we requested Principal 
Brooks to allow us to try something different. We explained that 
our Hispanic students were becoming bored in class with that 
method. After careful planning, we came up with a Spanish honors 
class where the curriculum was based on the idea of teaching 
Spanish to the Spanish-speaking, including materials and visual 
aids that Mexican Americans could identify with. Many people 
thought we were crazy for doing this. 

Pueblo High School IS program of Spanish for the Spanish-speaking 

began in 1959. The faculty and administration realized that Spanish-
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speaking students indeed became bored with the Spanish course materials 

they were being exposed to. Designed for beginning students who did not 

have previous experience with the language, much of the content seemed 

elementary. And, yet, the paradox existed that a number of native 

speakers received failing grades in Spanish. This was, undoubtedly, due 

to the fact that students had not been taught to read or write the 

language. The emphasis had been on grammar and conjugation of verbs. 

Dr. Brooks and his administration supported a change in the 

Spanish curriculum, and so allowed an experimental class to be 

developed. At first, this class was only offered to students who spoke 

Spanish fluently and who were highly motivated. It was an honor for 

students to be admitted to this class. Along with linguistic content, 

the course included emphasis on the cultural heritage of both Spain and 

Mexico to help students develop a positive sense of identity. 

At the end of the first year, the students petitioned for 

continuation of the program. The petition was granted. A class of 

commercial correspondence for the preparation of bilingual secretaries 

was also offered through the business department. 

Meanwhile, enthusiasm for the new course spread rapidly through 

the student body and also encouraged faculty, administration, and 

parents. Within two years, classes in Spanish for students with average 

and below average abilities became available. This innovation in Spanish 

language education was a major factor in 1965 when Pueblo High School 

received the National Education Association and Parade magazine 

IIPacemaker School A\'Iard. 1I The a\'Jard had been given to only 45 schools. 
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Maria strongly advocated this program change, and around that 

time she confronted Monroe Sweetland, the regional director of the 

National Education Association, with other problems that Hispanics faced 

in the classroom. Sweetland informed her that the N.E.A. was about to 

give funding for innovative programs in secondary schools. Maria 

responded that such programs already existed at Pueblo High School. 

The N.E.A. was approached to fund a study but it was denied with 

Sweetland consoling Maria not to lose heart. Next, the request was 

taken to a separate N.E.A. department and they provided $2,000 to 

conduct the study. The study was to have a two-pronted effect: 

1. It called attention to some of the constructive approaches to the 

problem of Spanish-speaking children; and 

2. It made possible a sharing of ideas, methods, and materials which 

applied to a bilingual system of teaching (Urquides 1985). 

Accordingly, the N.E.A. approached a group of Tucson teachers who 

expressed interest in the problem and who had for years been developing 

their own approaches to the problem. Most of these teachers were 

Spanish-speaking and of Mexican ancestry. They had insight into the 

problems faced by Spanish-speaking children. They had two separate but 

parallel purposes to be pursued. One was to help the Mexican American 

student adjust to the dominant Anglo culture, the other was to foster 

in the child a pride for their Spanish-speaking culture and Mexican 

origin. These teachers chose to recognize the Spanish-speaking ability 

of Mexican American students as a distinct asset and wanted to build on 

it rather than to root it out. They found that Spanish, properly used, 
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could be a bridge to learning English instead of an obstacle. They 

passionately believed that Mexican Americans could become truly 

bilingual and bicultural. So they approached Dr. Lee, superintendent of 

Tucson Unified School District to let them serve as a team to survey 

educational activity in the five states of the.Southwest--an area which, 

according to the 1960 census, contained nearly 3.5 million people of 

Spanish surname. Dr. Lee consented, and with Maria Urquides as 

chairman, the project was named "N.E.A.-Tucson Survey on the Teaching of 

Spanish to the Spanish Speaking." 

More than a year of thought and effort went into the project. 

Many meetings took place to plan and carefully coordinate specific 

activities, visits, and strategies. The team scheduled visits to schools 

across the Southwest where there had been reports of new and innovative 

programs. The team divided themselves so as to expand the number of 

schools visited and students observed in action. They spoke at length 

to teachers, administrators and parents and came back to Tucson with 

detailed reports of what they had seen. 

Some of the programs visited were clearly superior to others in 

terms of the methodologies being utilized. The survey team chose a 

cross section of programs to include in their survey study. These were 

found to be the most inspiring and thus compiled in the hope they would 

provide guidance and inspiration to others. 

An immediate and acute problem of Hispanics in the Southwest-

educational inequality--had been given its first blow. Nearly two 

million children had already or were about to experience academic 
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failure in school. Many would become statistical dropout figures. At 

least the fact that the "Report of the N.E.A.-Tucson Survey on the 

Teaching of Spanish to the Spanish-Speaking" was about to receive 

national attention provided a slight ray of hope in the amelioration of 

this problem (Tucson Education Association 1966). 

Maria recalls that once the Tucson Survey had been completed and 

had been met with much positive reaction by the National Education 

Association, they conceded to follow through on the recommendations that 

had been produced by the survey team by funding a symposium on Bilingual 

Education to be held in Tucson. 

After much debate as to where the symposium should be held, 

Tucson was selected in view of the fact that the survey committee had 

been from there. liThe pol itical impl ications \'1ere so great when 

planning a project of this nature. You kriow, we went to the University 

of Arizona to see if they would allow us to hold the symposium there, 

and they said they could not allow it because Bilingual Education was 

not a significant issue. So, I took it to what was the Pioneer Hotel in 

downtown Tucson" (Urquides 1985). The 1966 symposium was a huge success 

in that all five southwestern states sent participants. Among 

participants and invitees to the Tucson Symposium were Dr. Herschel T. 

Manuel and Theodore Anderson, both well-known language educators. United 

States congressmen Edward Roybal (California), Morris Udall (Arizona), 

Henry Gonzalez (Texas), and Joseph Montoya (New Mexico) attended, 

together with Senator Ralph Yarborough of Texas who was so impressed 

with the proceedings that he initiated legislation in Washington for 
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passage of the National Education Association-sponsored Bilingual 

Education Act under Title VII. 

After the symposium, the Tucson survey team began to see their 

wishes realized, for, from that point on, it meant frequent trips to 

Washington to appear before Congress to expose the bilingual education 

concept. Perhaps, due to the numerous trips to the southwestern states 

and presentations made by Maria that friends dubbed her liThe Mother of 

Bilingual Education" (Urquides 1985). Adalberto Guerrero related that 

Maria received the name 

because she spearheaded talks with the National Education 
Association and on numerous occasions defended the concept of 
bilingual education in Washington. Y quien nos llevaba de la 
manita a las juntas con estos hombres de Washington? Fue Maria. 
Y quien impulso el symposium aqui en Tucson? Maria fue. As; es 
que a ella le hemos dado ese sobre nombre por 10 tanto que tuvo 
que moverse para que al acto de la educacion bilingue se hiciera 
una realidad en los Estados Unidos [And who led us by the hand to 
the meeting with these men from Washington? It had been Maria. 
And who had been responsible for the symposium to take place here 
in Tucson? It was Maria. Therefore, we gave her that nickname 
because it was she who moved and fought in order that bilingual 
education could become a reality in the United States]. 
(Guerrero 1985) 

Maria's ability to fit her schedule into so many activities could 

not have occurred without the backing of the administration she served 

under. Dr. Elbert Brooks, the first principal at Pueblo High School, 

and Florence Reynolds, who took over in 1964, totally supported Maria's 

efforts. "Maria always seemed to show an excitement for living and 

being around others. She was a doer who at times had difficulty with the 

faculty. They knew that she had a temper, but whatever she did was out 

of concern for the kids and school, so they respected her" (Reynolds 

1985). 
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Dr. Thomas Lee, who arrived in Tucson in 1967 and later became 

superintendent of Tucson Unified School District One, described Maria as 

"a most ,unusual person." He had arrived at a time when the country 

experienced much social upheaval, and, of course, Tucson had not been 

soared. Maria had then taken on the role of middleman between 

representing both the school as well as the community issues that 

Mexican Americans were struggling for. 

Upon arrival I plunged myself into what I felt was quite a 
spectacle for the community. We had people who received a few 
years of schooling thinking they were experts and were going to 
make some educational changes. These were citizen committees 
made up of people who gravitated from committee to committee, who 
did not necessarily represent the Mexican American community but 
who had axes to grind. These were individuals who didn't really 
understand the learning process and wanted to assume that you can 
manipulate schedules to upgrade pupil learning. It was a hoax 
perpetrated on the general public. You cannot manipulate the 
environment to produce scholarship. 

Maria was a most unusual person in this scheme. 
who was prevailed upon to go into the project in its 
Maria demonstrated an unusual degree of perception. 
walk a narrow path. If she went one way, she was 
going that way. 

She was one 
inception. 
She had to 

accused of 

Maria had many things going for her, including that parents 
listened to her. Her thoughts weighed very heavily, so parents 
listened and did what she asked. She was alone in doing this, 
however, because the militants of the late sixties put her in a 
very difficult position where she was unacceptable for certain 
people in the community. She went along very well. She had 
acquired such a stature by then that even the most militant 
people had a hard time not accepting her. 

I certainly did not approach her with a plan. I always 
relied on her perception of the schools on the southwest side of 
the city. I certainly did not want to be a party that would 
cause Maria to have problems within her own community nor to be 
identified with an administrator which was under fire. I was 
aware of how distraught she was when many activities took place 
because some of the hotheal's \'Jere not respondi ng to what she was 
saying. She has such a strong sense of what is right because it 



created a tremendous drama in her life. She was in a deep 
depression about it but she carried on. 

I felt that her promotion of bilingual education was one of 
the strong things she did. No one had ever thought of that term 
in the public schools. I had come from Arkansas, a place where 
there were no Mexican Americans, so I wrote to several people in 
high schools allover the Southwest regarding problems facing the 
Mexican American child. Everyone had problems, and of those that 
answ~red, they had no solutions. 

Maria was one of the most prominent people with bilingual 
education. We were the early ones in the country and there were 
relatively few teacher training programs for teachers. It was 
assumed that the reverse was true. Maria was always an 
undergirding and stabilizing influence in committees, getting a 
large segment of the committee to be sympathetic with what the 
schools were trying to do. She was never trying to promote 
Maria. There is a proberb that says, "There is no limit to what 
you can do in the world if you do not receive credit.1I Maria was 
simply there guiding a~d helping to promote what was a good c;use 
for the community. (Lee 1985). 
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Many tried to convince Maria and her N.E.A. team that bilingual 

education was not the answer to Hispanics ' educational problems. 

My contact with Maria began when I was a junior legislator at 
the Arizona state capital. I had gone to seek her aid as I 
needed assistance for the Bilingual Education Bill which was 
about to be heard in the House. When the hearing came up, Maria 
packed the hearing room. Although criticized by both sides, they 
were afraid of her unique character, one which perhaps 
contributed the most to the growth and strengths of the Mexican 
American community. Many times criticized as being insensitive 
to Hispanic needs, and yet Hispanics expected more of her, so she 
began to be cast in a mold of protectionism of the culture. Her 
actions may have been compared to those of Judge Raul Castro, who 
many saw as insensitive to the Hispanic community. Urquides was 
strict with Hispanics. She always wanted all or none. Maria got 
things done whether people liked it or not. 

Many spoke against the language changes being proposed, but 
many more supported the change. When Bilingual Education became 
an issue~ Maria was one of the first to speak of the advantages 
and disadvantages. She saw Bilingual Education through the use 
of the Spanish language as a tool for teachers. However, others 
felt that it would be a limiting factor to students functioning 
in the dominant culture. Maria tried to make them capitalize on 



their Spanish-speaking ability as an additional feature of their 
personal and educational development. (Felix 1985) 
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The 1960s had brought remarkable changes in society. Among 

western nations a "youth revolution" took place in dress, music, and 

values, and accepted ideas about sex, and religion. Young people also 

took a leading part in the political unrest that swept over much of the 

world. Yet, against this background. the landing of men on the moon-

possibly a turning point in history--was a heartening confirmation that 

men could still achieve miracles of cooperative effort. 

Speculation has it that protest most likely succeeds when it 

represents a view that pervades society and which has been successfully 

agitated toward action. In the case of the bilingual issue and the 

protest by Mexican Americans for equality in education, it started with 

a handful; but that handful gathered momentum and support. The effort 

began low-key and respectful of existing legitimacies, tying into it 

wherever possible, and wary of arousing a counter protest (Anderson 

1969, p. 3). 

National-State-Local Recognition 

Because of her leadership in organizations, both national and 

local, Maria received recognition through appointments and invitations 

from Presidents Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon. She was 

invited to the White House Conferences on Children and Youth in 1950, 

1960, and 1970, and to the National Advisory Committees on Extension and 

Continuing Education; Pupil Personnel Services; Mexican American 

Education; and to the National Retirement Council. From 1950 to 1970 
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she had won respect from national, state, and local groups. Maria 

acquired a long history of accomplishments in the area of education, 

welfare, civil rights, human relations, and community service. In 1965 

she was named the first woman chairman of the Arizona State Welfare 

Board. She served in that capacity for four years. 

Other accomplishments included board membership of the local 

Young Women's Christian Association, Cerebral Palsy Foundation, and the 

Tucson League of Mexican American Women. She served as president of the 

Tucson Education Association, president of the Arizona Education Board 

of Governors, the Arizona State Welfare Board, the Arizona State 

Manpower Advisory Committee, the Pima County Association for Juveniles, 

the National Council of Christians and Jews, the Arizcna Congress of 

Parents and Teachers, the Nationai Assoc1ation for the Advancement of 

Colored People, the Catholic Daughters of America, and the American Red 

Cross. 

Maria's enormous social and educational contributions prompted 

Californians to pay her tribute. On April 4, 1965, she was honored at a 

dinner by the League of Mexican American Women of Los Angeles as Woman 

of the Year for having been active in projects aimed at helping Mexican 

Americans find their "rightful place in society" (Casey 1965). 

In 1965 the University of Arizona Mexican American Student 

Association established a scholarship in honor of Maria Urquides. The 

Tucson Arizona Daily Star newspaper provided another honor by naming 

Maria in 1965 Woman of the Year in Education. In 1968 at a dinner 

banquet she received the Mexican American Cancer Project Committee Award 
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for her work as a volunteer for outstanding community service. Also 

that year the National Education Association awarded Maria the Human 

Relations award for her pioneering the development of Bilingual 

Education. 

Maria served in 1968 as Dean of Girls at Pueblo High School and 

as chairman of the Pima Community College Board of Governors. She 

remembered that one of her most rewarding experiences was being 

appointed by the Pima County Superintendent of Schools to serve on the 

first board at Pima Community College. "We were the first board so we 

began the college, but before that we offered a bond issue to the people 

to see if they supported the idea of a junior college. We ran it and it 

passed" (Urquides 1985). Maria stated that she gave Pima College six 

years of hard work. Not only had the board been responsible for laying 

groundwork for opening the first community college in Pima County, 

Arizona, but they also saw to it that its doors were opened to all 

students in the fall of 1970. Maria had been involved in all the 

initial development and did not rest until she saw the buildings 

constructed and the faculty hired. lilt was a great professional 

experience, but the pressure builds up and one must move on" (Urquides 

1985). 

As the 1960s came to a close, Maria received sever3l other 

honors. In 1969 she received the Girls Living Center, Incorporated 

Award for Service to Youth, and the following year she received from the 

National Education Association an award for Distinguished Service. In 

1970, Governor Jack Williams of Arizona wrote her a congratulatory 
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letter for her appointment as the Arizona delegate to the White House 

Conference for Children and Youth to be held that December. He stated in 

his letter, "You have been appointed because of your high qualifications 

and leadership ability, and I know that you will be a credit to your 

state 'l (Williams to Urquides, September 25, 1970). 

In 1972, Maria received the University of Arizona Alumni 

Association Distinguishp.d Citizen Award for Outstanding ~ommunity, 

State, and National Work. Pima Community College also honored Maria in 

December of 1972 with its Annual International Friendship Festival Award 

for her contributions as a bourd member for six years and for her work 

in promoting Bilingual Education in higher education. 

"At first, when some of us tried to work with the bilingual 

curriculum at Pima, Maria was not quite sold on the idea that we could 

attract students. However, she told Henry Oyama and myself, 'If you 

feel that we can, then I give you my support. I This is what was so 

beautiful about Maria--the fact that she might not believe in something, 

but she did not stop supporting someone else's effort if she knew they 

felt strongly about it" (Guerrero 1985). Maria stated, 

The idea behind Bilingual Education was to make it easier for the 
student to learn English. Therefore, I didn't feel that ~tudents 
needed Bilingual Education at every level. Unless a student 
could not speak English at all, then I feel it was okay to help 
them along with bilingual classes. These students need to 
compete in society and therefore need to express themselves well 
in English. I did not feel we should teach bilingual education 
to a child forever. (Urquides 1985) 

Although Maria believed in the idea of Bilingual Education, she 

did not feel that the population at the community college level needed 

it. 



CHAPTER 7 

RETIRING OR REFIRING: 
1974 - 1985 

The spectre of arbitrary retirement loomed over Maria as she 

approached the age of 65 in 1974. However, she did not seek the 

quietude and boredom of inactive retirement. Rather, she accepted an 

offer made by Tucson Unified School District to become a consultant. 

This job included supervision of student workers at 28 schools and 

primarily focused on providing direction for school psychologists, 

nurses, and teachers of learning disabled students. These activities 

brought her into contact with many parents who did not understand the 

context of the various educational programs. "There were concerns, 

especially from the Mexican American parents who could not understand 

why their children were placed in learning disabled classes. I took the 

time to meet with them and explain why their children were placed in 

these programs" (Urquides 1985). 

During her last year of working for Tucson Unified School 

District, on December 4, 1977, the Maria Legarra Urquides Adaptive 

Education School in Tucson, Arizona was named in her honor. A long-time 

friend and colleague of Maria1s, Dr. Florence Reynolds, presented the 

following at the dedication ceremonies: 

Those of us who have known her for a long time or even for a 
little time, know the great substance this lady has brought to 
the dream of the greatest good for all human beings. Her friends 
recognize and appreciate that this substance has come from her 
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great love for others, an abiding religious faith, a personal 
courage to act on right principles, and a determination to 
continue to hope and dream and work. 

In her role as an educator, I have heard her many times make 
use of lines from Kahlil Gibranls Prophet--when she was making a 
speech on bilingual education, talklng wlth students or parents 
in an informal way, or even giving an invocation at a Future 
Teachers I banquet: "That teaching is best which leads you to the 
threshold of your own mind. 11 Her life and work as teacher, 
counselor, and administrator has been devoted to leading young 
people and adults to many thresholds of thought and action which 
will make a better classroom, a better school, a better 
educational system, a better community. 

On behalf of friends of Maria Urquides, it is my very real 
honor to give to this beautiful new school this picture of Maria 
Legarra Urquides--with our love and great respect. 
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A news release from the National Education Association News 

Service read: 

NEA Leader Honored: In an era when critics of teachers abound, 
it is always refreshing when they are recognized for their work 
and dedication to children. That is what is happening in Tucson, 
Ariz., where a school is being named for Maria Urquides, Arizona 
Education president in 1959-60, NEA board member in 1964-70, and 
a pioneer in the bilingual education movement. The Maria 
Urquides School for Adaptive Education, which will serve multiply 
handicapped children, also seems an especially appropriate 
monument in these days when teachers are taking on the 
challenging task of meeting handicapped childrenls extensive 
needs. Urquides provided much of the leadership which helped put 
NEA in the vanguard of the bilingual movement. She was co-chair 
of the Tucson Survey Team which authored the hard-hitting NEA 
publication, liThe Invisible Minority--Pero No Vencibles," chaired 
the NEA Human Relations Conference on Spanish speaking in the 
Southwest--which resulted in the Bilingual Education Act--and 
received an NEA Human Relations Award in 1970. . Urquides, the 
first Mexican American elected to the NEA board, was until her 
retirement in 1974 a coordinator of student services in Tucson 
School District No. 1, the largest in the state. According to 
school officials in Tucson, she is the first Mexican American 
woman in the history of Arizona to have a school named in her 
honor. 

In May, 1978 Maria Legarra Urquides officially retired from 

Tucson School District No. 1 and commenced a long period of community 
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service extending to this date. No sooner had Maria announced her 

retirement from education than she was approached by numerous community 

agencies wanting her service on their boards. Maria laughed as she 

stated, "I didn't know what the future held for me, so I started joining 

them all" (Urquides 1985). 

Amongst many that she joined, she spoke about her work with 

Tucson Volunteer Programs. "Volunteerism in the United States is pretty 

big. Putting people into volunteer situations where they can give of 

themselves gives them an incentive to keep on living" (Urquides 1985). 

Maria referred here to the Retired Senior Volunteer Program of which 

she also served as a member. Her work on these two boards included 

working on an investigation committee that determines whether business 

or groups legitimately need volunteers. Maria proudly related that the 

Retired Senior Volunteer Program group has over 400 senior citizens 

participating and helping others through the use of their own efforts. 

"What this program does for these senior citizens is tremendous because 

they want to feel useful. We keep them from becoming vegetables and not 

just sitting around home feeling useless. We have gatherings for them 

and present them with certificates and this makes them so happy. It is 

a sure way of keeping many senior citizens out of the hospitals" 

(Urquides 1985), 

Maria worked with the Pio Decimo Center, a social service 

oriented neighborhood center on Tucson's southside, over a span of ten 

years. There she sat on its board to help with the formulation of 

programs and projects and on many occasions involved herself with the 
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day-to-day activities, including craft making for all age levels and 

after-school activities for elementary school children. 

Among other boards on which Maria served is the Information and 

Referral Board, which involves itself in the compilation of social 

services information and referrals to appropriate centers for those who 

call for help. The Medical Pool Board provides volunteer assistance to 

hospitals. Although the purposes of these two boards differ, they still 

engage in finding help for people io need. 

A parental legacy left to Maria was her Catholic religion. Maria 

was active in the Catholic church from a very tender age. She qualified 

her involvement in the church by stating: 

All my life I have thanked God for all that he has done for me, 
and I ask him to allow me to do things in the church, especially 
since my retirement from school. I have found the time to 
involve myself as president of the Saints Peter and Paul Women's 
League, and I am on the Diocesan Board as well as on the board of 
Saint Peter and Paul where I have served as president. I have 
taken charge of the Altars of the church. Every Saturday morning 
my sister, Fresia, and I clean the church sacristry. We order 
the flowers and the doughnuts for Sunday morning. From time to 
time my sister and I cook lunch on Saturdays for the retired 
Convent sisters who live near Sabino Canyon. Many of them are 
sickly 3nd they just need someone to tend to them. (Urquides 
1985) 

Continued Community Involvement 

As if Maria Urquides had not given sufficiently of herself, in 

1983 she was asked to join the Tucson Tomorrow Committee, a group of 

leading businessmen and others seeking to persuade city officials to 

engage in more effective planning. Maria stated: 

We wanted them to look at four major areas: population growth, 
land use, water, and transportation. We were trying to educate 
the people of Tucson as well, for they would be impacted by these 



[plans] sooner or later. We wanted Tucson to really be better 
planned for and continue to be a beautiful place to live in. It 
was a very vital experience for me to work with the "shakers and 
movers" of Tucson. I learned to really love and respect these 
people. They were lovely people. I got to know them, not so 
much as businessmen, but as human beings who cared about their 
community. (Urquides 1985) 
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Maria's work with the American Cancer Society and more 

specifically with the Breast C~ncer Research Center undoubtedly saved 

the lives of some women from the south ide of Tucson. 

I was volunteering in this project where they needed women over 
the age of 35 to try some new cancer research techniques. They 
had the most up-to-date equipment, and they wanted to involve 
women of all ethnic backgrounds. So I went to the southside and 
invited a number of Mexican American women to participate. 11m 
sure they would have never been able to afford the care that some 
of them received as a result of their participation. (Urquides 
1985) 

Among the many organizations and groups Maria belonged to, one 

especially received countless hours of her time: La Frontera Center 

Clinic, a private, non~profit organization offering services in the area 

of substance abuse, client and family help, and support to the 

chronically mentally ill. In answer to a query as to why she chose 

mental health as an area so deserving of her time, Maria replied: 

Because it offers more opportunity to really give of myself. 
There are so many needs to be met for the people that come there. 
Other boards have been satisfying; however, many of them are 
there to set policy and procedures and then to monitor. La 
Frontera is a working board. It is a place where I want people 
to come and be confident that they will be secure, and if I can 
help make that happen, that's where 1111 be. (Urquides 1985) 

Her reasoning was strongly echoed by Dr. Nelba Chavez, executive 

director of La Frontera Center. As the executive director for almost 

ten years, Dr. Chavez has seen.many board members come and go; however, 

she states: 



Marials total immersion into La Frontera Center is due to her 
concern and care for people. She is particularly concerned about 
their future, and, more specifically, with young children. 
Although Maria lives on a limited income, she is a dependable 
person, always there when she is needed. I think we can say that 
this goes back to hEr belief in mankind and manls ultimate 
goodness. Where many of us may believe in this, we donlt always 
demonstrate it. There are no areas or issues that Maria is 
afraid to tackle in terms of their impact on programs. Because 
of the kind of person that she is, she is able to establish 
relationships with everyone she encounters be they rich or poor, 
young and old. She never abuses this part of herself because 
Maria does not do things for Maria. It is always for someone 
else. (Chavez 1985) 
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Not only for the lifetime of contributions made to the 

community, but for the many hours of work she gave to La Frontera Mental 

Health Clinic, the board decided to name the mUltipurpose room at the 

new site of La Frontera the "Maria Urquides Center. II Maria and others 

on the board had spent the previous year raising $1.5 million for a new 

building. Maria, of course, had been heavily involved in the fund-

raising endeavor by making numerous presentations to individuals in the 

community who were being asked to cooperate. 

During 1983 the University of Arizona honored Maria when they 

announced that they would be awarding her an Honorary Doctor of Law 

Degree (L.L.D.) for her work in the realm of education. Arizona State 

University, her alma mater, followed the next year as they celebrated 

their 100th Anniversary by awarding Maria the coveted Medallion of 

Excellence for her outstanding contribution to society. In 1984 Maria 

received the University of Arizona Medallion of Merit, an award given to 

only five people during the 100-year history of that institution. 
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Thus, at the age of 77, life still challenges Maria. She still 

plays racquetball on Saturday mornings and exercises in whatever she 

can, still showing her athletic ability. 

Far from being in the public eye and away from the educational 

setting, Maria, over the years has continued to receive not only dozens 

of invitations but numerous awards and media recognition. The most 

recent was a half-hour tape presentation sharing Maria's contributions 

to the community on the "Reflexiones" program by KUAT publ ic 

broadcasting channel at the University of Arizona. Maria was honored at 

one of Tucson's most modern and prestigious resort hotels, Loew's 

Ventana Canyon Resort, as the Outstanding Tucson Unifed School District 

Alumni by the Excellence in Education Enrichment Fund, a very high 

honor. 

In asking Maria a question about her uniqueness as an individual, 

she replied, "Who is to determine that? I do know that within me is a 

lot of drive--a terrific drive--one that always tells me I am. going to 

be the best there is at whatever I attempt to do" (Urquides 1985). 

Upon asking Maria to state in a few words what her philosophy of 

life has been, she answered: 

My greatest guiding philosophy has been that from an unknown 
source. I would love to have lived to the time that someday when 
after "we have mastered the wi nds and the \</aves, the tides and 
gravity, we will harness for God the energies of love, and then 
for the second time in the history of the world, man will have 
discovered fire." (Urquides 1985) 

Maria's religious belief that love is at the bottom of all 

things certainly proves that for her to have achieved so much for so 

many could not have been done through any other mechani~~ but Love. 



CHAPTER 8 

ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 

The process of analysis involves the ~eparation of a whole into 

parts for individual study. As a statement, analysis describes the 

results of a synthesis. In the case of this study, these definitions 

suggest a format for the following analysis chapter. Specifically, an 

elaboration of significant elements in the narrative, interwoven with 

aspects of the theoretical framework, this chapter seeks to provide a 

rationale for the "Conclusions and Recommendations." 

Review of Research Methodology 

The selection of Maria Urquides as the subject of this study was 

made for several reasons. First of all, Maria's reputation on the 

national level provided a female personality of exceptional note from a 

minority group that has not had many of its women so honored. For her 

accomplishments as an educator and civic leader, she deserved to be 

portrayed as a positive model for young Mexican American women. This 

lack of exposure of the accomplishments of Mexican American women served 

both as a benefit and a disadvantage in researching this work. To the 

study's benefit, it adds to a gravely deficient historiography on 

accomplished Hispanics in American society. As a disadvantage, the lack 

of published material on the subject required a more diligent search for 

sources. As Maria was born in Tucson and conducted her entire career 
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there, performing this study at that locale offered the easiest access 

to existing sources and the largest concentration of prospective oral 

sources. 

Research material used in this study falls into three categories: 

(1) published literature, (2) published and unpublished documents, and 

(3) interviews. In keeping with the spirit of critical research 

methodology, documentary support for orally obtained information was 

sought and provided wherever possible. 

Certain factors in the process of analyzing these interviews 

offer value to the study and make it more important than merely a 

testimonial to a beloved teacher by former students and colleagues. 

Most of the oral sources in this study represent individuals who today 

occupy influential positions in the community, and who could attest not 

only to Maria's teaching but also to the broader implications of the 

educational system they all endured. 

Interview Methodology 

All persons interviewed for this study were presented with a 

common set of questions in five categories. The first questions dealt 

with roots and sources of motivation for Maria's attitude development as 

a young child and through her schooling years. Questions o~ significant 

periods and accomplishments generally detailed the first half of Maria's 

career as an elementary school teache\, while overall civic and 

education contributions cover the period when she emerged on the 

national scene. The fourth area of questions dealt with the impact of 

the changing socio-cultural climate in twentieth century America. A 
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retrospective review of the interviewee's relationship with Maria 

Urquides completed the question categories. 

Analysis of Research Questions 

In each interview, the interviewer sought to develop a relaxed, 

comfortable relationship with the participant. The investigator's 

ability to create a congenial atmosphere and the fact that she shared 

the same bilingualism and biculturalism with the participants 

contributed to setting a relaxed atmosphere. 

Interviews were conducted by providing the participants with the 

list of questions prepared for the interviews and were asked to read 

through them answering those which they felt they could relate to. 

Responses were taped in some cases, and in others, extensive notes were 

taken and later transcribed and filed on the basis of the different life 

history periods in Maria Urquides's life. 

The data were carefully read and analyzed, as well as cross

indexed wherever appropriate. Wherever inconsistencies appeared, the 

researcher tried to verify the material. 

- Question #1: Roots and Motivational Sources 

The importance of the family structure in the development of 

Maria Urquides cannot be urderstated. Strong influences by mother and 

father implanted attitudes on service to others, importance of the work 

ethic and education, and (I fundamental idealism about people. In the 

closeness of life in thE barrio, the valuable educational contacts of 

the extended family made their full impact. 
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Especially Maria's father played a pivotal role in her 

upbringing. A man of enterprising interests, Hilario Urquides held a 

position of responsibility and respect in Tucson's municipal government. 

Like most Hispanics, his was a position of carrying out'policy rather 

than making it, but the job left him in the practical position of being 

able to help people--one day with a meal and bed, the next day with a 

~ip on employment or a contract. Through her father, Maria came to 

recognize the cultural diversity and the "mainstream" of society in 

Tucson, Arizona. Mr. Urquides also took the lead in the difficult 

decision to allow his daughter to leave home to attend school in Tempe, 

Arizona at the state teacher's college. 

Categorized repeatedly as a "happy child," the positive 

adolescent influences begun at home continued for Maria in school. 

While she was often barefoot as a schoolgirl, Maria neither suffered 

from malnutrition nor the parental disinterest that so many of her 

future students experienced. As a young pupil, Maria discovered that 

education made it possible for her to realize personal goals, and this 

ideal of education remained part of her makeup throughout her life. 

Looking at the family situation today, Maria comments, "You do 

not see the close-knit family ties and the parent-teacher relationships 

that existed when whole neighborhoods were like a family unit. " 

Contemporary society, with i~s negative portrayals of family life in the 

mass media and permissive sexual norms, had largely seen a replacement 

of family and neighborhood by the self-sufficiency of latch-key children 

and teenaged heads-of-households; notions that are diametrically opposed 
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to traditional Mexican American culture. Under current conditions, one 

might speculate that not only the extended Mexican American family, but 

also the nuclear Mexican American family might be in danger of 

disintegration. 

- Question #2: What were the significant periods and. accomplishments of 
Maria L. Urquides? 

The school system that Maria Urquides attended as a child was by 

policy of the district segregated, with Mexican American students sent 

to one school, while Anglos were sent to others. In spite of this 

system, Maria excelled at her studies and learned more than enough 

English to compete in an Anglo society. As such, Maria, the child, 

represented a multicultural success. She had been able to take the best 

of both the Anglo and Hispanic cultures and had made it work for her. 

After completion of the teaching program at Tempe Normal State 

Teachers' College and exposure to the "real world" of the classroom, she 

dedicated herself to eliminating the barriers which she recognized 

limited effective education for the Mexican American child. From within 

the school setting Maria had strived to improve her students in three 

main areas: language skills, malnutrition, and home reinforcement. She 

further recognized that fundamental differences between the traditional 

Mexican and Anglo cultures needed to be overcome, or at least 

understood, if her students were to progress. The two cultures lacked a 

common heritage or religion. The Mexican Americans had been native to 

the area for centuries and were rooted to the land, while the Anglo took 

advantage of a great deal of social and geographical mobility. 



87 

The transfer to Sam Hughes Elementary SchoQl after 20 years at a 

minority school fully opened Maria's eyes to the level of disparity 

which existed between the two schools. Affluence in the surrounding 

neighborhood, she concluded, allowed the Hughes parents to provide what 

was economically impossible for the Davis parents. Maria's focus on the 

economic disparities of the neighborhood instead of the district's 

policy of separation, provided her with two important tools in the 

classroom. The economic factor provided her with powerful illustration 

of why her students should strive for the ideal. By not initiating a 

confrontation with the powers of the district, Maria remained with the 

system, gaining credibility for her ideas and leadership at multiple 

levels, and all the time working to improve the system from within. 

While teaching at Hughes, Maria additionally conceived of the 

idea of helping the Mexican American child by making the Anglo child 

more sensitive to the existence of minorities and their culture. She 

provided to many Anglo children at Hughes Elementary School their first 

multicultural perspective. 

- Question #3: What were Maria's overall contributions? 

In 1953 Maria began a quarter century of service with the Tucson 

Education Association and the National Education Association. The 

crowning accomplishment of that period undoubtedly was the successful 

passage of the Bilingual Education Act of 1967. In a practical sense, 

the act had two key results: (1) it increased sensitivity by 

administrators and teachers to the educational needs of the Spanish-
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speaking student; and (2) it increased self cultural awareness of the 

Spanish-speaking students themselves. 

Concerning Maria's selfless dedication to community projects, 

interview subjects repeatedly attributed this to her strong family and 

religious ties. A second observation consistently related by those 

interviewed was that Maria showed no favoritism on behalf of any 

specific ethnic or cultural group. 

- Question #4: How was Maria's career reflectant of the socio-cultural 
climate of the different periods in her life? 

Tucson, Arizona has been in a state of socio-cultural flux 

throughout Maria Urquides's lifetime. From a small town of barely 7,000 

people in 1900, the population of Tucson has nearly doubled in every 

decade except one~ reaching over one-half million in the metropolitan 

statistical area by the mid-1980s. At the turn of the century a mixture 

of the ethnic backgrounds was common, and inter-ethnic group marriages 

were the norm. Anglos had achieved a high degree of bilingualism at 

that time when the Mexican Americans still represented the majority of 

the population. 

Maria recognized that in the bicultural environment of Tucson, to 

be successful required the ability to function in both languages. Her 

own ability in this respect, coupled with the concern of positive, 

motivated teachers, allowed Maria to enter into higher education and 

compete in the broader society. Maria's language skills, according to a 

contemporary study on the psychology of educators teaching multicultural 

groups, made her success possible. While students must struggle to 



89 

understand the relationship exposed by their teachers, the teacher must 

likewise deal with cultural and linguistic differences of the students. 

Whether subconsciously or otherwise, defective fluency in English by the 

student caused the non-bilingual teacher to show at best a superficial 

acceptance. For the students with better English skills, such as Maria, 

a stronger and more broad-based relat"ionship could be formed. As a 

result, Maria capitalized on both her own strengths and that of the 

teachers. 

As the 1960s began, whether by fate or happy coincidence, Maria 

had achieved a position of credibility and leadership which allowed her 

to take advantage of the revolution against the establ ishment to achieve 

goals for Mexican American students. The fact that she herself belonged 

to the establishment made the fight for bilingual education to be 

practiced in the schools that much easier. A new political and economic 

climate brought about during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations 

likewise contributed to the bilingual education effort receiving a fair 

hearing and facilitated its passage. Maria always claimed not to 

believe in fate, but she likewise recognized the fortuitous 

circumstances which converged on American society during the 1960s. 

Whether accepting the historical notion the "Great Men/Persons" bend 

events in favor of their causes, or that the currents of events mold the 

necessary leaders for the times, Maria took advantage of the new 

attitudes in America. She proudly represented what she considered thee 

minority categories: Mexican Americans, \\lomen, and Catholics. In her 

presentations of the issues she was always well-prepared and steadfast. 
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For Maria's success nationally, she always faced political foes 

at home. Some felt she had sold out to the establishment, while 

militants suggested that all the strategy and political connections cast 

doubt on her true commitment. Bilingual education specifically had its 

detractors from both Mexican American and Anglo quarters. Some parents 

of r~exican American children, many of whom had themselves been spanked 

in school for using Spanish, rejected the educational technique as 

hindering the learning of English. Many Anglo teachers also objected to 

bilingual education on the ground that English was the national language 

and that it should be the only language practiced at school. 

- Question #5: How does Maria, in retrospect, view her own success? 

In reviewing their relationship with Maria Urquides, interviewees 

concurred over and over in their description of her personality that 

they saw her as a "woman of subtle ironies. 1I While a staunch 

disciplinarian, she also advocated her students take a general education 

seriously. In her own teaching style, she oriented lesson plans around 

social problems and the needs of individual students. A woman of great 

persistence and resourcefulness in meeting immediate needs, she 

occasionally stepped on others. She ahoJays exhibited a commitment to 

issues rather than self-serving roles. Throughout her life she 

epitomized a reflection of the love and values received from her 

parents. 

From her own recollections, Maria always tried to maintain 

positive teacher-student relations. She stressed the absolute 

importance of caring parents to the students' overall success. 



91 

Administrators also came und~r her scrutiny as she implored them to 

become "advocates beyonJ the teacher. II Maria stated that she believed 

that schools needed "education with a moral vision to lead society out 

of sometimes simplistic dichotomies made in education." Objecting to 

students being channeled into programs to meet the needs of the schools, 

she felt that tracking and channeling tended to perpetuate existing 

problems. 

Finally. from Marials religious upbringing she developed a 

concept of love which dictated the value of self-sacrifice and service 

to others. To her this meant "a love for others that required action." 

Conceptually, this fits in rather closely with the teachings of Dr. 

Martin Luther King on agape love. In other respects, the career of 

Maria Legarra Urquides parallels the actions of the great American civil 

rights leader. 



CHAPTER 9 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusions 

This chapter presents the conclusions drawn from the data 

gathered as well as some recommendations for further research. 

As a result of conducting this study, the researcher has arrived 

at the following conclusions: 

Whereas Maria Urquides's grandparents did live in poverty and 

where her own parents did not ever receive a formal education, Maria's 

parents provided her with the intellectual elements necessary for her to 

pursue a formal education, one that even went beyond the educational 

expectations for women at that time. We can conclude that her parents 

wanted something better for Maria than that which they had been able to 

attain. This shows a definite pattern of upward mobility from one 

generation to the next. 

The data collected through interviewee responses led the 

researcher to conclude that Maria had a very strong "mentorship' 

throughout her developmental years as well as those years spent in 

postsecondary education. Her mother and father were first and foremost 

in impacting Maria's direction in life. The fact that Maria's father 

rubbed elbows with the Anglo as City Street Commissioner, co-workers in 

his position and under different political affiliations taught Mar'ia 

that compromising party identities could work well. Maria's eagerness 
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to learn and her C0ri~tant drive at being the best at whatever she 

attempted no doubt attracted her teachers' attentions to her. They also 

played a major role in channeling Maria in a successful direction. 

Interviewee responses have led the researcher to conclude that in 

spite of the socialization processes which Maria experienced and in 

spite of pressures brought on to her by peers and colleagues, Maria 

retained such a strong tie to her cultural values that she would at 

times seem to be defying contemporary norms. A perfect example of this 

was when Maria's mother, Mariana Legarra, passed away in 1963 at the age 

of 92. In spite of the fact that her friends urged Maria to carry out 

the wake in a funeral home, Maria decided to have the wake in the front 

room of her home as tradition had dictated it. One can conclude that 

Maria never compromised her culture. She was a strong advocate of a 

culturally pluralistic society and stressed to her students and others 

around her that one should obtain the important part5 of the dominant 

culture without compromising their own cultural norms. She frequently 

reminded students that they should retain from both cultures, but also 

give of themselves to both. Maria held on strongly to her religious 

values, family ties, and maintained a strict work ethic. She did not 

believe in doing things halfway. One can conclude that Maria Urquides 

exhibited strong coping skills. From an early age she sought the help 

of her teachers and her keen illterest in music, drama, and athletics was 

encouraged by them. These were not activities in which one saw 

involvement of Mexican Americans. Her involvement in so many activities 

throughout her lifetime could be attributed to the fact that 'she was 
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eager to learn the rules and regulations and parliamentary procedures, 

the vRhicles which .would ultimately help her reach the objectives she 

wanted to achieve within the organizations. She learned how to do 

things within the Anglo structure. Although Maria's strategies were 

often criticized by Mexican Americans in the commurdty, few criticized 

the end results. 

One can also conclude from the data gathered that Maria was one 

to turn obstacles into challenges. Rather than to conflict with issues 

or people, Maria tried to find ways to cow~romise to get what she 

wanted. She projected a life with a positive perspective and leadership 

through active participation. 

Recommendations 

This study generated several recommendations for further research 

effort. 

1. Additional studies utilizing ethnographic methodology to further 

study factors which contribute to making a Mexican American woman 

successful. This could be achieved through the use of 

biographical material on Mexican American woman leaders in the 

community whose lives might show some common threads that may 

h~ve contributed to their success. 

2. A study on role expectations of Mexican American women in the 

1980s. 

3. A comparative study of role conflicts of the Anglo woman and the 

Mexican American \'JOlllan in the work force. 



APPENDIX A 

LIFE HISTORY GUIDELINES FOR INTERVIEWS 

This interview is an attempt to study the experiences and public 
cnreer life of Maria L. Urquides. 

It is anticipated that the results of this study will be 
published as a book. Your participation in this study is greatly 
appreciated by the writer. It will, undoubtedly, add much to make this 
an interesting life study. 

Answer only those questions that apply to the period of her life 
with which you were acquainted to her or familiar with. 

1. What were her roots, influences, and motivational forces that 
molded her success? 

2. What were the significant periods and &ccomplishments in Maria's 
life? 

3. What were Maria's overall contributions to the areas of 
education, social services, and community? 

4. How was Maria's career reflectant of the dominant socio-cultural 
climate of the different periods in her life? 

5. In retrospect, how does Maria assess her own achievements with 
those of some of her own successful students? 

These research questions will be examined in the context of a 
prevailing educational, social setting in order to reflect Maria L. 
Urquides's own personality, philosophy, and specific contributions. 
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APPENDIX B 

AWARDS, APPOINTMENTS, AND HONORS 

DEGREES: 

1928 Teaching Certificate, Tempe State Teachers College 
1946 Bachelor's Degree in Education, University of Arizona 
1956 Master's Degree in Education, University of Arizona 
1983 Doctor of Law Honorary Degree, University of Arizona 

PROFESSIONAL SERVICE: 

Tucson Education Association: Board Member, Treasurer, President 

Committee Chairman: New Teacher Orientation, Teacher 
Recruitment, Legislation, Teachers Show 

Committee Member: Business Education Day, Professional Growth, 
Salary, Scholarship, Professional Advisory 
Board 

Arizona Department of Classroom Teachers Committee: Vice President, 
southwest Regl0nal DlrectQr . 

Committee Member: Legislation, Arizona Lands, Southwest Regional 
Pl an;li ng, Advi sory 

Delegate: Southwest Regional Conference, National Conference 

Arizona Education Association: Treasurer, Vice President, President 

Committee Member: Retirement, Special Dues, Evaluation 
Curriculum 

Commission Member: Teacher Education and Professional Standards, 
Defense 

National Education Association: Board of Directors 

Committee Member: Elections, Resolutions, Education and Travel, 
Southwest Regional Conference on Instruction 
Planning, Retirement 
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Pima Community College Board of Governors: Secretary, President, 
Appolnted to 1nltlal Board by Plma county Superintendent of Schools, 
1966 

Pi Lambda Jheta Honorary in Education: President 

Arizona Congress of Parents and Teachers: Honorary Life Member 

Special Assignments: Member of the National Education 
Association Defense Commission Team. 
Delegate to World Conference of Organiza
tions of the Teaching Profession. 

COMMUNITY SERVICE: Board Member 

American Red Cross 
Arizona State Welfare Board: First Woman President 
Cerebral Palsy Foundation 
Diocese School Board, SS. Peter & Paul 
House of Neighborly Service: President 
Information and Referral Board 
La Frontera, Inc. Board 
League of Mexican American Women 
Medical Pool Board 
National Council of Christians and Jews 
Patterdell School for Girls 
Plma County Association for Juveniles: Secretary 
Pio Decimo Board 
Retired Senior Citizen Program 
SS. Peter & Paul, School Board 
Southern Arizona Mental Health Clinic 
Tucson Council for Civic Unity 
Tucson Girls Living Center 
Tucson Tomorrow Board 
Tucson YWCA 
Una Noche Plateada 
Volunteer Action Committee 

COMMUNITY SERVICE: Member 

Arizona Council for Civic Unity 
Arizona State Manpower Committee 
Catholic Daughters of America 
Committee on Economic Opportunity 
Gir Scouts of America 
N.A.A.C.P. 
Tucson Community Council Drop Out Study 
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BIOGRAPHY APPEARS IN: 

Who's Who of American Women 
Who's Who in the Southwest 
Notable Americans of the Bicentennial Era 

DATE RECEIVED: AWARDS RECEIVED / PURPOSE OF RECOGNITION: 

April 26, 

1985/Current 

1985 

May 25, 1985 

April 27, 1985 

League of Mexican American Women - Certificate of 
Appreciation 

State Helfare Board .. Chair.llan, Testimonial 

United Hay of Tucson, Arizona - Thanks and 
Appreciation 

Golden Ember Camp Fire Honor - Recognition of 
Contribution to Participation in Camp Fire, in honor of 
the 75th celebration of anniversary Cdmp Fire's 
founding and for over 50 years of Friendship 

Dedication - Naming of the Maria Urquides Multi-Purpose 
Center, La Frontera" Mental Health Center 

Papel Recognition - Outstanding Contribution in the 
State of Arlzona 

Pio Decimo Center - Appreciation for Excellence and 
Dedlcatlon ln Volunteer Service for the poor and 
disadvantaged 

City of South Tucson - South Tucson Merit Award for 
Devoted Meritorious Service to the City of South Tucson 

April 27, 1985 20 years of Bilingual Education - Certificate of 

April 27, 1985 

April 24, 1985 

1984 

Outstanding Contribution 

Miss Arizona Latina - in Celebration of the 20th 
Anniversary of her Quest for the Implementation of the 
Bilingual Education Act 

Arizona Attorney General Office and Arizona Civil 
Rights Advisor{ Board - Outstanding Acknowledgement for 
the Advancemen of elvil Rights 

Arizona State un;versit¥, Colleoe of Education -
Meda II10n of Exce i I enceor Contn bubon to Excellence 
in Public Schools 



1983 

1983 

1983 

1983 

Dec. 9, 1983 

Dec. 9, 1983 

Dec. 9, 1983 

Dec. 9, 1983 

Dec. 5, 1983 

April 17, 1983 

April 17, 1983 

March 26, 1983 

1982 

1982 

1982 

Oct. 8, 1982 
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University of Arizona - Doctor of Law Honorary Degree 

Tucson High Foundation - Hall of Fame 

Tucson Hispanic Communi~ - Tribute to her on her 75th 
Birthday 

Department of Education - Certificate of Recognition 
for Significant Contributions to the Progress of 
Education in the United States 

Governor Bruce Babbit - Citation for her Exemplary 
Servlce to lucson and Arizona 

Pio Decimo Center - Tribute to her on her 75th Birthday 

Pima Community College - Recognition for Dedicated and 
Exemplary Servlce to our Community - Token of 
Appreciation 

University of Arizona - Medallion of Excellenc~ 

President Ronald Reagan - Letter of Congratulations 

Mayor L. C. Murhhy - Ou.tstanding Services to the State 
of Arlzona and t e community of Tucson 

Club Recuerdo - Outstanding Achievement in Community 
Servlce 

El Concilio Para La Unidad Mexico Americana (Mexican 
Amerlcan Unlty Councl I) - Se enorgul lence en reconocer 
los Servicios Humanitarios (Humanitarian Services) 

YWCA - Women on the Move Award, in Recognition of her 
Achievement and Leadership on Behalf of l~omen in the 
Community 

Behavioral Health Advocate - Continued Demonstration, 
Foreslght, and Dedlcatlon to the Hispanic Community 

"Woman of the Year Award" 

~~jversity of Arizona, Mexican American Studies and 
Research Center - the IIAdelita" Award - based .:;r 50 
years of Unflagging Humanitarian Concerns and Efforts 
in Education 



April 22, 1980 

1980 

1979 

1979 

1978 

1978 

1978 

1978 

1978 

May 5, 1978 

April 6, 1978 

1977 

Dec. 4, 1977 

1977 

Dec. 2, 1977 
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National Association for Bilingual Educatio~ -
Recognition for Devotlon, Courage and Love that have 
Contributed Greatly to the Bilingual Children of this 
Country 

Phi Theta Kappa, National Fraternits of Community 
Junlor Col leges - Honorary Natlonal Mem ership 

Department of Health, Education and Welfare 
Certlf;cate of Recognition for Slgnlf;cant 
Contributions to the Progress of Education in the 
United States 

National Hispanic Week Recognition Award 

Arizona State University - Awarded the "Golden Alumni 
Certlficate" 

Image - Outstanding Recognition Award 

National Department of Education - Award for 
Contributions to Education in America 

National As~:;ociation for Bilingual Education - Award 
for Contrlbutlon to the Educatlon of Hlspanlc Children 
and Youth 

Alpha Delta Kappa International ~ Honorary Sorority for 
Women Educators - Honorary State Member 

Knights of Columbus, Tucson Council #1200 - Special 
Guest of Honor, Clnco de Mayo flesta 

Mexican American Cancer Project Committee - Outstanding 
Communlty Servlce 

r~exican-American Unity Council - Humanitarian Award 

Mexican-American Health Professional Organization -
Certlflcate of Award for Achievement as a Ploneer 
Sponsor of Bilingual Education 

American Cancer Society - Outstanding Service 

Tucson Unified School District #1 - Dedication and Open 
Rouse of the Marla Legarra Orquldes Adaptive Education 
School. 



May 19, 1977 

1976 

1976 

1976 

Aug. 20, 1976 

1975 

1974 

1974 

1974 

June 1, 1974 

Dec. 24, 1972 

Dec. 14, 1972 

Nov. 28, 1972 

1964 - 1970 
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Most Rev. Francis J. Green, D.O., Bishop of Tucson -
Significant Contribution to the Ministry of Community 
Service as a Board Member of Catholic Community 
Services 

Notable Americans of the Bicentennial Era - Accepted to 
appear in the 1976 Bicentennial Edition of Notable 
Americans of the Bicentennial Era 

Pima County Historical Society and Tucson Bicentennial 
Commlttee - Outstandlng Contrlbutlons ,n the F,eld of 
Education 

Catholic Daughters of America - "Dona del Dia" 

Mayor L. C. MUr~hY - liLa Dona del Dia, 1976, II 
observation and cele ration of Tucson's 200th Birthday 

American Cancer Society, Arizona Division, Inc. 
Certificate of Appreciation for Notable Service in the 
Fight to Conquer Cancer 

Tucson Education Association - Special Award of 
ExcellAnce Honors for 46 years of Accomplishments in 
Education 

Laurels Knight Dinner - Honored Guest 

Arizona Bilingual Institute - Pioneer in Arizona 
Bilingual Movement 

National Association for Bilingual Education 
Recognition for Devotion, Courage and Love that Have 
Contributed Greatly to the Bilingual Children of this 
Country 

Mayor L. C. Murphy - Outstanding Citizen of Tucson 
Award 

Pima Community College, Bilingual Bicultural 
rducadora Oistinguida de la Communidad Tucsonense 

University of Arizona Alumni Association 
Uistingu;shed C,tizen Award, Recognition of outstanding 
Service as a Citizen 

National Education Association of the United States -
Distinguished Service 



1970 

1970 

March 1, 1970 

1969 - 1970 

1969 

1969 

1968 - 1969 

1968 

1968 

1968 

1967 

1967 

1967 

1966 

1966 
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Pima Communit~ College, Board of Governors - Past 
Presldent Awar P.C.G. - Appreclatlon for Ontlring and 
Devoted Service 

Member - Founding Board for Southern Arizona Training 
Programs, Arizona Delegate to the White House 
Conference on Children and Youth 

Tucson League of Mexican American Women - Appreciation 
of a Lifetime of Work and Love to the Community in the 
Field of Education 

Arizona Education Association - Honors in Recognition 
of Outstandlng Servlce to Public Education as a Pioneer 
in Bilingual Education 

Girls Living Center, Inc. - Awarded for Service to 
Youth 

Tucson Education Association - Award of Excellence 

National Education Association of the United States -
Certlflcate of Recognltlon ln Appreclatlon of Servlce 

American Cancer Societt, Arizona Division, Inc. -
Gertlflcate of Apprecla lon for Notable Servlce ln the 
Fight to Conquer Cancer 

Appointment - National Education Association - National 
Retirement Council 

University of Colorado - Outstanding Achievement in 
Education 

National Education Association of the United States -
Human Rights 

Elected - by highest vote to Pima County Junior College 
Board 

Appointment - National Advisory Committee to Com
missioner of Education on Mexican American Education 

~pointment - Governor - Arizona State Manpower 
Advisory Committee 

Appointment - First Pima Community College Board of 
Governors 



1966 

1966 

1966 

1965 

1965 

1965 

1965 

1965 

1965 

March, 1965 

1963 

1963 

1960 

1959 - 1960 

1959 

Nov. 11, 1958 
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President Ly~don B. Johnson - For work on the National 
Advlsory Councll on Extenslon and Continuing Education 

The Arizona Daily Star - Awarded "Woman of the Year in 
£ducdtlon li 

Governor Goddard - Citation of Merit for Outstanding 
Contrlbutlon ln the Development of Manpower Programs 

Maria ur~uides Scholarship - established by Mexican 
Amerlcan tudent Assoclatlon, University of Arizona 

Girls Living Center, Inc. - Awarded for Service to 
Youth 

Red Cross - Board Member 

Good Sheppard for Girls - Board Member 

Committee on Economic Security - Board Member 

Appointment - President Lyndon B. Johnson - Advisory 
Committee on Extension and Contlnulng Education 

Los Angeles, League of Mexican American Women - Annual 
Achlevement Award 

AaPointment - Arizona State Director for the National 
E ucatlo~ssociation 

AaPointment - President John F. Kennedy 
A vlsory Commlttee to C1V11 Rlghts Commlsslon 

- State 

Member - Founding Board for Southern Arizona Training 
Programs, Arizona Delegate to the White House 
Conference on Children and Youth 

Arizona Education Association - Recognition of 
Outstanding Service to Public Education as the Arizona 
Education Association President 

Arizona Education Association - Recognition for Board 
Presldent 

Tucson communite Camp for Exceptional Children -
Appreclatlon ofontrlbutlon and Onselflsh Efforts in 
Behalf of all Handicapped Children 



1950 
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Member - Founding Board for Southern Arizona Training 
Programs, . Arizona Delegate to the ~/hite House 
Conference on Children and Youth 
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URQUIDES FAMILY TREE 
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Ulleda (RlImlrez) UrQuldes 
1856 - 1928 

""'l"Iano lnq.".."'" 
1811 - 1'16} 

...... 
Cl 
O'l 
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