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ABSTRACT 
 

This dissertation explores the educational history of Mexican Americans in 

Arizona.  It focuses on the post World War II activism of Tucson Mexican Americans 

who challenged educational policies, practices, and programs such as segregation, 

Americanization, and language restriction.  These practices shaped Mexican American 

education for much of the twentieth century.  Beginning in 1950, Mexican American men 

and women engaged in grassroots activism by participating in multiethnic, multifaceted 

coalitions to challenge educational inequalities and promote meaningful educational 

reform between 1950 and 1990.  Their efforts led to the passage of local, state, and 

national educational reforms, including the repeal of school segregation state laws, the 

implementation of Spanish-for-Spanish-speakers and bilingual-bicultural education 

programs, and the enactment of the federal Bilingual Education Act of 1968.  In 1974, 

Mexican American parents filed a joint lawsuit with Black parents against Tucson School 

District No. 1, the largest district in the state, charging the district with de jure 

segregation of Mexican American and Black students.  I assert that Mexican Americans 

promoted institutional reforms from the bottom up that would not only provide Mexican-

origin children with equal educational opportunity, but would also meet the community’s 

needs based on their own definition of equity.  In doing so, Mexican Americans not only 

contested their subordinate status in the dominant society by directly challenging the 

traditional stronghold that Anglo Americans had on the public education system, but they 

also helped to advance the quest for educational equality and civil rights. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

“Democracy cannot be defined as goods piled up, or things done—a living 
democracy is a project just begun, a promise not yet fulfilled.”1   
  

In 1999, The Elusive Quest for Equality was published to commemorate the 

history of Mexican American education.2  This history encompasses both the plight of 

Mexican Americans in the public school system and their longstanding struggle for 

educational equality.  The promise of equality stems from the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo that granted Mexicans full citizenship rights after the United States gained 

control of previous Mexican territory.  The struggle for equal education included the fight 

to end segregation in public schools and the movement to institute bilingual-bicultural 

education, and other meaningful reforms to improve the quality of instruction Mexican 

Americans received.  José F. Moreno and Frank García Berumen suggest that: 

It is not enough to simply document the injustices against Chicano/a 
communities, as doing so only serves to portray Chicanos/as as mere 
victims.  For every injustice perpetrated, there has consistently been some 
form of reaction by Chicano/a communities.  These responses varied and 
were largely influenced by racial and social-class hierarchies that 
permeated Chicano/a communities.3 

 
Social scientists, historians, professional educators, and other scholars have produced 

important studies that document the educational inequalities Mexican Americans endured 

                                                 
1 Quoted from the 1946 Report of the President’s Committee on Civil Rights in the Arizona Council for 
Civil Unity’s Close the Breach: A Study of School Segregation in Arizona (Phoenix, Arizona Council for 
Civic Unity, Inc. 1949), 2. 
 
2 See José F. Moreno, ed., The Elusive Quest for Equality: 150 Years of Chicano/Chicana Education 
(Cambridge: Harvard Educational Review, 1999). 
 
3 José F. Moreno and Frank García Berumen, “Introduction,” in José F. Moreno, ed., The Elusive Quest for 

Equality: 150 Years of Chicano/Chicana Education (Cambridge: Harvard Educational Review, 1999), x. 
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in public schools as well as their response to educational discrimination and unequal 

schooling.  Scholars such as Thomas P. Carter, Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., Gilbert 

González, Lynne Getz, Rubén Donato, Carlos Kevin Blanton, and others have 

demonstrated that Mexican-origin students experienced segregated and inferior schooling 

from the late nineteenth century through the 1970s.4 

This dissertation contributes to the historiography on Mexican American 

education established by the above scholars.  It is also a contribution to the general 

scholarship on Mexican American history, the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands, the Southwest, 

and civil rights activism.  My study examines the post-World War II activism of Tucson 

Mexican Americans who challenged segregation, language restriction, and 

Americanization that shaped the educational experience of Mexican American children in 

the city’s public schools.  It also assesses educational reform that Mexican Americans 

advocated, including the influence they exerted at the local, state, and national levels 

within the context of anti-segregation legal battles and the Civil Rights Movement.   

                                                 
4This historiography includes Thomas P. Carter, Mexican Americans in School: A History of Educational 

Neglect (New York: College Entrance Examination Board, 1970); Carlos Manuel Haro, Mexicano/Chicano 

Concerns and School Desegregation in Los Angeles, Monograph No. 9, Chicano Studies Center 
Publications (Los Angeles: University of California, Los Angeles, 1977); Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., “Let 

All of Them Take Heed:” Mexican Americans and the Campaign for Educational Equality in Texas, 1910-

1981 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1987); Gilbert G. González, Chicano Education in the Era of 

Segregation (London and Toronto: Associated University Presses, 1990); Rubén Donato, The Other 

Struggle for Equal Schools: Mexican Americans during the Civil Rights Era (New York: State University 
of New York Press, 1997); Armando L. Trujillo, Chicano Empowerment and Bilingual Education: 

Movimiento Politics in Crystal City, Texas (New York and London: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1998); José 
F. Moreno, ed. The Elusive Quest for Equality: 150 Years of Chicano/Chicana Education (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard Educational Review, 1999); Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr. Brown, Not White: School 

Integration and the Chicano Movement in Houston (College Station: Texas A & M University Press, 
2001); Gilbert González, Culture of Empire: American Writers, Mexico, and Mexican Immigrants, 1880-

1930 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004); Carlos Kevin Blanton, The Strange Career of Bilingual 
Education in Texas, 1836-1981 (College Station: Texas A&M University, 2004); and Laura K. Muñoz, 
“Desert Dreams: Mexican American Education in Arizona, 1870-1930” (Ph.D. diss., Arizona State 
University, 2006). 
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In many ways, Mexican American education in Arizona matches that of Mexican 

Americans in other southwestern states, where physical segregation in separate schools 

and classrooms, forced Americanization, biased language and IQ testing, tracking into 

predominantly vocational courses, and high drop-out rates were common.  Mexican 

American students lacked equal opportunities to develop the academic skills necessary to 

compete with other students and attain higher education.  These conditions constitute 

what some scholars call intellectual or academic segregation, which occurs when students 

are denied equal educational opportunity.5  James S. Coleman and Daniel P. Moynihan 

assert that in order for a school to provide equal educational opportunity “the results of its 

educational program in terms of achievement must be equal for all racial and social 

groups.”6  Educational programs for Mexican Americans were not equal, which was 

evidenced by their low levels of educational attainment.   

The concept of intellectual segregation is important here because it was this type 

of segregation that persisted in Tucson public schools after legal segregation was 

abolished in 1951.  By widening the definition of segregation to include intellectual 

segregation resulting from inferior schooling we enhance our knowledge of the Mexican 

American educational experience.  We also become better informed about how this type 

                                                 
5 See Richard R. Valencia, Martha Menchaca, and Rubén Donato, “Segregation, Desegregation, and  
Integration of Chicano Students: Old and New Realities,” In Richard R. Valencia, ed., Chicano School 

Failure and Success: Past, Present and Future (London, New York:  Routledge/Falmer Press, 2002), 109-
110. 
 
6 James S. Colman and Daniel P. Moynihan, et al., Equal Educational Opportunity (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1969), 2.  
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of marginalization also engendered activism among parents, teachers, community leaders 

and students.   

My dissertation augments the established works on Mexican American education, 

particularly those treating segregation and the campaign for educational equality, by 

focusing on the grassroots activities Mexican Americans, especially women, who 

challenged educational inequalities and promoted reform from the bottom up.  Beginning 

in 1950, Mexican Americans in Tucson participated in several multiethnic, multifaceted 

coalitions to end school segregation, promote bilingual education, and persuade Tucson 

School District No. 1, the largest district in the state, to improve the quality of education 

for all students between 1950 and 1990.  Mexican Americans not only pushed for an 

equal education, but also a meaningful one for their children and the larger community.   

I argue that Mexican Americans helped to advance the struggle for educational 

equality by demanding fundamental change to the public education system.  As active 

agents they helped to transform educational policies, school curricula, and pedagogical 

practices and programs that targeted Mexican-origin children.  They acted based on a 

biethnic, bi-cultural consciousness that was tied to their Spanish-Mexican heritage, 

history, and culture, Spanish language, and American educational values.  Arizona’s 

proximity to Sonora, Mexico, and its geographical location in the U.S-Mexico 

borderlands also fostered a dual identity among Mexican Americans.  Sociologists call 

this consciousness “oppositional consciousness” and describe it as a “constellation 

composed of the principles, ideas, and feelings” developed by subjugated or oppressed 

groups.  In Tucson, this biethnic, bi-cultural consciousness was not only derived from 
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their proximity and relationship to Sonora, Mexico, but also from the social, economic, 

and political discrimination they experienced in Anglo-dominated institutions in the early 

twentieth century.  Mexican Americans thus drew from an “oppositional consciousness” 

that motivated them to challenge discriminatory treatment and marginalization in local 

arenas, including the injustices they observed in the educational system.7  By the mid-

twentieth century, Mexican Americans began to challenge educational inequalities as a 

means to improve the social, economic, and political well-being of the community.  

Through various campaigns they articulated a vision of equal educational opportunity 

based on their ethnic and cultural identity and pushed through reforms that reflected this 

identity.  In documenting the inequalities Mexican Americans faced in the public school 

system and the reforms they promoted through their activism, the present study 

demonstrates the important role education has played in their struggle for social 

acceptance and equality.   

Mexican American/Chicana women also played key roles in the campaigns to 

promote educational reform.  One useful framework for analyzing women’s activism 

around educational issues is based on the concept of “activist mothering.”  Nancy A. 

Naples uses this term in her work Grassroots Warriors: Activist Mothering, Community 

Work, and the War on Poverty because it “… better expresses the complex ways the 

resident community workers, especially Black women and Latinas, made sense of their 

                                                 
7 Jane Mansbridge, “The Making of Oppositional Consciousness,” in Jane Mansbridge and Aldon Morris, 
eds., Oppositional Consciousness: The Subjective Roots of Social Protest (Chicago & London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2001), 1-5. 
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own activities.”8  She applies this framework to the activism and community work that 

emerged during the late 1970s and 1980s because it was informed by the ideology and 

political atmosphere that emanated from social movements such as the Civil Rights 

Movement, the Women’s Movement, and, in the case of Mexican American women, the 

Chicano Movement.  However, it also describes women’s community work and activism 

to promote bilingual-bicultural education at the local, state and national levels during the 

1960s.  The term “activist mothers” is instructive here because women’s activism in 

Tucson was shaped by their acquired knowledge and skills, personal experiences, cultural 

background, and religious beliefs, which were intricately linked to their gender, ethnicity, 

social class, and relationship to their community.  Many women participated in 

educational activism not only to improve education for their own children, but also for 

the larger community.  Their activism reflected their vision of equal educational 

opportunity as well as their identity as women, mothers, school teachers, and members of 

an ethnic community.   

This dissertation is composed of five chapters.  Chapter one, “Social and 

Economic Conditions:  A Backdrop for Postwar Activism” describes the development 

and growth of the Mexican-origin population in the state, the social and economic 

conditions Mexican Americans and other minorities faced during and after World War II, 

and the conditions that gave rise to civil rights activism in the postwar era.   

                                                 
8 Nancy A. Naples, Grassroots Warriors: Activist Mothering, Community Work, and the War on Poverty 
(New York and London: Routledge, 1998), 113-114. 
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Chapter two, “Educational Conditions in the Postwar Era,” examines the 

educational conditions that existed in Arizona public schools at mid-century.  It also 

shows the historical conditions that fostered the development of state-sanctioned policies, 

practices, and programs aimed at non-English speaking or “foreign” students.  Some of 

these led to segregation, forced Americanization, and unfair tracking into low-ability, 

special education, and vocational and industrial education programs in schools with large 

numbers of Mexican-origin students.  Mexican American parents, teachers, community 

leaders, and concerned citizens believed school practices contributed to the unequal 

education their children received and later challenged them during the civil rights era.     

Chapter three, “Closing the Breach: The Campaign to End School Segregation,” 

explores the postwar activism of Mexican Americans and their allies to abolish school 

segregation laws and other discriminatory policies and practices that barred Mexican 

Americans and other ethnic minority groups from equal employment, and recreational, 

educational, and political opportunities.  In particular, this chapter examines the 

grassroots efforts led by the Alianza Hispano-Americana, the Arizona Council for Civic 

Unity, and the Tucson Council for Civic Unity, including their role in promoting 

democracy in state institutions.   

Chapter four, “The Struggle for Educational Equity Continues: The Bilingual 

Education Movement, 1958-1968,” traces the development of the bilingual education 

movement that began in Tucson through the efforts of local teachers, university 

instructors, and educational leaders.   It examines school programs such as Spanish-for-

Spanish-Speakers and others they created to provide culturally and linguistically relevant 
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education for Mexican-origin students.  With the support and financial aid of the National 

Education Association, Tucson educators embarked on a tour of the Southwest to assess 

other educational programs used to improve educational outcomes for these students.  

The efforts of local educators ultimately led to the passage of the Bilingual Education Act 

of 1968, which sparked a nationwide movement to implement bilingual education.   

Chapter five, “Mendoza, vs. Tucson School District No. 1: The Struggle for Equal 

Education and Reform in Tucson Public Schools” traces the circumstances that led to the 

filing of joint desegregation lawsuits by Mexican American and Black parents in 1974.  

These lawsuits charged the district with de jure segregation of Mexican American and 

Black students.  This chapter focuses on the Mexican American activism before, during, 

and after the lawsuit was adjudicated in 1978, including the activities led by women to 

save their neighborhood schools, institute bilingual education, improve teacher 

preparation, and promote quality education. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CONDITIONS:  A BACKDROP FOR POSTWAR 
ACTIVISM 

 
 

As in other parts of the Southwest, Spanish and Mexican people have a long 

history in the state dating back to the sixteenth century when Arizona was still part of 

New Spain.  Although most Spanish explorers only traveled through the region during 

several authorized expeditions to explore New Spain’s northern frontier, by 1700 Spanish 

and mestizo colonists had settled in what is now Tucson and were later joined by 

immigrants from neighboring areas to the south.  This was especially true after 1821, 

when Mexico gained its independence from Spain.  Throughout the nineteenth century, 

Mexican-origin people represented the dominant population in the state, wielding a 

considerable amount of economic and political power as merchants, small business 

owners, and public officials.  By 1900, however, they became outnumbered as the 

railroad fueled the in-migration of Anglo Americans from other parts of the country.   

By 1950, Anglo Americans were the majority in the state, comprising seventy 

percent of the state’s total population.  Mexican-origin people represented the largest 

ethnic minority in the state, but still represented a sizeable population with seventeen 

percent of the state’s total population.9  By mid-century, Mexican-origin people had lost 

much of their social, economic, and political influence and came to hold a subordinate 

status in the state’s institutions.  In many parts of the state they were subject to social 

                                                 
9 In 1950, the Anglo American population in Arizona was 526,193 out of a total population of 749,587.  
Leo Grebler, Joan W. Moore, and Ralph C. Guzmán, The Mexican American People: The Nation’s Second 

Largest Minority (New York:  The Free Press, 1970), 106.  
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prejudice and discrimination, residential and educational segregation, occupational 

segmentation, and were largely a working-class population with a low socioeconomic 

status compared to Anglo Americans.  They had little to no political representation at the 

local or state level, low levels of education, lived in substandard housing, and were more 

likely to be exposed to poor and hazardous working conditions.  This chapter examines 

the social and economic conditions that Mexican-origin people and other minorities in 

Arizona faced during World War II and in the postwar era.  During this period, Arizona 

experienced tremendous economic growth.  Unfortunately, not all Arizonans benefited 

from the economic expansion wrought by the war, which continued into the 1950s, 

1960s, and 1970s.   

 

Growth of the Mexican-origin Population in Arizona 

Initially, the Spanish government sent explorers to the far north in a fruitless 

search of gold, riches, and the famed Seven Cities of Cíbola.  For much of the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries, protection of its northern territories from international 

encroachment and the Christianization of Indians justified the settlement of the Spanish 

northern frontier.  By the late 1700s, Spanish and mestizo colonists, priests, soldiers, and 

adventurers had settled permanently in the southern portion of Arizona.  The Spanish 

government established a presidio and a mission near Tucson to protect its territorial 

interests and the small cadre of settlers and their families.  Until the late nineteenth 

century, aside from the Native American population, Spanish-Mexican people made up 

the majority of the resident population in Arizona, particularly in the state’s southern 
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region.  For example, in 1880, 4,469 (63.8 percent) of the 7,007 residents in Tucson were 

of Spanish-Mexican descent.10  With the coming of the railroads that same year, however, 

Mexican-origin people quickly became a minority as Anglo Americans poured into the 

state.  By 1890, Mexican-origin people represented 13 percent of the state’s population.   

Despite the drop in their numerical dominance, the Mexican-origin population 

continued to grow both in absolute numbers and in its percentage of the state’s total 

population.  By 1910, Mexican-origin people numbered 51,102, comprising twenty-five 

percent of the state’s total population.11  At this time Arizona’s population was rapidly 

increasing.  By 1925, Arizona ranked fifth in the nation in total population growth and 

first in the growth of its Mexican-born population.  Approximately 77 percent of 

Arizona’s foreign-born population was of Mexican-origin.12  By 1930 the Mexican-origin 

population was 26 percent of the state’s total population, of which 42 percent were 

Mexican born.13 According to Lawrence A. Cardoso, the 1930 federal census counted 

1,422,533 Mexican-origin people in the United States, the majority of whom resided in 

                                                 
10 Thomas E. Sheridan, Los Tucsonenses: The Mexican Community in Tucson, 1854-1941 (Tucson: The 
University of Arizona Press, 1986), 3.  In 1880, Arizona’s total population was 40,440.  The bulk of the 
Mexican-origin population, resided in Tucson and represented eleven percent of the state’s population.   
 
11 Annie Reynolds, The Education of Spanish-speaking Children in Five southwestern States (Washington, 
D.C., United States Government Printing Office, 1933), 6-7; U.S. Census Bureau, Resident Population and 

Apportionment of the U.S. House of Representatives, Arizona. Accessed at 
http://www.census.gov/dmd/www/resapport/states/arizona.pdf on 6 February 2007. 
 
12 C. Ralph Tupper, A Survey of the Arizona Public School System: A Study of the Elementary and 

Secondary Public Schools of the State under the State Board of Education (Phoenix: Gazette Job Printing 
Co., 1925), 5-7. 
 
13 Reynolds, The Education of Spanish-speaking Children in Five southwestern States, 6-7; U.S. Bureau of 
the Census, U.S. Census of Population: 1950. Vol. IV, Special Reports, Part 3, Chapter C, Persons of 
Spanish Surname (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1953), 3C-6. 
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the five southwestern states.14  Although Arizona’s total population was relatively small 

at less than half a million, it ranked third next to California and Texas in its total number 

of Mexican-origin residents.  It ranked first, however, in the percentage of its total 

population being of Mexican-origin.  New Mexico and Texas ranked second and third, as 

14 and 11.7 percent, respectively, of their total populations were of Mexican-origin.15    

The growth of this population corresponded to the great migration from Mexico 

that occurred between 1890 and 1930.  This mass exodus was aided by a number of 

factors.  The rapid expansion of the railroad and transportation infrastructure in the 

United States and Mexico not only facilitated movement between the two countries, it 

also provided jobs for many Mexican workers on the U.S. side of the international 

boundary, and determined the settlement patterns that occurred in the Southwest.16  Poor 

living conditions, economic displacement, and political upheaval in Mexico wrought by 

government policies under President Porfirio Díaz and the ensuing Revolution of 1910 

compelled thousands of men, women, and families to flee their homeland in search of 

work, refuge, and a better life.  Other factors that aided the growth of Arizona’s Mexican 

population included the Temporary Admissions Act of 1917, an agreement with Mexico 

that allowed Mexican nationals to work in U.S. industries to fill the labor shortage caused 

by World War I.  southwestern industries such as mining, agriculture, and railroads 

                                                 
14 Lawrence A. Cardoso, Mexican Emigration to the United States, 1897-1931 (Tucson: University of 
Arizona Press, 1980), 91-92.   
 
15 Reynolds, The Education of Spanish-speaking Children in Five southwestern States, 6-7; U.S. Census 
Bureau, Resident Population and Apportionment of the U.S. House of Representatives, Arizona.   
 
16 Cardoso, Mexican Emigration to the United States, 26-27. 
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increasingly relied on Mexican labor, slowly replacing Chinese, Japanese, and Black 

workers.  For instance, Arizona cotton growers imported Mexican workers to help with 

cotton harvests during the war.  This pattern continued even in the postwar recession 

years, as approximately 35,000 Mexican workers were brought into Arizona between 

1918 and 1920 under the Temporary Admissions Act to fill labor shortages in agriculture, 

railroad maintenance work, and lignite coal mining.17   

The subsequent Immigration Acts of 1921 and 1924, which restricted the number 

of immigrants from eastern and southern Europe, further motivated corporate interests to 

recruit Mexican workers to meet their labor needs.  Railroad companies, especially the 

Southern Pacific, hired large numbers of Mexican Americans and Mexican nationals 

during the 1920s.  Lawrence A. Cardoso asserts that “it was the railroads more than any 

other single factor that pulled Mexican workers over the border and spread them over the 

entire Southwest and beyond as a mobile, cheap labor force available for all types of 

unskilled work,” so that by 1929, 70 to 90 percent of railroad laborers in the Southwest 

were Mexican-origin.18 

During the 1930s, however, as elsewhere in the United States, Arizona suffered 

from economic depression in the aftermath of the stock market crash of 1929, and as a 

result saw lower immigration rates and massive layoffs of Mexican workers.  Dire 

                                                 
17 Malcolm Brown and Orin Cassmore, “Migratory Cotton Pickers in Arizona,” in United States Federal 
Works Agency Works Progress Administration Division of Research, Migratory Workers of the Southwest 
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, Publishers), 64; Department of the Interior, Bureau of Education, 
Educational Conditions in Arizona: Report of a Survey by the United States Bureau of Education, Bulletin, 
1917, No. 44 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1918), 14-15.  
 
18 Cardoso, Mexican Emigration, 26; Matt S. Meier and Feliciano Ribera, Mexican Americans/American 

Mexicans: From Conquistadors to Chicanos (New York: Hill and Wang, 1993), 121.   
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economic conditions during the Great Depression gave rise to heightened nativism and a 

campaign to rid the nation of its foreign workers, especially Mexican workers.  Mexican-

origin people, especially the undocumented became the target of a massive repatriation 

campaign of the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) in cooperation with the 

Mexican government.  Between 1929 and 1933 approximately 500,000 to 1,000,000 

Mexican nationals and U.S.-born Mexican Americans were deported to Mexico.19  Of 

those repatriated in this period, between 7,000 and 18,000 Mexicans left Arizona via 

voluntary or forced repatriation channels.20   

 

The Wartime Boom 

The onset of World War II spurred both economic recovery and an increase in 

immigration from Mexico.  The vast labor shortage caused by the more than sixteen 

million men and women who entered the military, together with the implementation of 

the Bracero Program in 1942, brought Mexican workers back into the state.  According to 

the 1940 federal census, Arizona’s Spanish-surname population numbered 101,580, of 

which 24 percent was foreign born.  By 1950, its Spanish-surname population increased 

                                                 
19 For two excellent studies on the repatriation campaign, see Abraham Hoffman, Unwanted Mexican 

Americans in the Great Depression: Repatriation Pressures, 1929-1939 (Tucson: University of Arizona 
Press, 1974) and Francisco E. Balderrama and Raymond Rodriguez, Decade of Betrayal: Mexican 

Repatriation in the 1930s (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1995).  
 
20 Raymond Flores estimated that approximately 18,000 Spanish-speaking persons left Arizona due to the 
depression or repatriation, while Thomas E. Sheridan asserts that 7,000 Mexicans registered for repatriation 
at the Mexican Border in 1931, making it difficult to determine just how many Mexican people were 
indeed repatriated or departed the state voluntarily.  Raymond J. Flores, The Socio-Economic Status Trends 

of the Mexican People Residing in Arizona, A Thesis, Arizona State College at Tempe, 1951 (San 
Francisco: R and E Research Associates, 1973), 16-31; Sheridan, Los Tucsonenses, 207-216. 
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to 128,580, of which 18 percent was foreign born.21  As in other southwestern states, the 

bulk of Arizona’s Mexican-origin population lived in urban areas, with 10,452 residing in 

Phoenix and 10,964 in Tucson, the states’ largest urban centers.  More than half of 

Arizona’s Spanish-surnamed population (55.5 percent) was concentrated in the southern 

counties of Maricopa, Pima, Pinal, Gila, Yuma, Greenlee, Cochise, and Santa Cruz.  

Maricopa and Pima counties had the largest numbers with 42,560 and 27,224 

respectively.22  During the 1950s, Arizona’s Spanish-surnamed population grew 66 

percent, reaching 194,356 by 1960.23  Although the percentage of the state’s population 

that was of Mexican origin dropped from 20 to 15 percent between 1940 and 1960, this 

reduction reflected the significant growth in the state’s overall population during this 

period and not a decline in the Mexican-origin population.  

World War II also spurred a general growth in the Arizona’s population because 

of the demand for labor in manufacturing, mining, agriculture, construction, wholesale 

and retail trade, defense-contracting, healthcare, and a large service sector.  Concerns 

over national security along the U.S.-Mexico border also resulted in the growth of 

military personnel in the state, especially the Army and Arizona National Guard.  Hence, 

                                                 
21 Shifts in terminology reflect the terminology used by the U.S. Census Bureau.  In 1930, the Census 
Bureau used Mexican as a racial term to denote people of Mexican descent, and then changed their 
terminology in 1940 to “Persons of Spanish Mother Tongue.”  In the 1950 and 1960 census, persons of 
Mexican-origin were counted as “Persons of Spanish surname.    
 
22 U.S. Bureau of the Census, U.S. Census of Population: 1950. Vol. IV, Special Reports, 3C-6, 3C-47; 
U.S. Census Bureau, Resident Population and Apportionment, Arizona; Robert H. Talbert, Spanish-Name 

People in the Southwest and West: Socioeconomic Characteristics of White Persons of Spanish Surname in 

Texas, Arizona, California, Colorado, and New Mexico (Fort Worth: Leo Potishman Foundation, Texas 
Christian University, 1955), 23.   
 
23 U.S. Bureau of the Census, U.S. Census of Population: 1960, Final Report PC (2)-1B, Subject Reports, 
Persons of Spanish Surname (Washington, D.C.:  U.S. Department of Commerce, 1961), 1X.   
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expanded opportunities in state, federal, and civil service jobs lured migrants from other 

states to take advantage of better employment opportunities and a higher standard of 

living.  During the 1940s, Arizona saw a population growth rate of 67 percent, and 58 

percent during the 1950s, albeit this growth rate was much smaller than that in other 

southwestern states.24  Notwithstanding the overall population growth as well as its 

diversity, Mexican-origin people were still a sizeable proportion of Arizona’s population 

at mid-century.   

World War II also marked a turning point for the state in terms of its economic, 

industrial, and urban development.  Like other southwestern states, the economic boom 

that swept the nation during wartime transformed Arizona into a modern state through 

economic expansion and diversification.  Historian Gerald D. Nash argues that the war 

transformed the economy of the American West and promoted rapid urban development.  

Prior to the war, much of the western economy was characterized by its colonial status, 

which was driven by eastern capital that financed and controlled the output of traditional 

industries such as mining, railroad construction, cattle ranching, and agriculture.  After 

the onset of the war the infusion of federal outlays into western states diversified and 

transformed their economies making them more independent.  Manufacturing plants that 

produced military ships, aircraft, electronic equipment, aluminum, steel, and other 

products needed for the war effort became commonplace.  The state was also transformed 

economically through the construction of military installations and training facilities, 

                                                 
24 U.S. Census Bureau, Resident Population and Apportionment, Arizona. 
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technological advancements in energy production, research endeavors, and an expansion 

of entrepreneurship.   

In addition to the traditional extractive industries, federal funding expanded 

military installations in the state’s urban centers.  Defense contractors, which were 

courted by Governor Sydney Preston Osborn, brought a significant amount of federal 

money into the state.  Osborn was instrumental in bringing AiResearch Manufacturing 

Company, the Consolidated-Vultee Aircraft Corporation, the Aluminum Company of 

America (ALCOA), and Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company to Arizona.  These 

companies contributed to the industrial manufacturing sector of the state with their 

production of military aircraft, vehicles, equipment, and supplies during and after the 

war, creating an array of new employment and occupational opportunities.25   

Extractive industries such as copper, cotton and agriculture also flourished during 

the war.  As the nation’s largest producer of copper and a major producer of lead, zinc, 

gold, silver, cotton, and other raw materials needed for the war effort, mining companies 

such as the Phelps-Dodge Corporation profited from the increased demand and 

production.  The high demand for mining products combined with better employment 

opportunities in other sectors led to a severe labor shortage in the state’s mining industry.  

Paul V. McNutt, Chair of the War Manpower Commission at the time, stated that “the 

shortage of workers in our metal mines, smelters and refineries … has now reached a 

stage so critical that unless corrected it might endanger the entire war effort.”26  To 

                                                 
25 Charles Ynfante, The Transformation of Arizona into a Modern State: The Contribution of War to the 

Modernization Process (Lewiston, N.Y., Lampeter, Wales : Edwin Mellen Press, 2002) , 1-20. 
 
26 Ibid., 21-29.   
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remedy the situation, McNutt initiated a “Return of Workers” program to lure workers 

back into the mines.  Officials from the War Production Board recommended that 

employers improve working conditions by raising wages and providing health insurance.  

They even recommended that government officials should appeal to workers’ sense of 

patriotism to lure them into mining jobs.  Despite labor shortages, mining executives 

reaped more than adequate profits, and those workers who obtained mining jobs 

benefited from steady employment during the war years.27 

The high demand for agricultural products such as cotton, lettuce, carrots, alfalfa, 

fruit, and other produce ensured that large-scale agriculture was still “king” in Arizona’s 

economy.  Economic growth in agribusiness paralleled those in the mining industry, as 

crop production yielded healthy profits for large farm owners even with the severe 

shortage of farm labor during the war.28  To alleviate the shortage, Arizona farmers 

turned to various sources to obtain the required manpower to help harvest cotton and 

other crops.  They urged federal officials to act expediently on the proposed Bracero 

Program, a binational agreement between the United States and Mexico proposed in 1942 

that would allow employers to contract Mexicans to work in U.S. industries in dire need 

of labor.  Because the demand for labor was so great, Arizona farmers and other large 

employers requested that federal officials also approve the use of Japanese internees and 

Italian and German prisoners of war to work on their farms.  They also requested that the 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
27 Ibid.     
 
28 Ynfante states that in 1943 Arizona farmers yielded $20,000,000 in crop production and more than 
$88,000,000 in field production, which attested to the state’s agricultural wealth.  Ynfante, The 

Transformation of Arizona into a Modern State, 49.   
 



 

   

                                                                                                                                           30 
 
 

governor approve the use of convict labor, Jamaican workers, and anyone willing to work 

in the fields, including women, students, retired persons, and white-collar workers.29    

In Arizona, anthropologist Thomas E. Sheridan captures the economic reality of 

Mexican Americans, Blacks, and other minorities in the postwar era when he states: 

“about all the boom meant was more jobs as laborers and maids.”30  Not all Arizonans 

benefited equally from the economic expansion, better job opportunities, and the massive 

prosperity of the wartime boom, which continued into the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s.  

Despite the economic growth spurred by high-wage professional and blue-collar 

employment opportunities in mining, construction, banking, defense, and high-tech 

industries, Mexican Americans and other minorities still found themselves in low-skilled 

and low-wage employment, in poor housing conditions, and excluded from mainstream 

institutions, including the political system.   

Institutionalized discrimination and segregation was clearly manifest in state 

institutions, which were dominated by Anglo Americans.  For much of the early 

twentieth century, discrimination in social services forced many Mexican Americans, 

Blacks, and Chinese Americans to rely on privately funded ethnic organizations such as 

mutual-aid societies for employment, housing, and economic assistance.31  Although 

some scholars assert that that the war served as a catalyst in improving race relations by 

                                                 
29 Ynfante, The Transformation of Arizona into a Modern State, 21-29; Gerald D. Nash, The American 

West Transformed: The Impact of the Second World War (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1990), 48. 
 
30 Sheridan, Arizona, 282. 
 
31 See Luckingham, Minorities in Phoenix. 
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hastening the decline of racial barriers in employment, housing, and other aspects of daily 

life, others argue that ethnic and racial minorities, particularly Mexican Americans and 

Blacks, experienced persistent discrimination during the war.32  For instance, Charles 

Ynfante asserts that “the social relationships between Arizona’s mainstream and its 

ethnic and racial minorities were not significantly improved.” 33  He also contends that 

the large federal presence promoted a more conservative political milieu that caused 

industry leaders to be more concerned with earning huge profits than with promoting 

equal opportunity and a more democratic society.34  Ynfante’s claims indicate that better 

employment opportunities that would have facilitated upward mobility for Mexican 

Americans and other minorities during the war were most likely limited.  The fact that 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt issued Executive Order 8802 in 1941, which created the 

Committee on Fair Employment Practices (FEPC) to investigate employment 

discrimination in industries aided by federal funds, indicates that the war did not remove 

barriers to equal employment opportunity.  In 1947, President Harry S. Truman issued a 

subsequent order, Executive Order 9808, to create the President’s Committee on Civil 

Rights to investigate “serious civil rights violations in all sections of the country.”35 

                                                 
32 See Nash, The American West Transformed and Ynfante, The Transformation of Arizona into a Modern 

State. 
 
33 Ynfante, The Transformation of Arizona into a Modern State, 6. 
 
34 Ibid. 
 
35 See Clete Daniel, Chicano Workers and the Politics of Fairness: The FEPC in the Southwest, 1941-1945 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1991) and United States, President’s Committee on Civil Rights, To 

Secure These Rights: The Report of the President’s Committee on Civil Rights (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1947), x. 
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Discrimination in Arizona was partly due to its “southern” character, which was 

evident in its school segregation laws.  The legal segregation of Black children in schools 

promoted a tri-ethnic school system in some parts of the state because school officials 

also used segregation laws to justify segregating Mexican American and Native 

American children in separate classrooms and schools based on language and cultural 

“differences.”  Anglo American children attended mostly Anglo schools.  Separate 

educational facilities undoubtedly resulted in separate and unequal education.   

Other remnants of Southern society included Jim Crow practices in hotels, 

hospitals, theaters, restaurants, churches, swimming pools, and other private and public 

accommodations.36  Many places of business displayed signs that read: “Mexicans and 

Negroes not welcome” and some restaurants and hotels flatly refused to serve Blacks.  

Despite ardent criticism and protests by prominent Black leaders in Phoenix, Blacks 

continued to experience segregation and second-class treatment after the war.  According 

to one Black political activist, “Phoenix was just like Mississippi.  People were just as 

bigoted.”37   

In Phoenix, most Mexican Americans and Blacks still lived in poorer ethnic 

enclaves in South Phoenix where housing and living conditions were clearly inferior to 

those found in North Phoenix or in predominantly Anglo American areas.  The 
                                                 
36 Jim Crow laws were enacted in the southern states after the U.S. Civil War by lawmakers who were 
angry about their loss to the North and the end of slavery.  Statutes enacted in the 1880s fostered 
segregation of races in all areas of life and created barriers to equality that favored whites and repressed 
Blacks, which  became an institutionalized  form of discrimination in later years with the support of the 
U.S. Supreme Court.  “Jim Crow Laws.” West’s Encyclopedia of American Law. 2nd Ed. Ed. Jeffrey 
Lehman and Shirelle Phelps.  Thomson Gale, 2005.  eNotes.com. 2006. Accessed at 
http://law.enotes.com/ests-law-encyclopedia/jim-crow-laws on 27 June 2007. 
 
37 Thomas E. Sheridan, Arizona: A History, (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 1995), 283.   
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prevalence of racial restrictive covenants perpetuated by the real estate industry and 

discriminatory bank practices precluded Mexican American, Black, and Chinese 

residents from purchasing homes in predominantly white neighborhoods or in new 

housing developments.  Raymond J. Flores found that conditions in Phoenix slums had 

not changed much in the postwar years as they “were still deplorable in June 1950.”38   

Historian Bradford Luckingham asserts that early Anglo American migrants to 

Phoenix, especially those from Southern states, viewed it as a city “founded by Anglo 

Americans for Anglo Americans” and were determined to make it their own.  This 

mindset, combined with established notions of race, and discriminatory practices at the 

local level led to economic and political marginalization that kept ethnic and racial 

minorities in low-skilled, low-wage occupations, and politically disenfranchised in the 

first half of the twentieth century.  Political marginalization was rooted in policies 

imposed by the Arizona Territorial Legislature and unions in the early 1900s that 

restricted voting rights to those who could read and write English and “qualified electors 

or native-born citizens of the United States.”39  These policies effectively precluded 

Mexican American and other “foreign” workers from voting and union membership, 

which restricted their citizenship status and employment opportunities.  The political 

influence of minority groups was further limited when the electoral system was changed 

                                                 
38 See Luckingham, Minorities in Phoenix; Raymond J. Flores, The Socio-Economic Status Trends of the 

Mexican People Residing in Arizona, 35. 
 
39 Sheridan, Arizona, 174, 178-179; Historian Evelyn Nakano Glenn asserts that as early as 1900, Mexican, 
American Indian, and Black men had been disfranchised in California via poll taxes and in Texas via the 
“White Man’s Primary,” which effectively excluded them from citizenship.  Evelyn Nakano Glenn, 
Unequal Freedom: How Race and Gender Shaped American Citizenship and Labor (Cambridge and 
London: Harvard University Press, 2002), 159-162.   
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in 1920 from a ward system to an at-large system.  In this system, candidates were 

elected by the general population instead of individual wards, making it difficult for 

minority candidates to win elections.40  

By 1940 a hierarchical labor system that hinged on longstanding racial and gender 

ideologies was well established in Arizona as it was in other parts of the Southwest.  

Historian Evelyn Nakano Glenn argues that the historical process of racialization, which 

cast Mexican Americans, Blacks, and Asian Americans as “non-white” and not “real 

Americans,” justified a stratified labor system that determined one’s occupational 

standing and pay rate based on race, ethnicity, national origin, and gender and that was 

largely carried out by local actors and decision makers.41  In Arizona, notions of “racial” 

and cultural “difference” figured heavily in the development of practices and policies by 

employers, school officials, bankers, business owners, and others that promoted a dual-

wage system, school segregation, restrictive residential covenants, anti-miscegenation 

laws, and discrimination in social services, public accommodations, and recreational 

facilities.  The tendency of Anglo Americans to view all Spanish-speaking, Mexican-

origin people, whether native born, longtime resident, or recent immigrant, as 

“foreigners” justified their racialized status for purposes of school segregation and 

occupational segmentation.  Although Mexicans were granted citizenship status by the 

                                                 
40 Luckingham, Minorities in Phoenix, 18, 27, 39-42, 150-153.    
 
41 Glenn, Unequal Freedom, 56-92, 147, 151-155, 160.   Gilbert González and Raúl Fernandez also argue 
that migration from Mexico has reinforced the racial and gendered dimensions of Mexican Americans’ 
citizenship and labor status in the U.S.  See Gilbert G. González and Raúl A. Fernandez, A Century of 

Chicano History: Empire, Nations, and Migration (New York and London: Routledge, 2003), 100-107.   
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Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo of 1848 and were classified as white by the U.S. Census 

Bureau and other government agencies, they were treated as non-whites in local arenas.   

For the most part, Anglo American men and women enjoyed well-paying, top-

level jobs and positions of power, while non-white men and women were mostly found in 

low-level subordinate positions, or in some cases outside the system.  Often, occupational 

status and employment opportunities were linked to one’s race, ethnicity, and gender 

rather than to actual skill level, education, or other qualifications.  Charles Ynfante 

asserts that most of the high-wage skilled jobs and top-paying, white-collar managerial or 

professional positions that opened up during wartime were dominated by Anglo 

American males.  Prevailing racial ideologies and the perception that Mexican 

Americans, Blacks, and other minorities lacked the education, preparation, and skills 

required for employment in higher paying, high-tech jobs kept them out of these 

positions.42  This was evident in Arizona’s defense contracting companies.  Thomas 

Sheridan notes that “defense plants refused to hire Blacks during the war years and those 

policies continued into the late 1940s and 1950s.”43  Because of this, Blacks were denied 

the equal opportunity to attain upward mobility via better paying jobs.  Even though 

President Roosevelt had issued Executive Order 8802 in 1941, barring employment 

discrimination based on race, creed, color, or national origin in government-related 

                                                 
42 See Ynfante, The Transformation of Arizona into a Modern State; Nash, The American West 

Transformed; John S. Westerlund, Arizona’s War Town: Flagstaff, Navajo Ordnance Deport and World 

War II (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2003); and Brad Melton and Dean Smith, eds. Arizona Goes 

to War: The Home Front and the Front Lines During World War II (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 
2003), 71-87. 
 
43 Sheridan, Arizona, 282. 
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entities, ethnic and racial minorities continued to be excluded from high-paying jobs in 

defense, mining, and other industries.44   

For the most part, Mexicans and Mexican Americans remained the main source of 

unskilled and semi-skilled labor.  They predominated in mining, agriculture, railroads, 

construction, domestic service, light manufacturing, low-level clerical jobs, and the 

service sector.  In 1950, the median annual income for Spanish-surnamed persons over 

the age of fourteen with an income was $1,408 compared to $1,881 for whites, and 

$1,040 for “Negro” persons.  Hourly wages for Spanish-surnamed persons ranged from 

$1.04 to 2.22 depending on the skill level of the job.  The prevailing hourly wage for field 

hands was sixty cents per hour, and most of these workers seldom made more than $6.00 

per day.  A small percentage of Spanish-surnamed persons earned an annual income of 

$2,500, and only two percent earned over $5,000.  Spanish-surnamed people in Arizona, 

however, fared better than those in Colorado, New Mexico and Texas with median 

incomes of $1,052, $1,156, and $980 respectively, but not as well as those in California 

who earned a median income of $1,628.45  

The types of jobs Mexican American men and women held as well as their wage 

levels reflected the racialized and gendered nature of Arizona’s occupational structure, 

which contributed to their low socioeconomic status.  Census data for 1950 shows that of 

the 26,065 Spanish-surnamed men over the age of fourteen who were employed the 

                                                 
44 Luckingham, Minorities in Phoenix, 156; Clete Daniel, Chicano Workers and the Politics of Fairness: 

The FEPC in the Southwest, 1941-1945 (Austin:  University of Texas Press, 1991), 1-76. 
 
45 U.S. Bureau of the Census, U.S. Census of Population: 1950, 3C-23; Talbert, Spanish-Name People in 
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majority (91 percent) worked as clericals, salesmen, craftsmen, foremen, operatives, 

service workers, farm laborers, and other manual laborers.  Less than 2 percent (430) 

were listed in the professional and technical class.46  Low union membership among 

Mexican American males also translated into lower wages, lower status jobs, and limited 

opportunities to earn higher wages and partake of other union benefits.  Aside from the 

Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers Union, which had large Mexican American 

representation, Mexican Americans were poorly represented in trade unions in 1950.  

They represented less than four percent of the Teamster’s Union, the American 

Federation of Labor, were poorly represented in the Carpenters’ and Joiners’ Union, and 

virtually absent in electrical and other skilled trades.47      

Despite their low labor force participation rate, Mexican American women 

predominated in low-tiered jobs as clerical workers, salesclerks, private household 

workers, cooks, waitresses and other service workers.  Sixty-six percent of the 6,505 

women in the work force were employed in these types of low-status jobs, and less than 5 

percent (280) were listed in the professional and technical class.  In contrast to Mexican 

American men, Mexican American women had better union representation, as “[t]hey 

represented approximately 26 percent of the total membership in the organized hotel and 

restaurant employees’ union.”48  Raymond Flores estimated that women in this industry 

                                                 
46 This number includes native-born persons of native parentage, native-born persons of foreign or mixed 
parentage, and foreign-born persons, most of whom were born in Mexico.  U.S. Bureau of the Census, U.S. 

Census of Population: 1950, 3C-23. 
 
47 Flores, The Socio-Economic Status Trends of the Mexican People Residing in Arizona, 26-27; Sheridan, 
Arizona, 285-286. 
 
48 Flores, The Socio-Economic Status Trends of the Mexican People Residing in Arizona, 26-27  
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earned between $4.00 and $11.00 per day.  While Mexican American women seemed to 

have access to most clerical jobs, some companies excluded Mexican American women.  

Mountain States Telephone and Telegraph Company had a “strict policy of non-

employment of Mexican Americans for clerical positions or as ‘operators’” based on the 

“assumption that all Mexican-American girls have a language difficulty.”49   

Even more disturbing was the paucity of Mexican American men and women in 

professional and semi-professional occupations, especially the teaching profession.  In 

1950, Spanish-surnamed Arizonans were less than .01 percent of all professionals and 

only 1.5 percent of the 4,777 teachers in the state.  For the most part, their employment in 

the schools was limited to semiskilled and unskilled jobs as custodians, janitors, cafeteria 

workers, and low-level clerical and administrative workers.50   

Employment conditions in Tucson schools were only slightly better.  In 1941 

Mexican-descent teachers, administrators, and other personnel were 3.9 percent of 

approximately 400 employees at Tucson School District No. 1.  In 1945-46 Mexican-

descent administrators, teachers and other workers were seven percent of the district’s 

personnel, many of whom were employed as buildings and grounds personnel.51  This 

figure did not change much by 1950.  School directories show that during the 1951-52 

school year, no Spanish-surnamed employees were employed in administration or in the 
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guidance, health, or dental departments.  Out of 21 employees in the Maintenance 

Department, three were Spanish-surnamed.  Out of 717 teachers, clerks, and other school 

employees approximately 28 were Spanish-surnamed, and eight female employees with 

Spanish surnames may have been of Mexican-descent.  The following academic year, 

district employees numbered 895 with 37 Spanish-surnamed and 6 others of possible 

Mexican descent. 52  These figures indicate Mexican Americans were clearly 

underrepresented among educational professionals.  Despite this low representation, 

Spanish-surnamed individuals had better representation on rural School Boards.  For 

instance, during the 1935-36 school year Pima County had several Hispanics on school 

boards in Arivaca, Pantano, Twin Buttes, Continental, Baboquivari, Sopori, Redington, 

and Santa Margarita.53  By 1949-50, there were 41 Spanish-surnamed board members 

statewide at the elementary school level and 62 at the high school level.54  The level of 

Mexican American representation on school boards during these years is not surprising 

given the historical roles Mexican American parents, teachers, and community leaders 

had in establishing schools, especially in rural areas during the territorial period.55   

In her recent dissertation, Historian Laura K. Muñoz estimates that “at least 

seventy-seven Spanish-surnamed teachers taught in Arizona from 1888 to 1936,” most of 

                                                 
52 Tucson Public Schools, School Directory, 1951-52 (Tucson, NP); Tucson Public Schools, School 

Directory, 1952-53 (Tucson, NP).   
 
53 Smith, Constance F., et al. Report of the Public School System of Pima County, Arizona, 1935-1936.  
(Tucson: Office of the County School Superintendent, 1936), 36-37. 
 
54 Flores, The Socio-Economic Status Trends of the Mexican People Residing in Arizona, 43-44. 
 
55 See Laura K. Muñoz, “Desert Dreams: Mexican American Education in Arizona 1870-1930” (Ph.D. diss, 
Arizona State University, 2006). 
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whom were women.56  Although some Mexican Americans attended college and obtained 

and professional degree in the first half of the twentieth century, the persistent low level 

of higher educational attainment factored in their low representation among teachers, 

administrators, and other school personnel at mid-century.  For instance, the median 

number of school years completed for Spanish-surnamed men was 7 years and 7.1 for 

women.  Out of 39,940 Spanish-surnamed males over the age of fourteen, 6.5 percent had 

graduated high school, two percent had some college, and only one percent had four or 

more years of college.  Women fared slightly better in terms of high school graduation, as 

8.5 percent of 39,330 Spanish-surnamed females over the age of fourteen graduated high 

school, but only 1.4 percent had some college and .06 percent had four years or more of 

college.57   

Copper mining and smelting remained the single largest manufacturing activity in 

the state’s economy where a large number of adult males labored.  Although census data 

do not indicate how many Mexican and Mexican American males were employed as 

miners during the war years, other sources indicate that in 1942 approximately 32 percent 

(476) of the 1500 employees at Inspiration Consolidate Copper Company in Miami, 

Arizona, were of Mexican ancestry.  At the Phelps Dodge’s Copper Queen Smelter in 

Douglas they composed 60 percent of the 1,000-man workforce, but only 15 percent of 

more than 1,600 workers at the Bisbee mine.58  In 1944, mining companies employed 

                                                 
56 Ibid., 251 
 
57 U.S. Bureau of the Census, U.S. Census of Population: 1950, 3C-23, 47. 
 
58 Clete Daniel, Chicano Workers and the Politics of Fairness, 63-71. 
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somewhere between 8,000 and 10,000 Mexican-origin men, mostly as manual laborers or 

in semi-skilled positions.59  Ten years later, in 1954, mining companies employed 14,200 

Arizonans and generated $239,974,000 in revenues, demonstrating the industry had 

maintained its importance in the state economy.   

Arizona’s mining industry further highlights the status of Mexican Americans in 

the state’s occupational structure.  Despite the significant role Mexican and Mexican 

American workers had in the development and growth of the state’s mining industry, 

their inferior status vis-à-vis Anglo American workers had become institutionalized.  

Exploitation of Mexican workers by mining companies that subjected miners to abusive 

overseers, lower wages, and hazardous working conditions date back to the industry’s 

beginnings in the mid-nineteenth century.60  Discriminatory practices such as the dual-

wage system, in which Mexican-origin workers were paid less than Anglo American 

workers, exclusion from supervisory and other occupational advancement opportunities, 

exclusion from medical benefits, segregated housing and schools and other unequal 

conditions were still prevalent at mid-century.61  These practices no doubt aided the 

                                                 
59 Flores, The Socio-Economic Status Trends of the Mexican People Residing in Arizona, 21; Glenn, 
Unequal Freedom, 44-64. 
 
60 Joseph A. Park tells us that as early as 1850 mining moguls in southern Arizona relied on mostly 
Mexican workers from Sonora, Mexico.  Employers who were familiar with the dual wage system in 
mining companies south of the border used differential wage rates on the northern side of the border.  
According to Park, Mexican workers who were lured to work in southern Arizona’s emerging mining 
industry were invariably paid the “Mexican” wage, assigned to jobs Anglo Americans considered 
“Mexican” work, and treated the same whether they were “Mexican-Americans, resident Mexican aliens 
who may have lived in Arizona most of the their lives, or Mexican nationals who had recently arrived.”   
Joseph A. Park, “The History of Mexican Labor in Arizona during the Territorial Period” (Master of Arts 
Thesis, University of Arizona, 1961), viii. 
 
61 Historian Gilbert González explains that the social and economic segregation Mexican-origin people 
experienced in the United States was rooted in the rapid domination of mining, oil, and railroad industries 
by American corporate interests on the Mexican side of the U.S.-Mexico border between 1870 and 1930.  
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profitability of the mining industry, but they were detrimental to workers’ social and 

economic well-being.62     

Discriminatory practices did not go unchallenged, however, as complaints were 

sent to the FEPC.63  Between 1941 and 1945, the FEPC investigated specific claims of 

discrimination against Chicano, Spanish-American, and Mexican workers in the copper 

mines of Arizona, New Mexico and Nevada.  In 1942 the Office of War Information 

noted that the “institutionalized discrimination” confronting Chicanos in the Southwest 

was … not unlike that faced by Blacks throughout the South.  The dominant racial 

attitude among Anglo Americans was “the Southern one, a circumstance profoundly 

affecting Mexicans, to whom … has been transferred the Southern attitude toward 

Negroes.”64  Anglo American-Mexican relations in the mines and in mining towns were 

not only shaped by Southern notions of race and difference and Jim Crow customs 

brought by early Southern migrants, they were reinforced by the constant influx of miners 

from states such as Texas, Oklahoma, and Arkansas.  FEPC Investigators also found that 

Chicano workers at Inspiration Copper Company, Magma Copper Company, and Phelps 

                                                                                                                                                 
Discriminatory employment and housing practices as well as social segregation justified by custom, racial 
ideology, and negative stereotypes about Mexican people, their culture, and their heritage perpetuated by 
American writers, journalists, and travelers in Mexico transcended the boundary during this same period to 
create a “culture of empire” in mining towns on the U.S. side of the international boundary.  Gilbert 
González, The Culture of Empire: American Writers, Mexico, and Mexican Immigrants, 1880-1930 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004), 31-45, 126. 
 
62 Sheridan, Arizona, 65. 
 
63 Louis Coleridge Kesselmann, The Social Politics of FEPC: A Study in Reform Pressure Movements 
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1948), 15. 
 
64 Clete Daniel, Chicano Workers and the Politics of Fairness: The FEPC in the Southwest, 1941-1945 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1991), 63-71. 
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Dodge Corporation were denied equal wages for equal work, promotions to skilled-job 

classifications, equal access to employer-owned housing, recreational, and medical 

facilities, and predominated in the lowest skilled, lowest wage jobs.  FEPC investigators 

noted that race and ethnicity played a significant role in determining Chicano workers’ 

job classification, their pay scale, their eligibility for promotion and lack of advancement, 

and their low socioeconomic status.65  Chicano workers were keenly aware of 

employment discrimination and their subordinate status in the mining industry.  One 

worker who filed a complaint stated:  

To my positive knowledge … the Phelps Dodge Corporation keeps Latin-
American workers in the cheap labor classification while deliberately 
advancing Anglo Americans in the higher paid jobs.  Due to this racial 
discrimination, workers of Spanish extraction are kept in the lowest wage 
scales as a matter of company policy.66  

 
The above quote conveys the frustration Chicano workers experienced because of the 

discrimination that precluded them from obtaining the same occupational and 

advancement opportunities afforded to other workers in the mining industry.   

Large-scale agriculture industries such as cotton, vegetables, citrus, and cattle 

ranching also maintained their prominent positions as top revenue producers before, 

during, and after the war.  Revenues produced by agricultural crop production grew from 

$27,051,000 in 1940 to $281,000,000 in 1953.  Ranching also maintained an important 
                                                 
65 These studies coincided with negotiations between the U.S. and Mexico to allow contract workers from 
Mexico to alleviate severe labor shortages in southwestern agricultural fields.  The agreement, which was 
signed in July 1942, implemented the Bracero Program that lasted until 1964.  Unlike the agricultural 
industry, the mining industry did not benefit much from the importation of Mexican workers due to 
widespread discrimination against resident Mexican-descent/Chicano workers.  Thus, mining companies 
had difficulties getting approved for additional Mexican braceros despite severe labor shortages.  Daniel, 
Chicano Workers and the Politics of Fairness, 20, 53-63, 78-81. 
 
66 Ibid., 71. 
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role in Arizona’s economy during this period, as income from livestock rose from 

$26,298,000 in 1940 to $130,938,000 in 1951.  During the 1950s, total income from 

agriculture and livestock brought an average of 378 million dollars in yearly revenues.67   

Unlike the mining industry, which employed a significant stable workforce, 

Arizona farm owners utilized a small workforce for purposes of cultivation and 

maintenance, but relied on a migratory labor force to harvest crops throughout the year.  

At the onset of the war, the bulk of Arizona’s domestic farm labor force was made up of 

Mexican Americans, Anglo Americans, Blacks, and Native Americans.  The migrant 

labor force was mostly made up of Anglo American workers from Texas, Oklahoma, and 

Arkansas and Mexico.  Despite the opening of opportunities in other industries across the 

state and elsewhere in the Southwest, Mexican-origin workers who hired themselves and 

their families out for farm work did so because they found it more beneficial than low-

wage work in other industries, as noted by Raymond Flores:  

During World War II many heads of families found that it was more 
profitable to stay in agriculture.  By supplementing his wage with that of 
his family, a father and family often made from twelve to eighteen dollars 
a day.  Had he sought employment in a war industry, he would have 
needed to resettle in some area where homes were hard to get, his would 
have been the only earnings, and unskilled labor among the Spanish-
speaking has for the greater part remained unskilled and low paid.”68   
 

                                                 
67 Employment Security Commission of Arizona, Arizona State Employment Service, Farm Placement 
Division Affiliated with United States Employment Service, Arizona 1953 Farm Labor Report (Phoenix: 
Arizona State Employment Service), 1954),1.  See also Arizona Farm Labor Reports for 1954-1958; and 
Arizona White House Conference on Education, The Oncoming Tide: Report of the Arizona White House 

Conference on Education (Phoenix: NP, 1955), 7. 
 
68 Flores, The Socio-Economic Status Trends of the Mexican People Residing in Arizona, 23. 
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The above passage further demonstrates Mexican Americans’ awareness of their material 

realities as well as their low status in the states’ occupational structure.   

Mexican-born workers were a significant portion of the farm labor force in 

Arizona, particularly in Maricopa, Pinal, Pima and Yuma County farms and ranches.  

Since the early 1900s, farm owners employed Mexican workers, both legal and illegal, 

which enabled both small and large enterprises to support their economic growth and 

increase profit margins.  Because farming is a cyclical industry, employment patterns are 

also cyclical.  Between 1900 and 1940, farmers employed Mexican workers only when 

they were needed.  During the war, however, farmers’ demands for labor rose as their 

domestic labor force declined.  Although the exact number of Mexican workers brought 

to Arizona under the Bracero Program to help harvest crops during the war is unclear, 

general estimates indicate that a significant number of Mexican workers came through 

the state between 1942 and 1950.  Some estimates place the total number of Mexican 

braceros employed in western states at 219,000, while others estimate more than 430,000 

workers were legally contracted during these years.  More than half of the Mexican 

workers contracted during this period went to California, but Arizona most likely 

received a significant portion of the remainder, since Arizona farmers, especially 

members of the Arizona Cotton Growers Association and Agricultural Commodities, 

lobbied to get Mexican workers into the state.69  Initially, Arizona farmers were to 

receive 32,000 workers to help with crop harvests during wartime.  Farm owners’ 

                                                 
69 Ibid., pp 35-48.  See also Juan  R. García, Operation Wetback :The Mass Deportation of Mexican 

Undocumented Workers in 1954 (Westport, London: Greenwood Press, 1980), 23-27; Nash, The American 

West Transformed, 50.  
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disagreements, however, over the provisions of the agreement, particularly the Mexican 

government’s demand of an hourly wage rate, transportation costs, and other concessions 

delayed the initial importation of the required number of Mexican workers into the state.  

In 1942, only 277 Mexican workers arrived in Arizona to help with crop harvests and 

other necessary labor needs.70   

Large farm owners continued to utilize imported Mexican workers in the 1950s 

and early 1960s.  Between 1952 and 1963, Arizona farmers contracted an average of 

159,521 workers from Mexico for pre-harvest and harvest activities.  Undocumented 

workers were also utilized during peak seasons until 1954.  According to the Farm Labor 

Report of 1954, “[t]hese workers were vitally needed in the cotton, vegetable, and citrus 

harvests, and their utilization enabled us to harvest our crops by meeting labor needs.”71  

Border Patrol reports noted that farmers and ranchers actually preferred illegal workers to 

legal entrants and resident labor because they could pay them any wage they wanted, 

furnish minimum living quarters, and could control their movement and work habits by 

threatening them with deportation.  In the early 1950s, the so-called “wetback problem,” 

however, led to heated debates about illegal immigration and public pressure on the INS 

to solve the illegal problem.  By 1954, the Border Patrol deported thousands of 

undocumented Mexican immigrants back to Mexico during their campaign called 

                                                 
70 Ynfante, The Transformation of Arizona into a Modern State.  
 
71 Employment Security Commission of Arizona, Arizona State Employment Service, Farm Placement 
Division, Post-Season Farm Labor Reports for 1953-1963, State of Arizona (Phoenix: Arizona State 
Employment Service, 1954-1964); Post-Season Farm Labor Reports for 1953, 11; see also García, 
Operation Wetback, 1980. 
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“Operation Wetback.”72  Although federal officials declared the operation a success, 

workers continued to enter the U.S. illegally to work in agriculture and other industries.  

By 1963, however, the number of Mexican workers brought into the state legally 

declined significantly, mostly likely in anticipation of the end of the program in 1964.   

Railroad companies also hired Mexican braceros.  By 1945, approximately 80,000 

Mexican nationals were hired by railroad companies, mostly for construction and 

maintenance purposes.  More than half of these workers were employed by the Santa Fe 

and Southern Pacific Railroads in California, Arizona, Nevada, Washington, and Oregon, 

which contributed to the rapid expansion of the transportation infrastructure necessary to 

move raw materials, food, assembled goods, and equipment to market in support of the 

war effort.73   

Scholars have shown that under the terms of the Bracero Program, workers were 

to receive the prevailing wage, livable housing, free transportation, meals, insurance 

benefits, a savings account, and medical care.  It is difficult, however, to estimate what 

percentage of braceros, both legal and illegal, actually received these benefits.  Raymond 

Flores asserts that in Arizona, “Mexican nationals were paid such low wages during the 

postwar period that often they returned to Mexico with a very small profit, if any, to show 

for the months of hard labor.”74  Studies of the Bracero Program demonstrate that 

                                                 
72 Ibid. 
 
73 Linda C. Majka and Theo J. Majka, Farm Workers, Agribusiness, and the State (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1982), 145; Nash, The American West Transformed, 52, 55; Meier and Ribera, Mexican 

Americans/American Mexicans, 175-176. 
 
74 Flores, The Socio-Economic Status Trends of the Mexican People Residing in Arizona, 16-17. 
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Mexican workers contracted under the program were generally subjected to substandard 

wages and living conditions, hazardous working conditions, and other violations of the 

agreement. 

 

Conditions in Tucson 

Although some scholars have asserted that the Mexican community in Tucson 

fared better socially, economically, and politically than those in other parts of the 

Southwest, characterizing it as a haven for the middle-class, the historical record 

indicates mixed results.75  As an important commercial, intellectual, and cultural center, 

Tucson had a sizeable Mexican middle-class and elite from its early beginnings, 

especially before 1880 when Tucsonenes were the demographic majority.  Those with 

prominent family names such as Ronstadt, Otero, Jácome, Laos, Soto, Carrillo, Ochoa, 

Elías, Samaniego, Aguirre, Tully, and Velasco established themselves as merchants, 

freighters, cattlemen, large landowners, entrepreneurs, financiers, educators, artists, and 

civic and political leaders.  These leaders served the Tucson community during the 

territorial period, as economic conditions in the nineteenth century enabled the Mexican 

elite to hold on to a degree of social, economic, and political influence.  Frontier 

conditions also allowed for modest upward mobility among working-class Mexicans.  

Things changed, however, after 1880 and the arrival of the railroad, as Anglo Americans 

poured into the area and Mexicans lost their status as the demographic majority.  Scholars 

                                                 
75 See James E. Officer, “Barriers to Mexican Integration in Tucson,” KIVA Vol. 17, Nos. 1-2 (Nov-Dec 
1951): 7-15; Sheridan, Los Tucsonenses, and Getty, Interethnic Relationships in the Community of Tucson.   
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agree that between 1900 and 1940 the Mexican community experienced social, economic 

and political decline and were relegated to a subordinate status within the dominant 

society as Anglo Americans dominated economic institutions, the political arena, and the 

public education system.76  

Despite claims that Mexican-origin people in Tucson were not discriminated 

against on racial grounds, scholars have demonstrated that Mexican Americans were 

segregated in ethnic enclaves, and had low levels of education, political representation, 

and socioeconomic standing.  Their subordinate status in Tucson mirrored that found in 

other parts of the Southwest.  George C. Barker made this clear in his astute observation 

of the Mexican American community in the 1940s:  

While there is not outright legally recognized segregation or 
discrimination against individuals of Mexican descent in Tucson, the label 
“Mexican” as applied to individuals living in Tucson carries an 
unfavorable connotation in an upper-class Anglo American social circle. 
… For a “Mexican” the opportunity for upward social mobility in Tucson 
is definitely limited, but there is no limit to the upward social progress of 
the “Spanish-American.”77  
 

Barker’s observations are confirmed by Mexican Americans’ material reality and 

status in the city’s socioeconomic structure.  In 1940, Mexican-origin people 

represented approximately 30 percent of Tucson’s population.  According to 

Thomas E. Sheridan, however, “75 percent of the Spanish-surnamed work force 

continued to labor at blue-collar occupations, compared with only 36 percent of 

                                                 
76 See Sheridan, Los Tucsonenses: Flores, The Socio-Economic Status Trends of the Mexican People 

Residing in Arizona; George C. Barker, Social Functions of Language in a Mexican-American Community, 
Anthropological Papers of the University of Arizona, Number 22 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 
1972). 
 
77 Barker, Social Functions of Language in a Mexican-American Community, 23-24. 
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the Anglo American workers.”78  Most Anglo Americans worked in white-collar 

and professional jobs.  Some studies have shown that Mexican Americans also 

held white-collar or professional jobs as doctors, lawyers, managers, assistant 

managers, salespersons, administrative clerks, law enforcement officers, and 

engineers in higher proportions than in other urban centers such as El Paso, Santa 

Barbara, and Los Angeles.  The majority of this population, however, at the end 

of World War II, was still working class and had blue-collar jobs.  For example in 

1946, the Tucson Mexican-origin population numbered approximately 11,000, 

representing almost 20 percent of city’s population, but only 3 physicians, 1 

dentist, and 4 lawyers were of Mexican descent compared to 125 Anglo American 

doctors, 30 dentists, and 97 lawyers.  In addition, only 96 Spanish-surnamed 

individuals listed their profession as “manager,” a white-collar occupational 

category.79 

A sample of the most common jobs held by Mexican Americans between 1940 

and 1960 listed by John Bockman illustrates employment patterns that clearly point to the 

subordinate position of Mexican Americans in the city’s occupational structure.  They 

held jobs such as bartender, maintenance man, assistant manager, mechanic, bricklayer, 

driver, dispatcher, shipping clerk, upholsterer, land surveyor, construction foreman, 

laborer, sheet metal worker, finisher, landscaper, welder, janitor, and miner.  Very few 

                                                 
78 Sheridan, Los Tucsonenses, 235-236. 
 
79 Getty, Interethnic Relationships in the Community of Tucson, 11, 21, 105-107; Sheridan, Los 

Tucsonenses, 235-236, 250-251.     
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Mexican Americans listed a white-collar job title such as assessor, physician, newspaper 

publisher, business owner, manager, fire department captain, and draftsman.80 

Exclusion from union membership also limited upward mobility via higher paying 

skilled jobs such as those offered by railroad companies.  Harry T. Getty found that 

Mexicans were “barred from [being] firemen and brakemen,” as well as engineers and 

conductors by the Southern Pacific Railroad.  He cites the Firemen’s Union rulebook, 

which clearly stated an exclusionary policy: “Mexicans, Indians, or those of Indian or 

Spanish-American extraction are not eligible” for these positions.81  Entrepreneurship 

was not as restricted, however, as Mexican Americans were better represented among 

Tucson’s merchant class.  They owned 119 businesses in the mid-1940s, mostly grocery 

stores, restaurants, barbershops, and shoe repair shops.82  Even though some of the jobs 

Mexican Americans held were skilled positions that probably paid a decent salary, most 

Mexican Americans in Tucson were still poorer than Anglo Americans and had limited 

opportunities for upward mobility in the 1940s—a condition that did not change much by 

1950.    

Mexican Americans were keenly aware of their marginalized status in the city’s 

social, economic, and political structure at mid-century whether they were ordinary 

workers, prominent activists, or community leaders.  Take, for instance, one 

                                                 
80 John F. Bockman, Ten Studies Pertaining to Residence, Mobility, and School Attendance Patterns of 

Discrete Black and Mexican American Populations in Tucson, Arizona, Between 1908 and 1976 (Tucson: 
Tucson Unified School District No. One, 1978), 298-299. 
 
81 Getty, Interethnic Relationships in the Community of Tucson, 45-47, 110. 
 
82 Ibid. 
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Tucsonense’s response to a questionnaire for a study conducted by a University of 

Arizona graduate student:  

I don’t think that the U.S. has any business taking taxes of any kind from 
this family with income less than $4000, sometimes a lot less.  There is 
room for improvement in this part of Tucson, economic and otherwise.  
[The] U.S. is fifty years behind in social justice.83 

 
The above statement was quoted in a study conducted by George T. Perraudin, 

who was a graduate student in 1951, which assessed the economic wellbeing of 

Spanish-speakers (Mexican Americans) in one residential community.  Perraudin 

found that the average household income from primary employment was $245 per 

month.  While some of his respondents listed income from other sources such as 

part-time work or side jobs, help from family members, and pensions, full-time 

employment was the main source of income.   

Several Mexican American respondents worked in low-skill or semi-skilled 

positions, which translated into somewhat higher earnings than unskilled, manual labor 

type jobs.84  When compared to census data for the state, Mexican Americans in Tucson 

fared better economically given that the median income for all Spanish-surnamed persons 

was $1,408, which equated to $117 per month.85  Spanish-surnamed people, however, 

                                                 
83 George T. Perraudin, “The Economic Status of a Spanish-American Community in the Area of Tucson, 
Arizona, March 1951,” (Master of Arts Thesis, University of Arizona, 1951), 124. 
 
84 Ibid.; Some examples of the jobs listed were ambulance driver, laborer, carpenter, aircraft worker, 
construction worker, painter, cement finisher, mechanic, miner, and other blue-collar positions, radar 
mechanic, bricklayer, cleaner-presser, yardman, welder, mechanic’s helper, service-station attendant, well 
driller, mill worker, insurance adjuster, G.I. student, dishwasher, rug cleaner, grocer, gardener, “locomotive 
engineer,” brickyard worker, caddy, janitor, shipping clerk, stone cutter, floor coverer, and beautician.   
 
85 The total number of Spanish-surnamed persons in Arizona with reported income was 41,430.  U.S. 
Bureau of the Census, U.S. Census of Population: 1950, 3C-23. 
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earned less than the total white population which had a median income of $1,881, but 

more than the “Negro” population with a median income of $1,040.86   

From these figures we can infer that Mexican Americans’ subordinate status in 

Tucson was a result of their predominance in low-paying, low-status jobs, and low 

educational level.  Discriminatory policies and practices at the local level must also be 

considered since this is also tied to differential wage systems, unequal education, and 

exclusion from equal employment opportunities.  Evidence from the Tucson Council for 

Civic Unity’s assessment of Mexican Americans’ socioeconomic status in 1950 

corroborates this.  Although the council noted that Mexican-Americans were found in all 

sectors of employment, including skilled occupations, they were disproportionately 

represented in low-status, low-wage occupations.  This assessment indicated that council 

members recognized that Mexican Americans’ occupational status may have been linked 

to low levels of educational attainment and lack of job training.  They also believed, 

however, that discrimination played a significant role in the lack of equal employment 

opportunity, as “some employers have definitely stated that they will not employ 

Mexicans,” and that “some feel that all other things being equal, most employers will 

choose the Anglo-American in preference to the Mexican-American job applicant.”87  

James Officer also noted that employment discrimination against Mexican job applicants 

existed in 1950, particularly those seeking sales and clerical positions.  According to his 

survey of Tucson’s largest department store, less than 10 percent of more than 250 

                                                 
86 Talbert, Spanish-name People in the Southwest and West, 61.  
 
87 Tucson Council for Civic Unity, “Records of the Tucson Council for Civic Unity, 1947-1966,” Folders 
1/1-1/6, Special Collections, University of Arizona Library.  
 



 

   

                                                                                                                                           54 
 
 

employees were of Mexican descent.88  While various factors influenced Mexican 

Americans’ socioeconomic and occupational status in the dominant structure, educational 

levels and discriminatory employment practices were important determining factors. 

Low educational attainment, however, continues to be one of the most compelling 

arguments used by researchers to explain Mexican Americans general low socioeconomic 

status, residential patterns, and political participation.  Although educational attainment 

among Mexican Americans had improved by 1950, they still had significantly less 

education than Anglo Americans, a pattern that continued in the 1960s.89  In Tucson, 

Perraudin revealed that only 38 percent of the 95 persons who responded to his study had 

attended elementary school, 14.6 percent had completed elementary school, 20 percent 

had completed junior high school, 15.5 percent had completed high school, only 3 

percent had attended college, and none had graduated from college.  These findings were 

fairly consistent with census data for Tucson, as 39 percent of all Spanish-surnamed 

persons over the age of 25 had attended elementary school, 16.7 percent had completed 

elementary school, 18 percent had completed junior high school, 8 percent had four years 

of high school, 3 percent had one to three years of college, and 1.9 percent had 4 years or 

more of college.90  Census data, however, does not indicate how many Spanish-surnamed 

persons actually graduated from college and earned a four-year degree.  This is important 

given that a college degree translates into higher salaries and middle-class status.   

                                                 
88 Officer, “Barriers to Mexican Integration in Tucson,” 10. 
 
89 See Grebler, Moore, and Guzmán, The Mexican American People, 143-171.  
 
90 Census data for 1950 reported that there were 4,845 Spanish-surnamed persons 25 years old and over 
residing in Tucson. Ibid., 3C-47.  
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 In general, Perraudin’s first impression of the area led him to assume that the 

residents were poverty stricken.  He concluded, however, that his preconceived notions 

based on aesthetics were inaccurate: 

This investigator will venture only one generalization based on the 
answers received in the questionnaire: the appearance of poverty in this 
community is more apparent than real.  In some homes, poverty does 
exist; but in most cases, the impression of poverty is the result of the 
disorganized appearance of the home.  In this Tucson community the 
economic standards are not as low as are the esthetic standards of 
orderliness and cleanliness.  Subject to further study, then, the physical 
appearance of a community is not a reliable index of its economic well-
being.91   
 

Perraudin’s observations make clear how assumptions based on perception result in 

negative stereotypes about certain groups or individuals.  In this case, while the economic 

standard of Mexican American families surveyed was not as low as the author initially 

presumed, there are some important factors to consider regarding Mexican Americans’ 

general standing in the larger society and their economic realities.  These factors include 

the persistent working-class nature of their households, which was indicated by the 

typical jobs held by the majority of the heads-of-households, their lower levels of 

household income, and more importantly, their low levels of educational attainment, 

especially the virtual non-existence of college attendance among these families.   

Geographically most Mexican-origin people in Tucson were noticeably 

concentrated in older areas south of downtown and on the city’s west side, whereas most 

Anglo Americans lived in the newer subdivisions in the northern and eastern sections of 

                                                 
91 Perraudin, “The Economic Status of a Spanish-American Community,” 84-120. 
 



 

   

                                                                                                                                           56 
 
 

the city.92  Low-rent housing projects were still being contemplated in 1950 and 

deplorable housing conditions continued to exist in established barrios and on the city’s 

south side.  According to the Mayor’s Low Cost Housing Committee, Mexican-

Americans occupied 72 percent of the housing units in Tucson’s worst slums, while 95 

percent of all units surveyed were substandard.93  At the same time, however, some 

Mexican Americans had become integrated into the city’s growing middle-class 

neighborhoods such as El Rio and Menlo Park on the city’s west side and National City, 

which lay south of downtown.  Moreover, evidence indicates that by the early 1940s, a 

small number of Mexican Americans began migrating to middle-class neighborhoods on 

the east side, a pattern that increased in the 1950s and continued well into the 1960s and 

1970s.  Citing census figures, Bockman states that “[t]he 1960 census reports 352 

Mexican Americans in Census Tract 34,” an area immediately south of present day 

Rincon High School on the then eastern boundary of the city.94 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter illustrates that despite a thriving postwar economy stimulated by 

corporate mining, agriculture, defense contractors, and high-tech industries, Mexican 

Americans benefited little from expanded economic opportunities, and were still a largely 

working-class population at mid-century.  They earned less than their Anglo American 

                                                 
92 Sheridan, Los Tucsonenses: The Mexican Community in Tucson, 237. 
 
93 Tucson Council for Civic Unity, “Records of the Tucson Council for Civic Unity, 1947-1966,” Folders 
1/1-1/6. 
  
94 Bockman, Ten Studies Pertaining to Residence, Mobility, and School Attendance Patterns, 290-297. 
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counterparts, predominating in low-wage, low-skilled, or low-status jobs, and had low 

levels of educational attainment, especially at the college level.  This chapter also 

demonstrates that 1950 marked a turning point in terms of Mexican Americans’ 

awareness of their marginalized status in the state’s socioeconomic and occupational 

structures.  While there is ample evidence to show that Mexican Americans’ low 

occupational and educational status generally resulted from their low standing in a 

stratified system that privileged Anglo Americans, the factor that had an overwhelming 

effect on the community’s status was its low level of education.  The following chapter 

thus examines the educational conditions Mexican-origin people faced in the postwar era.  

It pays particular attention to policies, practices and programs targeted at Mexican-origin 

students, which had an effect on the type and quality of education they received in public 

schools.     
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

EDUCATIONAL CONDITIONS IN THE POSTWAR ERA 
 
 

During the first half of the twentieth century, the experience of Mexican-origin 

children in Southwestern public schools was noticeably distinct from that of Anglo 

American children.  In many ways, their experiences closely resembled those of Black 

pupils in the South and other parts of the nation, particularly their experience of 

educational segregation.  The ever-increasing presence of children with a distinct culture, 

language, and heritage in public schools, particularly during periods of high migration, 

posed an “educational problem” for state educational officials, administrators, teachers, 

and School Board trustees, because many of these students did not speak English, were 

poor, and did not attend school regularly.  School officials also viewed Spanish-speaking, 

immigrant, or “foreign” pupils as a burden because they required special pedagogical 

methods, teaching materials, and specially qualified teachers, contributed to 

overcrowding, and taxed school resources.   

Because of language and cultural “differences,” therefore, the education for these 

pupils was mostly geared toward Americanization, which required that they learn 

English, assimilate “American” values, norms, and culture, and become “American” 

before they could be taught with White children.  By 1950 school policies, programs, and 

pedagogical practices aimed at solving the “Mexican problem” in public schools, which 

included English-only instruction, a “no-Spanish” rule on school grounds, segregation, 

Americanization, and vocational education centered on industrial arts, were firmly 
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entrenched and widely supported in school districts across the Southwest, including those 

in Arizona.  Some of these policies and programs continued well into the 1960s.95   

This chapter examines the educational conditions that Mexican-origin pupils, both 

native and foreign born, faced in Arizona public schools at mid-century.  It looks at 

longstanding school policies, practices, and programs that promoted the goals of 

assimilating Mexican-origin people into the dominant society and its institutions, 

especially those implemented by Tucson School District No. 1, the largest district in the 

state.  I contend that pedagogical policies, programs, and practices aimed at Spanish 

speaking, Mexican-origin children negatively impacted the quality and type of education 

these children received in public schools as well as their intellectual growth and 

development and academic progress, and resulted in high drop out or push-out rates.  

These issues also led to increased activism among Mexican Americans and other 

concerned citizens to challenge unequal education at mid-century and beyond.     

 

Growing Enrollments and Crisis in the Classroom 

The onset of World War II presented special challenges for Arizona’s public 

schools as it did for other Western states.  Rapid population growth spurred by vast 

economic expansion during and after the war, internal and international migration, and 

high fertility rates, especially during the baby boom years between 1945 and 1957, 

resulted in social, economic, and demographic changes that had important implications 

                                                 
95 The term “Mexican problem” was commonly used by government observers and school officials to 
describe the difficulties schools faced in teaching large numbers of non-English speaking, Mexican 
children in the public schools.  The daunting task of teaching pupils whom teachers could not communicate 
with or relate to presented a “Mexican problem” for teachers, administrators, and state education officials.     
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for the public school system.  For example, between 1940 and 1950 the number of 

children under the age of five in Arizona increased 74.5 percent from 53,133 to 92,725.  

Of this number, 20,196, or 22 percent, were Spanish-surnamed children.  The number of 

youth in the 5-24 age-group increased 35 percent from 193,006 to 260,517.  Spanish-

surnamed youth in this age group numbered 56,210, representing 21.5 percent of this 

population.  In 1950 Arizona had 123,000 children enrolled in its public schools, and by 

1955 over 200,000 children were enrolled.  In addition, fifty percent of the state’s 

Spanish-surnamed population was of school age, and was concentrated in urban areas.  

(See table 2.1 below) 

Table 2.1 Spanish-surnamed Population in Arizona, 1955                                           

                                    Total             Urban          Rural Non-Farm     Rural Farm 
All ages           128,318         78,823              40,595                9,000  
Under 5 years           20,196         12,292                6,489                   1,415 
5 to 9 years           17,188         10,317               5,614                    1,257 
10 to 14 years            14,798           9,009               4,744                    1,045 
15-19 years                12,590           7,719               4,046                       825 
20-24 years  11,634           7,211               3,612                       811 
Source:  Arizona White House Conference on Education, The Oncoming Tide, (Phoenix: Arizona White 
House Conference on Education, 1955), 6, 10; U.S. Bureau of the Census, U.S. Census of Population: 

1950.  Vol. IV, Special Reports, Part 3, Chapter C, Persons of Spanish-surnamed, 3C-15.   
 

Rapid population growth raised public concern over educational issues, forcing 

state educational officials to assess the efficiency of the state’s public education system.  

In 1949, the Arizona Advisory Council on Education expressed concerns about the 

impending population growth in a report on the state’s organizational structure.  Major 

concerns centered not only on meeting the educational needs of a rapidly growing 

population, but also on improving the quality of education for Arizona residents.  

Funding public education was a major concern, particularly since the total annual 
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expenditures for public schools for 1948 had already exceeded 23 million dollars.  Not 

only would the state need to increase school funding in order to meet educational needs 

for kindergarten through twelfth grade (K-12) education, but it would also have to 

increase funding for adult education, English-language instruction, community colleges, 

vocational education, and training for youth who entered the labor force without 

completing high school.96   

As the population continued to grow, so did concerns over school funding.  At the 

beginning of World War II, districts bore the lion's share of funding the state’s schools.  

By the end of the war, the state had increased its contribution to match the districts’ 

contributions, with additional funds provided by the counties and federal government, 

albeit at minimal levels.  The postwar years saw significant increases of school funding at 

all levels, especially at the federal level.  Federal infusion of funds into public education 

reflected the impact of postwar economic growth and development on the public school 

system as well as the government’s role in promoting industrialization in the Southwest.  

(See table 2.2)  After the war, Arizona schools began receiving federal funding under the 

provisions of Public Law 815, which provided funds for school construction in those 

districts where increased enrollments were attributed to increased employment by defense 

contractors or military bases.  Additional funding under Public Law 874 was to be used in 

lieu of taxes for the operation of school districts in these “federally impacted” areas.  But 

                                                 
96 Arizona Advisory Council on Education.  Improving Education in Arizona: A Report on the Structure, 

Organization and Services of the Central Educational Agency (Phoenix: Arizona Advisory Councils on 
Education, 1949). 5-6.  
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even with increased federal aid, the districts continued to bear the primary financial 

burden for school funding in the postwar era.  

Table 2.2 Sources of School Funds in Arizona 

Agency         1939-40      1944-45              1949-50           1954-55  _     
State      2,244,538.08       6,401,925.24 10,381,437.00      15,180,213.00 
County                        0                      190,888.88   2,364,096.00        5,043,107.00 
Districts     9,626,042.95        6,587,294.34 20,877,526.00      35,402,175.00 
Federal & Misc.     604,150.22           371,397.83   3,499,632.00        8,176,743.00 
Total    12,474,731.25      13,551,506.29 37,052,691.00      63,802,238.00 
Source: Arizona White House Conference on Education, The Oncoming Tide, p. 9. 
 

In addition to funding issues and rapid population growth patterns, Arizona 

schools faced high rates of transiency, especially of students whose parents worked in 

seasonal agricultural jobs or were winter visitors.  Given Arizona’s large agricultural 

sector and mild climate, which attracted seasonal laborers and temporary residents, 

migration of pupils in public schools was prevalent during the first half of the twentieth 

century.  For example, in 1930, state educational officials noted that “more than two-

fifths of the pupils attend several different schools during the school year.”  Statistically, 

attendance in the elementary schools (K-6) accounted for only 72.2 percent of the total 

enrollment.  Moreover, “… the problem of caring for the especial needs of migratory 

pupils is nevertheless a vital one.”97   Transiency made it difficult for educators to 

maintain consistency in school work and required adjustments in curriculum, especially 

in Maricopa, Pima, and Pinal Counties where migration levels were high.  Educators 

were thus encouraged to use a “somewhat uniform curriculum” so that the minimum 

attainment in knowledge, habits, and skills be achieved, and any additional work or 

                                                 
97 Case, C.O. State Superintendent, State Department of Education, Course of Study for Elementary Schools 

of Arizona, Bulletin Number One, 1932 (Phoenix: The Arizona Printers, Inc., 1932), 15. 
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adaptations in the curriculum to meet the “special needs” of communities or individual 

pupils was highly recommended.98  Education officials continued to struggle with this 

issue through the 1940s, as “the average daily attendance in Arizona elementary schools 

was 77 percent of the enrollment; in high schools the average daily attendance was 82 

percent of the enrollment.”99  Transiency was also associated with issues such as low 

levels of age-grade progress, low levels of high school attendance, high drop out rates 

and high teacher turn-over rates.  Moreover, a large percentage of transient students came 

from homes where a foreign language was spoken.  All of these factors most-likely 

affected the quality of education provided and the effectiveness of public schools.100  By 

the mid-1950s, state educational officials commissioned several studies to determine 

Arizona’s critical educational needs.  For example, in 1955, the Arizona White House 

Conference on Education recommended improvements in curricula, special education, 

guidance counseling, vocational training, facilities, teacher education, certification and 

accreditation, school financing, Native American education, and school community 

relations as a means of improving educational outcomes for all students.101   

Local school districts such as Tucson School District No. 1 also faced similar 

challenges associated with rapid demographic and geographic expansion in the postwar 

years.  Between 1940 and 1955 the city’s population grew 42 percent from 36,000 to 
                                                 
98 Ibid., 15-16. 
 
99 Klemmedson, L.D., State Superintendent, State Department of Public Instruction, Teaching Guide and 

Philosophy of Education for Elementary Schools of Arizona, Bulletin Number One, 1948 (Phoenix: State 
Department of Education, 1948), 9.   
 
100 Ibid., 9-13; Case, C.O. State Superintendent, Course of Study for Elementary Schools of Arizona, 15-16. 
 
101 Ibid., 14-22. 
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85,000.  By 1960 the city’s population had reached 212,892.  Pima County’s total 

population was about 265,660.102  Like elsewhere in the Western and Southwestern 

United States, housing construction in Tucson increased significantly.  For instance, by 

1958, almost 4,000 new homes had been built in the city’s mid section and east side, 

mostly in the areas surrounding Davis-Monthan Air Base.103  Tucson’s rapid population 

growth, which continued throughout the 1960s, translated into burgeoning school 

enrollments.  For instance, in 1950 the District had 18,100 pupils and employed 518 

teachers in addition to guidance counselors, attendance officers, principals, and the 

superintendent.  By 1955, school enrollment had increased 37.5 percent to 24,897, and by 

1960, 36,860 pupils were enrolled in 65 schools.104  City and county officials estimated 

that school enrollment would increase by two to three thousand students annually, 

indicating a great need for additional facilities, schools, and classrooms in the following 

decade.105  In assessing school construction needs, city and county officials projected a 

student total enrollment of 48,210 by the 1964-65 school year.  Actual enrollment for 

1964-65 was 46,905.  The fastest growing student population was among junior high and 

high school students.106   

                                                 
102 Tucson Chamber of Commerce, Industrial Department.  Facts and Statistics, Tucson, Arizona (Tucson: 
Tucson Chamber of Commerce).  According to this report, Tucson experienced a 368 percent increase in 
population between 1950 and 1964, moving it from the nation’s 261st largest city to the nation’s 54th largest 
city.    
 
103 Tucson Public Schools, Crisis in Our Classrooms (Tucson: Tucson School District No. 1, 1958).   
 
104 City-County Planning Department, Tucson School District No. 1: 1961-65 School Plan (Tucson, Pima 
County: City-County Planning Department, 1961), 2.  
 
105 City-County Planning Department, Tucson Public Schools District No. 1: A Plan for School Locations 
(Tucson: City-County Planning Department, 1955), vi-4. 
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Overcrowding at all schools was a significant concern, which was ultimately 

remedied by a comprehensive building program at all levels.107  In 1955 there were 36 

elementary schools, some of which were in such poor condition that the district 

considered closing them all together, six junior high schools, and one high school.  

Sixteen of the elementary schools were accommodating more students than they were 

designed to serve, forcing administrators to put more than 30 pupils into rooms designed 

for a maximum of 30.  The district’s six junior high schools served a student population 

of 3,800 with four of these schools accommodating one hundred students more than they 

were designed for.  Tucson High School, the city’s only high school, had an enrollment 

of 5600, making it the largest high school in the nation.  Originally designed for 1500 

students, Tucson High was clearly overcrowded and operating beyond its capacity.108   

Overcrowded conditions, however, were not new in the 1950s as Superintendent 

C.E. Rose (1920-1941) had reported a steady increase in enrollment between 1921 and 

1931.  During that period, the total school enrollment had increased by 5,735 pupils or 

139 percent since 1919-20.  More significant was the increase in average daily attendance 

during these same years, which grew 158.7 percent, indicating that more children were 

attending school and staying in school.  By 1931, 12,000 pupils were enrolled in district 

schools.  The rapid growth of the scholastic population spurred Rose to embark on a 

                                                                                                                                                 
106 Ibid; City-County Planning Department, Tucson School District No. 1: 1964-68 School Plan (Tucson, 
Pima County: City-County Planning Department, 1964), 2-4, 8; Cooper, The First Hundred Years: The 

History of Tucson School District 1, p. 108, 160-166. 
 
107 Cooper, The First Hundred Years, pp. 93-98, 114-115; Tucson Public Schools, Crisis in our classrooms. 
 
108 City-County Planning Department, Tucson Public Schools District No. 1, pp. 16-20. 
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comprehensive building program throughout his tenure, which was readily approved by 

voters via school bond elections.109  His successor Robert D. Morrow, who became 

District Superintendent in 1942, faced similar growth patterns during his tenure, but was 

unable to continue the building program until after World War II.   

In addition to dilapidated buildings in need of renovation or repair, the district 

also needed to build additional schools, portable classrooms, and other facilities.  Many 

of the buildings in need of repair were constructed in the early 1900s, especially those 

located in the downtown area.  These schools included Davis and Drachman (1902), 

Safford (1904), Roskruge (1907), University Heights (1918), Roosevelt, Ochoa, and 

Miles (1921), Mission View (1922), Hughes and Borton (1927), and Davidson (1928).  

These schools were largely attended by minority students, especially Mexican-origin 

students.  Crowded schools and dilapidated facilities no doubt impacted the quality of 

education students received in these schools.  In 1957, Superintendent Robert D. Morrow 

reported that overcrowding remained a major concern as seven to ten schools were going 

to double sessions and that the two high schools were overcrowded.  Moreover, schools 

in the downtown area that were scheduled for closing had to remain open to absorb the 

overflow of other schools.110   

Although the district was prohibited from building new schools or renovating old 

buildings during World War II, it was able to revitalize its construction program after the 

                                                 
109 Rose, C.E., Superintendent of Tucson Public Schools, Report of the Superintendent, 1921-1931 
(Tucson: S.W. Printing and Binding Co., 1921-1931).   
 
110 NA.  “Classroom Need Told by Morrow: Shortages Due to Population Growth.”  Arizona Daily Star, 
[Tucson] 7 Sept. 1957.  Most of the schools in the downtown area such as Davis, Carrillo, and Safford, 
mentioned by Morrow served predominantly Mexican-origin students.    
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war.  This was primarily due to the availability of federal funds for school construction, 

maintenance, and programs under Public Laws 874 and 815.  In 1946, the District began 

receiving federal funds which enabled it to resume the construction plans it had initiated 

before the war.  By 1958, Tucson District No. 1 had expanded by five elementary schools 

(Bonillas, Keen, Richey, Wright and Smith), two junior high schools (Vail and 

Utterback), classroom additions at Ft. Lowell, Pueblo Gardens, and Robison elementary 

schools, and a new science wing at Catalina High School.  The addition of Pueblo, 

Catalina, and Rincon High schools helped to alleviate severe overcrowding at Tucson 

High.111  That same year, a committee of concerned citizens prepared a report for voters 

outlining the district’s critical school construction needs, especially on the city’s eastside.  

According to the committee, 227 classrooms were needed to adequately house all 

students by 1960, as 8,200 students were receiving only a “part-time” education because 

of overcrowding.  The committee thus proposed five new elementary schools, two new 

junior high schools, and classroom additions in 10 schools.  Funding for the new schools 

and classrooms would come from bond issues, the district’s traditional form of raising 

funds for school construction.  Increased state aid to schools based on an average daily 

attendance (ADA) in lieu of property tax increases would also fund the construction of 

new schools.112   

 Between 1951 and 1965 Tucson School District 1 received approximately $7.9 

million under Public Law 874 and approximately $4.4 million under Public Law 815 for 

                                                 
111 Tucson District 1, School Board Report, 1954-1965 (Tucson: Tucson District 1, 1965), 6-8. 
 
112 Tucson Public Schools, Crisis in Our Classrooms.   
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school construction.  In addition to federal funds under Public Laws 874 and 815, 

Arizona schools were awarded federal funds for vocational training, school lunch 

subsidies for food, milk and surplus foods, and for Native American students under the 

Johnson-O’Malley Act, bringing the total federal aid received to $13,919,962.  Voters 

had also approved bond funds in 1955, 1958, 1960, and 1962 to help pay for the 

construction of new schools, classrooms, a new administration building, a medical-dental 

building, additions to the education center, maintenance shops, a science wing at Catalina 

High, and a vocational building at Tucson High School, which further helped the District 

meet its expanded educational needs.  In 1964, the District began receiving additional 

funds under the National Defense Education Act for new programs such as Operation 

Head Start for elementary school children.113 

 

Segregation: The Other School Crisis 

In addition to crowded conditions, aging facilities, lack of classroom space, and 

other educational issues many Mexican American, Black, and Native American children 

were subject to some form of educational segregation, whether in entirely separate 

schools, separate classrooms, or a separate curriculum designed to meet the “special 

needs” of these students.  By 1950 de jure (legal) segregation of Black pupils in Arizona 

public schools was well-established despite their relatively small numbers.114  Although 

census records indicate that the “Negro” population represented only 1.5 percent of the 

                                                 
113Tucson District 1, School Board Report, 1954-1965, 1-8. 
 
114 In 1930 “Negro” pupils represented only 1.7 percent of the entire public school enrollment.  Case, C.O. 
State Superintendent of Public Instruction, Course of Study for Elementary Schools of Arizona, 16. 
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state’s population in 1900 and a mere one percent in 1910, the territorial assembly 

enacted a law in 1909 permitting school officials to segregate African-descent pupils in 

public schools.  In 1912, when Arizona achieved statehood, state lawmakers amended 

this policy to mandate this practice at the grade school level.  That same year, the Arizona 

Supreme Court invoked the precedent established by Plessy v. Ferguson when it ruled 

that the Arizona statute allowing segregation was indeed constitutional, strengthening 

school officials’ power to enforce segregation.115  In 1921, the school laws were again 

amended to make segregation at the high school level optional “wherever 25 or more 

Negro pupils were enrolled,” and authorized school trustees to decide whether or not to 

segregate these students.116  The Arizona Supreme Court reinforced the law again in 1934 

by requiring that school trustees comply with the segregation law after White parents in 

Yuma demanded that three “Negro” pupils be segregated.  The Court further broadened 

trustees’ power to “classify and segregate groups of pupils for any reason, at any time,” 

indicating that school officials could segregate students as they saw fit.117   

Local School Board officials were thus bound by the Court’s authority and public 

pressure to enforce school segregation.  In her study of school segregation between 1930 

and 1950 Mary Melcher found that the Casa Grande school trustees consistently 

acquiesced to White parents who either pressured them to enforce the segregation laws or 

                                                 
 
115Goddard, The Promise of Brown v. Board of Education; Case, C.O. Superintendent of Public Instruction, 
State of Arizona, The School Law of Arizona, 1917 (Phoenix: Supt. of Public Instruction, H.H. McNeil, 
1917), 35-39.    
 
116 Case, C.O. Superintendent of Public Instruction, State of Arizona, The School Law of Arizona, 1921   
Phoenix, Ariz.: Supt. of Public Instruction, [19uu-191u] (Phoenix, Ariz.: H.H. McNeil), 26-27. 
 
117 Arizona Council for Civic Unity, Close the Breach, 1949, 7. 
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demanded outright that Black pupils, no matter how few, be separated from White pupils.  

Social pressure on school trustees thus compelled School Board trustees and other school 

officials to vigorously enforce school segregation laws.  By the early 1930s, school 

officials in Coolidge also enforced the segregation of Black and Mexican children in 

separate facilities.  While Black pupils were relegated to a separate school, Mexican-

origin children were taught in the basement of the church.  Even after a Phoenix Superior 

Court judge declared segregation in grade schools to be unconstitutional in 1953, 

compelling most towns to desegregate their schools, Casa Grande School Board trustees 

refused to fully integrate their schools until 1962 when school officials finally forced 

integration.   

Although separate was supposed to be equal, only in larger cities were separate 

schools “even approximately equal to schools for Anglo American children.  In most 

cases, the small communities have only small shacks (poorly equipped and poorly 

lighted, usually with one teacher for all eight grades) for the Negro pupils.”118  

Considering the teaching materials, facilities, and recreation equipment of segregated 

schools, Melcher asserts that educational conditions for Black pupils were at best inferior 

and at worst nonexistent compared to that provided for White pupils, which served to 

remind Black pupils of their second-class status.119  Melcher further argues that 

segregation of both Black and Mexican American students in various communities was 

                                                 
 
118 Arizona Council for Civic Unity, School Segregation in Arizona, Fact Sheet # 1. 
 
119 Mary Melcher, “This is Not Right”: Rural Arizona Women Challenge Segregation and Ethnic Division, 
1925-1950,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies, 1999, Vol. 20, No. 2, 199-205. 
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motivated by race prejudice and designed to create ethnic divisions even if school 

officials articulated different reasons for segregating both groups.120   

In 1949, the Arizona Council for Civic Unity studied school segregation in 

Arizona and issued a report that described the extent to which Mexican American, Black, 

and Native American pupils were segregated in public schools.  The Council noted that 

Arizona strictly enforced the segregation of Black students more than any other Western 

state through legal means.  Whereas New Mexico, Colorado, and Wyoming made 

segregation optional, and California had outlawed the segregation of “Negro” students in 

1875, Arizona maintained the Southern tradition of mandating segregation in the primary 

grades and permitting it at the secondary level.  The report further noted that Mexican 

American and American Native American pupils who were not in government or mission 

schools were also segregated in public schools, albeit not in a uniform fashion.  While 

some schools segregated Mexican American children from first through eighth grade, 

others did so in the first four grades and yet others in the first grade only.  Although this 

segregation was purportedly based on students’ “language difficulties,” the Arizona Civic 

Unity noted that “… only in a few communities is any attempt made to separate the 

Spanish-speaking (those with actual deficiencies in English) from those who are simply 

of Mexican descent or origin.”121   

Despite the existence of segregation laws, the Council’s report noted that there 

was no set pattern of segregation in the state for it occurred to varying degrees and 

                                                 
 
120 Ibid. 
 
121 Arizona Council for Civic Unity, School Segregation in Arizona, Fact Sheet # 1.  
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depended on a community’s make-up or whims of local School Boards.  For instance, 

communities with few Black students such as Prescott, Flagstaff, Toltec and Williams did 

not provide separate facilities for these students as required by law but did assign 

Mexican students to separate “Mexican” schools or Americanization classes.  

Communities with higher Black student populations like Phoenix and Tucson practiced 

complete segregation at the elementary school level.  Phoenix, Chandler, Casa Grande 

and Eloy also segregated their Black pupils at both the elementary and secondary levels 

via separate facilities or transportation to segregated schools in nearby towns. 122   

Communities with significant Spanish-speaking and Native American student 

populations, particularly mining towns such as Douglas, Ajo, and Clifton, almost always 

provided separate facilities or classrooms for so-called “instructional purposes.”  Other 

areas however, did not uniformly follow this practice.  For instance, Springerville did not 

segregate Spanish-speakers, but St. Johns had a strict policy of segregating Spanish-

speaking pupils.  In describing the situation in his district, one principal stated: 

We have two separate school districts for grammar schools in our town.  
Originally the intention was to separate the Mexican children from the 
White children.  As we operate now there are no Whites attending the 
Mexican school although we have 25-30 Mexicans attending our school 
here, which was for the Whites originally.  There is no distinction where 
we have both in attendance.123   
 

                                                 
 
122 See Arizona Council for Civic Unity, Close the Breach; Lucero, Lucero, “Plessy to Brown: Education of 
Mexican Americans in Arizona Public Schools,” 48-49, and Arizona Council for Civic Unity, School 

Segregation in Arizona, Fact Sheet # 1.  
 
123  Arizona Council for Civic Unity, Close the Breach, 11. 
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The above passage demonstrates inconsistent segregation practices in some communities. 

State Department of Education reports also noted that: “Some schools in Arizona have no 

Mexican or other pupils with “non-American” social background; other schools have 

their total school population composed of Mexican and other groups.124  In some 

locations such as Nogales, Tucson, and Williams separate facilities were provided for 

“Negro” pupils while Mexican students were placed in separate classrooms on the 

grounds that “the instruction of these pupils is furthered by placing them with children 

from similar home environments.”125  Educators believed that segregating these students 

would facilitate the process of Americanization prior to being mainstreamed.  Although 

the Civic Unity’s report noted no separate “Mexican” school existed in Nogales, a 

segregated Mexican school had existed there in 1895.126  The significant presence of 

influential Mexican middle-class leaders in both Nogales and Tucson, especially 

members of the Alianza Hispano Americana or other advocacy organizations, most likely 

precluded school trustees from maintaining separate bona-fide “Mexican schools.” 

Segregation of Mexican American and Mexican immigrant children in public 

schools was also not new in 1950 nor was it confined to Arizona, as it was prevalent in 

school districts throughout the Southwest to varying degrees, particularly in rural areas.  

Scholars of Mexican American education such as Guadalupe San Miguel Jr., Gilbert 

González, Lynne Marie Getz, and Rubén Donato have documented how Spanish-

                                                 
124 Case, C.O. State Superintendent, Course of Study for Elementary Schools of Arizona, 17.  
 
125 Arizona Council for Civic Unity, Close the Breach, 11; Herman Robert Lucero, “Plessy to Brown: 
Education of Mexican Americans in Arizona Public Schools during the Era of Segregation” (Ph.D. diss, 
University of Arizona, 2005), 57. 
 
126 Muñoz, “Desert Dreams: Mexican American Education in Arizona, 61-62, 84.     
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speaking and Spanish-surnamed pupils in California, Texas, New Mexico, and Colorado 

were segregated in separate school buildings or classrooms and had differentiated 

curricula at all levels of the educational process during the era of de jure segregation 

(1896-1954).127  Historian Gilbert González in particular asserts that because the 

segregation of Mexican children was state sanctioned it constituted de jure segregation 

since “educators did invoke the state power granted to school administrations to adapt 

educational programs to the special needs of a linguistically and culturally distinct 

community.”128  Educational needs of non-English speaking children were invariably 

cited as the principal reason for segregating Mexican-origin children in Southwestern 

public schools since it was against the law to segregate these children on the basis of 

race, nationality, or national origin.  According to one Texas educational survey: 

…  In the opinion of the survey staff, it is wise to segregate, if it is done on 
educational grounds, and results in distinct efforts to provide the non-
English-speaking pupils with specially trained teachers and the necessary 
special training resources.  This suggestion is not always a practical one, 
especially in the small school.  This advice is offered with reluctance, as 
there is danger that it will be misunderstood by some.  By others it may be 
seized upon as a means of justifying the practices now obtaining in some 
communities.  In some instances segregation has been used for the purpose 

                                                 
 
127 For some extensive studies on Mexican American education see Rubén Donato, “Sugar Beets, 
Segregation, and Schools: Mexican Americans in a Northern Colorado Community, 1920-1960,” Journal 

of Latinos and Education 2 (2003): 69-88; Richard R. Valencia, ed. Chicano School Failure and Success: 

Past, Present, and Future, Second Edition (London and New York: Routledge Falmer, 2002); Lynne Marie 
Getz, Schools of Their Own: the Education of Hispanos in New Mexico, 1850-1940 (Albuquerque, 
University of New Mexico Press, 1997); Rubén Donato, The Other Struggle for Equal Schools: Mexican 

Americans During the Civil Rights Era  (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997); Gilbert G. 
González, Chicano Education in the Era of Segregation (Philadelphia: The Balch Institute Press, 1990); 
Guadalupe San Miguel, Let All of Them Take Heed: Mexican Americans and the Campaign for 

Educational Equality in Texas, 1910-1981 (Austin: The University of Texas Press, 1987); and George I. 
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of giving the Mexican children a shorter school year, inferior buildings 
and equipment, and poorly trained teachers.129   
 

The above statement illustrates how school officials circumvented the law in order to 

justify the segregation of Mexican-origin children.  Differential treatment of Mexican-

origin people at the local level, particularly in public schools, was oftentimes rationalized 

by liberal interpretations of federal and state policy, legal constructions of citizenship, 

and established notions of Whiteness.130  Despite their classification as Whites or foreign-

born Whites in state and federal surveys of local school districts, Arizona educators 

viewed and treated Mexican children as “non-White” or “foreigners,” and also relied on 

linguistic and cultural differences to justify segregation as a viable solution to the state’s 

Mexican Problem.  According to historian Laura Muñoz, Anglo Americans in Arizona 

perceived a “Mexican Problem” as early as 1870 based on established notions of race and 

difference that bolstered negative stereotypes and preconceived images about Mexican 

people, their culture, heritage, and intellectual abilities, which shaped Anglo visions of 

Mexican education.  Muñoz further explains that by the 1900s segregation had become a 

viable solution to the Mexican Problem based on concerns over increasing Mexican 

immigration.131  Tom Sheridan also asserts that at the turn of the nineteenth century 

“Anglos undoubtedly viewed Mexicans through the racial and ethnic serotypes of the 

time as well, stereotypes that made it easier for them to create a society based upon the 

institutionalized subordination of their largest and most accessible source of cheap labor, 
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130 Nakano Glenn, Unequal Freedom, 159-161. 
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the Mexican working class.”132  Anglo Americans’ preoccupation with the presence of a 

large Mexican population ultimately led to the patterns of social, economic, and political 

segregation between Anglo and Mexican Americans that took root in the latter part of the 

nineteenth century and early twentieth century.  This in turn contributed to the 

segregation of Mexican-origin children in public schools.  Over time, local segregative 

practices became commonplace throughout the state.   

While Arizona laws did not mandate the segregation of Mexican-origin pupils on 

the basis of race, local school trustees relied on a 1913 state statute that allowed school 

districts “to make such segregation of groups of pupils as they may deem advisable.”  

Moreover, segregation of these pupils was permitted under the 1934 amendment to 

Section 54-430 of the Arizona Code.133  Given the vague and open language of the law, 

interpretations of this law authorized boards of trustees to permit local educators and 

administrators to segregate Mexican-origin children for so-called “instructional” purposes 

based on their so-called language “handicap.”   

By 1950, segregation of Mexican children, both native and foreign born, in 

separate “Mexican” schools was well-established in areas with large Mexican populations 

such as Apache Junction, Ajo, Bisbee, Clifton, Douglas, Duncan, Flagstaff, Gilbert, 

Glendale, Jerome, Miami, Peoria, Pirtleville, Safford, St. Johns, Sonora, Superior, 

Tempe, Tolleson, and Winslow.134  In some cases, this practice continued well into the 
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1960s.  In his study of Mexican American socioeconomic conditions, Raymond Flores 

found that in Miami, Arizona, the “district openly transported the Mexican-American 

[sic] children across town to the “Mexican-school” while transporting the Anglo-

American children, who lived close to this school, past the school on the way to the 

Gringo’s school.”135  Built in 1923, Bullion Plaza was specifically designated as the 

town’s “Mexican” school while Inspiration Addition School was built for the White 

children, although the latter school did admit a few select Hispanic children whose 

parents petitioned the School Board to admit them.136   

Although some municipalities or towns did not have separate “Mexican” schools 

per se, many Mexican-origin pupils were taught in separate classrooms known as 

Americanization rooms, 1C, or 1M (first grade “Mexican”).137  In some cases, schools 

with predominantly Mexican-origin student populations and the existence of an 

Americanization or 1C program came to be known as either “Mexican” or 

“Americanization” schools.  Early educational policies included widely implemented 

Americanization programs, which required that non-English-speaking children be taught 

in separate classrooms for purposes of English language instruction and Americanization 

                                                                                                                                                 
134 See Chapters one and two in Muñoz, “Desert Dreams: Mexican American Education in Arizona” and 
Lucero, “Plessy to Brown: Education of Mexican Americans in Arizona Public Schools,” 57. 
 
135 Flores, The Socio-Economic Status Trends of the Mexican People, 43.  Flores defined the term “Gringo” 
as “a colloquial expression, which denotes any person other than Negro or Native American, who is not of 
Spanish or Mexican descent” that was commonly used by Arizona Mexican-Americans. 
 
136 Bullion Plaza operated as a segregated grammar school until 1951 when it was desegregated.  The 
school was finally closed in 1994 due to disrepair and in 1997 the town of Miami purchased the building 
and transformed it into a cultural center and museum.  See Samuel B. Muñoz, The Summer of 53 (Apache 
Junction, AZ: Hispanic Institute of Social Issues, 2005); Bullion Plaza Cultural Center & Museum, 
http://www.auctioncatalogcompany.com/museum/info.html accessed June 27, 2006.   
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until 1965.138  While separate Americanization rooms were found in schools throughout 

the state, they were most common in border towns such as Nogales, Douglas, Tucson, 

and Pirtleville, and in mining towns such as Ajo, Bisbee, Clifton, Hayden, Superior, and 

Williams.  Tucson School District 1, however, operated the most vigorous program 

mostly “because of the sheer number of Mexican-origin children in the schools.”139   

The intimate connection between Americanization and segregation is one of most 

salient themes in the scholarship on Mexican American education.  Historians have 

shown that religious institutions, settlement houses, the workplace, and schools served as 

the most common vehicles for Americanizing Mexican-origin people, especially 

immigrant women and children during the progressive era (1890-1920).140 Gilbert 

González argues that Americanization programs in public schools constituted the most 

pragmatic and systematic way to deal with the Mexican problem, specifically the 

problems associated with educating Spanish-speaking children in an emerging industrial 

                                                 
 
138 Although some scholars have acknowledged there was institutionalized discrimination in Tucson, they 
claim that Mexican American children did not experience de jure segregation in the public schools and 
were in fact free to attend the same schools as Anglos.  Mexican children were segregated however, in 
separate classrooms within some neighborhood schools, especially those with large Mexican student 
populations.  See James E. Officer, “Barriers to Mexican Integration in Tucson,” The KIVA, November-
December 1951, vol. 17, nos. 1-2, 12; George C. Barker, Social Functions of Language in A Mexican-

American Community; and Sheridan, Los Tucsonenses.   
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order.  According to González, rigorous Americanization programs aimed at Mexican 

immigrants emanated not only from the industrializing regional economy of the 

Southwest, which relied on Mexican labor, but also from a “culture of empire” that came 

to characterize the region.141    

The rapid growth of the Mexican population in the United States during this 

period corresponded with progressive reforms in the public education system.  Rooted in 

the concept of the “melting pot,” assimilation into the dominant society would occur via 

English-language instruction and the inculcation of American values, norms, and work 

ethic through public education.  As elsewhere in the Southwest, Arizona’s public school 

system was entrusted with the task of assimilating or Americanizing her foreign-born 

residents, making this one of its most important functions.  In fact, state legislation 

mandated that the state board of education ensure that schools provide for the 

Americanization of non-English speaking foreigners and their children, and provided 

funding to be used for this purpose.142  Arizona’s Americanization program encompassed 

English language courses, industrial or vocational training, and classes in first aid, home 

nursing, childcare, sewing, home economics, public health, and civics classes in 

preparation for citizenships tests.  State educational curriculum guidelines encouraged 

teachers to “provide for economic and effective learning of English—reading and 

composition” as well as “adaptation and adjustment to American social customs and 

                                                 
141See González, Chicano Education in the Era of Segregation (1990) and Culture of Empire (2004). 
 
142 Centers of Active Americanization Work in the State, 1918-1920, Americanization in Arizona, Bulletin 
No. 1, June 1920 (Arizona: State Committee on Americanization Work in Arizona, 1920); C.O. Chase, 
Superintendent of Public Instruction, State of Arizona, The School Laws of Arizona as of October 1923 
(Phoenix: State Board of Education, 1923), 197.  
 



 

   

                                                                                                                                           80 
 
 

practices.”143  These types of classes were not only part of the public school curriculum, 

they were also offered to adults in night schools throughout the state, which were also 

targeted at Mexican Americans, especially women, since they could be persuaded to help 

men become citizens and bring up their children in the “right way.”144   

Although they were the prime targets of Americanization, Mexican Americans, 

especially women, were actively involved in Americanization efforts and actually 

facilitated the process.  For instance, some taught in night school while others served as 

interpreters, and were very supportive and enthusiastic of the programs’ educational 

goals.145  Support for public education, including English-language acquisition, was not 

new among Mexican Americans, however, as they had been involved in educational 

endeavors since Arizona’s territorial days.  For example, Mexican American elites such 

as Esteban Ochoa, Francisco B. León, and Carlos Tully were ardent supporters of public 

education, as they considered education to be an important means for upward mobility 

and acceptance into Anglo American society and institutions.  These leaders not only 

helped to organize the first public school district in Pima County in 1864, but they were 

also instrumental in pushing the state legislature to establish a tax-supported public 

school system.  They also served as Tucson’s earliest leaders of its newly established 

                                                 
143 Case, C.O. State Superintendent, Course of Study for Elementary Schools of Arizona, 17.  
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145 Centers of Active American Work in the State, Americanization in Arizona, Department of Interior: 
Bureau of Education, Americanization Division, Americanization (Washington, D.C., November 1, 1919, 
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public education system.146  According to Laura Muñoz, “Mexican Americans played 

important roles in the development of Arizona’s schools during the late nineteenth 

century in order to demonstrate that Mexican families valued education.”147  In addition, 

Mexican Americans across the state, including the rural areas, further supported public 

education by serving as teachers, administrators, superintendents, School Board trustees 

and representatives in the territorial assembly.148  

To a degree, however, education officials perceived Arizona’s Mexican 

population, whether native or foreign born, to be unassimilable and unwilling to 

assimilate since their “tendency is to segregate more or less into colonies and continue to 

follow their own customs and speak their own language.”149  That non-English speaking 

or “foreign” pupils were “segregated for the first two, three or four grades,” was thus 

viewed as “a step in the right direction, particularly for those over age.”150  Moreover, 

differentiated curricula and pedagogical methods distinct from those used to teach 

“English-speaking normal children” was viewed as most appropriate and best carried out 

in separate learning environments.  Since both federal and state educational officials 

believed the separation of these students for pedagogical reasons to be a sensible course 

of action, it is no surprise that local school officials embraced this philosophy and 
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148 Ibid., 8-75;” Sheridan, Los Tucsonenses, 217-234; and Marcy G. Goldstein, “Americanization and 
Mexicanization: The Mexican Elite and Anglo-American in the Gadsden Purchase Lands, 1853-1880 
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instituted pedagogical methods that called for the segregation of Mexican-origin pupils in 

either separate schools or separate classrooms for Americanization purposes.151    

At the crux of Americanization was English-language instruction and cultural 

transformation, as this was the first step toward full assimilation of the American way of 

life—including its culture and institutions, and shedding one’s “foreignness.”  More 

importantly, it was a means of eliminating illiteracy among the native and foreign born 

alike.  For state officials, the Americanization and illiteracy questions were conflated as 

one problem and directly attributed to the state’s “Mexican problem” more so than an 

ineffective school system, ineffective teaching methods, or the lack of schools in rural 

areas.  Americanization policies and programs thus hinged on laws mandating the official 

language of instruction in public education to be English.  Although Spanish was an 

indigenous language and had been dominant in the state for more than one hundred years, 

especially in the southern region, in 1864 the first territorial assembly required that “the 

English language shall form a part of the daily instruction” as a condition for its 

appropriation of $500 to establish the first schools in La Paz, Tucson, Prescott, and 

Mohave City.152  By 1873, the prominence of English-only instruction had taken hold in 

various parts of Arizona.  For example, in Yuma, the goals of teaching English to 

Mexican-origin children was entrusted to Mary Elizabeth Post, a teacher from New York 
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who was hired to teach English to the Spanish-speaking girls.  She later recruited her 

brother to teach the boys.153  In 1899, the state reinforced the English-only policy despite 

a statement in the 1897 Course of Study and Rules and Regulations for the Public 

Schools of the City of Tucson, Arizona, recommending that teachers of first grade pupils 

acquire “a small vocabulary of Spanish words as “[t]here is no doubt that a 

conversational knowledge of Spanish would prove of great value to all Primary teachers 

in the public schools of the city.”154  According to the Arizona Revised Statutes, Section 

202A, “All schools shall be conducted in English, except special classes as provided in 

subsection B of this section” which provided for bilingual instruction in first three grades 

only.155  Although bilingual instruction was permitted to a certain extent, English-only 

instruction was heavily encouraged.     

The rapid increase of foreign-born migrants after 1900, particularly those from 

Mexico, presented an “educational problem” for state educational officials and local 

educators because these migrants did not speak English, possessed a distinct culture, and 

hailed from a country plagued by high illiteracy rates, economic instability, and political 

strife.156  Between 1900 and 1910, Arizona’s Mexican-born population doubled from 

                                                 
153 Ms. Post taught for forty years in Yuma and was also active in other civic activities in Arizona.  In 1916, 
she received an honorary degree from the University of Arizona for her services to the Spanish-speaking 
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14,172 to 29,452.157  Educational officials attributed the state’s high illiteracy rate and 

low rate of school attendance to the presence of a large Mexican-origin population and 

the state’s proximity to the U.S.-Mexican border.  Arizona’s illiteracy rate was 21 percent 

in 1910, 18 percent in 1917, and 16.3 percent in 1920.  Pima County’s illiteracy rate for 

1920 was slightly higher at 17.7 percent.  Compared to national rates, illiteracy in 

Arizona was significantly higher than in other states.  These conditions, combined with 

the nativism and xenophobia following World War I, further underscored the urgency to 

implement statewide Americanization curricula, night classes, and vocational education 

to reduce illiteracy, assimilate non-English speaking children and adults into the 

dominant society, and promote good citizenship.158  By 1920 Americanization and 

English-language acquisition had clearly become the primary goal of educating Mexican 

children, both native and foreign born. 

This urgency is clearly seen in Tucson with the implementation of its version of 

Americanization in Tucson Public School District No. 1, which corresponded to the 

growth of its Mexican-origin population.  According to Thomas E. Sheridan, between 

1910 and 1920 “the number of Hispanics born outside the United States rose from 2,441 
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to 4,261, a growth of nearly 75 percent.”159  This significant growth rate was directly 

related to the upheaval caused by the Mexican Revolution and the coinciding U.S. 

demand for labor and economic growth caused by World War I.  Observers such as Roy 

E. Dickerson, General Secretary of the Y.M.C.A., claimed that in 1918, 55 percent of 

Tucson’s scholastic population was of Mexican-origin.160  While federal education 

officials had already noted that “Arizona has a unique and difficult problem in providing 

for the Americanization of these Mexicans and for the education of their children,” 

Dickerson echoed this sentiment in his 1919 report and called for the Americanization of 

Tucson’s Mexican youth. 161  For Dickerson, the large presence of Mexican youth in 

schools, particularly male youth, not only constituted an educational problem but “a 

difficult part of the Americanization problem” itself.  Among the problems he attributed 

to the presence of these youth were: the high drop out rate, particularly among males 

between the ages of 13-16 who did not stay in school beyond the fifth grade; the high 

percentage of children who entered school over age for their grade; and the high 

retardation rates among these children.162  That same year, the Tucson Public Schools 

Board of Trustees approved a policy to create separate classes to meet the “special needs” 

of these children:  

                                                 
159 Sheridan, Los Tucsonenses, 166-167. 
 
160 Roy E. Dickerson, General Secretary, Y.M.C.A., Some Suggestive Problems in the Americanization of 
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…[I]t is expected and planned that continual provision shall be made for 
individual difference in [the] lower grades and that pupils shall, so far as 
possible, be dealt with as individuals and not merely as groups.  It is 
further determined that, in harmony with this principle, the Mexican 
children and others of non-English speaking families, shall, as their needs 
require, be organized into separate classes and, by the conversational 
methods, be taught the English language as a prerequisite to book 
knowledge and further advancement in other lines of school work.  No 
distinction is to made certainly upon the basis of race but wholly upon the 
basis of the needs of the pupils taught.163 
 
Recognizing the need to address the language and cultural differences of non-

English speaking or “foreign” children, the District’s Americanization program, which 

came to be known as 1C, clearly fell in line with the prevailing educational wisdom that 

held that teaching “foreign” children was best carried out in separate environments since 

“segregation was meant to instruct the child in proper methods of behavior, meaning 

learning to think and act like the mythical model American.”164  To do this, however, 

educators believed that these students not only had to learn English, but their thought 

process and culture had to be changed before they could be successful in school, life, and 

in the dominant society.165  Nona Rodee, the District’s Americanization Supervisor, 

incorporated this philosophy into her 1923 course of study for teaching non-English 

speakers and manual for teachers of 1C:  

The first duty of the school, then, toward these non-English speaking 
children is to give them in as brief a time as possible a fundamental 
working knowledge of English.  Their environment during school hours 
must be changed from one in which they think and talk in their native 
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tongue to one in which they think and talk only in English… The greater 
the opportunity afforded these children for thinking and living at home 
and at play the experiences of the day in the school room, the greater will 
be their progress. 166     
 

Rodee’s recommendation reflects the goals of Americanization, which not only required 

that “foreign” pupils be taught to speak the English language, but also to think in English 

as well.  Her program thus followed federal, state, and local guidelines for educating non-

English speaking or foreign-born children.  The primary goal of 1C was to teach children 

who were deficient in the English language to speak and understand English prior to 

entering the regular first grade classes, 1-A or 1-B: “The 1C grades are made up of those 

children who know no English when they enter schools.  The 1C work therefore consists 

in the teaching of these children to talk and understand the English language.  This they 

must do before they can proceed with the regular first grade work.”167  

  Unlike school systems in Texas and New Mexico, Arizona’s schools had not had 

a strong bilingual tradition in public schools such as those in the aforementioned states.  

In those states, various forms of bilingual education, which incorporated the use of 

Spanish to teach non-English speakers simultaneously while they learned English, was a 

valued and successful pedagogical method during the nineteenth century and early part of 

the twentieth century.  For some educators in Texas bilingualism and bilingual instruction 

was a “commonsense approach of Americanizing non-English speaking children” in both 
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public and private schools.  By 1920, however, state educational officials were successful 

in getting English-only laws passed and enacted, and abolishing the use of “outside 

languages” in all elementary classrooms.168   

The use of the home language in daily lessons to serve as a bridge to learning a 

second language constitutes what Guadalupe San Miguel and Richard Valencia call 

“additive” Americanization which capitalized on the child’s home language and culture 

in classroom learning whereas English-only and the negation of the child’s home 

language and culture constitute “subtractive” Americanization.169  Although Arizona 

teachers were encouraged to know some Spanish and recognize the good points of 

foreign cultures, state educational officials promoted English-only instruction and 

discouraged teachers from using Spanish in the classroom to teach Spanish-speaking 

children.  English-only was the law of the land and learning to speak English was most 

important in teaching Spanish-speaking or “foreign” pupils.  Bilingualism was not 

viewed as conducive to the Americanization or the educational process.  Rodee’s manual 

clearly indicates that the preferred approach to Americanization leaned toward the 

subtractive rather than the more progressive additive approach.  She recommended that 

teachers prevent students from utilizing their native language as a cultural or linguistic 

reference in learning or in translating words or concepts:  

To prevent their thinking in their vernacular and then translating literally 
(the very thing those who are learning a new language always want to do) 
thereby using incorrect English, we as teachers, must anticipate what they 
are about to say and prevent it by quickly supplying the correct English 
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and having them imitate it.  … Force them to think in English, never 
allowing them to translate.  Insist upon their efforts being controlled by 
the Laws of Habit.170  
 
Changing the students’ behavior and habits and forcing them to not only learn the 

English language but also think in was necessary for “becoming American,” and thus the 

preferred method of inculcating Spanish-speaking children.  This was usually reinforced 

through pedagogical methods such as drills, repetition, and the “no-Spanish” rule in the 

classroom and on school grounds.  Other practices such as corporal punishment for 

speaking Spanish, belittlement, harsh treatment, and stigmatization for being “different” 

served to reinforce English-only policies and the notion that Spanish or any other home 

language was not valued in classroom instruction.171   

The School Board’s mandate and Superintendent Reports indicate that an 

academic curriculum was not part of Americanization or 1C.  In fact, reading was not 

emphasized in this class.  Rodee makes this clear:  

Before any attempt is made to teach these children to read English, they 
are taught an oral English vocabulary, which later on forms the basis for 
their first reading.  …  The methods used are based largely upon the 
natural desire of every normal child—the desire for play.  Games are used 
more than any other activity.172 
 
This mandatory pre-reading oral instruction course aimed at non-English speakers 

was located in schools that were predominantly Mexican in student make-up like Davis, 

                                                 
170 Nona Rodee, Teaching Beginners to Speak English, 88-89. 
 
171 Mary Carol Combs, “The Historical Roots of English Only/English Immersion in Arizona: The “1C” 
Program,” Paper presentation, Georgetown University Roundtable on Language and Linguistics.  Annual 
Conference, Washington, D.C., March 9, 2001, 7. 
 
172 Rodee, Nona, “Americanization in the Tucson City Schools,” The Arizona Teacher and Home Journal, 
Vol. XII, No. 2 (October 1923): 9.   
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Drachman, and Ochoa, indicating an ethnic or “racial” dimension to this program despite 

claims to the contrary.  This is further indicated by the way the district defined “non-

English speaking.”  Although non-English speaking or “foreign” child referred to any 

child from a non-English speaking home including Germans, Austrians, Italians, Syrians, 

Spaniards, Yoeme (Yaqui), Papago (Tohono O’od Ham), Chinese, and Japanese, the 

district specifically referred to Mexican children when speaking of “foreign” children, 

and defined “a Mexican child to mean from a non-English speaking home,” thus 

conflating race, ethnicity, and home language.173  Moreover, given the demographics of 

the city at the time of inception, Mexican pupils were seemingly the prime targets of the 

program, although Native American, Chinese, and Japanese pupils were also placed in 

1C.  Hence, most children in 1C classes were from Spanish-speaking homes or of 

Mexican descent, whether they were monolingual English speakers, bilingual, or 

monolingual Spanish-speakers.   

Since the program’s inception, most Mexican-origin children began their formal 

education in this English-language immersion class.  Superintendent C.E. Rose reported 

that the 1C classes had a combined average enrollment of 464 pupils during the first 

semester of each school year between 1921 and 1931.174  In reflecting on his own 

schooling and 1C experience, Eugene Benton, a former Tucson Unified School District 

                                                 
 
173 Brammer, J. William, Jr. and Richard M. Yetwin, “Defendants’ Post-Trial Reply Brief” filed April 18, 
1977 for Roy and Josie Fisher, et al., v. Anita Lohr, et al. and Maria Mendoza, et al., vs. Tucson School 

District No. 1, et al., 7; This is also evident in Nona Rodee’s manual for Teaching Beginners to Speak 

English and C.E. Rose’s Superintendent Reports, 1921-1931. 
 
174 See C.E. Rose, Report of the Superintendent for Tucson Public Schools, 1921-23, 1923-24, 1924-25, 

1925-26, 1926-27, 1927-28, 1928-29, and 1929-30/1930-31 (Tucson: S.W. Printing & Binding Co.). 
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official stated: “Everyone went to 1C, then to first grade . . . We thought the whole world 

was like that.”175  Benton opined that a large number of Mexican American students 

probably had a sufficient knowledge of English, but were not assessed upon entering 

school to determine the extent of their language skills or need for special language 

programs.  Although the program was developed to accommodate the needs of bilingual 

students in the district, it was not designed to provide bona fide bilingual instruction since 

many students were reprimanded for speaking Spanish in school and most teachers of 1C 

classes were not Spanish-speakers themselves.  In her study of the program, Mary Carol 

Combs found this to be the case and captured the experiences of former 1C students via 

numerous oral interviews:  

Overage-1C graduates reported feeling embarrassed about being in classes 
with six-year olds, and feeling separated from their peers in the regular 
first grade.  Other students were bilingual or even English dominant, but 
were nonetheless placed in the 1C.  These individuals felt frustrated that 
they had lost an entire year.176   
 

The above sentiment conveys the resentment some pupils experienced due to being 

placed in 1C without any real assessment of language skills or proficiency.  Although the 

district genuinely believed it was the proper course of action and was a successful 

program for children of “non-English speaking background,” for some students it was a 

painful experience and engendered negative feelings toward school.177   

                                                 
 
175 Bonnie Henry, Arizona Daily Star; Assistant Superintendent Gene Benton, of the Tucson Unified School 
District, interview by author, 20 November 1998, Tucson. 
 
176 Combs, “The Historical Roots of English Only/English Immersion in Arizona,” 6. 
 
177 “Grade 1C Pupils Enjoy Learning New Language,” Tucson Public Schools News, Vol. 1, No. 3, March 
1959, page. 4.  
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While Rose’s Superintendent Reports indicate that knowledge of formal English, 

Spelling, Reading, Handwriting, and proper use of grammar and punctuation were 

assessed using various tests, it is unclear where the majority of Spanish-speaking or 

Mexican-origin pupils fell in terms of their academic progress in these areas.  In 1925, 

however, Ranselaer Barrows, in cooperation with the University of Arizona’s College of 

Education, administered intelligence tests to 103 six-year-old and 104 seven-year-old 

Spanish-speaking children and found that the majority of these pupils scored above 

average on the Detroit First Grade Intelligence Test.178  Despite these findings, teachers 

invariably believed that Mexican pupils were disadvantaged because of their language 

“handicap,” and held many students in 1C longer than the required one or two semesters 

because they were unable to progress to the regular first grade, 1A or 1B.  In some cases, 

pupils were seven, eight, or nine years old when they entered first grade, which probably 

exacerbated the problem of overageness and educational “retardation.”  In the early years 

of the program the average age of the 1C student was seven, but students as old as 

twelve, thirteen, and older were also found in 1C.   

Overageness and educational retardation, i.e., lack of progress or promotion to the 

next grade level, represented significant issues throughout the first half of the twentieth 

century.  Superintendent Rose also attributed this problem to the presence of a large non-

English speaking student population.  Ironically, he credited the Americanization 

program combined with double promotions, compulsory school attendance, and the 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
178 Ranselaer Barrows, “Norms for Detroit First Grade Intelligence Test” (Master of Arts Thesis, University 
of Arizona College of Education, 1925), 10-19. 
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employment of an attendance officer with reducing the high rate of retardation and 

achieving excellent results in teaching English to non-English speaking children.179  

Overageness, however, continued to be a concern.  Overage pupils who entered school 

late in the school year or at ages beyond the elementary school level or could not perform 

their age-appropriate school work were placed in “ungraded” classrooms or were 

transferred to Safford which had been converted to a Plattoon school in 1924.  By 1925, 

Davis, Drachman, and Roskruge were also converted to the Plattoon system.  While the 

primary purpose of the Plattoon school, which was modeled after the Detroit Platoon 

Schools, was to utilize building space more efficiently and accommodate more students 

than traditionally organized schools to alleviate overcrowding, other objectives were to 

provide an appropriate educational programming such as industrial education to meet the 

individual needs of overage pupils who would inevitably drop out before reaching junior 

high or high school.  Thus, the curriculum in these schools was largely vocational in 

nature at the fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth grade levels.  Safford was equipped 

to offer auto mechanics and machinist trades to boys, and courses in dress-making, 

cooking, home nursing and cafeteria were offered to girls.  The majority of the students 

who attended Plattoon schools were most likely of Mexican descent since Safford had 70 

percent “foreign-speaking” students and Drachman had a 100 percent Mexican 

enrollment in its 1C classes.180    

                                                 
179 High “retardation” here refers to students who are behind in their grade level and have not completed 
academic work to be promoted to the next grade and not mental retardation. 
 
180 C.E. Rose, Report of the Superintendent for Tucson Public Schools, 1921-23, 1923-24, 1924-25. 
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The practice of tracking students into 1C combined with the large number of 

overage pupils entering the public schools no doubt negatively affected the academic 

progress of these students, which manifested in the high dropout rates among Mexican-

origin students.  According to Mary Carol Combs, during the program’s existence, “60 

percent of Mexican American students in the district did not graduate.”181  Combs’ 

assertion is confirmed by census data for 1950, which indicates that the median number 

of school years completed for all Spanish-surnamed persons 25 years old and over was 

7.1 years.  Of the 4,845 persons in this category, 620 (almost 13 percent) had completed 1 

to 3 years of high school and only 390 or 8 percent had completed 4 years of high school.  

By 1960 these figures had improved only slightly, as the median number of school years 

completed for persons 25 years and older was 8.1.  Of the 14,728 persons in this category 

17 percent had completed 1-3 years of high school, and only 13 percent had completed 

four years of high school.  These figures demonstrate that for the most part, Mexican-

origin students were not reaching high school let alone graduating.182  Moreover, 1C and 

other forced Americanization practices were detrimental to students’ intellectual growth, 

and led to low academic progress, achievement, and low self-image.183
   

                                                 
 
181 Ibid.; Assistant Superintendent Gene Benton, of the Tucson Unified School District, interview by 
author, 20 November 1998, Tucson; Combs, “The Historical Roots of English Only/English Immersion in 
Arizona; Brammer and Yetwin, “Defendant’s Combined Supplemental Proposed Findings of Fact and Post-
Trial Brief” (Tucson: NP, 1977)107-108. 
 
182 H.E. Hendrix, State Superintendent, Course of Study for Elementary Schools of Arizona, Bulletin 
Number Ten, Industrial Arts, 1936 (Phoenix: State Department of Education, 1936); U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, U.S. Census of Population: 1950. Vol. IV, Special Reports, Part 3, Chapter C, Persons of Spanish-
surnamed (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1953), 3C-47; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
U.S. Census of Population: 1960, Final Report PC (2)-1B, Subject Reports, Persons of Spanish-surnamed 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1961), 170. 
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Rose not only supported the 1C program, he expanded it to various schools, a 

pattern that continued under Morrows’ administration.  In some cases entire schools were 

known as “Americanization” or “Mexican” schools because of the predominance of 

Mexican-origin children and 1C classes in them.  In 1946, Harry T. Getty found that 

Mexican-origin pupils made up 50 to 99 percent of the student populations at Borton, 

Carrillo, Davis, Drachman, El Rio, Menlo Park, Mission View, Ochoa, Pascua Village, 

and Safford.  These schools were located in the city’s central and west side areas.  

Moreover, Carrillo, Drachman, and Ochoa were feeder schools to Safford Junior High, 

which was 90 percent Mexican descent.  During the 1945-46 schoolyear, 548 Mexican-

origin children were in 1C. 184  In 1950, Borton, Carrillo, Davis, Drachman, El Rio, 

Government Heights, Menlo Park, Mission View, Ochoa, Roosevelt Richey, and C.E. 

Rose and Safford still had 1C classes.  In contrast, Roskruge, Mansfeld, Davidson, 

Hughes, Jefferson Park, and University Heights, which were almost 100 percent Anglo, 

did not have the language program.  While a small percentage of Mexican-origin students 

attended these schools, Anglo pupils still represented the majority of the student 

population with 98.9, 97.2, 90.4, 88.9, and 96.4 percent respectively.  Menlo Park, 

Mission View, C.E. Rose, and Safford, however, were more than fifty percent minority, 

                                                                                                                                                 
183 Adalberto Guerrero, former educator, Tucson Public School District No. 1.  Interview by author, 11 
November 1998, Tucson; Salvador Gabaldon, Director of Hispanic Studies, Tucson Unified School 
District, interview by author, 23 November 1998, Tucson. 
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mostly Mexican-origin, with 53.4, 53.4, 51.2, and 61.9 percent respectively and had 1C 

classes.185   

While the district clearly implemented the 1C program in schools where the need 

was greatest, the ethnic composition of these schools also played a role in this decision.  

The location of these schools, the ethnic makeup of the neighborhoods they served, and 

their educational programming indicates a strong connection among residential patterns, 

ethnicity, and educational segregation.  Whether residential patterns were a function of 

personal preference, income, socioeconomic status or discriminatory housing and lending 

practices is unclear.  In 1945, however, the district had a policy stating that “a non-

Mexican child in an all-Mexican district may attend school in an adjoining district,” 

according to the Teacher’s Handbook of the Tucson Public Schools, 1945-46.  According 

to one school official, the existence of the policy “was a matter of language.  Otherwise, 

children have to go to the school for the area in which they live.”186  This practice was 

apparently abolished by the 1950s after Mexican American parents complained they were 

not equally permitted to transfer their children to schools with large Anglo enrollments.   

In defending the district’s policy, John Bockman concluded that the District’s 

transfer policy was for “language programming purposes only, and applied equally to 

English-speaking and Spanish-speaking pupils.”187  Based on his analysis of the ethnic 

composition of Davis, Roskruge, and Roosevelt between 1920 and 1950, most Mexican 

                                                 
 
185 Brammer and Yetwin, “Defendants’ Post-Trial Reply Brief,” 66. 
 
186 Ibid., 161-162. 
 
187 Bockman, Ten Studies Pertaining to Residence, Mobility, and School Attendance, 14-17. 
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American monolingual and bilingual pupils as well as monolingual and bilingual Chinese 

pupils, and bilingual Syrian pupils attended Davis because of the existence of 1C classes 

or ESL (English-as-a second-language) methods used by some teachers to assist these 

pupils.  Davis also had 1C classes because of its large non-English speaking, Mexican-

origin student population.188   

Data for 140 families whose children attended these schools indicates they were 

enrolled based on home-language of the children upon entering school, including those 

students who entered the school district after first grade.  Bockman, however, does not 

mention whether or not schools with 1C or other language programs administered 

language testing to determine students’ language skills and the extent that they acquired 

required special language programs such as 1C.  Rose’s Superintendent reports also make 

no mention of any placement test used to determine why a pupil was placed in 1C.   

Bockman argues that 16 percent of the Mexican American pupils never attended Davis 

and had only attended predominantly Anglo schools while another 26 percent began at 

Davis then transferred to Roskruge or Roosevelt, even though many were monolingual 

Spanish speakers or bilingual.  He further asserts that “42 percent of the Mexican 

American pupils of this geographical area either never attended Davis or were 

continuously leaving the Davis attendance zone to attend Roskruge and that 100 percent 

of the Anglos and Mexican Americans attended Roskruge Junior High school together.”  

Bockman attributed this phenomenon to the fact that students who attended Roskruge 
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were proficient in English, and because the district employed teachers who possessed 

some bilingual or ESL teaching skills between 1920 and 1940.189   

This does not mean, however, that the district employed a sufficient number of 

Spanish-speaking or Mexican-origin teachers who could provide bona-fide bilingual 

instruction; it only means that teachers employed to teach in predominantly Mexican 

schools or 1C classes received special training or instruction in this area.  Since its 

inception, most teachers employed by the district were not from Tucson or even the 

Southwest, but hailed from the Midwest, Eastern Seaboard, and Southern states and 

therefore, did not know the Spanish language, had not taught Mexican children, and had 

very little or no experience in teaching children from homes where a foreign language 

was spoken.190  The Arizona Teacher and Home Journal thus published numerous 

articles dedicated to teaching “non English-speaking,” “foreign,” or “Mexican” children 

English as well as the tenets of Americanization to aid teachers in preparing lesson plans 

for this population.  Between 1916 and 1939 the official organ of the Arizona Education 

Association was replete with advice on curriculum, lesson plans, and methods, for 

teaching “the Mexican how to live and to become some day a good law-abiding citizen.”  

This included teaching them “cleanliness, promptness, loyalty, obedience and to speak 

English.”  Lesson plans that focused on teaching patriotism and cultivating good 

manners, wholesome habits, obedience, helpfulness, consideration for others, industry, 

care of property, health, and a limited English vocabulary were vital lessons in the 
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Americanization course of study.  In addition, Tucson Public Schools had published in 

1923 Teaching Beginners to Speak English: A Course of Study for Non-English Speaking 

Children and a Manual for Teachers by Nona Rodee, and in 1939 the State Department 

of Education had published Course of Study for Elementary Schools in Arizona, Bulletin 

Number Thirteen, Instruction of Bilingual Children which proposed similar lesson plans, 

courses of study, and pedagogical methods for teaching oral English.   

Americanization efforts continued to represent an ongoing concern for Tucson 

educators at mid-century, as English-language “difficulty” remained a “serious problem,” 

and Spanish-speaking students remained a significant proportion of the district’s 

population.  A 1952 study of the Arizona public school system reported that some school 

districts were still struggling with adapting curricular activities to the needs of non-

English speaking pupils.  The report further noted that some districts maintained separate 

learning environments, including separate primary schools and classrooms, to provide for 

English-language instruction.  Some schools, however, placed non-English speaking 

students in “regular” classes and provided special instruction in English while 

maintaining their regular curriculum.  Surveyors viewed this as the “best method of 

providing for such children, for it places them in an environment where English is being 

spoken and still gives the advantage of special instruction in English without interference 

with the work of a regular class.”191   

                                                 
 
191 Special Legislative Committee on State Operations, State of Arizona, A Report on a Study of the Public 
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By the mid-1960s, Mexican American teachers, parents, and community leaders 

began to question the effectiveness and English-only methods of the 1C program in 

teaching Mexican American children.  Many believed that knowledge in Spanish should 

be viewed as an asset not a handicap and urged that schools make better use of the home 

language in the learning process.  Acknowledging these concerns, the district also 

recognized that 1C was no longer meeting the needs of Spanish-speaking children and 

decided to end the program in 1965 and experiment with new methods.  For instance, in 

the summer of 1964, the district implemented a system created by the Dade County 

public schools in Miami, Florida that focused on reading and spelling out-loud.  After 

learning the method at a workshop, Helen Henry, the district’s coordinator of elementary 

education, introduced it to five 1C teachers the system, which “had it own series of books 

and charts with stories and pictures carefully selected to appeal to the child and to keep 

him interested,” for use in their classrooms.  Although the district believed it was a new 

approach, no mention of Spanish as a medium of instruction and methods such as 

dramatization, games, spelling, repetition and correct English pronunciation, which were 

already part of the 1C method, were also part of the Miami methodology.  One teacher of 

1C, however, claimed to be “delighted with the progress her pupils this are making in 

English while learning to read, an activity that must usually be postponed for 1C 

youngsters, most of whom have traditional gone into Grade 1 at seven and remained at 

least a year behind throughout their schooling.”192       
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The University of Arizona’s Center of Early Childhood education in cooperation 

with the district also developed a project to replace 1C.193  Under the direction of Dr. 

Marie M. Hughes, Professor of Educational Psychology, the district, and University staff 

developed the Primary Experimental Program, a three-year experimental project aimed at 

six-year-old Mexican American children from 1965 to 1968.  Initially, the project was 

financed with District funds until federal funding was available.  It then became part of 

the Title 1 Program established under the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 

1965, which provided funds to school districts with low-income families to develop new 

programs designed to improve the education of impoverished children in both public and 

private schools.  Hence schools with large Mexican-origin populations received 

additional funding for this purpose.  It later became part of the Title VII Bilingual 

Program and Bilingual Instruction and Special English Training (BISET) provisions of 

the 1968 Bilingual Education Act, which provided funding to develop alternatives for 

meeting the language needs of non-English or limited English speaking children.194 

Under the new program, non-English speaking first graders were mixed with 

English-speaking children in order to help non-English speakers learn English more 

rapidly.  While pedagogical methods did not include the use of Spanish in classroom 

                                                 
193 The staff of the Arizona Center for Early Childhood Education included Dr. Marie M. Hughes, Mary W. 
Frobisher, Director, Tucson Community School; Dr. Roland G. Tharp, Director, Psychology Department, 
Southern Arizona Mental Health Clinic; Dr. Gaylord L. Thorne, Director, Behavioral Research Project; and 
Dr. Roger I. Yoshino, Associate Professor of Sociology, University of Arizona.  Bockman, Ten Studies 

Pertaining to Residence, Mobility, and School Attendance, 271. 
 
194 Bockman, Ten Studies Pertaining to Residence, Mobility, and School Attendance, 271-272; Brammer, J. 
William, Jr. and Richard M. Yetwin, “Defendants’ Post-Trial Reply Brief” filed March 28, 1977 for Roy 

and Josie Fisher, et al., v. Anita Lohr, et al. and Maria Mendoza, et al., vs. Tucson School District No. 1, et 

al., 111-112. 
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instruction, they did consider the role of the home language in intellectual development.  

The new program was based on a Dr. Hughes’ model of English Language Experiences, 

which focused on exposing Spanish-speaking to the similar real-life situations and 

experiences as Anglo-American children such as field trips and cultural events to foster 

the development of English language skills.  In essence, this approach was based on the 

belief that Spanish-speaking children were “culturally deprived” and would best be 

served if they were taught from the same educational perspective as Anglo-American 

children.195  Other goals of the program were to “focus on the stimulation of intellectual 

development with the special consideration given to the relationship of language and 

thought,” and to conduct research on the discrepancies between the expected behavior of 

these children and what they actually brought with them to the classroom.  By 

considering the role of the home language in learning and academic achievement, the 

new program appeared to move toward an additive rather than a subtractive approach to 

Americanization.  The ideological framework, however, was still based on the cultural 

deficiency model that regarded Spanish-speaking, Mexican-origin children as 

disadvantaged or “handicapped” because of their non-English speaking, non-Anglo 

background.  These “problems” needed to be corrected before these children would be 

academically successful.   

Despite their efforts, well-meaning educators continued to focus on teaching oral 

English in educating Spanish-speaking pupils as evidenced by the district’s publication of 

                                                 
195 Tucson Public School News.  February 1959, vol. 1, no. 2; Sears, Barbara, “First Graders Ready Way to 
Good English.”  The Arizona Daily Star, January 21, 1965, Vol. 124, No. 21, B1/3, p.1; Tucson Education 
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two manuals aimed at preparing teachers to teach English to non-English speakers.  In 

1956, the 1C committee, which was made up of 22 teachers, including several Mexican 

Americans, wrote Materials and Techniques for Teaching and Learning English under 

the direction of Alice Fulmer Dunham.  Then in 1967, Patricia A. Richard, a teacher of 

English and Speech at Pueblo High School wrote Oral Practice with English Sounds for 

the Spanish-Speaking Student, which focused on learning how to enunciate vowels, 

dipthongs, and consonants, and practicing oral skills via drills, dialogues, and games.  

Both manuals were essentially updated versions of the one written by Nona Rodee.  

While educators were sincere in thinking that Spanish-speakers could learn enough 

English in one year to proceed to the next grade and be academically prepared for the rest 

of their scholastic career, their expectations turned out to be short sighted.  Concerns 

surrounding the low educational attainment among Mexican Americans, which 

contributed to their poor social, economic, occupational, and political status, thus set the 

stage for increased activism to challenge the inequities that barred them from equal 

educational opportunity.  

 

Americanization and Vocational Education 

In addition to English-language instruction and cultural transformation, 

Americanization also meant providing an education that was best suited to the child’s 

“individual needs.”  Tracking Mexican-origin pupils into a separate curricular track that 

would prepare them for occupations that were best suited for them in the eyes of school 

officials was another common practice that began during the progressive era in the early 
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twentieth century.  The fact that the majority of Arizona’s Mexican-origin population, 

many of whom were foreign-born, worked in labor-intensive enterprises such as mining, 

railroads, construction, and agriculture called for educational programs that would not 

only meet their needs, but also the state’s labor demands.  “Training” workers to meet the 

needs of the regional economy thus became important components of Americanization 

programs targeted at the foreign-born.  This was certainly the case in Arizona as 

evidenced by a 1915 mandate by the state legislature that provided for a vocational 

curriculum in addition to academic courses.  State and federal officials encouraged 

schools with adequate facilities, equipment, and resources to offer “elementary training in 

agriculture, mining, manual training, domestic science, or other vocational pursuits.”196  

In their 1917 survey of educational conditions in the state, federal Bureau of Education 

officials believed this to be both a logical and appropriate course of action, stating:   

“There is a real need in Arizona for schools to teach as vocations 
agriculture and the trades, including those affiliated with mining, to boys 
14-18 years of age some of whom are now in school, but most of who are 
not. … If some such courses were offered, the children who drop out of 
school before completing the seventh and eighth grades would be much 
better equipped to take their places among the wage earners of the 
community than when kept upon abstract work only indirectly related to 
the work of the world.” 197  

 

                                                 
 
196 Department of the Interior, Bureau of Education, Educational Conditions in Arizona, 95-96; Colodny, 
Director, “General Report of the Department of Vocational Education of Arizona, February 6, 1918 to 
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 That same year the Smith-Hughes Act was passed and adopted by the Third Arizona 

Legislature.  The State Board of Education was charged with the task of overseeing the 

state’s vocational education programs that were organized in 1918 in Arizona’s largest 

cities.198   

By 1930, state educational officials had established that the elementary school 

curriculum include vocational or “industrial” coursework as well as instruction in manual 

arts, health, hygiene, citizenship training, and more importantly, inculcation of American 

customs, values, and way of life in order to meet the needs of certain pupils and their 

communities.199  Industrial Arts for boys became part of the general education in 

elementary schools.  Beginning in the fifth grade, pupils took woodworking because it 

was “suitable for boys and girls, as it is light, clean, and agreeable in every respect.  The 

tools are safe for any child to handle.”  In many ways, the Industrial Arts curriculum was 

not only designed to prepare boys for trade work, but it also aimed to instill in them a 

solid work ethic based on time management, cooperative group work, and the ability to 

follow specific instructions.    

The Homemaking curriculum was designed to provide “training” in various 

aspects of homemaking to both male and female pupils at the high school level.  Based 

on the content of the courses and the way they were written, however, girls were the 

targeted audience.  The curriculum emanated from a study by fifty Arizona teachers who 

                                                 
198 Colodny, Report of the Superintendent of Public Instruction of the State of Arizona for the School years 
Ending June 30, 1917 and June 30, 1918, 17-18; Bureau of Education Educational Conditions in Arizona, 
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199 Case, C.O. State Superintendent, Course of Study for Elementary Schools of Arizona, 17, 20-22 
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conducted formal and informal surveys of home conditions.  Courses in nutrition 

promoted good health habits, adequate diets, food selection, meal planning, preparation, 

and management.  Other courses such as “Child Guidance,” “Developing your 

Personality,” “Clothing Construction,” “Management, and Design,” “Home Furnishing,” 

“Home Management,” “Consumer Buying,” “Home Care of the Sick,” “Meeting the 

Family’s Food Needs,” “Human Relationships,” and “Child Development” aimed to 

prepare girls how to be good wives, mothers, homemakers, family caretakers, or domestic 

workers.200    

 The recommendation for a well-structured vocational program was based on the 

fact that in the early 1920s only 53 percent of children between the ages of 6-21 were in 

school, the lowest rate in the nation.  Not only did Arizona educational officials have 

difficulty in getting children to attend school, they also found it difficult to keep them in 

school.  Figures from the 1920 census indicated that this was still a challenge, as only 

56.4 percent of children between the ages of five and twenty-one were in school.  In 1930 

state educational officials recommended that school work at the lower levels be done 

exceptionally well “in order that the pupil may be encouraged to continue his work in 

school and that he may have some rather definite achievements which will be of help to 

him should he drop out of school early.”201  The expectation that many pupils would drop 

out or withdraw from school at the elementary level was realistic at the time given that 

                                                 
200 Ruth E. Oelke, State Supervisor Homemaking Education for H.E. Hendrix, State Superintendent of 
Public Instruction and State Director of Vocational Education, Homemaking: Course of Study for 

Secondary Schools of Arizona (Phoenix: State Department Vocational Education, 1938). 
 
201 Case, C.O. State Superintendent, Course of Study for Elementary Schools of Arizona, 14.  
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only twenty-five percent of pupils in Arizona attended high school and only eight percent 

actually obtained a high school diploma.202  Thus the introduction of a practical 

education, i.e., vocational education in the area of industrial arts, at the elementary school 

level was deemed not only appropriate, but necessary since adapting educational 

procedures to meet the social and economic conditions of the day was more practical than 

changing the social and economic order.  Given that Mexican-origin children were half of 

all children enrolled in public schools in 12 cities by 1920, and 35 percent of all 

elementary school pupils in 1930, we can infer that Mexican American and Mexican 

immigrant youth were prime targets of vocational programs.203  

Although vocational or industrial courses were open to all students, Mexican-

origin students, especially boys, were guided toward these courses since they were not 

expected to go beyond the elementary or junior high school level given their propensity 

to withdraw from school to enter the labor force or move with their parents.  Many 

dropped out by age 16 when compulsory school laws no longer mandated their 

attendance.  Most of these students were overage in the lower grades, which also 

contributed to the high drop out rates.  In addition, those who entered school without a 

sufficient knowledge of English were sure to fall behind in their school work since it 

required two years to do the work of the regular first grade due to their placement in an 

English-language or 1C class, which further hindered their academic progress.  

Intelligence (IQ) tests served as another indicator of age-grade progress and predictor of 

                                                 
202 Ibid. 
 
203 Bureau of Education, Educational Conditions in Arizona, 11-13, 96-97, 122; Tupper, A Survey of the 

Arizona Public School System, 17-18; Case, Course of Study for Elementary Schools of Arizona, 16, 21-22. 
 



 

   

                                                                                                                                          108 
 
 

who would stay in school and who would not.  According to state educational reports 

standardized achievement tests indicated that migrant pupils consistently did worse than 

pupils who attended school regularly throughout the entire school year.204  Poor 

performance on standardized tests led educators to believe that these students were either 

mentally deficient or intellectually inferior without considering other factors such as 

institutional or pedagogical reasons for their poor performance.   

Scholars have aptly argued that the vocational or industrial education and lower 

standard curricula offered to Mexican-origin students in either segregated or 

predominantly Mexican schools were directly linked to the segmented labor system and 

labor demands of the day and the region.  They were also determined by race, class, and 

gender.  A vocational education curriculum was so common in segregated “Mexican 

schools” that many were known as “Mexican Industrial Schools.”  This is evidenced by 

the schools in Miami, Arizona, in Los Angeles and San Fernando, California, and in 

Austin and San Antonio, Texas.205  Although Phoenix Union School District operated an 

industrial school prior to 1950, it was not known as the “Mexican Industrial School.”  In 

the 1950s, Tucson School District No. 1 constructed a new vocational high school 

building at Tucson High School and industrial education facilities at Pueblo High School, 

while Catalina High School, which had more White students at the time, received a new 

eight-classroom science wing as part of its postwar construction program.206 
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Writing about Victoria, Texas, Anthony Quiroz claims that “[i]t was general 

knowledge throughout the state that the “Mexican schools” were hardly adequate to 

prepare students for anything other than manual work, thus employers hardly resisted a 

dual school system such as the one they financed through their tax contributions.”  In 

Victoria, both segregation and a differentiated curriculum ensured that Mexican 

Americans would remain an undereducated, underclass segment of society.207  As 

elsewhere, the public school system in Arizona played a key role in perpetuating the 

working-class nature of its Mexican-origin population.  In doing so, it structured 

inequality in the state by perpetuating the social, economic, and political order that 

incorporated Mexican Americans and other racial minorities at the lowest rungs of the 

socioeconomic ladder.  Historian Gilbert González asserts that because Mexican-origin 

workers were the main source of cheap labor for many Southwest employers, “public 

education of the Mexican community via segregation, tended to reproduce its class 

character from one generation to the next.”208  Policies that supported segregation, 

Americanization, vocational or industrial education, and other practices that emanated 

from social and economic forces thus worked to maintain Mexican Americans’ 

subordinate status by structuring their education to meet the needs of the economy.  By 

1950, this motivated Mexican Americans and other socially conscious individuals and 

                                                 
 
207  Anthony Quiroz, Claiming Citizenship: Mexican Americans in Victoria, Texas (College State, Texas A 
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groups began to agitate for equality by challenging the status quo and the substandard 

conditions many Arizonans faced.   

 

Conclusion 

While Mexican Americans in Arizona were not precluded from obtaining a public 

education in Arizona, the education they did receive was a limited a one—one that best 

suited their “individual needs” and that of the Mexican American community.  This 

chapter has assessed the type and quality of education Mexican Americans received 

throughout the first half of the twentieth century.   Both state and federal education 

officials believed that Mexican-origin pupils were linguistically, culturally, and 

intellectually inferior to their White “American” counterparts.  Local educators followed 

state and federal officials lead in designing educational programs that prepared Mexican-

origin pupils for wage workers in the state’s industries.  Longstanding educational 

policies and programs aimed at these students were geared more toward solving the 

Mexican Problem in the public schools rather than educating them.  Policies that 

supported segregation, Americanization, vocational or industrial education thus had a 

negative impact on Mexican Americans educational process.  These policies manifested 

in low academic progress and achievement, high drop out rates, and low to non-existent 

levels of high school and college attendance.  The education system therefore, played an 

important role in maintaining Mexican Americans’ subordinate status.    

By 1950, however, this relationship began to change as Mexican Americans and 

other socially conscious individuals and groups began to agitate for equality.  They 
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challenged the status quo and the substandard educational conditions many faced in 

Arizona.  Since community leaders believed a good quality education was the key to 

upward mobility, social acceptance, and the wellbeing of their community, the public 

education system represented the most logical target for social reform.  The following 

chapter examines the activism Mexican Americans and other Arizonans engaged in to 

challenge school segregation laws and other discriminatory policies and practices that 

barred them from equal opportunities.   
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

CLOSING THE BREACH: THE CAMPAIGN TO END SCHOOL SEGREGATION 

 

Educational equality is one of the most salient issues in the history of the Mexican 

American struggle for civil rights.  A large part of this struggle included the fight against 

segregation in public schools.  As was the case for Black pupils, segregation of Mexican-

origin pupils, both de jure and de facto, constituted a significant barrier not only to equal 

educational opportunity, but also to social equality and acceptance of Mexican Americans 

as rightful citizens.  Scholars have demonstrated that Mexican Americans waged a 

longstanding battle against school segregation laws by filing numerous lawsuits against 

School Boards and districts across the Southwest beginning as early as 1925.  

Educational activism thus is a common theme in the scholarship on Mexican American 

education, as state-sanctioned policies and practices that promoted segregated schools 

and other inequalities did not go unchallenged.  As was the case elsewhere in the 

Southwest, Mexican Americans in Arizona not only challenged school segregation laws, 

but other discriminatory policies that barred Mexican Americans and other ethnic and 

racial minorities from equal opportunity in social, economic, and political institutions.  

This chapter describes the activities that Mexican Americans and their allies participated 

in to abolish school segregation laws and promote civil rights for all Arizonans in the 

postwar era.  Particular attention is given to the grassroots efforts led by organizations 

such as the Alianza Hispano-Americana, the Arizona Council for Civic Unity, and the 

Tucson Council for Civic Unity and their collaborative activities.   
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Brief Overview of Major Desegregation Court Cases 

Mexican Americans have a long tradition of educational activism around 

segregation and other discriminatory policies.  For instance, in 1910 Hispano delegates to 

the New Mexico State Constitutional Convention made sure that the state constitution 

precluded educational discrimination against Hispano children, including segregation.  

As early as 1918, Mexican American parents in California challenged School Board 

decisions that segregated their children from Anglo children in public schools.  In 

Arizona, Adolpho Romo, in Romo v. Laird, sued Tempe Elementary School Trustees in 

1925 after his four children were not admitted to the regular public school but directed to 

the designated Mexican school.209  Subsequent desegregation cases in Texas and 

California, such as the 1929 case of Salvatierra v. Independent School District, the first 

class-action suit supported by a civil rights organization, and the 1930 case of Alvarez v. 

                                                 
209 Romo v. Laird was not the first case to challenge the state’s school segregation law.  In 1912 it was 
challenged by Samuel F. Bayless in Dameron v. Bayless, 14 Ariz. 180, 182, 126 (1912).  Although a 
Maricopa County Superior Court judge ruled in favor of Romo on the basis that the 8th Street School 
teachers were not certified, and therefore, unequal to those in the 10th Street School, school officials at the 
8th Street School decided to hire certified teachers to meet the requirement of the “separate but equal” 
provision in Plessy v. Ferguson.  Goddard, The Promise of Brown v. Board of Education: A Monograph In 

Commemoration of the 50
th

 Anniversary of Brown v. Board of Education, March 2005, www.azag.gov; 
Muñoz, “Desert Dreams: Mexican American Education in Arizona,” 134-186; Laura K. Muñoz, “Separate 
But Equal: A Case Study of Romo v. Laird and Mexican American Education,” in OAH Magazine of 

History, Vol. 15, No. 2.  
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Lemon Grove School Board, the nation’s first successful desegregation lawsuit, marked 

the onset of the Mexican American anti-segregation movement.210   

World War II marked a turning point in terms of educational activism as ethnic 

minority and civil rights groups began to agitate to end school segregation.  The trend 

toward desegregation was apparent in many Southern and Southwestern states, as state 

and federal courts, including those in Arizona, anticipated the repeal of de jure 

segregation laws that enabled school officials to establish separate schools for Mexican-

origin, Black, Native American and other non-White students.  Federal courts, in 

particular, signaled the decline of de jure segregation after the U.S. District Courts of 

Southern California and Western Texas outlawed the arbitrary segregation of Mexican-

origin children based on their ethnicity, Spanish surname, and language in the 

groundbreaking cases of Mendez et al. v. Westminster School District, et al. (1946), and 

Delgado, et al. v. Bastrop Independent School District, et al. (1948).  Both cases 

challenged longstanding segregation practices on the grounds that they violated Mexican 

students’ rights under the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, and 

therefore were unconstitutional.  The subsequent Supreme Court rulings in McLaurin v. 

Oklahoma State Regents and Sweatt v. Painter in 1950, which resolved questions related 

to the segregation of Black students in institutions of higher learning, equal access to 

                                                 
210 After the formation of the League of United Latin American Citizens and the success in Alvarez v. 

Lemon Grove the number of legal challenges to segregation increased significantly.  See Guadalupe San 
Miguel, Jr., Let Them All Take Heed: Mexican Americans and the Campaign for Educational Equality in 

Texas, 1910-1981 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1987), 54-90; Cinema Guild and KPBS, San Diego, 
California, The Lemon Grove Incident, produced by Paul Espinosa and directed by Frank Christopher, 
Cinema Guild, 1985, videocassette; and Gilbert González, Chicano Education in the Era of Segregation 

(Philadelphia: The Balch Institute Press, 1990), 13-27, 136-156.   
 



 

   

                                                                                                                                          115 
 
 

graduate and professional schools, and equal treatment after they were admitted, 

reaffirmed earlier rulings that held segregation violated students’ constitutional rights, 

signaling the demise of de jure segregation.211   

In all four cases, the plaintiffs’ arguments were grounded in evidence based on 

social science research and educational theory that confirmed the detrimental effects of 

segregation on students’ educational progress, self-image, and psychological well-being.  

The Mendez case, in particular, made this point, stimulating legal and academic discourse 

regarding the constitutionality of segregation.  Educational and legal scholars weighed in 

on the debate whether segregation violated students’ rights to equal facilities and 

curricula, and more importantly, to co-mingle with the peers regardless of racial, ethnic, 

linguistic, or cultural background.  By 1950 these scholars agreed that dual facilities not 

only reinforced feelings of inferiority and caused psychological trauma, but also worked 

to “deny to the Negro and Mexican child ‘equal protection of the laws’ in every 

meaningful sense of the words.”212  For educational reformers such as George I. Sánchez, 

who testified in the Mendez case, segregation for any reason, including so-called 

language deficiencies, was educationally unsound because it was detrimental to 

                                                 
211 Barry Edward Lamb, The Making of a Chicano Civil Rights Activist: Ralph Estrada of Arizona 
(Unpublished Masters’ Thesis, Arizona State University, 1988), 85-88. 
 
212 See “Segregation in Public Schools: A Violation of “Equal Protection of the Laws” in The Yale Law 

Journal, Vol. 56, No. 6 (June 1947), 1062-1067; Lester H. Phillips, “Segregation in Education: A 
California Case Study,” Phylon 10, No. 4 (4th Quarter, 1949): 407-413; Charles S. Johnson, “American 
Minorities and Civil Rights in 1950,” The Journal of “Negro” Education 20, No. 3 (Summer 1951): 485-
493; George I. Sánchez, Concerning Segregation of Spanish-Speaking Children in the Public Schools, 
Inter-American Education Occasional Papers IX (Austin: The University of Texas, 1951).  George I. 
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children’s social development and stifled English-language acquisition among Spanish-

speakers.213   

The legal strategy used in the above cases to contest segregative policies and 

practices provided the foundational arguments that were later used by lawyers from the 

Alianza Hispano-Americana in their lawsuit against the Tolleson School District, 

Tolleson, Arizona, in Gonzales, et al. v. Sheeley, et al. (1952).  Ultimately, these pre-

Brown cases helped to focus national attention on the importance of promoting social 

equality in public schools.  They also provided the legal leverage required to challenge 

the Plessy v. Ferguson doctrine of “separate but equal” in Brown v. Board of Education, 

Topeka, Kansas (1954), setting the stage for its demise once and for all.  For many 

socially conscious Americans, abolishing public school segregation and other 

discriminatory policies thus represented the first step in promoting important educational 

reform.   

 

Collective Outrage: Civil Rights Activism in Postwar Arizona 

After World War II, increased civil rights activism among Mexican Americans 

and other ethnic groups gave rise to the historic legal decisions of the mid-1940s and 

1950s.  Mexican Americans who came of age between the 1920s and 1940s demanded 

full equality as rightful American citizens and equal access to employment and 

educational opportunities.  Hailed as the Mexican-American Generation by historian 

Mario T. García, this group of U.S.-born Mexican-origin Americans provided valuable 
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leadership required for a vigorous civil rights campaign that centered on the pursuit of 

educational equality, which continued in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s.  The contributions 

of second- and third-generation Mexican American men and women to the war effort, 

both on the front line and on the home front, cannot be overstated, as they demonstrated a 

sense of pride and patriotism that carried over into their individual lives in the postwar 

years.  Veterans returned to their communities armed with a heightened sense of 

entitlement to full citizenship, and a keen awareness of the contradictions of fighting for 

democracy abroad while many Americans suffered from segregation and other racist 

policies at home.214  Moreover, military service had also provided many veterans with 

valuable leadership and organizational skills, which they used to assert their citizenship 

rights and those of their communities.   

Like Mexican Americans elsewhere, those in Arizona also supported the war 

through military service. While we do not know the exact number of Mexican American 

or Hispanics from Arizona who served during World War II, approximately 101 

Hispanics from Tucson were among those who died while serving in the military.215 

Mexican Americans at home supported the war effort by organizing drives to collect 

newspapers, rubber, metal, clothing, and buying and selling war bonds.  Members of the 

                                                 
214 Mario T. García, Mexican Americans: Leadership, Ideology & Identity, 1930-1960 (New Haven & 
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Alianaza Hispano-Americana also held freedom parades, raised funds, and participated in 

a letter writing campaign to servicemen abroad.216   

Mexican American women supported the war effort on the home front by utilizing 

the organizational, negotiating, and networking skills they acquired as mothers, wives, 

and family caretakers to mobilize community support for Mexican American soldiers.  

For instance, as members of La Asociación Hispano-Americana de Madres y Esposas, 

Mexican American women in Tucson engaged in various activities to support the cause 

and celebrate the wartime contributions of their husbands, sons, and male relatives.  They 

sold war bonds and stamps, collected clothing to send abroad, started a recycling 

campaign, and published a newsletter, the Chatter, to raise funds for a proposed 

recreation center for returning Mexican American soldiers.  According to historian 

Christine Marín, they also served an important function of uplifting the morale of 

Mexican American soldiers abroad and the community at home.217  Although not directly 

related to military service, these activities demonstrate what Nancy Naples calls “activist 

mothering.”  Their role as mothers extended beyond the private sphere to nurture their 

community by providing emotional, moral, and financial support to both family and 

community members abroad and at home.218   
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Although a small minority of Mexican Americans had improved their 

socioeconomic status and standard of living via increased educational opportunities 

offered under the G.I. Bill and expanded employment opportunities wrought by economic 

expansion, most Mexican-origin people in Arizona were still working-class and poorer 

than other Americans at the war’s end.  Moreover, they had lower levels of education and 

college attendance.  Persistent discrimination by employers, law enforcement, and the 

schools motivated Mexican American men and women to take the initiative and 

challenge the status quo in the American mainstream and eradicate discrimination in 

major institutions.  To this end, Mexican American men and women utilized 

organizations such as the Alianza Hispano-Americana, the League of United Latin 

American Citizens (LULAC), the American Legion, and the Arizona Council for Civic 

Unity (ACCU) and its local auxiliaries, the Greater Phoenix Council for Civic Unity 

(GPCCU) and Tucson Council for Civic Unity (TCCU) as vehicles for change during and 

after the war.  These organizations provided activists with the framework necessary to 

challenge racist policies and practices in the state.   

Much of the activism during this period focused on ending segregation in public 

facilities such as schools, theaters, churches, restaurants, and recreational facilities.   For 

instance, in 1940, Placida García Smith, director of the Phoenix Friendly House and 

journalist Maria A. García formed a local LULAC council to improve conditions for 

Mexican-origin people in the Phoenix area and challenge discriminatory policies.  In 

1942 García and Smith obtained support from other LULAC councils in Arizona to 

challenge the “No Mexicans Allowed” policy at Tempe Beach, a public swimming pool 
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and recreation center, to no avail.  Smith and García’s efforts, however, proved to be the 

advance guard of a large and ultimately successful force.  The policy of denying Mexican 

Americans access to the public pool, which was sanctioned by Tempe city officials and 

enforced by the local chamber of commerce, remained intact until 1946, when Mexican 

American veterans from the American Legion Thunderbird Post 41 intervened.  After 

establishing positive relations with the Tempe Chamber of Commerce, the veterans 

finally convinced the chamber to withdraw their support for the policy, which led to the 

policy’s cessation.  After their success in Tempe, veterans went on to battle housing 

segregation and discrimination in the state’s welfare system.219   

Veterans who hailed from Arizona’s mining towns such as Clifton, Morenci, 

Douglas, and Miami also advanced the fight against longstanding employment 

discrimination and social segregation.  For instance, in 1944, Mexican-origin miners, 

many of whom were recent veterans, played key roles in abolishing the dual-wage system 

in the Miami and Clifton-Morenci mines by forming their own chapter of the United 

Mine, Mill, and Smelter Union.  They also challenged segregation in public spaces, and 

advocated for a right-to-work ballot initiative, which passed in 1946.  In addition to 

“equal pay for equal work,” Mexican miners also demanded medical benefits, 

opportunities for occupational advancement, and promotions.220   

                                                 
 
219 See Christine Marín, LULAC and Veterans Organize for Civil Rights in Tempe and Phoenix, 1940-1947, 
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During the 1940s the Alianza also became more responsive to the conditions 

Mexican Americans faced in Arizona.  Increasing complaints of discrimination prompted 

the Alianza to become more involved in promoting and protecting Mexican Americans’ 

civil rights, especially with respect to equal education, than it had been in previous years.  

The Alianza’s growing interest in civil rights was partly due to the efforts of attorney 

Ralph Estrada, who was not only involved in supporting the war effort on the home front, 

but who also was a guiding force in the organization’s efforts to protect the civil rights of 

Mexican Americans.221   

 

Civil Rights Groups Challenge Segregation 

As a bastion of democracy, public education represented and still represents an 

important means for upward mobility, increased political representation, and social 

equality.  Segregated schools, however, precluded certain groups from achieving these 

goals by denying them access to equal facilities, curricula, and other resources.  More 

importantly, segregated schools symbolized second-class citizenship for those subject to 

segregation.  As debates over segregation swept the nation in the years following World 

War II, the issue served as an impetus for increased activism despite the state’s 

conservative political milieu.  For instance, between 1940 and 1950 in the rural 

communities of Casa Grande and Coolidge, teachers, parents, and community volunteers, 

most of whom were women, began challenging the “separate but equal” policy by using 

                                                                                                                                                 
see Linda Gordon The Great Arizona Orphan Abduction (Cambridge, London: Harvard University Press, 
1999) and Joseph F. Park, “The History of Mexican Labor in Arizona During the Territorial Period” 
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their authority as teachers, parents, and concerned community members to negotiate 

better educational conditions for Black and Mexican-origin pupils.  In Casa Grande, 

Black teachers and parents fought the School Board to improve facilities, obtain 

transportation services for Black pupils, and integrate the schools.  In Coolidge, farm 

workers, many of whom were of Mexican-origin, sought equality for their children who 

attended inferior segregated schools by demanding that the School Board provide hot 

lunch services and equal recreational opportunities in their schools.222   

In 1948, a diverse group of individuals who were committed to ending statewide 

segregation in all public institutions formed the Arizona Council for Civic Unity (ACCU) 

and its two local auxiliaries, the Greater Phoenix Council for Civic Unity (GPCCU) and 

the Tucson Council for Civic Unity (TCCU).  Members of these groups believed that 

racism and discrimination against persons or groups based on race, creed, color, or 

national origin was “immoral and violated the human spirit of the discriminator and those 

who were discriminated against as well as the constitutions of the United States and State 

of Arizona.”  As the bastion of democracy, public education was a primary concern for 

Civic Unity members because school segregation represented an anathema to democracy.  

Their goal, then, was to “close the breach” with respect to inequalities in the state’s 

public education system.   

In 1949, the ACCU conducted a study which outlined the extent to which 

“Negro,” Mexican American, and Native American pupils were segregated in public 

schools, especially those in rural areas, and how “Negro” and Mexican American 
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teachers were discriminated against in school districts.223  The authors noted that school 

officials relied on Arizona statutes as the basis for segregation, including those statues 

relating to linguistic “differences.”  Regardless of the officials’ motivations for 

maintaining segregated schools and other segregative practices, the report criticized 

school districts for enforcing the Plessy doctrine of “separate but equal,” as the historical 

precedent was ill conceived and detrimental to fundamental notions of democracy: 

The separate but equal doctrine has failed in three important respects.  
First it is inconsistent with the fundamental equalness of the American 
way of life in that it marks groups with the brand of inferior status.  
Secondly, where it has been followed, the results have been separate but 
unequal facilities for minority peoples.  Finally, it has kept people apart 
despite incontrovertible evidence that an environment favorable to civil 
rights is fostered whenever groups are permitted to live and work together.  
There is no adequate defense of segregation.224 
 

With these principles in mind the council recommended that the governor or the 

legislature appoint a committee to study the problems of segregation in public schools 

and monitor the situation.  It also called for legislation that would ensure fair employment 

opportunities for teachers, especially Black teachers, repeal the state’s school segregation 

laws, and ensure fair and equal treatment of all children in the schools.225     

The report sparked a civil rights campaign to not only end segregation, but all 

discriminatory policies that relegated Arizona’s minorities to second-class citizenship and 
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barred them from equal access to employment opportunities, housing, education, public 

accommodations and recreational facilities.  In cooperation with the ACCU and its 

auxiliaries, the GPCCU, and TCCU, civil rights groups such as the Alianza Hispano-

Americana, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP),  

and other sympathetic groups such as the Tucson Urban League, and members of 

organized labor groups not only voiced their opposition to segregation, they actively 

worked together to repeal the state’s segregation laws and eradicate all forms of 

discrimination in Arizona.  This multifaceted, multiethnic coalition of socially conscious 

individuals organized an anti-segregation campaign that continued well into the mid-

1960s.226  Much of their activism focused on ending all forms of school segregation 

described in the ACCU’s study.  

To accomplish their goals of changing Arizona’s laws, the groups collectively 

proposed and supported a ballot initiative for the November 1950 general election that 

would prohibit segregation of pupils in public schools on the basis of race, creed, color or 

national origin, provide integrated staffs at all schools, and institute a tenure system by 

amending sections 54-416 and 54-430 and repealing section 54-918 of the Arizona Code.  

The amendments would remove all language that required segregation of pupils.  For 

example, Section 54-416 would no longer specify that “pupils of the African race (sic)” 

must be segregated from “pupils of the Caucasian race in all schools other than high 

schools.”  Moreover, the language in Section 54-430 would no longer state that the Board 

                                                 
 
226 Flores, The Socio-economic Status Trends of the Mexican People Residing in Arizona, 40-43; Tucson 
Council for Civic Unity, “Records of the Tucson Council for Civic Unity, 1947-1966,” Constitution & 
Bylaws Background Information 1948-1963, Folder 1/1, Special Collections, University of Arizona 
Library, University of Arizona.   
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of Trustees “may segregate groups of pupils,” but would be changed to prohibit 

segregation by stating: “there shall be no segregation of pupils for reasons of race, creed, 

color or national origin, nor shall any distinction or classification of pupils be made on 

account of race, creed, color or national origin.” With the repeal of Section 54-918, the 

language regarding provisions for the segregation of “pupils of the African race in high 

school” would be deleted.  All of these amendments applied to “Negro, Mexican-

American and Native American” pupils.227   

Individual members of the aforementioned groups as well as the organizations 

themselves advocated for Proposition 318 because it would to abolish all forms of 

segregation and allow students to attend the school of their choice, including regular 

neighborhood schools.  More importantly, it would allow children of different 

backgrounds to learn to live together, which proponents of the proposition viewed as an 

important step in preparing for life in American society and in promoting positive human 

relations.  For many Arizonans, segregated schools also violated sound educational 

principles and basic civil rights.  Members of the various groups believed segregated 

schools were unjust because they denied those subject to segregation “the equality of 

opportunity guaranteed all under the Constitution” and costly because they required an 

unnecessary duplication of buildings, equipment, and personnel.  More importantly, 

segregation was viewed as anti-American because it divided people rather than united 

                                                 
 
227According to the Tucson Council for Civic Unity, the 1950 ballot measure was the first time in U.S. 
history that the people voted on the issue of segregation.  Pamphlet entitled “to secure these rights…” 
written and published by the Tucson Council for Civil Unity; Arizona Council for Civic Unity, Fact Sheet 

#2, September 11,1950, “Records of the Tucson Council for Civic Unity, 1947-1966,” Box No. 1, 1948-
1963, Special Collections, University of Arizona Library, University of Arizona. 
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them, was immoral because it was based on artificial notions of race, violated Christian 

and Jewish notions of brotherhood, and was equally detrimental to those enforcing 

segregation and those subject to it.228   

Although Arizona voters defeated Proposition 318 by a vote of 104,226 to 57,970, 

individual members of the above organizations continued their efforts to combat racism 

and overturn segregation laws through collaborative activities with other like-minded 

individuals and groups.  Their efforts included getting an anti-discrimination public 

accommodations law.  The collective outrage of members of the ACCU, GPCCU, TCCU, 

the Alianza and other organizations led to Arizona’s voluntary repeal of its segregation 

laws in June 1951.  The legislature deleted the language stating segregation was 

mandatory three years before Brown v. Board of Education overturned the “separate but 

equal” doctrine and outlawed de jure segregation in all public schools.  Following this 

change in the law, the Tucson, Miami, Amphitheatre, Globe, Marana, Safford, 

Sunnyside, Williams Air Base school districts announced their intent to end the practice 

of segregation.  Since the change in language from “shall to may” represented only a 

partial victory, it compelled members of these groups to continue their grassroots work 

toward abolishing all vestiges of school segregation, particularly since school segregation 

was used to justify other discriminatory practices in employment, housing, public 

contracts, restaurants, hotels, and other public spaces.229  A theatre manager’s response to 

                                                 
 
228 Gregorio García, “Contra la Segregación de Nuestros Estudiantes,” Alianza Magazine, 43, 10 (October 
1950): 3; Arizona Council for Civic Unity, Fact Sheet #3, dated September 24,1950; Flores, The Socio-
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the Tucson Urban League’s request to desegregate his place of business provides an 

example of such a link:  

I’d like to oblige you, but you can’t expect us to not segregate when the 
state law and policy provides for segregation in schools.  Get the school 
laws repealed first, and then we can talk this thing over.230  
  

The above quote demonstrated the importance of convincing the state to repeal its 

segregation laws and other statutes that permitted any form of racial discrimination.  For 

instance, in Phoenix, the GPCCU, NAACP and Urban League filed a desegregation 

lawsuit to abolish segregated high schools in Maricopa County.  Although school 

segregation had become optional in 1951, local activists filed the suit in Maricopa County 

Superior Court in 1953 challenging the constitutionality of the state’s law that permitted 

racial segregation in Phoenix high schools and in some community colleges.  The 

Superior Court judge ruled in favor of the plaintiffs stating, “a half century of intolerance 

is enough.”231   

 

The Tucson Council for Civic Unity 

The Tucson Council for Civic Unity (TCCU) played a leading role in mobilizing 

the local community around educational segregation and other discriminatory policies 

based on “race, color, creed, or national-origin.”  Their primary objectives were to: 

                                                                                                                                                 
229 Tucson Council for Civic Unity, “Records of the Tucson Council for Civic Unity, 1947-1966,” 
Background Information 1948-1963, Box 1 Folders 1-6, Special Collections, University of Arizona 
Library, University of Arizona.  
 
230 Arizona Council for Civic Unity, Close the Breach, 5. 
 
231 Sheridan, Arizona: A History, 283. 
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“foster and promote better understanding among people of various racial, religious, social 

and national backgrounds in Arizona; promote better conditions among all groups with 

respect to education, housing, employment, recreation, health and other community 

problems; and encourage the inclusion of representatives of minority groups in all 

endeavors having to do with community activities and planning.” These goals would be 

achieved “by means of education, consultation, cooperative planning, legislation, and 

voluntary group action.”232    

Organizational leaders recognized that “nearly everywhere in the state all 

minorities were deprived of an equal opportunity to enjoy public facilities, to obtain 

pubic employment, and to be served in places of public accommodations.”  In their 

efforts to end discrimination they solicited membership via informational letters and 

encouraged anyone dedicated to abolishing school segregation to join their cause.233    

On April 15, 1950, the TCCU’s Intercultural Education Committee, chaired by 

Rosamond B. Spicer, held a conference on human relations to discuss the issue of school 

segregation.  The conference, which was held at Mansfeld Junior High in Tucson, was 

similar to a conference previously held by the Greater Phoenix Council for Civic Unity 

(GPCCU) in Phoenix.  The conference on human relations in Tucson aimed to educate 

                                                 
232 Tucson Council for Civic Unity, “Records of the Tucson Council for Civic Unity, 1947-1966,” Box 2 
Folders 7-8, Special Collections, University of Arizona Library, University of Arizona. 
 
233 Tucson Council for Civic Unity, “Records of the Tucson Council for Civic Unity, 1947-1966,” 
Background Information 1948-1963 folders 1/1-1/6, Special Collections, University of Arizona Library, 
University of Arizona.  The council’s membership consisted of individuals from diverse backgrounds 
including Maria Urquides, a local educator, Roger Yoshino, professor of Sociology at the University of 
Arizona, Dr. Robert D. Morrow, Superintendent of Tucson School District No.1, Judge James A. Walsh, 
Morris K. Udall, Stewart Udall, Edward Spicer, professor of Anthropology at the University of Arizona, 
Rosamond B. Spicer, Judge Raúl Castro, Governor Samuel P. Goddard, and Aliancistas Ralph Estrada, 
Arnold Elias, Ed Goodin, Manuel L. Perez, Tito Flores, Vidal Rivera, and Pedro Guerrero, to name a few.   
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the local community about the effects of segregation, prejudice and discrimination on 

children, the schools, and the larger community.  The attendees also sought to develop a 

strategy for ending segregation and discrimination in the entire state.  The conference 

included sections on housing, law enforcement, civil rights, education, employment, and 

health and recreation, with each section chaired by prominent members of the Tucson 

community such as Morris K. Udall, Raúl H. Castro, Rafael Brandes, Dr. Frederick A. 

Conrad, and Dr. A.B. Thompson.  Conference speakers addressed topics such as 

restrictive covenants, housing segregation and conditions, police-minority group 

relations, interracial tensions, juvenile offenders, legal segregation of “Negro” children in 

elementary schools, segregation of “Mexican-American” children based on linguistic 

grounds, integration of “Native American” pupils in local schools, the effects of 

segregation and prejudice on children, and proposed methods to change school 

segregation laws.  Other issues addressed were equal employment opportunity, practices 

of trade unions, employment discrimination, segregation and discrimination in public 

accommodations and other establishments, health conditions, and the role of health care 

providers in promoting unity in the community.  Resolutions to promote interethnic 

understanding and abolish discriminatory laws and practices, particularly school 

segregation laws, and uphold civil rights were among the conference outcomes.234 

                                                 
234 Other cooperating organizations of the conference included B’nai B’rith of Tucson, Holy Name Union 
(Tucson), the Tucson Branch of the NAACP, Pima County Council, Parent Teachers Association, Society 
of Friends (Tucson), Tucson Central Trades Council, Tucson Council of Churches, Tucson Service Council 
of the National Urban League, and United Council of Churchwomen (Tucson).  Tucson Council for Civic 
Unity, “Records of the Tucson Council for Civic Unity, 1947-1966” Correspondence and Conference on 
Human Relations Schedule dated 1950, Box 2 Folders 7-8, Special Collections, University of Arizona 
Library, University of Arizona.   
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Throughout the 1950s and into the 1960s, the TCCU conducted a vigorous 

grassroots campaign in cooperation with other groups, especially the Alianza, to promote 

democracy and interethnic understanding through education and improve the quality of 

life for all Tucsonans.  In addition to ending all vestiges of segregation in Arizona public 

schools, the TCCU was committed to ending discrimination based on race, ethnicity, 

religion, and national origin in restaurants, hotels, motels, theatres, recreational facilities, 

and in private employment and housing.  Other objectives included helping Arizona 

Native Americans integrate into the dominant society, establishing a Governor’s 

Commission on Human Relations, and organizing Councils for Civil Unity in other 

communities.   

Although the TCCU claimed it was not a politically oriented organization, some 

of its members recognized the need to challenge the political system in order to achieve 

their goals.  This is reflected in an article one member wrote for the Alianza magazine in 

1958:  

Unless we, who believe that discrimination of any kind was a great moral 
wrong, become more effective in obtaining the election of sincere 
candidates committed to fair treatment of all people, it is likely that we 
will have more years of frustration ahead of us in attempting to obtain 
public accommodation legislation from the Arizona Legislature.  All too 
many people in public life today are grossly and unashamedly bigoted and 
many others are hypocrites, making a sham for the sake of obtaining 
votes.235 
 

                                                 
 
235 Tucson Council for Civic Unity, “Records of the Tucson Council for Civic Unity, 1947-1966,” 
Constitution & Bylaws Background Information 1948-1963 folders 1/1-1/6, Special Collections, University 
of Arizona Library, University of Arizona.  Although no author was listed, it appears the author had been 
president of the organization for three years, since 1955, and may have been a member of the legislature. 
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The critical language used here is clearly meant to raise awareness and promote 

social change.  Motivated by their belief that the majority of Arizonans 

vehemently opposed racism and discrimination for any reason as immoral, anti-

American, and anti-democratic, the TCCU organized various activities to achieve 

its goals.  For instance, it held public meetings and sponsored conferences, public 

speakers, and educational workshops to educate Tucsonans on cultural difference 

and the detrimental effects of racism on the community.  TCCU activities also 

included a campaign urging Tucsonans via direct mail, newspaper advertisements, 

and radio announcements to vote for Proposition 318, and lobbying conservative 

members of the Arizona Legislature, many of whom were from the South, to pass 

anti-discrimination legislation.  In addition, they served as a defense and support 

organization for minorities in legal matters regarding unequal treatment in 

employment, housing, and in other areas.236   

The TCCU’s civil rights work helped abolish segregated schools in 

Southern Arizona municipalities such as Eloy, Casa Grande, Mesa, and Chandler 

and encouraged all schools to voluntarily desegregate and comply with the 1954 

desegregation order in Brown v. Board of Education.  For instance, in the fall of 

1951, as a member of the TCCU, Superintendent Robert Morrow began his 

program to integrate Tucson School District No. 1.  He not only played an active 

role in the campaign to end school segregation, but he also worked on convincing 

Arizona’s lawmakers to approve the partial desegregation order.  After the state 

                                                 
236 Tucson Council for Civic Unity, “Records of the Tucson Council for Civic Unity,” Box 1 Folders 1-6, 
Special Collections, University of Arizona Library, University of Arizona. 
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legislature made segregation optional rather than mandatory, Morrow pushed 

School Board members to immediately abolish segregation in all grades rather 

than gradually as proposed in districts elsewhere in Arizona.  As the top 

administrator of the first school district in the state to desegregate, Morrow took 

pride in achieving his goal three years before the Brown case.237   

The TCCU also succeeded in getting an Equal Employment Opportunities 

law enacted by the Tucson City Council in March 1955, convincing Mayor Don 

Hummel of Tucson to appoint a Human Relations Commission, and initiating a 

widespread grassroots campaign to pass a bill in the state legislature in 1955, 

1956, and 1957 that would outlaw discrimination in public accommodations and 

places of leisure as well as a comprehensive civil rights bill.  The efforts of both 

TCCU and its parent organization, the Arizona Council for Civic Unity, finally 

paid off when Governor Samuel Goddard signed “the broadest civil rights law in 

the history of Arizona” on April 1, 1965, which also provided for the creation of 

the Arizona Civil Rights Commission.238  

 

The Alianza Hispano-Americana Fights Segregation 

Mexican American community leaders not only challenged Arizona’s school 

segregation policy, but they also championed the cause for civil rights.  In October 1950, 
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Gregorio García, an attorney and Supreme President of the Alianza-Hispano Americana, 

published an article in the Alianza, the organization’s official publication, criticizing the 

segregation of Mexican American children in Arizona’s small communities, most of them 

rural or mining towns.239  Initially established as a mutual-aid society in 1894 by local 

members of the Mexican elite, by 1940 the Alianza had evolved into a national advocacy 

organization for all Mexican-origin people.  It had lodges across the Southwest and in 

parts of northern Mexico to provide financial assistance and legal support to its members.  

In his appeal to Aliancistas, García’s indictment of the public school system was mainly 

directed at local school officials in towns that built and maintained separate schools for 

Mexican-origin children based on purported “language difficulties.”  García argued that 

the majority of Mexican American children could and did speak English but were not 

tested upon entering school to determine their language skills.  He further asserted that 

the separation based on language “difficulties” was a pretext for segregating Mexican 

American children in the public school system, as many students were segregated well 

beyond the age necessary for the average child to learn English.  Although García did not 

mention the segregation of Mexican American children in separate Americanization 

                                                 
 
239 The Alianza Hispano-Americana was founded in Tucson, Arizona, in 1894 by a group of prominent 
local Mexican Americans to fight discrimination and promote social and cultural activities for the Spanish-
speaking community.  In 1897, the organization was incorporated under the law of Arizona as a fraternal 
benefit society and established its first lodges in Florence, Clifton, Bisbee, Globe, Tempe and Nogales.  By 
1913, the Alianza had established lodges in California, Texas, New Mexico, Colorado, and Chihuahua, 
Mexico.  By 1927 there were 127 lodges, and by 1929 there were 240 lodges with a combined membership 
of 14,125.  By 1944 the membership had reached 20,000 in 300 lodges across the Southwest and northern 
Mexico.  It published the Alianza magazine until the mid-1960s.  NA, “The Alianza Hispano-Americana: A 
Brief History,” Alianza, February 1953, 3.  
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classrooms that were prevalent in elementary schools statewide, he clearly objected to the 

separation of students for any reason, deeming it an injustice.240 

García believed that Mexican American children were instead being discriminated 

against because of their race, skin color, and the national origin of their parents and 

grandparents, i.e., solely because they were Mexican American.  His claim was not 

without merit since he had firsthand knowledge of segregation in Tolleson, Arizona, 

where Mexican American children were precluded from attending the regular public 

school and were directed instead to attend the “Mexican” school based on purported 

“language difficulties.”  Earlier in 1950, García and other Alianza lawyers had filed a 

lawsuit against Tolleson school officials on behalf of Mexican American parents who 

protested this policy.  In his article, García also pointed to the fact that Arizona laws 

permitted the creation of segregated public schools and that the Arizona Supreme Court 

had further empowered school officials to practice segregation.  He argued that the only 

remedy to ending legally sanctioned segregation was to change the law and thus urged 

fellow Aliancistas and the larger Mexican American community to support and vote for 

Proposition 318.    

The quest for social justice impelled members of the Alianza, as it did for other 

members of the Mexican-American Generation, to embark on a more forceful civil rights 

campaign.  Similar to other middle-class organizations such as LULAC and the American 

G.I. Forum, by 1950 the Alizana focused its efforts on combating racism and eliminating 

barriers to equal opportunity such as segregation.  Civil rights advocacy became the 
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Alianza’s major focal point as it shifted its program, which promoted assimilation prior to 

1950, to one that aggressively fought discrimination against Mexican Americans as a 

means of ensuring equal access to educational, employment, housing, and political 

opportunities and preserving their heritage and bicultural identity.241  Promoting 

educational equality formed a major component of the Alianza’s civil rights program 

since its members believed the public education system to be an important vehicle for 

upward mobility and economic well-being.  For many Aliancistas, poor education or the 

lack thereof was directly tied to the community’s low socioeconomic, occupational, and 

political status.242   

Central to the Alianza’s program was defending civil rights and protecting 

Mexican Americans from discrimination according to the organization’s guiding 

principles “Protección, Moralidad, Instrucción” (Protection, Morality, and Instruction).  

With the election of attorney Gregorio García as president of the organization in 1950, 

protecting Mexican Americans’ civil liberties become more critical to the organization’s 

vision of advanced social, economic, and political progress.  García’s goal was to 

recapture the organization’s “spiritual purity,” a viewpoint encapsulated in an Alianza 

editorial: “But the founding spirit of Alianza has always been dominant.  In this definite 

manner, the society will follow the path of right and duty.”243   

                                                 
 
241 Kaye Lynn Briegel, “Alianza Hispano-Americana, 1894-1965: A Mexican American Fraternal 
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García and his likeminded associates, Rafael (Ralph) Estrada, also an attorney, 

and Ralph Guzmán, an experienced community organizer, believed that Mexican 

Americans’ marginalized status in the dominant society would continue if discrimination 

was not directly challenged.  Drawing from their professional experience as attorneys and 

their sense of social justice, upbringing, and personal experiences they believed 

assimilation and self-improvement was not enough to gain full acceptance as rightful 

citizens into the American mainstream so long as discriminatory barriers precluded 

Mexican Americans from equal opportunities on all levels.  Therefore, they challenged 

racism head on as attorneys through legal action in order to eradicate institutionalized 

discrimination.244   

Under their leadership, the organization was transformed from a mere social and 

cultural advocate to a vehicle for promoting racial uplift, social change, and educational 

reform.  The Alianza demonstrated its goals of uplifting the Mexican American 

community through its legal activities that focused on eradicating segregation in public 

schools and discriminatory policies that precluded Mexican Americans from fair and 

equal treatment in employment, housing, criminal justice, and immigration proceedings.  

For instance, Alianza lawyers intervened in the deportation of Vincent Navarette, a legal 

resident, who was charged and convicted of importing undocumented workers into the 

United States and deported to Mexico based on biased and questionable evidence.  

According to Alianza lawyers, the case represented “another example of the growing 

number of instances where the government is seeking to deprive residents of important 
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rights based upon testimony of persons not present, upon short-cut procedures, and upon 

evidence of the thinnest nature.”245  Alianza lawyers believed that discrimination against 

Mexican Americans stemmed from anti-Mexican sentiment wrought by the Walter-

McCarren Immigration Act of 1952 and Operation Wetback of 1954.246  In yet other 

cases, Alianza lawyers filed two lawsuits against the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s 

Office, charging several of its members with police brutality, and fought segregation of 

Mexican, Black, and American Native American youth in Winslow’s public swimming 

pool by filing a lawsuit in the Phoenix Federal District Court (Baca v. Winslow).247   

Abolishing segregation in schools, however, was the main focus of the Alianza’s 

legal program in Arizona, which served as the impetus for creating a formal mechanism 

to facilitate its antidiscrimination efforts.248  In 1955, Estrada and Guzmán expanded 

García’s vision of progress by creating a Civil Rights Department to investigate specific 

                                                 
 
245 “Alianza Intercedes Before U.S. Court in Navarrete Case,” Alianza, Febrero 1956, 29. 
 
246 Operation Wetback was a federally sponsored project that deported more than one million 
undocumented Mexican workers back to Mexico in 1954.  Increased nativism and anti-Mexican sentiment 
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complaints of discrimination and fortify the Alianza’s legal cases.  With their guidance, 

that department continued the fight against segregation and immigration violations 

because of the implication of such cases for Mexican Americans’ citizenship status, both 

for the U.S. and Mexican-born.249  As a major force behind the Alianza’s civil rights 

program, Estrada, who became Supreme President in 1954, used his broad-based 

influence acquired throughout his professional career, including an established network 

of contacts, statewide political experience, and grassroots organizing skills, to carry out 

the Alianza’s civil rights activities.250  

One of the most valuable tools Estrada and other Alianza leaders used to advance 

the cause of Mexican American progress was their national magazine, Alianza, which 

was utilized to raise awareness and educate the membership of the organization about 

critical issues.  Alianza, like the organization, served as the Mexican American 

community’s mouthpiece regarding issues affecting Mexican-origin people in the United 

States.  It not only reported on the organization’s social, cultural, civic, educational, 

political, and fund-raising activities, but it also served to promote a biethnic, bicultural 

identity through its bilingual articles, editorials, commentaries and announcements.  

Alianza featured myriad pieces that celebrated aspects of Mexican and American history, 

culture, and politics.  Articles about Alianza-sponsored events such as bailes (dances), 
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Dies y Siez de Septiembre (Mexican Independence Day) celebrations, La Fiesta de los 

Vaqueros (Festival of Cowboys) as well as the Fourth of July and other American 

historical events, reflected the value Aliancistas placed on recognizing Mexican and 

American cultures.   

Throughout the 1950s and early 1960s, however, the magazine also served as an 

educational tool and a vehicle for protest and for rallying public support for the 

organization’s civil rights campaign and legal battles.  The magazine provided an 

intellectual space in which the organization articulated its concerns regarding school 

segregation and other discriminatory policies such as the Walter-McCarren Act.  The 

magazine also informed its membership and the larger community about important 

developments in other legal cases and on Mexican Americans’ political activities, 

including the formation of local Viva Kennedy clubs and the American Coordinating 

Council on Political Education, a bipartisan organization established in the early 1960s.  

The most common themes, however, were education, immigration, voting, citizenship, 

and interethnic relations.251   

Numerous articles were dedicated to educational issues.  Critiques of the 

American educational system, particularly its failure to capitalize on Spanish-speakers’ 

home language and culture as a means of promoting academic success and higher 
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Discriminatory Problems for Mexican Population,” Alianza, Agosto 1955, 8, 1. 
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educational attainment among Mexican Americans were common themes in news pieces, 

commentaries, and editorials.  While members of the Alianza believed that English 

proficiency was important, they did not believe it had to come at the expense of Spanish.  

In fact, they believed that bilingualism and biculturalism were crucial in the bilingual, 

bicultural milieu of the Southwest, particularly in areas closest to the U.S.-Mexico 

border.  From this vantage point, complete Americanization—acquisition of English and 

assimilation of American values and cultural norms, accompanied by the negation of the 

Spanish language and Mexican culture—was not conducive to Mexican Americans’ 

economic mobility or happiness.  This sentiment was evident in “Dirección, Leadership,” 

an article published in Alianza in both English and Spanish that highlighted the 

importance of bilingualism and biculturalism: 

… the individual who takes up the struggle with English, resists the 
temptation to escape either into his own native culture or into his 
secondary culture to the exclusion of the other and who continues on to a 
mastery of both, emerges confident and capable of attracting the 
confidence of the whole population if he otherwise possesses those 
additional qualities universally recognized as necessary to leadership.  
Without discussing the historical lack of the educational system to take 
these factors into consideration in the development of the human resources 
of the area (a matter we have often mentioned in these pages), it is a 
matter of common knowledge that the struggle is many times more 
difficult for those whose primary tongue is Spanish.  …252 
 

The above passage reflects the longstanding bilingual, bicultural roots that have 

characterized the lives of Tucsonenses since the Spanish Colonial and Mexican periods.  

It also reflects the process of cultural negotiation in becoming Mexican American.253  

                                                 
 
252 “Dirección, Leadership,” Alianza, Marzo 1948, 3, 6-7. 
 
253 For an excellent study see Sánchez, Becoming Mexican American.  
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Thomas E. Sheridan asserts that “close ties with Mexico, particularly Sonora, allowed 

pioneer Tucsonenses to remain much closer to their Mexican roots,” and thus maintain a 

Mexican cultural identity while functioning in an increasingly Anglo world.  The ability 

to negotiate between two cultures, languages, and worldviews enabled early Mexican 

pioneers such as Esteban Ochoa, Mariano Samaniego, Leopoldo Carrillo and others to 

flourish economically and insulate themselves from the harsh realities of discrimination 

and subjugation in the new social and economic order that emerged in the late nineteenth 

century.254   

Cultural negotiation was certainly not unique to Tucsonenses.  Scholars have 

demonstrated how Mexican Americans in the Southwest and Midwest strategically 

negotiated their ethnic identity, value system, and cultural expressions vis-à-vis the 

dominant society as a means of social and economic survival and in response to forced 

Americanization, discrimination, and a generally hostile environment.  Mexican 

Americans and Mexican immigrants maintained some degree of biculturalism, 

bilingualism, and a biethnic identity by choosing to retain aspects of both Mexican and 

American cultures—a process historian Vicki L. Ruíz calls “cultural coalescence.”255  

Articles in the Alianza in the postwar years thus not only reflected the Aliancistas’ 

perspective on the importance of being bilingual and bicultural, but also their concern 

over the messages Mexican-origin children received in public schools with respect to 

                                                 
 
254 Sheridan, Los Tucsonenses, 3-4, 47-52.  In his seminal study of the Mexican American community in 
Tucson, Sheridan refers to Mexican and Mexican American residents as Tucsonenses to reflect their 
longstanding presence in the city.  I am using it here to also denote Mexican-origin residents of Tucson.   
 
255 Ruíz, From Out of the Shadows: Mexican Women in Twentieth-Century America, 49-50. 
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their home language, culture, and ethnic identity.  For many members, knowledge of 

Spanish and celebration of Mexican cultural heritage were not inconsistent with being 

American.  On the contrary, it was fundamental to their identity as Americans of Mexican 

descent and represented an important part of their children’s educational process.  Thus 

for García and his likeminded contemporaries, supporting bilingualism and biculturalism 

was a form of racial uplift.256  

Like other Mexican American organizations that promoted civil rights, the 

Alianza relied on the tradition of utilizing the court system, especially the federal courts, 

to fight school segregation and obtain educational equality.  The Alianza’s zeal to end 

segregated schools was demonstrated by two important legal battles.  On May 5, 1950, 

Alianza lawyers Gregorio García, Ralph Estrada, and A.L. Wirin filed a class action 

lawsuit against the Tolleson School District on behalf of 300 Mexican Americans who 

contested the segregation of their children in inferior “Mexican” schools and the 

substandard education they received in these schools.  Gonzales, et al. vs. Sheeley, et al. 

named the principal, superintendent, and all members of the board of trustees as 

defendants.  As chief council for the American Jewish Council, Los Angeles attorney 

A.L. Wirin had previously worked with Thurgood Marshall, head council for the 

NAACP, and attorneys from the American Civil Liberties Union and the Japanese-

American Citizens League in the class action suit of Mendez v. Westminster and the 

subsequent appeal in the 1946 case Westminster v. Mendez in Southern California.257   

                                                 
 
256 See García, Mexican Americans: Leadership, Ideology, & Identity, 1930-1960 for a discussion on the 
Mexican-American Generation.   
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Segregation in Tolleson, a rural, agricultural area west of Phoenix, was not new in 

1950, as social and economic boundaries between Anglo and Mexican migrants were 

established by the 1920s.  As was the case in other southwestern states such as Texas and 

California, early Anglo settlers who migrated from southern states “brought with them 

their southern prejudices for people different than themselves.”258  The segregated school 

system thus reflected these prejudices and the southern tradition of Jim Crow.  It also 

reflected the increased nativism and anti-Mexican sentiment that permeated the 

Southwest in the early 1900s.  By the late 1940s Mexican American parents in Tolleson 

began to challenge the segregation of their children in public schools by organizing, with 

Ralph Estrada’s help, a group called the Committee for Better Americanism.259   

Using the same legal strategies that were deployed in the Mendez case, Alianza 

lawyers argued in Gonzales that segregating Mexican American students for any reason 

violated their Fourteenth Amendment rights.260  Their arguments relied on evidence 

based on social science research and educational theory that confirmed the detrimental 

effects of segregation on students’ ability to learn.  Segregation had a particularly bad 

effect on their language acquisition skills, self-image, and psychological well-being.  For 

instance, in Mendez v. Westminster, Dr. Marie M. Hughes, an experienced educational 

psychologist, had testified as to the alleged detrimental effects of mixing Spanish-

                                                                                                                                                 
257 See Lamb, The Making of a Chicano Civil Rights Activist, 89, 100.   
 
258 Ibid., 92-93. 
 
259 Ibid. 
 
260 For a more detailed description of the legal strategies and arguments against segregation see Lamb, The 

Making of a Chicano Civil Rights Activist; González, Chicano Education in the Era of Segregation; and 
Sánchez, Concerning the Segregation of Spanish-Speaking Children in the Public Schools.  
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speaking Mexican children with English-speaking American children as well as the 

deleterious effects of segregation to both groups:   

We have no evidence, of which I am aware, that children who are English-
speaking academically through association with children of Spanish-
speaking descent,--there is no evidence whatsoever of poor achievement 
academically. … Segregation, by its very nature, is a reminder constantly 
of inferiority, of not being wanted, of not being a part of the community.  
Such an experience cannot possibly build the best personality or the sort of 
person who is most at home in the world, and able to contribute and live 
well.261   

 
The above quote indicates that segregation for language reasons was not adequate enough 

to warrant the segregation of Mexican-origin children whether or not they spoke Spanish.  

Alianza lawyers drew from Mendez v. Westminster when they also challenged Tolleson’s 

segregation policy based on language instruction, asserting that since school officials 

never tested Mexican children’s English language skills upon entering school, language 

“deficiencies” were not sufficient to justify segregating these students in separate schools.  

In addition, Alianza lawyers claimed that the “Mexican” school in Tolleson was 

significantly inferior to the regular school, which Anglo-American children attended, and 

argued that all children had a right to co-mingle with children of other backgrounds. 

School officials claimed that the separation was not based on prejudice or discrimination 

but was necessary for instructional purposes based on the children’s lack of English 

proficiency and the detrimental affects their presence had on English-speaking children.  

Judge David Ling agreed with the plaintiffs, stating that “segregating persons of Latin 

and Mexican descent in separate schools within the Tolleson School District No. 17, … is 
                                                 
 
261 Mendez, et al. v. Westminster School District, 64 F. Supp. 544 (S.D. Cal 1946), affirmed 161 F 2d 774 
(9th Cir. 1947), Reporter’s Transcript 691, reproduction from the holdings of the National Archives, Pacific 
Southwest Region. 
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arbitrary, discriminatory, illegal and void, and … is violative of petitioners’ rights under 

the Constitution and laws of the United States.” 262  He then ordered all schools in the 

district to end the segregation of Mexican children and other forms of racial 

discrimination. Ling’s ruling resembled the 1948 ruling in the class action suit Delgado v. 

Bastrop Independent School District in which a Texas federal court judge declared the 

segregation of Mexican-origin pupils to be “… arbitrary and discriminatory and in 

violation of plaintiffs constitutional rights as guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment to 

the Constitution of the United States, and are illegal.”263  The judge in this Texas case had 

ordered the immediate cessation of segregation of Mexican American pupils in Texas 

schools.  

Despite the success in Gonzales v. Sheeley, segregation continued in other parts of 

Arizona mostly because this case only challenged segregative policies in the Tolleson 

area, not the constitutionality of the state-sanctioned segregation law.  This limited 

coverage of the ruling prompted Alianza lawyers to file another lawsuit against the 

Phoenix area Glendale Board of Education and State Board of Education in Ortiz v. Jack.  

Without opposition, Glendale educational officials agreed to discontinue segregating 

Mexican children.  This lawsuit demanded that the State Board of Education end 

segregation of Mexican children wherever it existed.  Although permissive segregation of 

Mexican students based on “language difficulties” was abolished, de facto segregation 

continued in some communities.  For instance, schools in south Phoenix continued to be 

                                                 
 
262 Luckingham, Minorities in Phoenix, 49-51; Sánchez, Concerning Segregation of Spanish-Speaking 

Children, 67; Lamb, The Making of a Civil Rights Activist, 95-98, 102-109. 
 
263 San Miguel, Jr., “Let All of Them Take Heed,” 124. 
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racially isolated due to residential patterns, which were dictated by income and low 

socioeconomic status.264   

The Alianza continued to act on complaints of discrimination in the schools as 

evidenced by their involvement in another lawsuit against school officials in Imperial 

County, California.  On February 6, 1955, Alianza lawyers filed a joint lawsuit with 

lawyers from the NAACP against the El Centro School District in Imperial County, 

California, located on the Arizona-California border, to end the segregation of Mexican 

and Black children in the district’s elementary schools.  Romero, et al. vs. Weakly, et al. 

was the culmination of a four-year investigation of racial segregation in El Centro’s 

elementary schools by the American Civil Liberties Union, Anti-Defamation League of 

B’nai B’rith, and the West Coast Regional Office of the NAACP.265  After a study led by 

Lester P. Bailey, a field representative for the NAACP, revealed that Mexican children 

were also affected, he solicited the assistance of Ralph Estrada and the Alianza.  

For years the El Centro School District promoted segregation by gerrymandering 

school attendance boundaries to create a segregated school system.  While Black and 

Mexican children attended Douglas and Washington schools exclusively, which were “60 

percent Negro and 40 percent Mexican,” Anglo children attended west-side schools even 

if they lived within the attendance boundaries of the Douglas and Washington schools.  

Here, the crux of the complaint centered on the district’s actions in promoting segregation 

                                                 
 
264 Luckingham, Minorities in Phoenix, 50-51. 
 
265Antonio Ibarra Sánchez, “Guerra a la Discriminación,” Alianza, September 1953, 46, 9, 5; “Background 
on El Cento Segregation Case: Joe R. Romero et al. vs. Guy Weakley et al.,” Alianza, November 1955, 48, 
11; Ralph Guzman, “How El Centro Did It: The End of Segregation in One School System,” Alianza, 
Febrero 1956.  I use the term “Negro” here to be consistent with the primary documents.   
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by gerrymandering attendance boundaries, allowing Anglo parents to transfer their 

children out of their neighborhood schools, and discriminatory employment practices.  

The teaching staff at both schools was entirely Black, except for a White principal, and 

Black teachers were not employed at any other school in the district. 266    

The case, initially filed in federal district court in San Diego, California, was 

heard by Federal District Judge Pierson Hall who remanded it to the state level for trial.  

According to Judge Hall federal intervention would “… destroy the local powers of the 

States and of their citizens in the regulation and conduct of their schools, which is one of 

the remaining important powers of the various states, as sovereign units in the 

indestructible union of indestructible states.”267  Recognizing a strong states’ rights 

position in the judge’s language, the Alianza and the NAACP appealed to the Ninth 

Circuit Court of Appeals for fear their case would not get a fair trial in the state courts.  

With the support of the Japanese Americans Citizen’s League, the American Civil 

Liberties Union, and the Greater Los Angeles CIO Council, which filed Amicus Curiae 

(Friends of the Court) briefs, Chief Justice Denman of the Ninth Circuit reaffirmed the 

ruling in Brown v. Board of Education that abolished school segregation.  The case ended 

in November 1955 after parties reached an agreement to not only end the segregation of 

Black and Mexican children in public schools, but also to institute the practice of fair 

                                                 
 
266 Ibid.     
 
267 Ibid. 
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hiring without reference to race, creed, or color, and to discontinue gerrymandering of 

school attendance zones and inter-zonal transfers without sufficient cause.268    

The Alianza not only celebrated this case for its victory against segregation, but 

also for being the “first time in the history of the Southwest that Negroes and Mexicans 

have united and effectively met a common social problem.”269  The collaboration with the 

NAACP to end school segregation not only reflected the Alianza’s commitment to 

equality and social justice for all Americans, but also its strong support for public 

schools.  The Alianza’s zealous efforts to end segregated schooling also fell in line with 

those of other organizations such as LULAC and the American G.I. Forum.  Moreover, 

the Alianza’s efforts not only advanced the goals of the postwar anti-segregation 

movement, but also advanced the goals of the Civil Rights Movement.   

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has described the collaborative efforts that Mexican Americans and 

other socially conscious individuals participated in to promote educational equality.  That 

collective action to end school segregation and institutionalized discrimination in public 

accommodations, employment, and housing coincided with the broader Civil Rights 

Movement was no accident.  Many Arizonans, including Mexican Americans, engaged in 

civil rights activism in the postwar years to eliminate barriers to equality and full 

                                                 
 
268 Ralph Guzman, “How El Centro Did It: The End of Segregation in One School System,” Alianza, 
Febrero de 1956.   
 
269 Ibid., 19. 
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citizenship.  In Arizona, the issue of educational segregation served as an impetus to 

challenge the status quo in mainstream institutions.  While activism by minority 

organizations was not new in 1950, the political climate of the postwar era was ripe for 

change, which set the stage for a more vigorous stance on the meaning of social equality 

among minority groups and the collective efforts to bring about meaningful educational 

reform.  Collective efforts continued throughout the 1950s, 1960s and even the 1970s, as 

Mexican American teachers, administrators, parents, and community leaders took a more 

active role in challenging pedagogical methods used in teaching Mexican-origin pupils.  

Promoting meaningful reform to improve educational outcomes for these students 

became a central goal in the ensuing movement to promote bilingual and bicultural 

education programs in public schools.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

THE STRUGGLE FOR EDUCATIONAL EQUITY CONTINUES: THE BILINGUAL 
EDUCATION MOVEMENT, 1958-1968 

 
 

On January 2, 1968, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Bilingual Education 

Act (BEA) into law as Title VII of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act.  

Since its enactment professional educators, researchers, and other observers have 

documented the history, merits, and controversies of native-language and bilingual 

instruction in the United States.  Why has bilingual education been so controversial?  

James Crawford argues that “the Bilingual Education Act reversed our 200-year-old 

tradition of laissez-faire toward language.  Also, it appeared to contradict treasured 

assumptions about the Melting Pot, or more accurately, about the Anglo-conformist ethic 

in American culture.”270  More recently, educational historians Guadalupe San Miguél, 

Jr. and Carlos Kevin Blanton point to the racial implications of the BEA.  Examining the 

impact bilingual education programs and policies have had on the schooling of Spanish-

speaking and other language minority pupils since their emergence in the late nineteenth 

century, they demonstrate that the BEA marked a turning point in the history of Mexican 

American education with respect to native-language recognition and acceptance.271  San 

Miguel further asserts that it also “initiated a new phase of ethnic and race relations in the 

history of American public schooling that soon polarized Americans along the lines of 

                                                 
270 James Crawford, Bilingual Education: History, Politics, Theory, and Practice (Los Angeles: Bilingual 
Educational Services, Inc., 1991), 13.   
 
271 Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., Contested Policy: The Rise and Fall of Federal Bilingual Education, 
(Denton: University of North Texas Press, 2004), 12-16 and Carlos Kevin Blanton, The Strange Career of 

Bilingual Education in Texas, 1836-1981 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2004), 134-139.   
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language, culture, ethnicity, and pedagogy.”272  This polarization, rooted in the tensions 

among assimilationists, pluralists, and cultural nationalists, fomented on-going debates 

over whether or not to provide native-language instruction or any form of bilingual 

education to non-English speaking pupils.  Critics viewed such instruction as divisive and 

anti-American.  Nevertheless, bilingual education programs flourished, particularly in the 

Southwest, with federal funds provided under the BEA throughout the 1970s, 1980s, and 

even the 1990s.  By the late 1990s, however, critics and skeptics succeeded to some 

extent in challenging the effectiveness and merits of bilingual education as debates 

culminated in the passage of anti-bilingual initiatives in California, Arizona and 

Massachusetts.  In 1998, California voters approved Proposition 227, in 2000, Arizona 

voters passed Proposition 203, and in 2002, Massachusetts voters approved Question 

Number 2.  These initiatives severely limited public schools’ ability to provide school 

instruction in a language other than English in these states.273   

Despite these recent developments and the demise of bona-fide bilingual 

education programs, educators continue to struggle to develop new programs and 

pedagogical methods to effectively teach non-English-speaking pupils and promote their 

academic success in all subjects.  This is especially true in areas with large Spanish-

speaking and other non-English-speaking populations like Tucson, Arizona; El Paso, 

                                                 
272 San Miguel, Jr. Contested Policy, 19. 
 
273

Arizona Daily Star, 23 June, 1996; Jim Schultz, “Bilingual Education: Politics First, Children Second,” 
Thrust for Education Leadership, 28, no. 2 (Nov/Dec 1998): 22-24; Valerie Menard, “English-only 
resurfaces,” Hispanic Magazine, vol. 8, no. 3 (April 95): 68.    
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Texas; and Los Angeles, California.274  Given the important role that the BEA has had on 

the education of Mexican-origin and other minority pupils, exploring the circumstances 

that led to its enactment warrants attention because it allows us to look back at the role 

Mexican American teachers, community leaders, and other like-minded individuals had 

in advocating for bilingual-bicultural education and reasons for doing so. 

Tucson was an important hub of grassroots activities in the push for native-

language and bilingual instruction during the 1960s.  This chapter focuses on the 

collective efforts of local teachers such as Maria Urquides, Adalberto Guerrero, Rosita 

Cota, Henry Oyama and other educational leaders in promoting bilingual education and 

their motivations for doing so.  These local leaders helped to focus national attention on 

the issues Mexican-origin and other bilingual students faced in school and actively 

promoted educational reform that countered policies, programs and policies, which 

negatively impacted their educational process.  In addition, they played key roles in 

getting the BEA passed by the U.S. Congress through their advocacy at the local, state, 

and national levels.  I argue that Mexican Americans in Tucson advocated for bilingual-

bicultural education as a reform measure to promote equal educational opportunity based 

on a biethnic, bicultural identity—one that was tied to the Spanish language, Spanish-

Mexican culture and heritage and American educational values.  As elsewhere in the 

                                                 
274 A recent story in Texasmonthly.com highlighted Hector Montenegro, former superintendent of Ysleta 
Independent School District in El Paso, for his achievements in raising test scores and fostering the 
academic success of students in his district.  The district, which is ninety-one percent Hispanic suffered 
from low test scores and high drop-out rates.  Many students could not speak English when they entered 
school.  Montenegro turned his district around by strengthening and expanding bilingual, dual language, 
and ESL programs, and standardizing the curriculum.  See “Hector Montenegro, 56, superintendent, 
Dallas” http://www.texasmonthly.com/2008-02-01/feature28.php, accessed February 1, 2008.  
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Southwest, Tucsonenses viewed bilingual education and other pedagogical approaches 

that incorporated the home language and culture as a means to promote educational 

equity, foster academic success, and reduce the high drop-out rates among Mexican-

origin students.  Tucsonenses also sought to empower students by fostering a positive 

self-image and bicultural ethnic identity.275  Ultimately, the push for bilingual-bicultural 

education by Mexican American teachers and their allies from the bottom up not only 

aided the passage of the BEA, but it also advanced the larger Mexican American cause 

for educational equality and civil rights.  Hence, the Tucson case provides an opportunity 

to examine the role that Mexican Americans had in asserting their language and cultural 

rights within the backdrop of the larger Civil Rights Movement and the Chicano 

Movement.   

 

Bilingualism and Bilingual Education in the United States: A Brief Overview 

The notion of bilingualism and the practice of providing instruction in a language 

other than English in the United States were not new in 1968 nor were they confined to 

the Southwest; both were common in private and public schools in various parts of the 

country.276  Since the mid- to late-nineteenth century immigrant parents frequently 

                                                 
275 The term ethnic Mexican is borrowed from David Gutiérrez who uses it as an all-inclusive term to 
describe the acculturation levels of Mexican-origin population in the United States,  both U.S.-born and 
Mexican-born.  David Gutiérrez, Walls and Mirrors: Mexican Americans, Mexican Immigrants, and the 

Politics of Ethnicity (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1995).   
 
276 Bilingualism is defined as knowledge of two languages, speaking, reading, and writing.  Bilingual 
education is defined as the use of two languages, in this case English and Spanish, in a classroom setting.  
Both languages must be used as mediums of instruction for the same student population in a well-organized 
program that encompasses part or all of the curriculum and subject content matter.  A vital aspect of 
bilingual education is the study of history and culture associated with the mother tongue.  A complete 
bilingual-bicultural program develops and maintains the children’s self-esteem and cultivates pride in both 
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requested that their children be instructed in their native-language, whether it was 

German, French, Italian, Dutch, Chinese, Japanese, Czechoslovakian or Spanish, as a 

means of preserving the mother tongue, home culture, and ethnic identity of their 

children.  In some cases, the push for home-language acceptance by various ethnic 

groups may have represented a resistance to assimilation, but it also may have 

represented a demand for recognition of ethnic differences in the dominant culture.  For 

instance, German immigrants in various locations who demanded that their children be 

instructed in their native-language did so because they wanted their children to maintain 

their German culture and identity while learning English.  Recognizing the important role 

of native-language instruction in the educational process in the mid-1830s, William 

Harris, superintendent of St. Louis schools and later U.S. commissioner of Education, 

implemented a bilingual education program because “national memories and aspirations, 

family traditions, customs and habits, moral and religious observances cannot be 

suddenly removed or changed without disastrously weakening the personality.”277  

Harris’ educational philosophy and support for native-language instruction and bilingual 

schooling was later echoed in Pennsylvania, Illinois, Maryland, Massachusetts, Iowa, 

Native Americana, Kentucky, Ohio, Missouri, Minnesota, and Nebraska.   

                                                                                                                                                 
cultures.  Bilingual education should not be confused with approaches that employ the home language as a 
transitional tool to another language, in this case English, such as in English as a Second Language (ESL) 
programs.  Although ESL is a component of bilingual education it is not considered bilingual education as 
ESL focuses on English language acquisition skills only.  David J. Alexander and Alfonso Nava, A Public 

Policy Analysis of Bilingual Education in California (San Francisco: R and E Research Associates, 1976); 
Dissemination Center for Bilingual Bicultural Education, Proceedings of the  National Conference on 

Bilingual Education, April 14-15, 1972 (New York: Arno Press, 1978), 222.       
 
277 Richard Rothstein, “Bilingual Education,” Phi Delta Kappan, 79, 9 (May 1998): 672-678; Arizona 
Association of Mexican American Educators, A Position Paper on Bilingual Education (Tucson, Arizona 
Association of Mexican American Educators, Tucson Chapter, 1975), 3.  
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Native-language or bilingual instruction also spread to western states such as 

Colorado, Oregon, Texas, California, and New Mexico.  For example, by the late 1800s 

Chinese-language schools existed in San Francisco and seven Czech-language schools 

had been established in Texas.  Texas’ long bilingual education tradition also included 

German-English instruction, Spanish-English instruction and Spanish-only instruction 

with the support of both parents and teachers.278  Hispanos in New Mexico also 

demanded instruction in both Spanish and English as a means of preserving their 

language and culture prior to the state’s admission into the union in 1912.  In some cases 

parents and community leaders requested that schools provide Spanish-language 

instruction and Spanish-speaking teachers to meet the specific needs of their children.279   

After World War I attitudes toward foreign-language instruction began to change 

as nativism and the melting pot theory took root during the height of the Progressive Era.  

The ensuing Americanization Movement that targeted recent immigrants embodied 

progressive era ideology, which held that immigrants needed to be assimilated into the 

dominant culture and society by learning English and the “American” way of life in order 

to transform them into loyal American citizens.  Since many progressive educators 

believed that maintaining one’s native-language and home culture was not conducive to 

the process of Americanization and viewed it as a threat to national security, anti-

bilingualism and anti-bilingual education legislation mandating English-only instruction 

                                                 
278 Ibid; See Blanton, The Strange Career of Bilingual Education in Texas, 1836-1981.  
 
279 Getz, Schools of Their Own, 20-22.   
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emerged in many states.280  Despite the passage of laws mandating English-only 

instruction, however, various forms of bilingual education continued in the Southwest 

beyond the Progressive era.  During the 1930s, Mexican Americans in Texas, especially 

those who believed in maintaining the Spanish language, challenged English-only laws.  

They demanded that Spanish be taught in the public schools for two reasons: to meet the 

needs of Spanish-speaking Tejano students and to promote a better understanding and 

acceptance of Mexican Americans in the state.281  New Mexican educators also embarked 

on a movement to preserve Hispano culture and the Spanish language during this period 

in order to ensure equal educational opportunity for Hispanos.  Professional educators 

such as Lloyd S. Tireman and George I. Sánchez led statewide efforts to improve 

educational outcomes for Spanish-speaking children by supporting and promoting 

various forms of bilingual, bicultural education.282   

The World War II era marked a positive shift in attitudes toward bilingualism and 

foreign-language acquisition and instruction.  In Texas, for example, demands for 

Spanish-only classes for all students and bilingual instruction for Spanish-speakers 

increased during the war.  The demands fell on political ears especially with the creation 

of the Good Neighbor Commission in 1943 by the Roosevelt Administration promote 

friendly diplomatic relations between Mexico and the United States.  Two other changes 

had an impact on the situation: an increase in Mexican American influence in the realm 

                                                 
280 Rothstein, “Bilingual Education,” Phi Delta Kappan, 79, 9 (May 1998): 672-678. 
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of education and a shift in educational philosophy that placed a value on 

multiculturalism.  For instance, in 1941 E.E. Mireles, a teacher and administrator from 

Corpus Christi, helped the Texas State Legislature pass a bill allowing a Spanish-

language curriculum at the elementary school level using a model created by Mireles 

himself.  Mireles believed that: “Bilingual competence is an integral part of developing 

knowledge of the cultural aspect of the Spanish and the English languages and the 

fostering of an appreciation of the reflection of these peoples and their contributions of 

our American heritage.”283   

At the national level, especially after World War II, military officials recognized 

the importance of knowing more than one language.  When troops were sent overseas and 

could not communicate with non-English-speaking populations, the military established 

language training programs and schools for military personnel.  Federal support for 

foreign language acquisition and instruction was further aided by the National Defense 

Education Act (NDEA) in 1958.  Under the NDEA, which was sparked by the 1957 

launching of Sputnik, the first Russian satellite into orbit, the federal government 

appropriated more than one billion dollars to improve the nation’s public education 

system at all levels by developing programs to improve instruction in science, 

mathematics, engineering, and foreign languages.284   

                                                 
283 Quoted in Blanton, The Strange Career of Bilingual Education, 92-101. 
 
284 William F. Mackey and Jacob Ornstein, “The Bilingual Education Movement: Patterns and Prospects,”  
 In The Bilingual Education Movement: Essays on its Progress, ed. William F. Mackey and Jacob Ornstein,  
et al.  El Paso: University of Texas, El Paso, 1977.  (El Paso: Texas Western Press, 1977), 2-18;  
Garrett Mortiz, “From Sputnik to NDEA: The Changing Role of Science during the Cold War,” accessed at  
http://www.ras.harvard.edu/~gmoritz/papaers/j3.html. 
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The trend toward providing native-language instruction in the Southwest and 

elsewhere continued into the 1960s, as bilingual programs and schools were established 

in Texas, California, Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado and Florida.  Bilingual education 

programs in these states encompassed two-way bilingual instruction in English and 

Spanish, Spanish-only instruction, and Spanish-for-Spanish-speakers programs 

specifically designed for Spanish-speaking students.  Regional variations influenced the 

motivation for an alternate choice of programs.  For example, in Miami, the push for 

bilingual elementary education came from well-educated Cuban refugees who demanded 

that their children be instructed in both Spanish and English as a means of promoting 

linguistic and cultural pride and ensuring their academic success.  By 1963, school 

officials in Dade County, Florida created two-way bilingual and Spanish-for-Spanish-

speakers programs (modeled after a Spanish-for-Spanish-speakers program established in 

Tucson in 1959) to promote bilingualism among Spanish and English speakers alike.  

Educators noted a clear improvement in educational outcomes among students who 

participated in these programs.  In 1964 local school officials in Texas established two 

bilingual schools in Laredo and one in San Antonio.  By 1968, there were about twenty-

four locally implemented bilingual programs in the Southwest, mostly in Texas.285  The 

creation of bilingual education programs in Texas and elsewhere not only demonstrates 

the shifts in educational philosophies with respect to teaching Spanish-speaking pupils, 

                                                 
285 Rothstein, “Bilingual Education,” pp. 672-678; Mackey and Orstein, “The Bilingual Education 
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but also the growing influence of Mexican American teachers, parents and education 

officials in the sphere of education, especially in promoting change.    

 

Spanish-for-Spanish-Speakers: The Origins of Bilingual Education in Arizona 

Despite its large Spanish-speaking population and the importance of bilingualism 

for local businesses and commerce during the late nineteenth century and early twentieth 

century, Arizona had not embraced a tradition of two-way bilingual education or native-

language instruction as Texas and New Mexico had.  Although Spanish was the language 

of instruction when schools first opened in Tucson in 1868, and classes were later taught 

in Spanish and English, this did not last long.  In the late nineteenth century, some 

educators and school officials in Apache County and other parts of the state had 

supported the notion that Spanish-speaking Mexican pupils should be proficient in both 

English and Spanish.  By 1900, however, support for bilingual-bicultural education for 

Spanish-speaking pupils had waned as the influx of Anglo migrants increased and 

Mexicanos lost their influence within the state’s educational and political systems.286  

Some Arizona educators, however, were ambivalent about promoting bilingualism in 

schools—for some it was problem, while others encouraged it.  Victor H. Kelley, a 

former head of the Training School at Arizona State Teachers College in Flagstaff 

articulated this ambivalence in a manual for the instruction of bilingual children:  

Bilingualism and its effect upon various aspects of school work is a 
problem of vital significance to those interested in education in the 
Southwest.  Large groups of the population are bilingual, a circumstance 
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which language teachers have oftentimes been eager to encourage.  Others 
insist that pupils should learn English and do not wish them to become 
bilingual.287 

 
For much of the first half of the twentieth century (1919-1967), separate English-only 

classes as part of Americanization programs (see chapter two) formed the basis of 

language instruction for the state’s large non-English-speaking or “foreign” population.  

In some ways, the Americanization programs (1C) served as a quasi-bilingual education 

program in many school districts in the state, especially those in southern Arizona such as 

Tucson School District No. 1.  Although instruction in Spanish was not part of the 

program, those teachers who did know some Spanish used it mostly for translation 

purposes.288   

By the mid-1950s local teachers had begun to question the effectiveness of 

pedagogical practices based on traditional models of English-only language acquisition 

and assimilation, which they believed sought to Americanize or Anglicize ethnic 

Mexican children by negating their ethnic identity and home culture and forcing them to 

speak only English.  Those who taught in schools with large Mexican-origin student 

populations also began to realize that native-language instruction and culturally relevant 

curricula were important elements that were missing from their educational process.   

                                                 
287 H.E. Hendrix, State Superintendent, State Department of Education, Course of Study for Elementary 

Schools of Arizona, Bulletin Number Thirteen, Instruction of Bilingual Children, 1939 (Phoenix: The 
Manufacturing Stationers, Inc., 1939), 6. 
 
288 Not until 1969, when the district was awarded a Title VII grant to establish bilingual programs at 
Mission View and Drachman elementary schools, did the district see its first official bona-fide bilingual 
education program that allowed Spanish-language instruction in conjunction with English for Mexican-
origin students whether they were bilingual, monolingual Spanish-speakers, or monolingual English-
speakers.  See Bonnie Henry, Arizona Daily Star, 23 June 1996 and Patricia Preciado Martin, ed. Con 

Mucho Corazón: An Oral History of 25 Years of Nurturing Bilingual Multicultural Education in TUSD 
(Tucson: N.P., 1995). 
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At the same time, the paradigm for educating Spanish-speaking and other non-

English- speaking pupils began to shift as social scientists, educational researchers, and 

other scholars touted the academic and psychological benefits of bilingualism and the use 

of two languages as mediums of instruction in teaching children who were either partially 

or fully bilingual.  This paradigm shift was aided by national events that supported an 

atmosphere of change and movement toward educational reform.  The 1954 Supreme 

Court ruling in Brown v. Board of Education, which called for the desegregation of all 

public schools “with all deliberate speed,” not only forced the integration of Black and 

White students across the nation, it also strengthened the Civil Rights Movement and 

focused national attention on educational equality.  By 1958, the year Congress enacted 

the National Defense Education Act, educators had become more receptive to the positive 

aspects bilingualism and the value of maintaining one’s native language, particularly for 

children.289  The anthropologist Norma González captures this vital link when she states 

“language is at the heart, literally and metaphorically, of who we are, how we present 

ourselves, and how others see us.”  Using Gloria Anzaldúa’s mantra “I am my language” 

to illustrate the importance native-language recognition in the educational process, 

González asserts that language “is one of the ties that binds children to a sense of 

heritage.”290  Some Tucson educators clearly espoused and articulated this view along 

with the idea that the acceptance (or negation) of a child’s home language and culture 

were closely tied to self-image and academic performance.  They believed Mexican-

                                                 
289 Theodore Anderson and Mildred Boyer, Bilingual Schooling in the United States, Second Edition 
(Austin: National Educational Laboratory Publishers, Inc., 1978), 13-18. 
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origin pupils had the potential to become fully bilingual and biliterate and that employing 

their native-language as a medium of instruction would improve their skills in both 

languages and foster academic success.   

One of these educators was María Urquides, a longtime teacher in Tucson public 

schools.  She began to question the logic behind longstanding Americanization programs 

and pedagogical approaches that endorsed English-only and an Anglo-centric curriculum 

for Mexican-origin pupils.  By 1955, she realized the toll that the “no-Spanish” rule had 

taken on Mexican-origin students’ psyche, motivation, and academic performance.  In a 

taped interview Urquides recalled how she came to realize the contradictions within the 

school curriculum with respect to language stating: “I realized what we were doing to 

them.  Something struck me and I said, ‘Here were are.  We used to punish kids at Davis 

School.  We told them they couldn’t speak Spanish; that they had to learn English.’  And 

then we turn around and give them Spanish in high school.”291  Urquides became 

concerned not only with the methodologies used to teach Mexican-origin students, but 

also with the quality of education and mixed messages they were receiving in schools.  

  After graduating from Tempe Normal School in 1928, Urquides began her 

teaching career at Davis Elementary School, the largest school in the district, with 720 

students—98 percent of whom were Mexican-origin and the remainder Yaqui, Asian, and 

Black.  During her tenure at Davis she developed excellent teaching skills in reading, 

which was important for Spanish-speaking children who began their education in 1C 

                                                 
291 Anne Hodges Morgan and Rennard Strickland, editors, Arizona Memories (Tucson:  The University of 
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since reading was not a major focus of 1C classes.  Despite the large Spanish-speaking 

student population at Davis, however, Urquides followed the district’s policy of not 

allowing Spanish-speaking students to speak their native language on school grounds, 

and even discouraged them.  In 1948, after twenty years at Davis Elementary, she was 

transferred to Sam Hughes Elementary, a predominantly Anglo school, where she taught 

for seven years.  It was during her tenure at Sam Hughes that she observed differences 

between the Davis and Hughes learning environments, including attitudes toward school 

and the quality of education, classrooms, school grounds, and buildings.  Urquides had 

been accustomed to contending with the limited educational conditions for her students at 

Davis.  She had spent countless hours making sure that her students had food, clothing, 

and school supplies, painting classrooms, and planting trees to enrich her schools’ 

learning environment.  Her new surroundings at Sam Hughes helped her realized the role 

that poverty played in the performance among Mexican American pupils.  Urquides also 

recognized that the methodology of teaching these students, which was largely based on 

English-language acquisition and an Anglo-centric curriculum had to change so that they 

“….would be proud of themselves and be able to achieve success in their studies.  They 

had to be proud of who they were, their culture, and their language.”292  Teaching at Sam 

Hughes helped her realize the benefits of teaching children in a multicultural environment 

after she introduced Spanish and aspects of Mexican culture into her lessons to enrich her 

curriculum and the students’ learning experience, which yielded a positive response from 

                                                 
292 Elizabeth Quiroz González, “The Education and Public Career of Maria L. Urquides: A Case Study of a 
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her students.  For Urquides, her tenure at Hughes was a positive experience because it 

helped to broaden her horizons as a teacher—she had learned about her new students and 

they learned about her and her culture.293   

Urquides was no stranger to educational activism or civic work.  She had 

participated in the campaign to desegregate Arizona’s schools as an active member of the 

Alianza Hispano-Americana and Tucson Council for Civic Unity.294  In 1950, she was 

also a member of the Governor’s Committee for the White House Conference for 

Children and Youth.  By 1955 she had served on several boards and committees and was 

a member of several professional associations, including the Tucson Education 

Association (TEA), the Arizona Education Association (AEA), and the National 

Education Association (NEA).  That same year, Principal Elbert D. Brooks, principal of 

Pueblo High School, recruited her to teach at the newly opened school, which at the time 

was seventy-percent Mexican American.  She accepted his offer and went to Pueblo 

because she believed in the new school’s philosophy—that each child, regardless of race 

or ethnic background, would be given an opportunity to become a leader.295 

                                                 
293 Arizona Daily Star, 9 August 1992; Tucson Daily Citizen, 28 October 1952; Tucson Daily Citizen, 10 
February, 1995; Tucson Daily Citizen, 15 April 1983; Arizona Daily Star, 16, October, 1983; González, 
“The Education and Public Career of Maria L. Urquides,” 55. 
 
294 Urquides was committed to social equality and played a key role in helping to desegregate the National 
Education Association in 1964.  Her upbringing in a multicultural neighborhood which included Chinese, 
Mexican, Native American, and Anglo residents shaped her values and respect for different cultures.  These 
values also shaped her teaching, activism, and life goals.  González, “The Education and Public Career of 
Maria L. Urquides; Tucson Education Association, “Most Important Event in Education in 1964” The 

Blackboard, January 1965, Vol. 6, No. 5, p.1.   
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As an English teacher and counselor at Pueblo, Urquides began to change the 

methods used to teach Spanish-speaking students, particularly the practice of compelling 

these students to abandon their native-language in order to become English proficient.  

Although she believed it was important that her students became proficient in English, 

she did not believe it had to come at the expense of the native-language.  In fact, she 

realized the important connection between low Spanish proficiency and English test 

scores.  Urquides believed that low academic performance and test scores among 

Mexican-origin students was tied to the teaching methods used to teach these students, 

their lack of Spanish proficiency, and the lack of cultural and linguistic pride.  This 

motivated her to revamp the curriculum and teaching methods to make them more 

culturally and linguistically relevant, and to help students regain pride in their Mexican 

heritage and culture.296  Urquides espoused a view of Americanization that affirmed the 

cultural and linguistic capital students brought with them to the classroom rather than a 

subtractive one which typically negated their cultural and linguistic background.  While 

she believed that using Spanish as a medium of instruction was a valuable pedagogical 

tool in teaching non-English speaking students, Urquides did not consider it a permanent 

solution:   

The idea behind bilingual education was to make it easier for the student 
to learn English.  Therefore, I didn’t feel that students 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 
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themselves well in English.  I did not feel we should teach bilingual 
education to a child forever.297 

 
Nevertheless, Urquides used the various professional and civic meetings she attended at 

the local, state, and national levels as platforms to focus national attention on educational 

issues affecting Mexican-origin students and to advocate for bilingual education as a 

means of improving educational outcomes for these students.  As a presidential appointee 

to the White House Conferences on Children and Youth in 1960, and 1970, combined 

with her memberships in the National Advisory Committee on Extension and Continuing 

Education and involvement in the NEA, she took the issue of bilingual education to the 

national forefront.  As a member of the Arizona Bilingual Council, TEA and AEA she 

played a key role in informing the local and state educational community and policy 

makers on new methods, materials, and procedures for teaching Mexican-origin children 

and the importance of fostering bilingualism among students who came from bilingual or 

multilingual homes.  It was through her involvement in NEA, however, that she became 

acquainted with Monroe Sweetland, a legislative consultant with the West Coast 

Regional Office of the NEA.298  This relationship would prove to be central, and led to 

the initiative that would become national legislation in support of bilingual education.    

                                                 
297 González, “The Education and Public Career of Maria L. Urquides,” 74. 
 
298 The long and illustrious career of María L. Urquides is too long to do justice in this small space.  During 
her fifty years as an educator, Urquides went from first-time teacher at Davis Elementary to Dean of girls at 
Pueblo High School to Chairman of the Pima Community College Board.  Her accomplishments in the area 
of education, social welfare, civil rights, human relations, and community relations are illustrated by the 
numerous professional organizations she belonged to, including the Tucson Education Association, Arizona 
Education Board of Governors, Arizona State Welfare Board, Arizona State Manpower Advisory 
Committee, Pima Association for Juveniles, National Council of Christians and Jews, Alianza Hispano-
Americana, NAACP, Arizona Congress of Parents and Teachers, Catholic Daughters of America, Urban 
League, YMCA, and American Red Cross.  After her retirement from the educational system in 1978, she 
went on to serve in many volunteer organizations such La Frontera Center, the Breast Cancer clinic, 
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In 1958, Uriquides met Adalberto Guerrero through Ralph Estrada, the president 

of the Alianza Hispano Americana.  Guerrero, born in Bisbee, Arizona, and a graduate of 

the University of Arizona’s College of Education, had joined Pueblo’s faculty that 

year.299  Guerrero also believed in the value and importance of cultivating Spanish- 

language skills among Mexican American students based on his own experience and 

awareness that language was closely tied to self-image and academic performance.  

Crediting his parents with instilling in him and his siblings a love for learning and respect 

for the history, language, and culture of their native Mexico and the United States, 

Guerrero believed that his Spanish-language proficiency and cultural pride in his 

ethnicity and heritage were important factors in his academic success.  Since Bisbee 

schools had the Americanization classes (1C), he knew the plight that Mexican-origin 

students faced in the school system based on his own experience:  “I was one of 30 

students in an immersion class.  Most of us didn’t even complete the eighth grade.  I 

                                                                                                                                                 
Mayor’s Commission on Improving Government Management, Pio Decimo, and Retired Seniors Volunteer 
Program (RSVP).  She was honored by organizations such as the Mexican American Women’s League, the 
Jewish Foundation of Southern Arizona, and named La Dona del Dia for the 1976 Bicentennial on July 4, 
1976.  In 1977 the new Urquides Adaptive Education School for students with special needs opened in her 
honor.   In 1983 she received an honorary Doctor of Law from the University of Arizona.  Urquides died at 
the age of 85 in 1994.  Tucson Education Association, “Most Important Events in Education in 1964,” The 

Blackboard, January 1965, 6, 5, 1; Tucson Daily Citizen, 22 April 1983; González, “The Education and 
Public Career of María L. Urquides,” 43-80; Tucson Daily Citizen, 14 May 1986; Arizona Daily Star, 9 
August 1992; and Arizona Daily Star, 18 June 1994; Arizona Bilingual Council, Newsletter, February 
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299 Guerrero was named the outstanding member of the state chapter of the American Association of 
Teachers of Spanish and Portuguese and has been recognized as a local and national leader in the push for 
bilingual education.  He was instrumental in writing “The Invisible Minority,” and advocating for the 
passage of the Bilingual Education Act.  See Patricia Preciado Martin, ed., Con Mucho Corazón: An Oral 

History of 25 years of Nurturing Bilingual/Multicultural Education in TUSD (N.P., 1995); “Language 
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know of only two that graduated from high school.”300  He also noted that those students 

who had attended high school, and were academically successful, including himself, were 

those who knew the history and culture of Mexico as well as the United States.  

Guerrero’s personal experiences with language and culture thus shaped his views on 

educating Mexican-origin students.  For him, the Spanish language and Mexican culture 

were not “handicaps” or “deficiencies,” but educational assets, a philosophy he 

incorporated into his profession as a teacher.  Therefore, when he started teaching at 

Pueblo he wanted to impart the same sense of self and security that came from knowing 

one’s heritage and culture on his students.301   

As a Spanish-language instructor at Pueblo, Guerrero observed that native 

Spanish-speaking Mexican American students became bored with traditional Spanish 

classes that were designed for elementary-level students.  Since many Mexican American 

students were either semi-bilingual or fluent Spanish-speakers, Guerrero requested that 

they be taught in a homogeneous class in order to cultivate their existing Spanish-

language skills and expand their communication skills by providing a curriculum that 

would help them hone their reading, writing, and oral skills in Spanish.  Guerrero 

believed that these students could and should become fully bilingual and biliterate, which 

would also boost their self-confidence in their academic abilities.  Guerrero’s educational 

philosophy countered the subtractive model of Americanization that governed 

educational practices for Spanish-speaking, ethnic Mexican students, which viewed their 
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Mexican culture as a “deficiency” and their Spanish language as a “handicap.”  Because 

he believed native Spanish-speaking students brought valuable educational skills based 

on their home language and culture, in 1959 he developed a program of advanced 

Spanish-language courses specifically designed to meet the needs of students who spoke 

and understood Spanish.  The goal of Spanish-for-Spanish-Speakers was to give the 

native Spanish-speaking student a better command of Spanish grammar, expose them to 

Spanish language literature, and provide a more challenging program geared toward 

meeting their specific language needs.  Another important goal was to provide a better 

understanding of their cultural heritage in order to improve their self-image and help 

them become bicultural citizens with the ability to operate effectively in two cultures.  

Spanish and Mexican culture, literature, history, art, music, plays, and theatre were 

integral to these courses.  Essentially, this program provided a culturally relevant 

curriculum to help students connect to the subject material and instill pride in their 

cultural and linguistic heritage, and helped meet their academic needs—something that 

was not encouraged by the regular curriculum.302  

With the assistance of his colleague Henry Oyama and support of Maria Urquides 

and other Pueblo High teachers, the initial classes evolved into a full-fledged honors 

Spanish-for-Spanish-speakers program that offered four years of progressive Spanish 
                                                 
302 Tucson Public School News, February 1966, vol. 8, no. 6; Congress, Senate, Committee on Labor and 
Public Welfare, Bilingual Education: Hearings before for the Special Subcommittee on Bilingual 

Education, 90th Cong., 1st sess., 18, 19, 20, May 1967, and 24 June and 21 July 1967, 102-116; Adalberto 
Guerrero, telephone interview by author, 1 November 1999, Tucson; Adalberto Guerrero and Henry 
Oyama, interview by author, 19 November 1999, Tucson; National Education Association, The Invisible 

Minority: A Report of the NEA-Tucson Survey On the Teaching of Spanish to the Spanish-Speaking 
(Washington, D.C.: Department of Rural Education, National Education Association, 1966), 22-25; Henry 
Oyama, Project Director, Pueblo High School Foreign Language Department, Title Project Evaluation, 
dated July 12, 1969.   
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language courses with a history, culture, and literature component that enabled native 

Spanish-speakers to become completely bilingual, biliterate, and bicultural.303  Oyama, 

who had actually been one of Urquides’ students when he attended Davis Elementary 

School, also believed in the importance of teaching Spanish to Mexican-origin students 

regardless of their Spanish-language skills.  Oyama, also a native of Tucson, was of 

Japanese descent, but was fluent in Spanish because his mother had been raised in 

Mexico and spoke Spanish, and raised him in one of Tucson’s oldest barrios.  As a 

Spanish-speaker himself and a product of a Mexican cultural environment, Oyama 

developed an affinity and love for Mexican-origin people, heritage, culture and Spanish 

language.  In a sense he was more Mexican than Japanese because of his cultural 

upbringing.  Oyama’s background proved beneficial in his work with Mexican-origin 

students because he could communicate with them in Spanish and knew their culture.  

After serving in the Army he attended the University of Arizona and began his teaching 

career at Safford Junior High School.  In 1955 he too was recruited by Elbert Brooks to 

teach Spanish at Pueblo High where he joined Guerrero in teaching Spanish-for-Spanish-

speakers classes.304  By 1968 Oyama was the project director of the Foreign Language 

                                                 
303 Tucson Public School News  February 1966, Vol. 8, No. 6; Sept. 1959, Vol. 2, No. 1; Tucson Public 

School News, January 1961, Vol. 3, No 5; Tucson Education Association, “Languages Increasingly 
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Department at Pueblo, which housed the Spanish-for-Spanish-Speakers program.  As a 

member of the Education and Spanish-for-the-Spanish-Speaking Committees and the 

Tucson Mexican American Unity Council, Oyama continued to oversee the Spanish 

program and advocated for the inclusion of Spanish courses in elementary and secondary 

schools with significant numbers of Mexican-origin students.  He also believed that 

Mexican American teachers, especially those who spoke Spanish, should be trained to 

teach in bilingual classrooms.  He became a staunch advocate of Mexican Americans and 

bilingualism and believed all students would benefit from bilingual education.305   

Guerrero and his colleagues noted a significant improvement in the academic 

performance and enthusiasm among those students who took the classes for native 

Spanish-speakers.  According to Guerrero, these students excelled in other subjects as 

well, such as English, history, and math.306  Despite the positive results yielded by 

Guerrero’s program, however, it also had its critics.  Some Mexican American parents 

questioned the practice of segregating their children into separate classrooms for the 

purpose of instruction.  Because the district already had a program that segregated their 

children based on linguistic differences, parents were skeptical about separating 

Mexican-origin students for instructional purposes.  Some parents also alleged the 

program was detrimental because it kept children “Mexican.”  Recognizing these 
                                                                                                                                                 
continues to be active in the community, raising scholarship funds for the Pima Community College 
Hispanic Student Endowment fund and advocating for bilingual education.  Oyama, interview by author, 15 
December 1998, Tucson; Martin, Con Mucho Corazón, 2; Tucson Daily Citizen, 25 April 1990.   
    
305 Minutes of Education Committee and other documents in possession of author.  In Spring 2007, Henry 
Oyama donated his papers to Special Collections at the University of Arizona Library, University of 
Arizona.   
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concerns, Guerrero invited parents to his classroom to observe the class and his teaching 

methods in order to dispel some of the misconceptions of anxious parents.  After parents 

and other members of the community gained a better understanding of the purpose and 

goals of Pueblo’s program, its methods, and the results it yielded in terms of higher 

academic achievement among those students who partook in the program, much of the 

criticism was quelled.  Because of the program’s success, Spanish-for-Spanish-speakers 

programs spread to other districts.  For instance, in 1961, a similar program was 

implemented at Sunnyside High School on Tucson’s south side.  Maria Luisa Vega, a 

high school Spanish teacher at Phoenix Union High School in Phoenix, Arizona who was 

originally from Mexico modeled her Spanish language course after Pueblo High’s 

courses.  It also focused on improving reading, writing, and speaking in Spanish and 

included Spanish and Mexican literature, history, and culture in conjunction with 

advanced Spanish grammar. The program was so popular among Mexican American 

students that the school had to hire a second teacher to accommodate the increased 

enrollment in the program for the 1962 fall semester.307   

Within two years, Pueblo had gained widespread acclaim for its innovative 

teaching methods and educational programming aimed at its large minority student 

population.  Pueblo’s curriculum emphasized individualized instruction rather than group 

assignments and focused more on English, reading, science, business and interactive 

projects.  The school’s success was attributed to Principal Elbert Brooks who hand picked 
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his faculty when the school opened in order to create a high school designed to meet the 

needs of all students.  In 1965, the National Education Association and Parade Magazine 

awarded Pueblo the Pacemaker Award for “Leading the Way” in secondary education.  

The school was particularly recognized for its Spanish-for-Spanish-Speakers program, 

consumer math team, electronics program, teaching in humanities, and social studies 

curriculum, which was rewritten by faculty members to reflect Native American culture 

and Spanish-Mexican influences in Arizona—“all designed to make the student feel 

personal pride in his cultural heritage.”308  According to one observer, “One can say of 

Pueblo as of few other American secondary schools that it offers a first-class education 

essentially unrelated to the child’s future status.”309   

The NDEA, which stimulated interest in teaching foreign languages in public 

schools, not only provided the impetus for Guerrero and his colleagues to develop the 

advanced Spanish-language program, it also provided the funding.  The program became 

a model for the development of other foreign language sequences at Pueblo and other 

schools.  By 1967, Pueblo also had programs in Spanish, French and German that 

allowed students to become proficient in these languages, and learn the culture, music 

and dances of their respective countries.310 

                                                 
308 “Pueblo High Wins Pacemaker Award for ‘Leading the Way,’” The Blackboard, September 1965, 7, 1, 
2. 
 
309 Joseph Stocker, Tucson Education Association, “Pueblo Makes ‘em Want to Learn,” The Blackboard, 
June 1964, 5,10, p. 3; Tucson Public School News, February 1966, 8, 6; Tucson Education Association.  
“Languages Increasingly Important.”  The Blackboard.  February 1965, 6, 6, p. 6; Tucson Education 
Association.  The Blackboard.  January 1966, 7, 5, p.2; Tucson Education Association.  “Pueblo High Wins 
Pacemaker Award for ‘Leading the Way,’” The Blackboard, September 1965, 7, 1, p. 2; Adalberto 
Guerrero and Henry Oyama, interview by author, 19 November 1999. 
 
310 Frank de la Cruz, “Celebration Set at Pueblo High,” Arizona Daily Star, 10 March 1967.   
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Between 1959 and 1969 the number of programs aimed at teaching Spanish and 

other foreign languages for students at all grade levels increased significantly.311  For 

instance, in August 1962, Tucson’s District One School Board approved an experimental 

television teaching program for 5th grade students who wanted to learn a foreign 

language.  The program was to begin in October of that year.  Students would be released 

from their regular curriculum for 20 minutes five days a week to participate in the “Yo 

Hablo Español” series taught by Rosita Cota, another Tucson educator.  Cota, born in 

Cananea, Sonora, Mexico, had taught for six years in an elementary school there and six 

years at Davis elementary in Tucson.  She too believed in promoting Spanish-language 

acquisition and instruction and was a staunch advocate for both bilingual and 

multicultural education in elementary schools.  For Cota, it was important to recognize 

that Hispanic culture was a heritage shared by all Hispanics who were born in the greater 

Southwest and those who came later.  She became a well-respected educational leader, as 

demonstrated by her appointment by President Nixon in 1969 to the first National 

Advisory Committee on Mexican American Education.312   

Cota was responsible for bringing several experimental Spanish-language 

instruction programs to elementary school children and the community at large such as 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
311 Pueblo High School Foreign Language Project Evaluation, in possession of author.    
 
312 In 1952 Cota graduated from the University of Arizona and in 1958, she received a Masters in 
Education.  Her teaching experience consisted of six years in a Mexican elementary school in Cananea, two 
years in Hawthorne, California, where she developed a Spanish program, and six years at Davis Elementary 
School in Tucson.  She was also the former director of Tucson School District No. 1’s bilingual education 
program and helped to implement bilingual education programs throughout the district.  Cota died of 
cancer in 1980.  She is remembered with much affection as a model of virtue and example of excellence, 
and for her efforts in promoting social justice.  Martin, Con Mucho Corazón, iv; Tucson Daily Citizen, 25 
April 1990. 
  



 

   

                                                                                                                                          175 
 
 

“Yo Hablo Español,” a videotaped series that was aired in 1962 to thirty-three elementary 

schools by KUAT TV, the public television station in Tucson.  The program included 

topics on Mexican history and facts that helped keep students interested in understanding 

both the culture and the language they were studying.  This experimental series was a 

product of the Foreign Language in Elementary Schools program (FLES), which was 

implemented by Tucson School District No. 1 after the School Board recommended that 

all elementary schools in the district provide conversational Spanish classes beginning in 

the third grade, second year Spanish in the fourth grade and advanced Spanish classes 

through the sixth grade.  The recommendation was a response to parents and teachers 

who requested at a School Board meeting in early 1961 that foreign languages be taught 

at the elementary school.  The foreign language program was modeled after established 

programs in El Paso, Texas, and California.  The district also considered offering 

programs in Chinese, Japanese, Russian, Arabic, French, and Italian.313  It is not clear, 

however, whether or not these programs were actually implemented.     

Cota also directed Chiquitines (Little Children), a bilingual program for children 

between the ages of four and seven.  The primary goal of the program was to promote 

interethnic understanding and cultural pride among the various ethnic groups in the 

community by utilizing local resources and talents.  According to Cota, “The bilingual 

multicultural television project teaches awareness of self, pride in ones’ neighborhood 

                                                 
313 The foreign language classes offered through FLES were mostly likely sparked by the increased public 
interest in foreign language acquisition and instruction caused by Sputnik; Tucson Public School News, 
February 1959, 1, 2; Tucson Public School News, March 1959, 1, 3; Tucson Public School News, January 
1961, 3, 5; Tucson Public School News, October 1963, 6, 2, 1-2.   
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and life style and understanding of other cultures and races.”314  The thirty-minute 

program not only encouraged the learning of Spanish, but it also promoted 

multiculturalism and ethnic pride through presentations on various topics, holidays, and 

themes aimed at acquainting children with diverse cultures.  The program incorporated 

guest speakers from the community who discussed various topics, fieldtrips, art activities, 

songs, food, rhymes, games, dramatizations, skits, plays and other activities that 

illustrated American, Mexican, and other cultures.  The Model Cities Bilingual 

Multicultural of Housing and Urban Development and Tucson School District No. 1 

sponsored this program, which was produced by the Department of Radio and Television 

at the University of Arizona.  It enjoyed widespread appeal in Arizona, reaching 

audiences in Tucson, Phoenix, the White Mountains, Yuma, Safford, and Douglas and 

across the international border in the cities of Agua Prieta, Cananea, Nogales, and 

Hermosillo in Sonora, Mexico.315  In addition to these programs, Cota promoted 

intercultural understanding through her column in The Blackboard, “Know Your 

Neighbor,” which provided historical and contemporary tidbits of information on Mexico 

and Mexican culture.316   

In addition to promoting foreign language instruction at the elementary and 

secondary levels, the NDEA also provided funds and contracts to expand programs at the 
                                                 
314 Martin, Con Mucho Corazón: An Oral History, iv.  
 
315 Tucson Education Association.  The Blackboard.  “Tucson District 1 offers Spanish instruction to 5th 
graders.” August 1962, 4, 1, 3; Tucson Public School News, October 1963, 6, 2, 1-2; Tucson School 
District No. 1, Chiquitines: A Program Produced by Tucson Model Cities, Bilingual-Multicultural Project, 

School District No. 1 and the University of Arizona.  (Tucson:  Tucson School District No. 1 and University 
of Arizona, 1970 (?)), 1-16; University of Arizona, Education Periscope, April 1973, XI, 10.      
 
316 Rosita Cota, “Know Your Neighbor,” The Blackboard, May 1964, 5, 9, p. 4. 
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University of Arizona that prepared pre-service elementary and secondary education 

students to teach Spanish as a foreign language, Spanish and English in bilingual settings, 

and English as a Second Language (ESL) to Mexican-origin, Yaqui, Papago (now 

Tohono O’odham) and other Native American students.  Other programs were aimed at 

preparing high school teachers interested in teaching Spanish-for-Spanish-speakers, and 

helping high school guidance counselors, administrators and other personnel to work 

more effectively with Mexican-origin students.317   

To facilitate teacher training and preparation, the University of Arizona sponsored 

several conferences, workshops, summer language institutes, and student-teacher 

exchange programs.  For example, in the summer of 1960, Renato Rosaldo, Head of the 

University of Arizona’s Romance Languages Department, established an intensive 

Spanish-language summer program in Guadalajara, Mexico to provide advanced 

language instruction for students interested in teaching Spanish to native Spanish-

speakers.  Funded by a grant from the Carnegie Foundation, the primary goals of the 

program were threefold: to improve the applicant’s command of the Spanish language; 

acquaint them first-hand with Mexican culture and manners; and promote mutual 

understanding between citizens of the United States and Mexico.  The program attracted 

students, mostly Anglo, from the University of Arizona and other schools across the 

county who were interested in improving their Spanish language skills.  Students were 

placed with families in Mexico to facilitate their language and cultural education, and 

                                                 
317 Guerrero, telephone interview by author, 1 November, 1999; Tucson Education Association, 
“Languages Increasingly Important.”  The Blackboard.  February 1965, 6, 6, 6. 
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they followed a core program of study that included courses such as Composition and 

Conversation, Contemporary Mexican Literature, Mexican Culture and Manners, a 

seminar on Mexican affairs, and a tour of Mexico.  The program was designed to 

promote intercultural understanding and improve teacher-student relations in schools 

with significant numbers of Mexican-origin students in the United States.  The Carnegie 

Scholars program, as it came to be known, was continued during the summers of 1962, 

1963, and 1964.318   

The program continued through the decade, but by 1969 (one year after the BEA 

was enacted), its focus had shifted toward improving the quality of education for 

Mexican American students by creating a more culturally and linguistically relevant 

learning environment for these and other Spanish speaking pupils in the United States.  

The new program, which was funded by the U.S. Department of Health, Education, and 

Welfare, was a cooperative effort between the University of Arizona and Tucson School 

District No. 1 aimed at improving teacher training among Mexican American teachers as 

a way to foster educational change.  Participants in this program were mostly Mexican 

American as “the program was designed to attract and give preference to native speakers 

of Spanish in the Southwest.”319   

                                                 
318 Renato Rosaldo, Progress Report of the Intensive Summer Program of the University of Arizona at the 

Guadalajara Summer School: A Proposal for the Continuation of the Carnegie-Guadalajara Scholarship 

Program of The University of Arizona for the Summers of 1961, 1962, and 1963 (Tucson, N.P., 1960) 1-23; 
Guererro, telephone interview by author, 1 November 1999. 
 
319 Olstad, Charles, Final Report of the Director on The EPDA Institute in Bilingual Education For Teacher 

of Spanish to the Spanish Speaking, Conducted by the University of Arizona June 16 to August 8, 1969 
(Tucson: N.P. circa 1969), 3. 
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The focus on nurturing the professional development of Mexican American 

teachers was a fundamental change from earlier institutes.  The change of venue from 

Guadalajara to Tucson was necessary to focus on the Mexican American experience and 

culture in the United States.  Other changes included seminar style workshops, the 

incorporation of local community members as guest speakers, and teaching 

demonstrations.  In some ways, the program was more of a leadership institute that 

focused on improving Spanish language proficiency and pedagogical methods among 

Mexican American/Chicano teachers.  The program also aimed to foster their academic 

skills and a positive ethnic identity and self-image among program participants.  Since 

some of the institute’s teaching staff and speakers were active in the Chicano Movement, 

students also discussed various issues facing Mexican Americans and ways to promote 

social change, including protest as a direct means of demanding change and raising 

awareness.  The teaching staff included local high school and university teachers such as 

Adalberto Guerrero, Henry Oyama, Hermiñio Ríos, Octavio Romano, Charles Olstad, 

Dolores Brown, and Robert Anderson, all of whom had extensive experience in working 

with Mexican American students or knowledge about teaching Mexican American 

culture, literature, and bilingual education.320   

Because Renato Rosaldo from the University of Arizona knew of Guerrero’s 

success at Pueblo, Rosaldo recruited Guerrero to teach a Spanish course at the University 

of Arizona in the fall of 1962.  The following year, Rosaldo requested that Guerrero teach 

full-time at the university, and in 1963, Guerrero began his university teaching career.  

                                                 
320 Ibid., pp. 1-34. 
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The following year, Dr. Paul Allen, an assistant dean, Dr. Herbert B. Wilson, an associate 

professor in the College of Education, and Guerrero, now an instructor in the Department 

of Romance Languages, collaborated with officials from the University of Sonora, the 

Normal School of Sonora, and the Sonora State Department of Public Instruction to 

initiate an international student-teacher exchange program to promote cross-cultural 

understanding and enhance language teaching skills.   

In this program, students from Tucson spent five weeks in Hermosillo teaching 

English to Mexican school children, observing classes, and learning about the Mexican 

school system.  Mexican student-teachers meanwhile, spent five weeks in Tucson 

teaching Spanish to English-speaking students and observing Tucson schools.  Program 

leaders hoped the exchange would not only help students in the United States enhance 

their language and teaching skills, but also give them better understanding of Mexican 

culture and family life.321  Karen Joseph, a student-teacher who participated in the 

program in June 1965 did so for this precise reason: “My reasons for going were to teach 

and to better understand our neighboring culture.  My responsibility was to my students.  

My only concern, to teach effectively.”322  Moises Canales, Rector of the University of 

Sonora, expressed his vision for the program in his address to the University of Arizona’s 

chapter of Phi Delta Kappa: 

                                                 
321 Tucson Education Association, The Blackboard, 5, 7; Tucson Education Association, “Student Teacher 
Finds Apt Pupils in Mexico,” The Blackboard, June, 1965, 6, 10, 2; Guerrero telephone interview by 
author, 1 and 19 November 1999. 
 
322 Tucson Education Association, “Student Teacher Finds Apt Pupils in Mexico,” The Blackboard, June, 
1965, 6, 10, 2. 
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The underlying spirit of education, universal as to its ends, has suffered 
with time lamentable fragmentation particularizing it in accordance with 
the social, ethical, and political structures of each country…  For a really 
unified international education as a goal, we must keep in mind that its 
sole possibility rests upon a genuine knowledge of men, their institutions, 
and the phenomena affecting that plurality of interests that we know as the 
community.323 
 
In 1965, Guerrero met Dr. Charles Olstad, who also taught in the Department of 

Romance Languages at the university and directed the Guadalajara summer institute the 

previous year.  The support within the College of Education and financial support from 

the NDEA motivated Olstad to cultivate Tucson’s rich source of native Spanish speakers.  

That same year the College of Education held The Bilingual Education Institute, a 

summer workshop for teachers of bilingual students in the Southwest.  This Institute was 

more or a linguistics conference developed to collect and disseminate ideas and materials 

related to the teaching of bilingual students, Spanish speakers, and students who spoke 

Native American languages.  The workshop also aimed to help teachers of Spanish-for-

Spanish-speakers as well as ESL (English as a Second Language) teachers improve their 

teaching skills, similar to the workshops held during the summers of 1962 and 1963.324  

That same year, Guerrero established a Spanish-for-Spanish-speakers program at the 

University of Arizona.  It consisted of two semester courses in Spanish that included 

writing methods.   

                                                 
323 Tucson Education Association, The Blackboard, 5, 7. 
 
324 See University of Arizona, College of Education.  Workshop for Teachers of Bilingual Students—

Teaching Materials English as a Second Language, July 17 and August 19, 1961.  (Tucson: University of 
Arizona, College of Education, 1962) and E. Roby Leighton, Ed., Bicultural Linguistic Concepts in 

Education: A Handbook of Suggestions—Primary to Adult—for the Classroom Teacher, the Guidance 

Counselor, and the Administrator, Teaching English as a Second Language (Tucson: E. Roby Leighton & 
Associates, 1964). 
 



 

   

                                                                                                                                          182 
 
 

By 1965, teaching, learning, and speaking modern foreign languages was elevated 

to a new level of respect as evidenced by the number of programs introduced at the 

elementary, junior high, and high school levels, and the number of organizations formed 

to support bilingual education.  Advocacy among Mexican American teachers in 

particular was evidenced by the formation of several organizations that demonstrated 

increased levels of activism, such as the American Bilingual Council, Arizona 

Association of Mexican American Educators, and Tucson League for the Public 

Schools.325  According to one educator, Elton Hocking, “The teaching of foreign 

languages, as such, is rapidly becoming the province of the schools rather than of higher 

education.”326  Since children learn languages with greater ease than adults, it made sense 

for educators to introduce language instruction in the elementary grades.  Interestingly 

enough, however, while schools were struggling financially because of cuts in state 

funding, resources provided by the NDEA aided the development of programs to improve 

teacher preparation to teach Spanish and other foreign languages at all levels.  It was not 

until Congress passed the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in 1965 that 

federal aid provided funds to develop teacher resources and classroom technology to 

improve educational outcomes for students, especially those from poor families.327  The 

educational and political atmosphere wrought by the Cold War, President Johnson’s War 
                                                 
325 See Arizona Bilingual Council, Newsletter, February, April, and May 1963, March 1964, and February 
1963; Tucson League for the Public Schools Papers, 1963-1966; Arizona Association of Mexican 
American Educators, A Position Paper on Bilingual Education.  
 
326 Tucson Education Association, “Languages Increasingly Important,” The Blackboard, February 1965, 6, 
6, 6. 
 
327 Tucson League for the Public Schools Papers 1963-1966; Tucson Education Association, “Congress 
Sets Record in Federal Aid to Education,” The Blackboard, December 1964, 6, 4, 5. 
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on Poverty, and the Civil Rights Movement thus created the conditions necessary for the 

enactment of additional national legislation to support the creation and implementation of 

programs aimed at teaching non-English speaking and bilingual students.   

   

The Invisible Minority:  The Road to the Bilingual Education Act of 1968 

The passage of the ESEA in 1965 underscored the federal government’s concern 

over the unequal conditions found in schools located in poverty stricken or low-income 

areas and provided extra funding under this act to improve educational programs in these 

schools.  That same year, Maria Urquides and Monroe Sweetland of the NEA discussed 

ways to better meet the educational needs of Mexican American students in Tucson’s 

public schools.328  According to Sweetland, the NEA had funding available for innovative 

programs in secondary schools.  Urquides related to Sweetland her experience with 

programs at Pueblo High School and her desire to improve the quality of education 

received by Mexican American students.  While she believed Pueblo’s Spanish-for-

Spanish-Speakers program provided a good model for new pedagogical approaches that 

could be implemented at the high-school level, she thought perhaps there were other 

innovative methods being used by schools elsewhere in the Southwest that could be 

emulated in Tucson.  Urquides thus requested funding from the NEA to conduct a study 

to assess what types of programs or innovative techniques were being used by other 

school districts with large Spanish-speaking student populations.   

                                                 
328 Guerrero, telephone interview by author, 1 November 1999; González, “The Education and Public 
Career of Maria L. Urquides,” 65-66.   
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In September 1965, the NEA awarded Urquides $2,000 to create and organize a 

survey team that would tour several schools in the five Southwestern states to observe 

and evaluate programs aimed at teaching Spanish-speaking students.  The team, which 

included Maria Urquides, Adalberto Guerrero, Dr. Paul Allen, Martina García, Rosita 

Cota, Henry Oyama, and Paul R Streiff, visited three elementary schools and one high 

school in Laredo, Texas; two high schools in Albuquerque, New Mexico; an elementary 

school in Pecos, New Mexico; a junior high school in Merced, California; an elementary 

school in Pueblo, Colorado; Pueblo High School in Tucson, Arizona; a high school in El 

Paso, Texas; and Phoenix Union High School in Phoenix, Arizona.329  The NEA 

published the results in a report entitled The Invisible Minority, Pero No Vencibles: 

Report of the NEA-Tucson Survey on the Teaching of Spanish to the Spanish-Speaking in 

1966.330  The report highlighted issues that led to high drop-out rates among Mexican 

American students such as poverty, low academic skills, cultural and linguistic 

denigration, language barriers, psychological trauma, poor self-image, and other 

obstacles that hindered their academic success.  The team recommended that structured 

bilingual programs be designed for native Spanish speakers that included courses taught 

in both English and Spanish, English taught as a second language, and a curriculum that 

promoted proficiency in reading, writing and speaking the Spanish language from 

kindergarten through high school.  The team also recommended that the number of native 

                                                 
329 Ibid; National Education Association, The Invisible Minority. 
 
330 Ibid.; Guerrero, telephone interview by author, 1 November, 1999; Guerrero and Oyama, interview by 
author, 19 November, 1999; Arizona Daily Star, 23 June, 1996. 
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Spanish-speaking teachers be increased in schools significant numbers of Mexican-origin 

students to provide role models for these students.331 

The Invisible Minority gained national attention from local, state, and federal 

lawmakers, public officials, community activists, educators, administrators.  The report’s 

fame was particularly heightened after the NEA and the Committee on Civil and Human 

Rights of Educators of the Commission on Professional Rights and Responsibilities 

sponsored a national symposium on bilingual education in Tucson in October of 1966.332  

The symposium brought together educators, administrators, researchers, and social 

scientists such as Julian Nava of San Fernando Valley State College and Herschel T. 

Manuel from the University of Texas, to discuss the various teaching programs.333  

Among those who attended the symposium were legislators and public officials such as 

Senator Ralph Yarborough (Texas), Senator Joseph J. Bernal (Texas), Senator Joseph 

Montoya (New Mexico), Congressman Henry B. Gonzales (Texas), Congressman Morris 

K. Udall (Arizona), and Bruce Gaarder of the U.S. Department of Education.334  Senator 

                                                 
331 The Invisible Minority, 17-18. 
 
332 Guerrero, telephone interview by author, 1 November 1999; Guerrero and Oyama, interview by author, 
19 November 1999; See National Education Association, New Voices of the Southwest Symposium: The 

Spanish-Speaking Child in the Schools of the Southwest (Washington, D.C.: National Education 
Association, 1966) 
 
333 Careful examination of these programs revealed that students showed marked improvement in reading, 
writing, and speaking skills when programs were tailored to the needs, interest, and abilities of the students.  
Courses that included Spanish and Mexican literature, history, and culture proved to be important in 
improving the academic achievement of many Mexican American students, including elevating students’ 
self-image and self-esteem.  Moreover, hiring qualified bilingual teachers who were culturally sensitive 
was also important to a successful program.  Although most of the programs demonstrated some degree of 
success, the lack of federal funds oftentimes inhibited improvement or expansion of the programs.  See 
National Education Association, “The Invisible Minority,” 6-29 and National Education Association, New 

Voice of the Southwest. 
 
334 National Education Association, New Voice of the Southwest, 14-15.    
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Yarborough was so impressed by both the conference and the NEA’s report that after the 

conference he introduced legislation that would institute and expand bilingual education 

programs by providing additional funding.     

In January 1967, United States Senators Ralph Yarborough and Henry B. 

Gonzales introduced the Bilingual Education Act in Congress. The bill was passed after 

hearings were held in May and June of that year.  Among those from Arizona who 

testified at the 1967 hearings were Adalberto Guerrero, Senator Paul Fannin, and Monroe 

Sweetland, the West Coast Regional Director of the NEA.335  Guerrero began his 

testimony in Spanish.  After capturing the audience’s attention, he noted the baffled looks 

on some members of the audience and went on to explain that the perplexity and 

discomfort they felt because they did not understand him “is precisely what happens to 

many of our students when they enter school, and certainly you people are intelligent, as 

many of our students are intelligent when they enter school.”336  He proceeded to 

describe the problem that Spanish-speaking students struggled with and explained that 

because the Spanish-speaking community was not a monolithic one, students varied in 

ability both intellectually and linguistically.  Guerrero argued that one type of instruction 

was not adequate for all students given the diverse abilities of non-English speaking 

students as a whole.  He pointed out that in Los Angeles a large number of students were 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
335 Congress, Senate, Committee on Labor and Public Welfare, Bilingual Education: Hearings before the 

Special Committee on Bilingual Education, 90th Cong., 1st sess. on S. 428, Part 1 (Washington, D.C.:  U.S. 
Government Printing Office, 1967)14, 95,102; National Education Association, Las Voces Nuevas del 

Sudoeste, New Voices of the Southwest (Washington, D.C.: National Education Association, 1966).   
 
336 See Congress, Senate, Committee on Labor and Public Welfare, Bilingual Education: Hearings before 

the Special Committee on Bilingual Education, Part 1, 19 May 1967, 102.  
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from Central America and other countries and came to the United States with limited 

educational background, which presented different pedagogical dilemmas.  Senator 

Fannin argued in support of promoting bilingualism among Spanish-speaking pupils via 

bilingual education as a logical way of improving educational outcomes for these 

students.  He related he recognized the historical problems Mexican American and other 

Spanish-speaking students suffered in the public schools.  Similarly, Monroe Sweetland, 

who authorized and sponsored the Tucson study, touched upon issues that required 

improvement.  He noted there was a dire need to increase the number of specially trained 

teachers and teacher aides to support non-teaching tasks, tutorial programs; liaisons other 

than social workers to improve communication between Spanish-speaking families and 

the schools; and the inclusion of Spanish-language books in public school libraries.  

Other representatives supported the legislation because they also had constituents who 

spoke languages other than English.337   

President Johnson signed the BEA in 1968 as part of his War on Poverty 

legislation.  The Act was intended to provide funding for the development of innovative 

programs to address the educational needs of non-English and limited-English speaking 

                                                 
337 Congress, Senate, Committee on Labor and Public Welfare, Bilingual Education, 102.  In passing the 
legislation, Congress stipulated that funds were allocated to local school districts for the purpose of creating 
and implementing innovative programs at the elementary and secondary school level designed to meet the 
needs of children from targeted groups. This included the administration of bilingual education programs 
and policies and procedures, accountability requirements, preparation and instruction of teachers and 
related personnel such as counselors, and adult education programs for parents of students participating in 
bilingual education programs.  In 1967, Congress appropriated $15,000,000 for the fiscal year ending June 
1968, $30,000,000 for the fiscal year ending June 30, 1969, and $40,000,000 for the fiscal year ending June 
30, 1970.  Eligibility requirements for the application of funds under this legislation were limited to areas 
where there was great need for programs, i.e., areas with large non-English-speaking populations and with 
high concentration of children from families with incomes below $3,000 per year.  The legislation also 
designated funds for the creation of an Advisory Committee on the Education of Bilingual Children.  See 
Bilingual American Education Act, Statutes at Large, 81, secs. 701, 817-819 (1967). 
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children from poor families.338  For the most part, legislators focused more on the issue of 

providing compensatory education to promote English language acquisition rather than 

Spanish language and cultural retention.  This may have been because legislators were 

more influenced by accounts regarding the educational plight of Spanish-speaking 

students presented at the Congressional hearings rather than rhetoric regarding the 

benefits of bilingualism.  In passing the bill, Congress recognized “…that children whose 

primary language is not English benefit through the fullest utilization of multiple 

language and cultural resources…,” and “that a primary means by which a child learns is 

through the use of such child’s language and cultural heritage.”  While Congress 

recognized the need for distinct instructional methods to meet distinct educational needs 

that used the child’s native-language and home culture, the goal of bilingual education 

was not linguistic and cultural maintenance.  Congress thus formulated the policy of the 

Bilingual Education Act “…to establish equal educational opportunity for all children…”  

by encouraging the establishment of educational programs “…using bilingual education 

practices, techniques, and methods...”339  This thinking changed in 1974 when Congress 

amended the BEA to make bilingual education more of an enrichment program, as 

opposed to a compensatory program, to promote equal educational opportunity and 

intercultural understanding for all children.340      

                                                 
338 Wiese Ann-Marie and Eugene E. García, “The Bilingual Education Act: Language Minority Students 
and Equal Educational Opportunity,” Bilingual Research Journal, 22, 1 (Winter 1998):4-5 
 
339 Bilingual Education Act, U.S. Code, vol. 2, secs. 701-3 (1978). 
 
340 San Miguel, Jr., Contested Policy: The Rise and Fall of Federal Bilingual Education, 29-31. 
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 After the enactment of the BEA, local educators moved quickly to implement 

bilingual education in schools and state legislation.  By January of 1969, supporters of 

bilingual education in the Arizona Legislature introduced a bilingual instruction bill into 

the Arizona House of Representatives.  The bill was mostly permissive in that it did not 

necessarily mandate bilingual education for non-English speaking or Mexican-origin 

students, but stipulated that bilingual instruction “may be provided to the extent deemed 

necessary to improve or accelerate the comprehension and speech of the English 

language by such pupils.”341  It too was mostly concerned with English language 

acquisition rather than Spanish language and cultural retention.  The bill also provided for 

the hiring of additional teachers to teach bilingual classes, especially native Spanish 

Speaking or Mexican American teachers.  Representative Tony Abril (D-Maricopa) who 

supported the bill argued that teaching Mexican American students in both languages 

would reduce the fifty percent drop out rate among these students who typically lagged 

behind their English-speaking peers in school.  In advocating for the bill, Urquides and 

Oyama requested that six bilingual demonstration (pilot) projects be established in key 

sites such as Douglas, Tucson, Phoenix, Flagstaff, Window Rock and Yuma to develop 

bilingual programs based on the best research.  Governor Jack Williams signed the 

bilingual education bill into law in April 1969, which provided $100,000 a year to for 

bilingual instruction in the first, second and third grades.342   

                                                 
341 “Bilingual Instruction Bill Introduced In State House,” Arizona Daily Star, 15 January 1969, A, 2; Tom 
Rippey, “Bilingual Bill Nears Passage,” Arizona Daily Star, 24 January 1969, 1/1. 
 
342 “House to pass on bilingual teacher bill,” Arizona Republic 24 January 1969; “Tucsonans Push bilingual 
Project,” Arizona Daily Star, 12 February 1969, 1/2.   
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By the fall of 1969, Nogales School District No.1, Phoenix Union District 210, 

Wilson District No. 7, and Tucson School District No. 1 established pilot programs in 

their respective districts.  Tucson was one of 76 districts invited by the U.S. Department 

of Education to submit a proposal for a bilingual education program.  Teachers Rosita 

Cota and Jewel Taylor were appointed to develop and submit the district’s proposal 

which was to be used as a model.  After receiving an ESEA Title VII grant, Tucson 

School District No. 1 implemented experimental bilingual-bicultural education programs 

at Mission View and Drachman elementary schools, which were located in 

predominantly Mexican American neighborhoods, under the supervision of Edward 

Madrid.343  Since there was no formal bilingual education teacher program to prepare 

teachers to teach Mexican-origin children, the University of Arizona’s College of 

Education moved quickly to develop resources for prospective bilingual education 

teachers.  Under the direction of Pat N. Nash and with the assistance of Urquides, Oyama 

and Guerrero, the Experienced Teacher Fellowship Program brought together 

experienced native Spanish-speaking teachers to develop a model to be used to create a 

bilingual-bicultural program in schools.  The year-long project resulted in the publication 

of Language Development Resources for Bilingual-Bicultural Education: An Aid to 

                                                 
343 Cathryn Mccune, “Model for U.S. Seen: Bilingual Plan in City Praised,” Arizona Daily Star, 1 March, 
1969, 12/8; “Bilingual education classes to begin next fall,” Arizona Republic, 1969; Arizona Daily Star, 23 
June 1996; Tucson Public Schools Board of Education, Tucson, Expanding Horizons (Tucson: Tucson 
School District No. 1, 1970), 1. 
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Primary Teachers of Mexican-American Children a manual that provided information, 

teaching suggestions, activities, and pedagogical materials.344   

In 1974, Tucson School District No. 1 expanded bilingual-bicultural education to 

try to meet the needs of students who needed it.  The expansion was prompted by the 

U.S. Department of Health Education and Welfare (HEW), which charged the district 

with failure to provide adequate bilingual services to Spanish-speaking students and their 

parents.  The federal review was sparked by the U.S. Supreme Court ruling in Lau v. 

Nichols that same year, which increased the responsibility of local school officials to 

ensure that non-English speaking children had equal access to the public school 

curriculum via instruction in their native-language.345  By the end of 1976, the district 

offered bilingual education classes in 21 elementary schools, three junior high schools 

and two high schools.  Nearly 3,500 students voluntarily enrolled in Spanish-English 

bilingual programs and 4,167 district teachers had attended training sessions in an effort 

to meet the compliance plan approved by the HEW.  In 1977, the district took further 

steps to expand its programs to all grades (K-12) and improve teacher training and 

pedagogical methods.  Educators collaborated with the University of Arizona’s Bilingual 

Material Development Center to create a bilingual alternative school “that would also 

                                                 
344 See College of Education, University of Arizona, Bilingual-Bicultural Language Development 

Resources (Tucson: NP, 1969).   
 
345 San Miguel, Jr., Contested Policy: The Rise and Fall of Federal Bilingual Education, 35.  Lau v. Nichols 
emerged from a San Francisco lawsuit filed by Chinese American parents against their local school district 
for not providing instruction in Chinese, which effectively denied them equal access to the school 
curriculum.  
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serve school systems in the Southwest and Western United States.”346  That same year 

approximately 800 federally funded bilingual education programs had been established in 

school districts nationwide, offering a linguistically and culturally relevant education for 

other language minority students.347 

 

The Chicano Movement and Bilingual Education 

Despite the spirited efforts of local educators at the University of Arizona and 

Tucson School District No. 1 in promoting bilingual education, administrators at both 

institutions did not universally support it.  Chicano students at both institutions, however, 

supported bilingual education, particularly the Spanish-for-Spanish-speakers program.  

As an extension of social reforms such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act of 1965, the political atmosphere of the mid- to late-1960s 

was ripe for legislation that specifically addressed the educational needs of Mexican 

Americans.  In addition, the enactment of the BEA in 1968 coincided with the height of 

the Chicano Movement, which marked a watershed for civil rights activism among 

Mexican Americans.  This multifaceted movement brought together working-class and 

middle-class community activists who formed organizations such as the United Farm 

                                                 
346 Bonnie Henry, “Benefits far-reaching from suit by Chinese,” Arizona Daily Star; “Bilingual Program 
Nearly Finished,” Arizona Daily Star, 18 November 1976; Gerald P. Merrell, “Dist. 1 moves to build up 
bilingual study,” Arizona Daily Star, 19 October 1977.   
 
347 Bilingual Education programs had expanded to Alaska, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, District of 
Columbia, Florida, Hawaii, Idaho, Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Louisiana, Maine, Massachusetts, Michigan, 
Minnesota, Mississippi, Montana, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, Oklahoma, 
Oregon, Pennsylvania, Puerto Rico, Rhode Island, South Dakota, Texas, Trust Territory of the Pacific 
Islands, Virgin Islands, Washington, Wisconsin, and Wyoming.  See Dissemination and Assessment Center 
for Bilingual Education, Directory of Title VII ESEA Bilingual Education Programs: 1975-76 (Austin: 
DACBE, 1976).   
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Workers, the Alizana Federal de Mercedes, the Crusade for Justice, Brown Berets, the 

Chicano Moratorium, and La Raza Unida Party, the first viable national ethnic political 

party.   

As the nation witnessed widespread political mobilization among Mexican 

Americans as well as the Black Civil Rights Movement, Mexican American youth readily 

heeded the call to action by prominent organizational leaders of the Chicano Movement.  

They were also influenced by Chicanismo, a Chicano Movement ideology that promoted 

cultural nationalism, ethnic and linguistic pride, self-determination, and direct community 

involvement as a means of improving social, economic and political conditions for 

Mexican-origin people.  Empowered by a keen sense of ethnic and cultural awareness, 

Chicano youth embraced the idea of bilingual education not only as an important means 

of fostering linguistic retention and ethnic pride, but also as a means to obtain a culturally 

relevant education.  The issue of bilingual education, therefore, became a source of 

empowerment.348  This was especially evident during the walkouts (blowouts), marches, 

and rallies that occurred in high schools across the Southwest which centered on their 

demands for bilingual, bicultural education in public schools.   

Chicano youth in Tucson also engaged in community activism to challenge the 

status quo in education, particularly higher education under the leadership of Salamón 

Baldenegro.  In 1965, Baldenego organized a group of students at the University of 

Arizona called the Young Catholic Students (YCS) composed of youth involved in 

                                                 
348 For further discussion on the empowering aspects of bilingual education see Armando L. Trujillo, 
Chicano Empowerment and Bilingual Education: Movimiento Politics in Crystal City, Texas (New York, 
London: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1998), xiii-xvi.  For further discussions of the Chicano Movement in 
Tucson, especially in relation to educational issues, see chapter 5 of this dissertation.   
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Catholic activities at the Newman Center.  For Baldenegro, community activism was a 

Christian activity.  He used the Gospel teachings as a basis to organize and motivate 

young people to challenge racism and promote social change.  A year later, after the YCS 

disbanded, he organized another group as the Mexican American Student Association 

(MASA), which focused mostly on raising money for scholarships, mentoring, tutoring, 

and community service.  Since most Chicano students at the university were from the 

middle class and products of Catholic schools, they were more conservative and less 

radical than Baldenegro.  Ideological conflicts forced Baldenegro and MASA to part 

ways, leading him to form another group called the Mexican American Liberation 

Committee (MALC).  This more vocal “radical” group was composed of mostly 

working-class youth such as Guadalupe Castillo, Raúl Grijalva, Santíago Gonzales, 

Yolanda Rodríguez, Hermiñio Ríos, Fausto Alarcón, Frank de la Cruz, Jorge Lespron, 

Ramona Grijalva, Leonardo Mirazo, Fred Dardis, and Olivia Arrieta who worked mostly 

from the Westside Neighborhood Center and the Chicano House in Tucson’s Barrio 

Hollywood.  Their activities focused on raising awareness about discrimination against 

Mexican Americans and issues of social justice, but they also focused on educational 

issues at the university, such as the dearth of Chicano faculty and students, the absence of 

a Chicano Studies program, and discrimination in the public school system.349  

Given that Chicano Movement activism coincided with the events surrounding the 

enactment of the BEA, student activists supported the movement for bilingual education 

                                                 
349 Salamón Baldenegro, Office of Multicultural Programs, The University of Arizona, interview by author, 
10 December 1998, Tucson.   
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since they embraced the notions of bilingualism and multiculturalism as a means of 

fostering academic success.  Moreover, their heightened sense of ethnic and cultural pride 

encompassed the preservation of the Spanish language and Mexican culture as symbols 

of pride and positive ethnic identity.  Members of MALC, in particular, supported the 

implementation of Spanish-for-Spanish-speakers at the University of Arizona.  In fact, 

they demanded that this course also be implemented at Tucson High School as one of the 

reforms they sought in the school district.  For them, “[t]he Chicano must be proud to 

speak and understand his mother tongue.  Spanish is not inferior to English as they would 

have us believe!”350  Aside from promoting the Spanish language and Mexican American 

student culture, support for the bilingual education movement also emanated from the 

fact that Guerrero had mentored and counseled many Chicano students at the University 

of Arizona.  As one of the few faculty of Mexican descent on campus during this period, 

Guerrero served as an advisor, mentor, and most importantly, a positive role model for 

the university’s Mexican American students.  In 1970 he became the first Dean of 

Chicano Students, which brought him into close contact with this small but growing 

population.351  In his capacity as both an instructor and dean, Guerrero counseled students 

on the importance of being proficient in their native language and in their cultural 

heritage.  In bringing this message to the community, both he and Oyama taught Spanish 

classes at the Westside Neighborhood Center.  Thus, Guerrero was a catalyst in rallying 

                                                 
350 Mexican-American Liberation Committee, “THS Issues,” ¡Coraje! Vol.1, No. 1, p. 2. March 1969. 

  
351 Baldenegro, interview by author, 10 December 1998; Baldenegro, interview by author November 19, 
1999.   
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student support for bilingual education at the university and in the larger Mexican 

American community.352   

Although there were reports that student activists were in conflict with bilingual 

education movement activists, particularly since many Chicano student activists were 

from working-class families while the activists promoting bilingual education were 

middle-class teachers and educational leaders, the activists focused on the university’s 

curriculum and its relationship to the Mexican American community at the time.  In 

1968, Chicano activists wanted the university to hire more Chicano faculty, recruit more 

Chicano students to reflect the larger community, and to implement a Chicano Studies 

program that reflected the Mexican American experience.  In a letter to Dr. Richard 

Harvill, then President of the University of Arizona, MALC specified a list of demands it 

wanted implemented immediately, which included a Mexican American Studies 

Program, a Mexican-American library with materials by and about Mexican-Americans, 

a public lecture series on Mexican-American affairs given by qualified Mexican-

Americans, and a Mexican-American Advisor’s office to monitor Mexican-American 

related activities.353   

While university officials responded to these demands, it did so reluctantly.  The 

university equated Chicano Studies with Spanish classes and Spanish literature and 

therefore, created a Mexican American Studies program consisting of a curriculum of 

fifteen courses that revolved around a Spanish-based curriculum created by Renato 

                                                 
352 Ibid.   
 
353 Letter to Dr. Richard Harvill, President, University of Arizona from Mexican American Liberation  
Committee (1968?), photocopy in possession of author.   
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Rosaldo.  Students, however, wanted courses in Mexican American history and culture as 

well as political science, sociology, and economics that reflected the origin of Mexican 

American people in the United States and their positive contributions to the making of the 

United States, and the Mexican American struggle for social, economic, political, and 

educational equality.354  Because Chicano student activists had rejected the mostly 

Spanish-based curriculum, they were criticized as being anti-Spanish language and anti-

bilingual education.  This was not the case, however, since Chicano activists supported 

the cultivation of bilingualism and Spanish-language acquisition among Mexican 

Americans.  Rosaldo genuinely believed that the university was already providing a 

culturally relevant curriculum via Spanish, Mexican culture, art, and literature.  Chicano 

activists, however, viewed Chicano Studies as more than learning Spanish, art, and 

literature; they viewed it as a tool of empowerment and a vehicle to improve the 

conditions of the community.  Their political perspective is what distinguished their view 

from Rosaldo’s and other faculty of his generation.355  In spite of conflicting 

perspectives, more than likely Rosaldo was also viewed as a positive role model among 

Chicano youth, which served to rally student support for bilingual education.356  

Nevertheless, both groups supported the institution of native-language instruction and 

bilingual education for Mexican American students as a means of fostering ethnic, 

cultural, and linguistic pride as well as academic success.  

 

                                                 
354 Ibid.  
 
355 Guadalupe Castillo, Instructor, Pima Community College, interview by author, 6, May 2008, Tucson.   
 
356 Ibid.   
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Conclusion 

In examining the events that led to the passage of the Bilingual Education Act, 

this chapter demonstrates the motivation and intent of local educators to promote formal 

bilingual education programs not only in Tucson, but also across the state and the 

nation.357  The influence of these educators and community leaders derived from a 

teaching philosophy that reflected their vision of equal education and the belief that “that 

learning or being proficient in two languages is enriching and expands the students’ 

knowledge base.”358  They believed that the Spanish language and the home culture 

constituted social capital that could be useful in the learning process.  By framing the 

issue of Spanish-language instruction in terms of pedagogy, they were able to garner far-

reaching support for bilingualism and bilingual education.   

This chapter also shows that programs such as Spanish-for-Spanish-speakers and 

two-way bilingual-bicultural education programs were a response to longstanding 

Americanization policies and pedagogical methods that had long governed the education 

of Mexican-origin students.  Those old policies and methods often had the effect of 

precluding these students from receiving an equal education.  Therefore, the movement to 

implement bilingual-bicultural education in public schools represented a positive step 

toward improving educational outcomes for these students.   

                                                 
 
357 In 1990 and 1995, Maria Urquides, Adalberto Guerrero, Henry Oyama, Rosita Cota and other members 
of the original bilingual education survey team were honored at the Annual Conference of the National 
Association of Bilingual Education held in Tucson.  They are credited with spearheading the efforts that 
resulted in the passage of the Bilingual Education Act.  Tucson Daily Citizen, 25 April 1990; Martin, Con 

Mucho Corazón. 
 
358 “Bilingual education has everybody talking,” Arizona Daily Star, 14 March 1982.   
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The enactment of the BEA not only facilitated the expansion of bilingual 

education programs in Arizona, the Southwest, and other parts of the nation, it also paved 

the way for Lau v. Nichols (1974), which strengthened the case for providing instruction 

in a pupil’s native-language as a means of promoting educational equity.359  The growth 

of bilingual-bicultural education programs nationwide allowed Native American, 

Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, and other language minority students to also obtain a 

linguistically and culturally relevant education.360  In Tucson, the struggle to implement 

bilingual and bicultural education and other educational reforms in public schools 

continued as Mexican American parents, mothers, teachers, and community leaders 

further challenged local public school officials to meet the educational needs of Mexican 

American children throughout the 1970s and 1980s.   

                                                 
359 Between 1969 and 1983, Arizona’s basic bilingual programs went from 4 to 23, providing language 
instruction in Havasupai, Hopi, Hualapai, Navajo, Papago, Pima, and Spanish; California went from 27 in 
1969 to 113, serving Armenian, Chinese, Ilokano, Japanese, Khmer, Korean, Lao, Native American 
Languages, Paiute, Tagalog, Portuguese, Punjabi, Samoan, Spanish, Vietnamese; Colorado went from 1 
program in 1969 to 10 programs in 1983 serving Spanish, Navajo, and Ute; New Mexico went from 5 
programs in 1969 to 31 in 1983, serving Apache, Jicarilla Apache, Keres, Navajo, Spanish, and Tewa 
speaking students; Texas went from 17 programs in 1969 to 56 in 1983 serving mostly Spanish-speakers.   
See Johanna Z. Provenzano, editor, Guide to Title VII (Rosslyn, VA: Inter America Research Associates, 
Inc., 1984), 4-8; Crawford, Bilingual Education: History, Politics, Theory, and Practice, 37.   
 
360 See Dissemination and Assessment Center for Bilingual Education, Directory of Title VII ESEA 

Bilingual Education Programs: 1975-76 (Austin: DACBE, 1976).     
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

MENDOZA VS. TUCSON SCHOOL DISTRICT NO. 1: THE QUEST FOR EQUAL 
EDUCATION AND REFORM IN TUCSON PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

  

 
On October 11, 1974, María Mendoza, Teresa Trujillo, Alberto Sánchez and other 

Mexican American parents filed a class action lawsuit against Tucson School District No. 

1 with the aid and financial support of the Mexican American Legal Defense and 

Education Fund (MALDEF).361  Mendoza followed an earlier lawsuit filed on May 23 by 

attorney Rubin Salter, Jr., on behalf of Roy and Josie Fisher and other Black parents with 

support of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).  

Both Mendoza, et al. vs. Tucson School District No. 1, et al. and Roy and Josie Fisher, et 

al. vs. Anita Lohr, et al. charged the district with de jure segregation of Mexican 

American and Black students and with providing them with an inferior education.  On 

May 5, U.S. District Court Judge William C. Frey consolidated the two cases for pretrial 

discovery and trial, and on June 5, 1978, Judge Frey issued his ruling.362   

                                                 
361 Tucson School District No. 1, the largest school district in Arizona at the time, is now known as Tucson 
Unified School District or TUSD.  I will use the former to be consistent with the legal documents and 
references to the district at the time.    
 
362 Ibid.  After the court consolidated the cases, it was known as Fisher et al., vs. Lohr, et al, and Sidney L. 

Sutton, et al., Mendoza, et al., and United States of America, vs. Tucson School District Number 1, et al.  or 
Fisher v. Lohr, or Mendoza v. Tucson Public School District No. 1.  The plaintiffs in the case referred to 
themselves as minority or minorities, Blacks, and Mexican-Americans.  The defendants, Tucson School 
District Number 1 and the School Board or Board of Trustees and its administrators referred to themselves 
as the “District.”  The Court used the same terminology so as to avoid confusion.  I will use the same 
references when appropriate in discussing the case to be consistent with primary documents.  For the most 
part, both suits concerned schools on the city’s west and south ends as these schools had large numbers of 
minority students.  However, Fisher v. Lohr was only concerned with segregation in elementary and junior 
high schools while Mendoza vs. Tucson School District Number 1 encompassed all levels, kindergarten 
through high school.    
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In general, Judge Frey did not find evidence of de jure segregation per se, nor did 

he find that the district intentionally created and maintained a de jure segregated school 

system via its administrative decisions, actions, or policies.  He did conclude, however, 

that the district was not as faultless as it contended with respect to several schools and 

ordered the district to develop and implement a desegregation plan.  Frey’s focus on 

whether or not the district promoted segregated schools overshadowed the Mexican 

American community’s main concern—the lack of equal educational opportunity based 

on the quality of education their children received in public schools.  For several years, 

Mexican Americans complained that schools were not “adequately educating minority 

children.”  In a letter to parents, plaintiff María (Mary) Mendoza claimed “[t]he proof 

expressed itself by the annual reading test scores which showed that minority children 

were scoring several grades below grade level.”  Mendoza further indicated that she had 

“exhausted all channels from the bottom to the top trying to seek relief for the children 

with no results.”363  Mendoza’s letter captured the frustration many Mexican American 

parents felt when they learned their children could not read or were not reading at their 

grade level.  After six years of trying to get relief from local school officials, Mendoza 

and other parents formed Mexican Americans for Equal Education (MAEE) and finally 

went to court to “help, serve and protect the interests of the children.”364   

The story of Mendoza represents a continuation of what education scholars 

Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., and Richard Valencia call the “educational plight and 

                                                 
363 María Mendoza, letter to community members, N.D., MALDEF Records, Box 784, Folder 3, Special 
Collections, Stanford University Library, Stanford University.    
 
364 Ibid. 
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struggle of Mexican Americans in the Southwest” in that they continued to experience 

segregation and inequities in public schools despite many court battles during the first 

half of the twentieth century to attain educational equality.365  These and other scholars 

have demonstrated that by 1974 Mexican Americans had a well-established record of 

fighting educational segregation and discrimination via the court system, including 

several important cases that predate the landmark Brown v. Board of Education of 

Topeka, Kansas case.366  Despite Brown, Mexican Americans were compelled to continue 

their struggle against segregation and other educational inequalities by filing several 

important lawsuits, particularly after Chicano activists in Texas created MALDEF in 

1968 to provide an organizational structure to fight segregation and educational 

inequalities in ethnically isolated or “Mexican” schools in the courts.367  MALDEF took 

                                                 
365 Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., and Richard R. Valencia review this history in their article “From the Treaty 
of Guadalupe Hidalgo to Hopwood: The Educational Plight and Struggle of Mexican Americans in the 
Southwest,” Harvard Educational Review, 68, 3, (Fall 1998), 353-412. 
 
366 See Carlos Manuel Haro, Mexicano/Chicano Concerns and School Desegregation in Los Angeles, 
Monograph No. 9, Chicano Studies Center Publications (Los Angeles: University of California, Los 
Angeles, 1977); San Miguel, Jr., “Let All of Them Take Heed; González, Chicano Education in the Era of 

Segregation; Donato, The Other Struggle for Equal Schools; Trujillo, Chicano Empowerment and Bilingual 

Education; San Miguel, Jr. and Valencia, “From the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo to Hopwood; José F. 
Moreno, ed., The Elusive Quest for Equality: 150 Years of Chicano/Chicana Education (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard Educational Review, 1999); and Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr. Brown, Not White: School Integration 

and the Chicano Movement in Houston (College Station: Texas A & M University Press, 2001).  Historian 
Laura K. Muñoz augments these works with her recent dissertation on Mexican American education in 
Arizona from 1870 to 1930, which includes Romo v. Laird.  Muñoz, “Desert Dreams: Mexican American 
Education in Arizona,” 134-186.  See chapter three of this dissertation for a brief discussion on the link 
among Mexican American desegregation cases and the 1954 case of Brown v. Board of Education of 

Topeka, Kansas.  
 
367 Some examples include Crawford v. Board of Education of the City of Los Angeles and Rodriguez v. 

San Antonio Independent School District, both filed in 1968;  Colorado, Serrano v. Priest (1971) and Luján 

et al. v. Colorado State Board of Education (1979); and Cisneros v. Corpus Christi Independent School 

District; David Alvarado, et al. (1970). By 1974, MALDEF had filed 11 desegregation cases.  Haro, 
Mexicano/Chicano Concerns and School Desegregation in Los Angeles, Dolores Delgado Bernal, 
“Chicana/o Education from the Civil Rights Era to the Present,” In José F. Moreno, ed., The Elusive Quest 

for Equality: 150 Years of Chicano/Chicana Education (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Educational Review, 



 

   

                                                                                                                                          203 
 
 

the lead in challenging the unequal conditions that persisted in “Mexican” schools, such 

as poor facilities, inferior curricula and teaching materials, inadequately trained teachers, 

culturally and linguistically biased IQ testing, lack of bilingual education and services, 

and cultural and linguistic repression.  These conditions shaped Mexican American 

education for much of the twentieth century and constitute what some scholars call 

intellectual or academic segregation.368  In many ways, post-desegregation era cases 

expanded the scope of segregation to include these aspects of segregated schooling, 

which precluded minorities from equal educational opportunities.  It was this type of 

segregation that predominated in Tucson public schools and served as an impetus for 

activism in the 1970s and 1980s.   

Mendoza, therefore, not only offers the opportunity to explore the role Tucson 

Mexican Americans (Tucsonenses) had in advancing the anti-segregation movement 

within the context of other civil rights era cases, but also their role in improving 

education for Mexican American students by demanding and promoting meaningful 

reform in their “elusive quest for equality.”  This chapter focuses on Mendoza and its 

implications for Mexican American education and civil rights activism.369  It describes 

                                                                                                                                                 
1999), 91-92; San Miguel, Jr., “Let All of Them Take Heed, and Oscar J. Martínez, The Chicanos of El 
Paso: An Assessment of Progress, Southwestern Studies, Monograph No. 59 (El Paso: Texas Western 
Press, The University of Texas at El Paso, 1980).   
 
368 “Richard R. Valencia, Martha Menchaca, and Rubén Donato, “Segregation, Desegregation, and 
Integration of Chicano Students: Old and New Realities,” In Richard R. Valencia, ed., Chicano School 

Failure and Success: Past, Present and Future (London, New York:  Routledge/Falmer Press, 2002), 109-
110. 
 
369 Although there is a unique opportunity to examine both Mendoza and Fisher within the context of the 
larger struggle for desegregation in the U.S., because of time and space constraints I will not be able to 
explore this aspect of the case in full detail, but will do so in the future.   
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the circumstances that led to Mendoza, the legal proceedings, court’s decision, and 

Mexican American/Chicano perspective of equal educational opportunity.  It also 

examines the grassroots activities parents, teachers, students and community leaders 

engaged in before, during, and after the lawsuit to challenge discriminatory policies and 

practices that caused inequities in public schools.  I contend that Mexican Americans 

promoted institutional reform from the bottom up by pressuring the district to change its 

policies regarding curricula, facilities, resources, teacher preparation, and school 

personnel.  Mexican Americans demanded and pushed through reforms that would not 

only provide Mexican-origin children with equal educational opportunity, but would also 

meet the community’s needs based on the community’s definition of equity.  In doing so, 

Mexican Americans contested their subordinate status in the dominant society by directly 

challenging the traditional stranglehold that Anglo Americans had on the public 

educational system.  I also contend that this activism advanced Chicano Movement 

objectives, and that women activists served as the community’s voice, and as agents of 

social and educational change.    

 

The Chicano Movement and the Push for Educational Reform  
 

The enactment of the BEA in 1968 had signaled heightened interest among 

educators, social scientists, and government officials in the schooling of Mexican-origin 

students and other language minority pupils.  For Mexican Americans, especially 

educators, it also symbolized the federal government’s recognition of their educational 

plight and calls to improve education for their children.  The BEA also signaled a shift 
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away from longstanding “deficiency” theories or deficit thinking that prevailed among 

educators, including those in Tucson.  This model held that low academic achievement 

and progress among low-income and linguistically and culturally distinct students was 

due to “inherent deficiencies” in the students, their families, their culture, and their 

socioeconomic background, which impeded their ability to learn.370  Scholars assert that 

deficit thinking was “founded on racial and class bias that ‘blames the victim,’ rather than 

examining how schools are structured to prevent students from learning.”371  Mexican 

American educators challenged the deficit thinking model and questioned the role of the 

public school system in the educational dilemmas of Mexican-origin pupils.  One 

educator captured this sentiment in his address at a conference on educating Spanish-

speaking youth in Los Angeles:  

I take exception to the word ‘problem’ when referring to the Mexican 
American community or the youngster, or so referring to any youngster 
regardless of his racial background.  It is not a minority problem… not a 
problem of the child and so forth.  It is a problem of the school, of the total 
community, of society.  So, consequently… as we seek solution to these 
problems, let us not look within little Juan—let’s see if we can find the 
solution to his problem within us.372   
 
For Mexican Americans, the problems of minority students lay within the 

structure of the educational system and not with the child or the family.  Moreover, critics 

knew that the push for systematic change would have to come from the bottom up.  The 

                                                 
370 For a discussion on deficit thinking see Richard R. Valencia, “Conceptualizing the notion of deficit 
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371 San Miguel, Jr. and Valencia, “From the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo to Hopwood,” 368. 
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York: College Entrance Examination Board, 1970), 65. 
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political mobilization of the community propelled by the Chicano Movement provided 

the impetus for them to demand further restructuring of the school system to meet their 

vision of educational equity—one that encompassed cultural and linguistic acceptance.  

Armando Rodriguez, Chief of the U.S. Department of Education’s Mexican-American 

Affairs Unit in 1969, aptly described this viewpoint:  

We need to dig deep for the ingredient in the curriculum that will enable 
the Mexican-American to serve himself and his society effectively.  Such 
a program will be committed to these principles… For the Mexican 
American it is taking the schools out of the hands of those who use them 
to shape a monolingual, monocultural society.  The Mexican-American is 
saying that cultural superiority must be eliminated or cultural militancy 
will continue to rise.  Cultural diversity must be the key ingredient in this 
new educational environment.373  

 
The above quote not only indicates the types of changes Chicano activists sought, but it 

also conveys the politically charged climate in which Chicano Movement challenges to 

the public school system emerged.  Scholars have characterized the Chicano Movement 

or Movimiento in various ways.  While some view it as a quest for identity among youth, 

others consider it a criticism of accommodation to liberal politics, and yet others view it 

as a direct response to institutionalized discrimination and racism that relegated Mexican-

origin people to a subordinate, second-class status.374  One scholar described the 

Movimiento as “…a complex set of increased political and cultural activity on the part of 
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Washington, D.C., From Mexican-American Education: A Search for Identity, 1969, quoted in Coraje: 

Special Edition, May 1969, 2. 
 
374 See Carlos Muñoz, Youth Identity and Politics: The Chicano Movement (London, New York: Verso, 
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diverse sectors within the Mexican-origin community.”375  While all of these 

characterizations apply, most scholars would agree that Mexican American youth were an 

important sector of the Movimiento and a formidable force behind much of the activism 

that occurred between 1968 and 1976.  High school students, barrio youth, and 

undergraduate and graduate college students provided vital leadership in the myriad 

campaigns that formed the crux of the Movement, especially the protest activities around 

educational issues.  The push for educational equality and reform was led by young 

Chicanos and Chicanas who contested institutionalized discrimination in the public 

school system, particularly the longstanding polices and practices that promoted forced 

Americanization.  No single event highlighted their collective outrage more than the high 

school blowouts (walkouts) that began in 1968 in urban areas across the Southwest and 

elsewhere.  Protesters denounced cultural and linguistic denigration, the no-Spanish rule, 

culturally insensitive curricula, the lack of college preparatory courses, and the basic 

disrespect students felt from teachers, principals, and administrators in their schools.  

Chicano youth in Tucson also challenged the racism that pervaded the local school 

system, particularly at high schools that served predominantly minority students.    

While Mexican American teachers and other educators continued to work with 

district officials to institute bilingual education programs in schools, Chicano youth 

embarked on a more militant campaign to change the fundamental structure of the public 

school system.  In 1968, minority students were more than 60 percent of the student 

bodies at Tucson (THS) and Pueblo High Schools (PHS).  The majority of the teachers, 
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coaches, and administrators, however, were White.  Both Chicano and Black students 

were very much aware of the inequalities that existed at both schools and expressed their 

dissatisfaction in various ways.  The author of a leaflet that was distributed in 1969 aptly 

captured students’ frustrations and discontent: “All across the country concerned young 

activists have tried to solve their problems and they have met with oppression from all 

sides.  What is happening in Tucson and the rest of the nation is a direct result of these 

problems.”376   

Tucson high school members of the Mexican American Liberation Committee 

(MALC) in particular, expressed their discontent and outrage in their newsletter 

¡CORAJE!
377  This monthly newsletter served as an important vehicle for political, 

cultural, and artistic expression among Chicano youth, as it contained local news, 

editorials, community information, stories, plays, corridos, art and satire.  Students were 

clear about their complaints and the type of educational change they sought, and used this 

publication to inform and rally the community around their cause.  For instance, students 

expressed their disappointment and discontent with an apparent lack of leadership and 

support from middle-class Mexican Americans who they claimed “worked within the 

system.”  The students’ sentiments demonstrate not only the class dimensions of the civil 

rights struggle, but also the dichotomy of views and methods of resolving issues within 

the community.  For instance, one student, identified only as H.C.R., wrote: “To say that 

there is a communication gap between Chicano student activists and those Mexican-

                                                 
376 Peace and Freedom Associations, Racism at Tucson High, Pamphlet (Tucson: N.P., 1969).  
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Americans operating within the power structure would be a gross understatement.”378  

Students believed they were true leaders and defenders of the community because they 

directly protested the system as opposed to working for it.  While this belief initially 

clouded their perspective in that they could not see the ways in which other Mexican 

Americans worked for the community, by the mid-1970s, most Chicano activists worked 

for government agencies, programs, and public entities.  Despite early tensions, the push 

for equality continued.379   

Chicano students were most outraged by the high drop-out rate among Mexican-

American youth, which exceeded 50 percent at both Tucson and Pueblo High Schools, 

and by the low enrollment of Mexican American students at the University of Arizona 

(approximately 2 percent).  Activists criticized the Eurocentric curriculum that not only 

neglected their language and heritage, but also the role Mexican Americans had in the 

development of the United States, especially the Southwest.  For some students, low 

educational attainment was a direct consequence of the longstanding Americanization 

process that attacked and negated their heritage and identity as Chicanos.380  Protestors 

also criticized the biased IQ testing, the largely vocational and industrial curriculum, the 

lack of college preparatory courses at their schools, and the low expectations teachers and 

counselors had of Chicano students.     
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Students blasted the district’s leadership and administration, namely 

Superintendent Thomas L. Lee, and the School Board for ignoring the needs of minority 

students and perpetuating a paternalistic system that discriminated against them.  They 

viewed the school system as a microcosm of the larger society; their marginalized status 

mirrored Chicanos’ subordinate status in occupational and political structures.381  In his 

study of Tucson in the pre-World War II era, Thomas E. Sheridan notes the historical role 

the education system has had on structuring the social, economic, and political 

inequalities Mexican Americans experienced. He writes: “no institution revealed the 

complexity of this subordination better than the public school system.”382  Educational 

scholar Thomas P. Carter explains that the subordinated status of Mexican Americans in 

the Southwest was not only reflected in the public school system, it was perpetuated by it:  

More often, schools reflect and reinforce the beliefs of the more 
traditional, conservative elements within a given community.  The school 
recreates the present social situation by establishing school-related 
conditions of isolation and subordination that perpetuate the social 
system.383 
 

Carter’s theory matched students’ perceptions of their relationship to the schools.  They 

tied the community’s low socioeconomic status, high poverty rates, predominance in 

low-wage jobs, low rates of college attendance, and lack of political power to low 

educational attainment and high drop-out or “push-out” rates among Chicanos.  From 
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their political perspective, equal educational opportunity was not just about culture and 

language acceptance; it was about changing the fundamental structure of the educational 

system as a means of improving Chicanos’ social, economic and political conditions.384 

In October 1968, Chicano, Black, and Anglo students met to discuss complaints 

that teachers, coaches, and other school personnel purportedly used denigrating language 

toward minorities, arbitrarily suspended and imposed unfair disciplinary actions against 

them, denigrated their culture and language, and excluded them from school activities 

such as student government.  By December, Black students had organized a walkout after 

Tucson High’s principal, George D. Hunt, failed to meet with students and acknowledge 

their complaints about alleged racism.385   

High school members of MALC provided important leadership for the events that 

occurred between October 1968 and May 1969.  As students expressed their discontent 

and agitated for change, community leaders such as Salamón Baldenegro, Hermiño Rios, 

Octavio M. Marquéz, a local attorney, and the Inner City Apostlelate, a local group of 

priests and nuns led by Father Alberto Carrillo who supported Chicano Movement 

activists, rallied to support them.  For instance, Father Carrillo and attorney Marquéz 

spoke with Principal Hunt in order to avert student collective action, i.e. a walkout.386  

Students and their supporters made several attempts to meet with Hunt to discuss their 

concerns and needs in the latter part of 1968 and early part of 1969, to no avail.  In 
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February students organized a rally to protest issues at Tucson High and presented Hunt 

with a list of grievances.  On the top of their list was their request that the dean of girls, 

be immediately dismissed and replaced because of her alleged racism toward minority 

students, that Mexican-American history and Spanish-for-Spanish-speakers courses be 

offered, that more Chicano counselors be hired, and that the number of Chicano teachers 

and administrators be increased to parallel the number of Chicano students at THS.  

Some students at Pueblo High School (PHS) had similar complaints and demands save 

for the Spanish-for-Spanish-speakers course.  Instead, PHS students demanded that a 

Human Relations Office be established to investigate instances of discrimination against 

minority students and that a Student Grievances Board be established to hear student 

grievances.387   

Students’ collective outrage was fueled by school officials’ lack of response to 

their needs and concerns.  On March 20, 1969, MALC member Gracie Fimbres led more 

than 300 students in a walk-out at THS.  They held a peaceful demonstration at Oury 

Park, and then marched to district headquarters and demanded a meeting with 

Superintendent Lee.  All 300 were suspended, which led to the creation of a student-

parent delegation to fight the suspension and get the students reenrolled in school through 

legal action.388  Since Black students had walked out in December to protest racism and 

discrimination at THS, another walkout did not bode well for district officials and 
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administrators.  Lee’s suspension of the students compelled them to take further action 

against him and the district.  Marquéz contacted MALDEF to file an injunction against 

the district to fight the suspension.  Marquéz and another local attorney, Manuel H. 

García, in cooperation with MALDEF lawyers Alan Exelrod and Pete Tijerina, 

represented the students in the case.  They charged the district with violating the students’ 

First Amendment Rights to Freedom of Assembly, Free Speech, Redress of Grievances 

and their Fourteenth Amendment Right of Due Process.  The case was scheduled for a 

hearing in federal court when Lee changed the suspension to “restriction,” a designation 

that did not exist in School Board policy, compelling MALDEF lawyers to drop the 

case.389   

On May 9, 1969, students organized another protest march after several failed 

attempts to meet and communicate with Hunt, Lee, and the School Board.  Chicano 

activists viewed district officials’ refusal to meet with protesters and acknowledge 

problems of racism as a basic lack of disrespect for students, their parents, and their 

concerns.390  Protestors continued their campaign, sparking a chain of events that led to 

subsequent legal battles and resulted in one successful lawsuit that ended corporal 

punishment in the schools and another that challenged the School Board’s election 

process, which was based on an at-large system rather than a single-member district, 

under the Voting Rights Act of 1965.391  

                                                 
389 MALC, ¡Coraje!, April 1969, 2. 
 
390 MALC,¡Coraje!, March 1969, 1, April 1969, 2, May 1969, 2-3.  
 
391 Baldenegro, interview by author, 10 December 1998, Tucson.   
 



 

   

                                                                                                                                          214 
 
 

The momentum of Tucson Chicano Movement activism was aided by the opening 

in 1969 of Chicano House or Centro Chicano, a grassroots, community-based self-help 

center that became a vehicle for community awareness and activism.  Working out of the 

Chicano House on Niagra Street , MALC members Salamón Baldenegro, Guadalupe 

Castillo, Raúl Grijalva and others maintained their leadership roles in mobilizing Chicano 

activists, raising awareness about discrimination against Mexican Americans, and 

organizing protest activities into the mid-1970s.  Baldenegro, in particular, was 

instrumental in mobilizing the community around community concerns and complaints.  

He maintained his role as a leader, organizer, negotiator, and the community’s most 

ardent spokesperson.  In addition to supporting the United Farmworkers struggle, the 

Anti-war Movement, women’s issues, the Crusade for Justice, and La Raza Unida Party, 

Baldengro and other activists also focused on local issues and problems such as criminal 

justice reform, increasing voter registration among minorities, and protesting against 

local entities suspected of discriminating against Chicanos and other minorities.392   

                                                 
392 Chicano activists also collaborated with Quinto Patio, an organization composed mainly of ex-convicts 
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Segregation in public spaces such as El Rio Municipal Golf course also elicited 

collective action by activists, local residents, and other community members.  The El Rio 

controversy sparked heated protests from Chicano activists since it was located in the 

heart of Barrios Hollywood and Sovaco, two Chicano neighborhoods on the city’s 

westside.  Throughout the 1950s and 1960s residents noticed that the golf course did not 

admit minorities save for those who worked there as caddies, restaurant cooks, or 

maintenance workers.  Club membership was restricted to golfers only, most of whom 

were Anglo.  By 1967, community activists such as Alberto Sánchez began to question 

why a luxurious park was located in their neighborhood to which they had no access.  

After negotiations with local politicians to get part of the golf course converted into a 

park failed, Baldenegro, Sánchez, and other activists formed the El Rio Coalition 

composed of community members including barrio residents, mothers, and elderly men 

and women to picket the golf course.  The coalition also took their complaints to the City 

Council.  City officials’ lack of response to the Chicano community’s demands led to an 

organized takeover of El Rio Country Club in 1969, which was followed by rallies, a sit-

in at the club’s restaurant, and other actions that led to arrests.  In 1971, residents finally 

succeeded in getting a park for their children (now known as Joaquín Murietta Park) and 

a community center, El Rio Neighborhood Center.  The Center later became a central 
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meeting place for community meetings and press conferences on educational issues, 

especially those related to the upcoming desegregation case.393   

Educational issues remained a central focus of the complaints activists heard at 

the Chicano House and later at Manzo Area Council, a social services center funded by 

the Economic Opportunity Act under War on Poverty reforms.  Students complained of 

overt discrimination, tracking, and other inequalities.394  Parents, such as María Mendoza, 

Teresa Trujillo, and Alberto Sánchez, complained that their children had little or no 

reading ability, that schools were not teaching their children or preparing them for 

college, and that they were being tracked into low-ability and vocational education 

courses.  As early as 1966, Trujillo began questioning the quality of education her 

children received at Menlo Park school when she realized that one of her children had not 

learned to read.  Mendoza had similar complaints at C.E. Rose School: “Children were 

going into special programs and nobody told the parents, they were being classified and 

we weren’t being informed.  I’d ask questions and wouldn’t get any answers.”395  

Sánchez asserted that “kids at Manzo have been denied equal educational opportunity 

because it’s a segregated school.”  For Sánchez, segregated schools were “detrimental to 
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his children.”396  Gloria Limón complained about the way she and other Mexican parents 

were treated by teachers and the problems they observed as volunteers in their schools, 

such as outdated books and materials, poor desks and facilities, poor curricula, and 

culturally insensitive, unqualified teachers.397   

Mendoza and Trujillo joined forces in 1969 and later began working with 

Sánchez.  They initiated a campaign to educate themselves and other Mexican Americans 

on how to challenge the inferior quality of education their children received in westside 

and southside schools.398  Mendoza was particularly concerned with educational 

programs and teaching methods since minority children were scoring several grades 

below grade level on reading tests, a problem she attributed to inferior schooling.399  

Baldenegro, Mendoza, and other activists continued to mobilize the community around 

educational issues including inferior facilities, curriculum, and teaching methods, and 

discrimination in the schools.  They garnered support from Black parents who 

complained of similar problems and pressured the district to address their concerns and 

improve the quality of education for minority students.   

Chicanos’ complaints of discrimination and protests against the district prompted 

the Tucson Human Relations Committee (THRC) to hold a public hearing in 1969.  
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Students complained about being unfairly placed in basic or low-academic courses and 

teachers’ attitude toward them.  Parents told of their difficulties in trying to get their 

children out of low-ability classes and tracking.  One teacher corroborated students’ 

claims that teachers mistreated minority students.  He spoke of the comments he had 

heard in the teacher’s lounge and of certain instances of discrimination he had 

witnessed.400  The THRC then commissioned an Educational Advisory Committee (EAC) 

to conduct a study of race relations in the district and investigate the community’s 

allegations.401  In June of that year, the committee issued its report to the Rev. Dr. David 

Sholin, the former chairman of THRC.402  One of the EAC’s main concerns was the 

ethnic composition of district schools.  Although the committee commended the district 

for its efforts in integrating schools in 1950, it found that several schools had minority 

populations of 50 percent or more and that most minority students attended 

predominantly minority schools, which raised questions about the district’s practices in 

pupil assignment.  The committee also noted that “[s]tate-adopted textbooks and social 

studies present a real problem in curriculum planning in that American history is 

presented as primarily a European-American experience,” indicating that the Mexican 

American, Black, and Native American experience was either absent or neglected in class 
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materials. 403  The dearth of Mexican American and Black teachers and counselors 

indicated that minority students generally did not have access to minority faculty and 

counselors who could serve as mentors and role models because the district employed so 

few.  The committee also found that the district had very little communication with and a 

lack of sensitivity and understanding of minority groups, their problems, and educational 

needs.404   

Superintendent Lee denied allegations that the district discriminated against 

minorities.  His primary defense to allegations that the district promoted segregation via 

gerrymandering of attendance boundaries was that housing patterns and residential 

segregation caused the racial imbalance in some schools.  Lee’s defense essentially 

placed the burden of school segregation on minority children since they attended schools 

in their neighborhoods, which were racially and ethnically segregated by no fault of the 

district.  While this may have been true, the EAC opined that “it [the district] has an 

obligation to play a leading role in redressing the balance so far as possible under the 

limitations imposed by the physical facts.”405  With respect to the dearth of minority 

teachers and administrators, Lee stated the district “received not one application from 

them” [qualified minorities] in its recruiting trip to the Carolinas, Georgia, and Alabama 
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the previous year.406  While Lee did not mention his efforts to recruit Mexican 

Americans, it is difficult to believe there were no “qualified” Mexican American teachers 

at all in Tucson or Arizona.  Moreover, Lee claimed that statistics showed “a clear 

demonstration” of the districts’ efforts in recruiting minority principals.  With respect to 

the curriculum, Lee argued that the district acquired “… a great deal of teaching material 

in the area of “Negro” history and literature.  Very little is available on the market that is 

related to Mexican-American history.”407  In many ways, the report not only echoed 

students’ and parents grievances, it also corroborated claims of discrimination and 

inequalities in its findings.  Lee, however, maintained none of the problems were caused 

by the district.    

The EAC’s review coincided with an educational compliance review initiated in 

March 1969 by the U.S. Department of Health Education and Welfare’s (HEW) Office of 

Civil Rights (OCR).408  This review was part a larger investigation of Mexican American 

education in the Southwest by the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights in 1968 to ensure 

schools’ compliance with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  The OCR’s findings 
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were almost identical to the EAC’s.  OCR investigators believed the district 

discriminated against minorities on the basis of race and national-origin, a violation of 

Title VI.  The OCR noted a lack of programs and services for Spanish-speaking pupils, 

questionable recruiting and hiring practices, unequal educational programs for minorities, 

racially and ethnically imbalanced schools, and an overrepresentation of minority 

children in EMR (Emotional or Mental Retardation) and special education classes.  In 

essence, the OCR found that both physical and academic segregation prevailed in the 

district.  For instance, several schools had in excess of 50 percent of minority students, 

leading the investigators to question the district’s practices in pupil assignment and 

drawing attendance boundaries, particularly for Tully, Brichta, and Manzo schools.  The 

OCR also noted the dearth of Spanish-surnamed or Mexican American teachers and 

administrators, and that the EMR test was biased against minority students, particularly 

Mexican-American pupils because of language barriers.409   

The OCR also claimed that district neglected to recruit minority faculty, as it had 

an almost entirely Anglo faculty.  Spanish-surnamed individuals comprised only 3.5 

percent of the faculty, 2.3 percent was Black, and .7 percent was American Native 

American or Asian.  In addition, 97 percent of all counselors and 72 percent of non-

certificated school personnel were Anglo.  The OCR believed the district ignored 

qualified Spanish-surnamed and other minority applicants, a pattern it traced back to the 

1870s.  Of the minority faculty it did employ, most were assigned to all-minority or 

                                                 
409 NA, “HEW Team Alleges School Segregation: District 1 Boundaries Questioned,” Arizona Daily Star, 
20 May 1969. 
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predominantly minority schools and were virtually excluded from promotions and higher 

level administrative positions.  For instance, out of 72 principals, only 7 were minority, 5 

Spanish-surnamed and 2 “Negro.”410   

The OCR’s report also noted that the district ignored the linguistic and cultural 

differences of Spanish-surnamed pupils and parents, as it did not provide school notices 

in Spanish for Spanish-speaking parents or bilingual-bicultural programs for students to 

help them overcome linguistic and cultural barriers.  Since the BEA had just been enacted 

and bilingual education was relatively new, programs were not yet implemented and fully 

operational in 1969.  Thus bilingual faculty or administrative staff would not have been 

readily available.  The federal OCR, like the local ECA report, found that Tucson and 

Pueblo High’s curriculum was blatantly inferior to the predominantly Anglo high schools 

in terms of course offerings, academic programs, services, and facilities, and that the 

schools’ social studies textbooks ignored minority groups’ experiences and presented 

history from an entirely European-American point of view.  For instance, the curriculum 

at both minority schools was almost entirely vocational in nature aimed at industrial 

education and most courses such as math, science, and English were low-ability courses.  

By contrast, the curriculum at Catalina High School, where the student body was largely 

Anglo, was mostly college preparatory, offering “advanced placement” level courses and 

four full years of several foreign languages.  Because of these disparities, OCR officials 

concluded that students at Tucson and Pueblo were being “denied an equal opportunity to 

                                                 
410 NA, Summary of Title VI Findings, Tucson School District #1.   
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obtain the ‘white collar’ education available to the Anglo student.”411  Given these 

disparities and ongoing concerns about the racial and ethnic imbalance of schools, lack of 

bilingual education programs for Spanish-speakers, and lack of equal education for 

minority students, OCR officials were compelled to continue monitoring and negotiating 

with district officials to ensure compliance with Title VI as well as the OCR’s 

recommendations.412   

 

The HEW Takes Action against Tucson School District #1 

In January 1973, federal investigators from the U.S. Department of Health 

Education and Welfare (HEW) filed a preliminary complaint against the district, charging 

it with several violations concerning the education of minority students, particularly non-

English speaking or LEP (limited English proficient) Mexican-origin students.  The 

HEW’s report concluded that Mexican American children were excluded from effective 

participation in the education programs offered by the district because of language 

barriers, that the district’s bilingual program was adequate, that Mexican American 

students were being tracked into low-achievement curricula, and were overrepresented in 

                                                 
411 NA, Summary of Title VI Findings, Tucson School District #1; “Race Study Released to Dr. Lee: 
Superintendent Delays Comment,” Tucson Daily Citizen, 99, 204, 26 August 1969, 7, 12.  The OCR’s 
report noted other inequalities at schools with large percentages of minority students such as the amount 
spent on construction of facilities, location of schools, teacher-student ratios, drop-out rates, breakfast and 
hot-lunch programs, tutoring services, and in the construction of new schools.   
 
412 Bill Turner, “More Probes Planned on School Minorities,” Arizona Daily Star, 16 February 1973; 
“Racial balance will be achieved,” Tucson Daily Citizen, 1 March 1974. 
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“classes for the mentally retarded.”413  John Palomino, director of HEW’s Office of Civil 

Rights (OCR) and the Tucson investigation, opined that low test scores among many 

Mexican-American students were primarily due to language barriers that could easily be 

remedied through bilingual programs.  He further indicated that low test scores, which 

were frequently being used to place Mexican American students in low-ability courses, 

were not adequate indicators of intellectual inability.414   

Lee and the School Board consistently denied any responsibility for the low 

achievement of minority students, which slowed the pace of negotiations and compliance.  

Lee, in particular, staunchly defended the district’s quality of education and denied it 

discriminated against minority students, stating “he [Palomino] has test results which we 

supplied showing that there are minority children who perform well—and they are taught 

at their level.”  While this may have been true, Lee did not specify what percentage of the 

total Mexican-American or minority student population fell in this category.  Moreover, 

Lee maintained that minority students’ poor academic performance was due to their low 

socioeconomic status, citing that parents’ income and education levels were major 

predictors of school performance.  Palomino refuted the deficit model’s link between low 

socioeconomic status and classroom performance as being unfounded by research.  

According to Palomino, “to totally accept Lee’s viewpoint, educators would be making 

low achievement by minorities ‘a self-fulfilling prophecy,’ and the district’s own data did 

                                                 
413 Bill Turner, “More Probes Planned on School Minorities;” Kathleen MacDonald, “Dist. 1 Faces 3 sets 
of Bias Charges,” Arizona Daily Star, 5 July 1976; Kathleen MacDonald, “HEW Begins Move Against 
District 1 in Schools Dispute,” Arizona Daily Star, 18 November 1976. 
 
414 Bill Turner, “U.S. Official Denies School Poverty Theory,” Arizona Daily Star, 12 January 1974, B, 1.  
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not support Lee’s claim.415  Lee failed to acknowledge that educational levels also predict 

socioeconomic status, i.e., higher levels of educational attainment equates to higher 

wages and socioeconomic standing.   

Federal investigators also charged the district with de jure segregation (unlawful 

racial imbalance as a result of previous administrative decisions), a violation of Arizona’s 

1951 order to desegregate.  While HEW officials believed the entire district represented a 

dual school system that isolated minorities in several schools, it specifically referred to 

Spring Junior High and Holladay and Richey Elementary Schools.416  Lee denied this 

characterization, stating his district may be racially and ethnically imbalanced, but not 

segregated.  According to Lee, the only remedy for the situation was district-wide busing 

to balance all schools, a solution he knew most parents, regardless of ethnicity, 

vehemently opposed.417  The heated debates over busing that plagued the nation hit close 

to home as parents readily voiced their opinion, mostly in opposition.  Like other parents, 

Mexican Americans had their own views.  One parent stated:   

Forced integration is not the answer.  …What we must be concerned with 
is the quality of education in the minority area schools.  … I just hope that 
the district and the School Board do not misinterpret our opposition to 
busing as an indication that no action is required to remedy the disparities 
that exist in the system.418 
   

                                                 
415 Ibid.; Bill Turner, “Lee Accuses HEW of Undermining Confidence in Schools,” Arizona Daily Star, 15 
January 1974, B, 1/1. 
 
416 Bill Turner, “District One, HEW Reach Partial Pact,” Arizona Daily Star, 24 January 1974. 
 
417 Turner, “Lee Accuses HEW of Undermining Confidence in Schools;” Adolfo Quezada, “Minority 
Groups Oppose Dist. 1 Desegregation Suit,” Tucson Daily Citizen, 12 July 1971. 
. 
418 Adolfo Quezada, “Minority Groups Oppose Dist. 1 Desegregation Suit,” Tucson Daily Citizen, 12 July 
1971.  
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Teachers also opposed busing because they believed it would impede or even destroy the 

bilingual-bicultural project they were trying to institute.  Maria Urquides told Robert 

Tull, an HEW official, “We believe busingwould hurt our Mexican-American children… 

We can see it destroying their self-concept.”419  These statements illustrate the tensions 

between desegregating the schools and implementing bilingual-bicultural programs, both 

of which aimed to improve the quality of education for minority students.  Mexican 

Americans faced the same dilemma in other parts of the Southwest, especially in Texas, 

as they struggled to desegregate schools while simultaneously supporting legislation to 

mandate bilingual education.420  The above perspectives also illustrates that Mexican 

Americans were more concerned with improving the quality of education in 

neighborhood schools rather than with integration.  They opposed busing based on the 

strong family and community ties they had established in their neighborhoods.  More 

importantly, integration was not vital to their goals of improving educational outcomes 

for their children.421   

In early 1974, even after HEW threatened to withhold $5.5 million in federal 

funds from the district for failing to desegregate and remedy other disparities, the district 

hesitated to comply with HEW demands.  Although district officials looked for solutions 

other than city-wide busing to integrate inner-city schools, they consistently failed to 

                                                 
419 NA, “Integration Threatens Culture, Educators Say,” Arizona Daily Star, 4 March 1974. 
 
420 See San Miguel, Jr., “Let All of Them Take Heed, 181-186, 193-210. 
 
421 Raúl Grijalva conveys this sentiment in an interview with Tom Turner, a writer for the Arizona Daily 
Star.  Tom Turner, “”Let’s Talk This Thing Over….” “Three School Civil Rights Suits Pending,” Arizona 

Daily Star, December 1974, H, 1, 15. 
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accept responsibility for the allegations.  For instance, School Board chairman Helen J. 

Hafley believed the problem lay with the city and county governments since they were 

responsible for establishing residential zoning patterns.  In letters to city officials, she 

claimed, “[s]chools alone cannot be expected to achieve racial balance in the absence of 

positive assistance by housing authorities.”422  Fixing residential patterns, however, was 

not going to happen overnight.  In an effort to meet HEW demands to improve the ethnic 

balance in schools, the district proposed offering special programs such as bilingual 

education in certain westside schools to encourage eastside parents to transfer their 

children voluntarily to westside schools.  It also imposed a moratorium on building new 

elementary schools on the far eastside to force students to attend schools with vacancies, 

and announced it would close two older schools.  The latter decision, however, was 

supposedly based on high costs of operating schools with low enrollments, and was not 

seen as a measure to achieve desegregation. 423  Nevertheless, the announcement sparked 

heated protests from parents. Despite the district’s efforts, HEW officials ordered the 

district to implement a desegregation plan and remedy other inequalities outlined in their 

report.  The scope of HEW recommendations to desegregate Tucson’s public education 

system went beyond addressing the mere physical isolation of minorities in several 

schools.  It required the district to ensure that all students had access to high quality 

                                                 
422 “Lee Accuses HEW of Undermining Confidence in Schools;” “District One, HEW Reach Partial Pact,” 
24 January 1974, 1/5; Sam Stinson, “School Imbalance Tied to Housing,” 9 March 1974, B, 1, 4. 
 
423 NA, “District One Seeking to Satisfy U.S.,” Arizona Daily Star, 28 February 1974, 1, 6; NA, “Racial 
balance will be achieved,” Tucson Daily Citizen, 1 March 1974.  
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academic programs as means of reducing educational disparities, academic segregation, 

and drop-out rates.424 

 

“We are Asking for Equal Education:” The Road to Mendoza  

While HEW’s five-year long investigation provided federal support that 

legitimated Mexican American complaints, it also motivated the community to continue 

pushing for educational reform.  By early 1974, activists had sought legal counsel and 

support from Octavio Márquez and the Pima County Legal Aid Society to file a lawsuit 

against district officials and School Board members to change the School Board’s 

election process under the Voting Rights Act.  Mexican Americans knew that part of their 

problem was lack of representation in decision-making positions.  Moreover, in order to 

affect real educational reform, they knew they had to change the makeup of the School 

Board.425  Historically, very few Mexican Americans had served on the School Board or 

the administration, the last being in 1952.426  In addition, Blacks had never served on the 

local School Board, and had even less local and state representation than Mexican 

                                                 
424 In February 1974 the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (USCCR) released its final report on Mexican 
American education, which examined the quality of education received by Mexican American students in 
Southwest schools, including Arizona.  The USCCR’s report echoed much of HEW’s findings and 
concluded that school districts failed to provide Mexican American students with equal educational 
opportunity.  The Commission made several recommendations that would improve the overall quality of 
education for Mexican American students.  This report was based on data from a surveys conducted by 
both HEW and the USCCR between 1969 and 1973.  See U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Toward 

Quality Education for Mexican Americans, Report VI: Mexican American Education Study, (Washington, 
D.C.: U.S. Commission on Civil Rights).   
 
425 Baldenegro, interview by author, 10 December 1998. 
 
426 Francisco León and Esteban Ochoa served on the School Board in the 1870s, Carlos Tully served as 
school superintendent between 1891 and 1895, and Esteban Ochoa served again as a School Board member 
in 1935-36.  Robert Salvatierra, Jr. was elected in 1952 but resigned in 1955.  Sheridan, Los Tucsonenses, 
217; Turner, “”Let’s Talk This Thing Over….” “Three School Civil Rights Suits Pending.”    
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Americans did.  Although Chicano candidates ran for the School Board in 1969, 1970, 

1971, and 1972, none were elected, including now Congressman Raúl Grijalva, who ran 

for the first time in 1972.427  That year, however, a Chicano was elected to the Pima 

County Board of Supervisors, one was elected and another was appointed to the Board of 

Trustees of the Junior College, and Chicanos gained three additional seats in the state 

legislature.  Chicanos attributed losses in School Board elections to at-large elections, 

which had no residency requirements or district representation.  For the most part, at-

large elections discriminated against minorities.  Since minorities comprised a smaller 

percentage of the voters, minority candidates could rarely get elected by majority voters, 

which essentially precluded minorities from political representation.428   

In February 1974, Márquez wrote to MALDEF regarding a possible lawsuit on 

behalf of Mexican Americans for Equal Education (MAEE), an unincorporated 

association of approximately 150 westside parents, including Mendoza, Trujillo, 

Sánchez, Baldenegro, Grijalva and other concerned citizens.429  MAEE provided the 

organizational structure and leadership parents needed not only to garner community 

support, but also to wage an organized battle against the district, particularly after Lee 

announced the School Board’s decision to close Davis and University Heights, two 

predominantly minority schools—Davis was 98.7 percent minority and University 
                                                 
427 Octavio M. Márquez, Letter to Sanford Rosen at MALDEF dated February 22, 1974, MALDEF 
Records, Box 792, Folder 4, Special Collections, Stanford University Library, Stanford University. 
 
428 Correspondence file Box 783, Mendoza, et al. v. Helen Hafely, et al., Statement of Fact in Support of 
Motion for Summary Judgment filed Jun 7, 1974; Octavio M. Márquez, Complaint filed March 28, 1974 in 
the United States District Court for the District of Arizona, MALDEF Records, Box 784, Folder 2, Special 
Collections, Stanford University Library, Stanford University. 
 
429 Ibid.   
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Heights was 66 percent minority.430  Ongoing discussions by district officials of possibly 

busing 6,000 minority children to eastside schools to meet HEW desegregation orders 

added fuel to the fire.  Parents were adamantly opposed to busing and questioned why 

minority children had to be bused to eastside schools, while eastside children were not 

going to be bused to westside schools.   

Parents were outraged at Lee’s announcement because they had not been 

consulted nor had they been notified of the district’s intentions beforehand.  Moreover, 

the district had previously attempted to close Davis and Safford, and even closed 

Roskruge for a short period, which was also met with community protests.431  Shortly 

after Lee’s announcement, leaders from the local chapter of the NAACP sought counsel 

from its regional office about filing a lawsuit against the district for failing to provide 

equal educational opportunities for minorities and failing to implement an adequate and 

timely desegregation plan as per HEW recommendations.432  These developments led 

Chicano and Black community leaders to form the Coalition for Equal Education (CEE) 

in order to combine community and legal resources and coordinate with HEW to move 

forward with legal action against the district.  Lillian Grant, a CEE spokeswoman and 

member of MAEE, claimed, “It has to be done right now,” … “We’re not going to wait 

for HEW or anyone else, because we really don’t need them at this point.  We know 

                                                 
430 Figures on the ethnic distribution of pupils in Tucson School District No. 1 were compiled by the 
district’s research department for an HEW Compliance Report dated January 31, 1976.   
  
431 Bill Turner, “School Parents Protest Closings, Charge Bias,” 20 February 1974, B, 1,3; NA, “School 
Closings Carr Unfair Implications,” Arizona Daily Star, 22 January 1974, 20, 1.  
 
432 Bill Turner, “Bias Suit Threatened Against District One,” Arizona Daily Star, 17 January 1974, 1, 3.  
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what’s happening.  We see the results.”  F. Roger Hall, president of the local NAACP 

added, “The district has segregated schools and it has had ample time to desegregate.  …  

We are asking for equal education.” 433   

The controversies surrounding the school closures, busing, the HEW 

investigation, and charges of discrimination sparked a series of protests, marches and 

pickets at district headquarters (1010 E. 10th St.), community meetings, press 

conferences, boycotts and heated board meetings.  Lee and the School Board’s refusal to 

meet with parents to discuss the closings and other concerns exacerbated the social and 

political climate.  The lack of response compelled activists to continue their protests, 

boycotts, and rallies.  Feeling that board members were accountable to the community as 

elected officials, parents also initiated a petition to recall board members Helen Hafley, 

the Board’s president, Katie Dusenberry, Dr. Mitchell Vavich and Leba Wine.434 

Finally, on February 28, 1974, Lee agreed to meet with Mendoza, Baldenegro, 

Grijalva, and attorneys Peter D. Eisner and John Tull from the Pima County Legal Aid 

Society.435  Apparently the meeting was not fruitful or satisfactory for parents because on 

March 28, 1974, Márquez, MALDEF, Eisner, and Tull filed a class action lawsuit in U.S. 

District Court against Lee and the School Board on behalf of MAEE, Mendoza, Sánchez, 

                                                 
433 Bill Turner, “District One Minorities form Coalition,” Arizona Daily Star, 18 January 1974, 1,2. 
 
434 Gil Russell, “District 1 Group Plans Boycott Over Closings,” 15 February 1974, B 1,1; Russell, Gil, 
“School Boycott Lacks Support of Most, Says One Spokesman,” 16 February 1974, 2,4; Bill Turner, 
“Westside School Boycotted,” 19 February 1974, 1, 2; Bill Turner, “School Parents Protest Closings, 
Charge Bias,” 20 February 1974, B, 1,3; Bill Turner, “Dist. 1 Shutdowns Further Indicate Inner-City 
Integration Goal,” 18 January 1974, B 1,1; NA “Westide Parents Begin Recall Petition Campaign, Arizona 
Daily Star, 24 February, 1975, 1,1.   
 
435 Betty Beard, “Lee to Meet Westside Parents,” Arizona Daily Star, 28 February, 1974, 1, 4. 
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Trujillo, Grijalva, and Edmundo Cardenas as representatives of the Mexican 

American/Chicano community, and Roy Cooksey and Effie Gregory as representatives of 

the Black community.436  The complaint alleged that the defendants, acting under the 

color of state law, deprived plaintiffs of their voting rights by holding at-large elections 

with no provision for candidates running from a particular geographical subdivision.  

While Arizona did not mandate at-large elections, it did not preclude them either.  

Plaintiffs alleged that since the School Board determined the type of election, Board 

members had an interest in maintaining an at-large system.  Lawyers argued that Mexican 

Americans and Blacks were identifiable ethnic minority groups that had suffered 

historical and continued to suffer discrimination in education, employment, health, and 

politics.437  The suit maintained that the at-large method of electing public officials 

essentially cancelled, diluted or minimized minority voting strength and was therefore 

unconstitutional.  Lawyers asked for an injunction on the November 7th election to allow 

the district and School Board to adopt a single-member plan that would break up the 

district into wards, and that the Court retain its jurisdiction on subsequent elections to 

                                                 
436 MALDEF lawyers were Vilma S. Martínez, George J. Korbel and Guadalupe Salinas.  Octavio M. 
Márquez, Complaint filed March 28, 1974 in the United States District Court for the District of Arizona, 
MALDEF Records, Box 784, Folder 2, Special Collections, Stanford University Library, Stanford 
University; Judy Donovan, “District One Sued By Minority Group,” Arizona Daily Star, 29 March 1974, 1, 
3.   
 
437 Although MALDEF layers successfully argued this same defense in Cisneros v. Corpus Christi 

Independent School District (1970) and later in Keyes v. School District Number One, Denver, Colorado 
(1973), lawyers do not cite either case in this complaint.   
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ensure compliance with court orders and mandates if any.438  Of the five board members, 

one favored breaking up the district into wards, while three opposed it.439 

Defendants, represented by J. William Brammer and Richard Yetwin of 

Deconcini, McDonald, and Brammer, argued that since defendants took no part in 

promulgating state election laws and had no control over the election process they were 

not proper defendants.  The court agreed and dismissed the complaint against Lee and the 

School Board members.  Plaintiffs then amended their complaint to include the County 

Board of Supervisors, stating that the Pima County Board of Supervisors was physically 

responsible for conducting school trustee elections, preparing the ballots, canvassing the 

votes, and declaring the winner.  Defendants, through their attorney, Dennis Deconcini, 

then Pima County Attorney, offered the same argument in their motion to dismiss and 

further argued that the federal court had no jurisdiction over the case since it did not have 

jurisdiction over state election laws.  On October 24, 1974, Judge James Walsh of the 

United States District Court for the District of Arizona denied the plaintiff’s motion for a 

temporary restraining order and preliminary injunction because “preparations for the 

elections were already underway and stopping them would cause confusion, substantial 

                                                 
438 Ibid, 6-7.  The complaint also charged the School Board and district with discrimination against 
Mexican-American and Black students by threatening to close their schools; disproportionately placing the 
burden of integration on minority children; maintaining an educational system that promoted inadequate 
educational achievement; refusing to implement bilingual education; failing to build and maintain minority 
schools, forcing minority student to attend physically inadequate and unsafe schools; placing large 
percentages of minority in special education classes, and causing excessive dropout rates among minority 
students; refusing to purchase books on Mexican American and Black culture for school libraries; and 
restricting employment of minorities to menial and inferior positions.   
 
439 Donovan, “District One Sued By Minority Group,” Arizona Daily Star, 29 March 1974, 1, 3.   
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expense, and other difficulties.”440  The November elections were held as scheduled, and 

Grijalva ran again and won.  Although Grijalva’s success would have rendered the 

lawsuit moot, the case remained open until January 1981.  At that point, Mendoza and 

other plaintiffs withdrew the case upon the recommendation of their lawyers to avoid 

jeopardizing future at-large cases, particularly since Grijalva had been re-elected to the 

School Board member by that time.441   

By November 1974, Mexican American and Black parents had filed 

desegregation lawsuits through Michael O. Zavala, a local attorney, Morris J. Baller from 

MALDEF, and Rubin Salter, Jr., also a local attorney.442  Plaintiffs in Mendoza, et al. vs. 

Tucson School District No. 1, et al. charged the district with creating and maintaining a 

triethnic segregated school system, tracking students in a discriminatory manner, 

providing inferior curricula and facilities to minorities, discriminating against Mexican 

Americans in the hot lunch and special education programs, failing to consider linguistic 

differences by not providing bilingual school notices to Spanish-speaking parents, and 

failing to employ and promote Chicano faculty and staff in a fair and equitable manner.  

Plaintiffs in Roy and Josie Fisher, et al. vs. Anita Lohr, et al. charged the district with 

                                                 
440 Correspondence file Box 783, Mendoza, et al. v. Helen Hafely, et al., Statement of Fact in Support of 
Motion for Summary Judgment filed Jun 7, 1974, Motion to Dismiss for Lack of Jurisdiction Over Subject 
Matter and for Failure to State a Claim filed June 10, 1974, Statement Pursuant to Rule 11-H, and Reply 
Memorandum and Affidavits in Support of Defendant’ Motion to Dismiss for Lack of Jurisdiction and For 
Failure to State a Claim, MALDEF Records, Box 784 Folder 2, Special Collections, Stanford University 
Library, Stanford University. 
 
441 Correspondence file, Box 783, Mendoza, et al. v. Helen Hafely, et al., MALDEF Records, Box 784 
Folder 2, Special Collections, Stanford University Library, Stanford University. 
 
442 MALDEF filed the lawsuit and contracted Michael O. Zavala to try the case at the local level and serve 
as their liaison with the plaintiffs and local community.  MALDEF conducted and funded most of the 
background investigation. 
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intentionally segregating Black children on the basis of race, providing unequal facilities 

and educational resources to Black children, failing to dismantle the dual school system 

that existed before 1951, and promoting a de jure segregated system via its policies, 

decisions, and actions.443  For many parents, community leaders, and their allies, and 

perhaps even HEW officials, legal action represented the final recourse in motivating the 

district to take grievances about the school system seriously.  Since parents succeeded in 

blocking the closure of Davis and University Heights, they viewed the lawsuit as a 

vehicle to promptly rectify the vast inequalities that persisted in their schools.   

Mexican American parents consistently maintained that the district discriminated 

against them based on their national-origin, which was reflected in inferior schools, 

curriculum, and educational programs.  Their primary goal for the suit was to obtain 

equal education in their schools; integration was secondary.  This did not mean, however, 

that Mexican Americans agreed as to what “quality education” meant.  For some it meant 

programs to improve low reading scores, for others it meant bilingual-bicultural 

education programs that promoted a positive ethnic and cultural identity among Mexican 

American/Chicano students, and yet for others it meant an “integrated education in a 

neighborhood setting.”444  MALDEF and Zavala, however, focused on challenging the 

segregated “Mexican-Anglo” school system they believed the district created through 
                                                 
443

Fisher, et al, vs. Lohr, et al., Mendoza, et al,vs. Tucson School District Number 1, et al, Order of 
Findings and Conclusions, 6-14; Kathleen MacDonald, “Dist. 1 Faces 3 Sets of Bias Charges,” The Arizona 

Daily Star, 5 July, 1976.  
 
444 Cecilia Cruz, letter to Vilma Martínez, Executive Director, MALDEF, 17 August 1978; Barney P. 
Popkin, letter to Vilma Martínez, 20 August 1978; Lupe Montano, Letter to Vilma Martínez, 30 August, 
1978; Carmen Majalca, letter to Vilma Matinez, 30 August 1978; Rudy and Elodia Villascuesa, letter to 
Vilma Martínez, 30 August, 1978.  MALDEF Records, Box 828, Folder 6, Special Collections, Stanford 
University Library, Stanford University. 
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policies and practices.  While some parents supported the challenge to segregated 

schools, most hoped they would get “quality education” for their children.  Mexican 

American/Chicanos did agree, however, on two points: they were against busing and for 

maintaining neighborhood schools.445  These diverging viewpoints not only demonstrate 

the diversity of interests within the community, but also the conflict in defining equal 

educational opportunity.  On the other hand, Black parents demanded full integration and 

a desegregation plan that would dismantle all vestiges of pre-1951 de jure segregation.  

For Black parents, Tucson public schools were still unlawfully segregated, and thus 

demanded a plan to achieve their goal of full integration and the elimination of racially 

identifiable schools, i.e., “minority schools.”  They believed full integration would force 

the district to improve the quality of education for all students.446   

Case proceedings lasted four years and all testimony and evidence was heard and 

evaluated by the court rather than a jury.  Judge Frey’s Order of Finding of Fact and 

Conclusion, conveys the anguish he must have felt in trying to decipher all of the 

evidence before him.447  Surely, it was an enormous task.  Disentangling the web of 

                                                 
445 Mexican Americans also disagreed on other issues.  Some objected to being called Mexican, Chicano, or 
Mexican-American, some did not believe they were discriminated against and therefore, did not believe the 
lawsuit was necessary, and some were satisfied with quality of education their children received.  The 
judge allowed all those who wanted to be excluded from the class action suit to be excluded.  These 
responses were gleaned from the court’s assessment of over one thousand letters it received about the case.  
NA, Hand written notes on Hearing re: Class Action, dated March 12, 1976; Plaintiffs Maria Mendoza, et 

al, v. Tucson School District No. 1, et al., Consent Decree, MALDEF Records, Box 799, Folder 7, Special 
Collections, Stanford University Library, Stanford University. 
 
446 Rubin Salter, Jr., Letter to J. Wm. Brammer, Jr. Esq. Re: Fisher v. Lohr and M.A.E.E. v. District #1.  
MALDEF Records, Box 792, Folder 4, Special Collections, Stanford University Library, Stanford 
University. 
 
447 Incidentally, Judge Frey passed away in 1979 from a heart attack, one year after he rendered the 
decision in both lawsuits.  Some observers claim that the stress from the desegregation case contributed to 
his death.  See Tucson Unified School District, District Information, Bridging Three Centuries, “The 
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events, gathering evidence, deposing witnesses, conducting historical research and 

statistical studies, finding expert witnesses, and analyzing the vast amount of data 

collected for the period between 1951 and 1976 was probably just as daunting for all of 

the attorneys involved.  MALDEF alone conducted an extensive investigation and 

gathered a considerable amount of evidence and documentation on site selection, school 

construction, voluntary transfers, pupil assignment, transportation of students, placement 

of permanent additions and portables, the establishment and changing of attendance 

boundaries, feeder patterns, school closings, IQ testing, vocational education, 

employment policies and practices, and real estate practices and residential patterns.   

In conducting its pre-trial discovery and legal strategies, MALDEF attempted to 

corroborate HEW claims that the district failed to provide equal educational opportunity 

to minorities, especially in the area of language and cultural needs.  MALDEF also 

sought to motivate the district to meet HEW demands and recommendations to rectify 

existing problems.  These included racially/ethnically imbalanced schools, employment 

discrimination, bias testing, placement, and tracking of students into low-ability courses 

and programs, and lack of bilingual-bicultural education and services, lack of equal 

educational opportunity.  HEW investigators required the district to develop an 

affirmative action employment policy for minority teachers, including hiring additional 

teachers, a staff development program to increase cultural sensitivity, and a curriculum 

that did not penalize Spanish-dominant students.  Federal investigators also instructed the 

                                                                                                                                                 
Desegregation Question, 1968-1983, accessed at 
http://www.tusd.k12.az.us/contents/distinfo/history93/hitor11.html.  
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district to revise its policies regarding hiring, student and teacher assignments, IQ and 

language testing, placement in EMR or special education classes, and ability grouping to 

comply with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act.  MALDEF’s strategy was to show that 

Mexican Americans were a distinct ethnic minority group that had suffered historical 

discrimination, and were thus entitled to remedy, a strategy they used in Cisneros v. 

Corpus Christi Independent School District (1970), and Keyes v. School District Number 

One, Denver, Colorado (1973).  This was difficult in Mendoza, however, given that the 

crux of the district’s defense was that the district had not discriminated against Mexican 

Americans in Tucson, but provided them with an adequate education.448  For instance, 

Lee, former superintendent Robert D. Morrow (1941-1968), and Carl López, Assistant 

Director of Personnel in 1974, testified that the district never regarded nor treated 

Mexican Americans as a separate ethnic minority distinct from Anglos, nor did they 

personally perceive any discrimination against Mexican Americans in the larger society.  

Morrow “took great pride that Tucson was not like Phoenix, El Paso, or Los Angeles—

Mexicans here were part of the community.” 449  Morrow, however, would have known 

about discrimination against Mexican Americans and other minorities, even in schools, 

because he had served as a member of the Tucson Council for Civic Unity, which had 

investigated claims of discrimination and worked to pass state legislation to end school 

segregation and discrimination in public services and facilities in the 1950s and 1960s 

                                                 
448 Closing Arguments, Volume Two, Fisher et al.  vs. Lohr,et al., Mendoza, et al. vs. Tucson School 

District No. 1, et al, 232-234.   
 
449 Handwritten notes re deposition of Dr. Robert D. Morrow, March 2, 1976, MALDEF Records, Box 799, 
Folder 7, Special Collections, Stanford University Library, Stanford University. 
 



 

   

                                                                                                                                          239 
 
 

(See Chapter 3).450  Most teachers, administrators and officials who testified stated they 

were unaware of discrimination against Mexican Americans in theaters, swimming pools, 

housing and employment, but knew where most minorities lived and that several schools 

were perceived as “minority” schools.  They were aware, however, of discrimination 

against Blacks and the residential restrictions in some areas.   

School Board minutes indicate that the district had distinguished between 

“Mexicans, Mixed, and American” students and teachers as early as 1890, a practice 

which continued into the 1950s.  The Board’s decision in 1919 to create the separate 1C 

classes for non-English speakers, mostly Spanish-speaking students, indicates this 

distinction.  Although the district maintained this separation was based on linguistic 

differences only and not on race or ethnicity, plaintiffs argued that the district still viewed 

Mexican Americans different from Anglos in terms of language and culture.  Other 

evidence included a School Board decision in 1932, to move the “All-Mexican Room” 

from Menlo Park to Davis in 1932 at the request of Anglo parents, and its decision to 

build Manzo Elementary in 1938, for the specific purpose of transferring Mexican 

students out of Menlo Park.451  Plaintiffs further argued that evidence of historical 

policies and practices indicated an intention to concentrate Mexican-origin students in 

either all “Mexican” or “minority” schools, which were located in the central corridor of 
                                                 
450 The perceptions of Lee, Morrow, and López made sense given the significant interaction between 
Anglos and Mexicans and high rate of intermarriage, and the fact that the U.S. Census Bureau classified 
Mexican-origin people as White Persons of Spanish-Surname in the 1940, 1950, and 1960 census.  See also 
Tucson Council for Civic Unity, “Records of the Tucson Council for Civic Unity, 1947-1966” Background 
Information 1948-1963, folders 1/1-1/6, Special Collections, University of Arizona Library, University of 
Arizona.   
 
451 Notes re School Board Minutes, 1887-1950.  MALDEF Records, Box 793, Folder 5, Special 
Collections, Stanford University Library, Stanford University. 
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the city, which plaintiffs referred to as the “Mexican corridor.”  In most instances, it 

appeared that the district intended to prevent Anglo students from attending “minority” 

schools or those with large numbers of Mexican American or Black students, either 

because of parental pressure or fear of parental pressure.   

MALDEF submitted as evidence numerous testimonies, including those of John 

Palomino, an EEO (Equal Employment Opportunity) expert from the HEW’s Office of 

Civil Rights, Guadalupe Castillo, Salamón Baldenegro, and Raúl Grijalva, community 

activists and leaders, Rodolfo Acuña, a Mexican American historian from California 

State Northridge, and district employees, who testified about social, economic, and 

educational conditions and discrimination of Mexican Americans in Tucson and the 

Southwest.  Expert witnesses such as Thomas P. Carter and José A. Cárdenas testified on 

Mexican Americans’ historical educational experiences in Southwest schools, including 

Arizona, and how to meet their educational needs under Title VI and the instruction 

requirements under Lau v. Nichols (1974). 

Defendants argued that Mexican Americans plaintiffs failed to demonstrate that 

any of the district’s decisions and actions were predicated on race or intended to 

discriminate against Mexican Americans/Chicanos.  This conclusion was based on the 

theory that unless the court deemed that de jure segregation existed in the greater 

proportion of the district, plaintiffs had to demonstrate how the district acted to create 

racially or ethnically imbalanced schools.  Defendants claimed that plaintiffs had not met 

this burden.  Defendants also asserted that the district was under no duty to integrate 

schools that were racially imbalanced, and any actions or inactions that resulted in an 



 

   

                                                                                                                                          241 
 
 

imbalance were not necessarily unconstitutional, as “the district consistently acted in a 

manner which was devoid of segregative intent.”452  With respect to the allegation that 

the district failed to dismantle its dual system as required by state law in 1951, defendants 

argued that “the evidence is overwhelming that the School District did do exactly that.”453  

Defendants offered evidence to establish that the all-Black school was eliminated in 1951 

by assigning all students to the schools serving the neighborhood in which they lived, and 

that by 1976, only one school had no Black students.  Moreover, the district desegregated 

its schools three years before the landmark Brown case, and per Brown, no student had 

ever been denied admission into any district school.  Defendants asserted that “all 

children attended schools and the same schools that they would have attended had there 

been no Dunbar.  They went to their neighborhood school.”  According to defense 

attorneys, the absence of all-Black or predominantly Black schools demonstrated that the 

district had successfully dismantled the former dual school system.454 

Plaintiffs challenged the neighborhood school policy defense on the grounds that 

the policy, which was adopted in 1951 after state segregation laws were repealed, also 

contributed to school segregation and was incompatible with integration.  Plaintiffs 

argued that residential segregation, whether caused by discriminatory housing or real 

estate practices, personal preference, or economic factors, resulted in segregated schools.  

Evidence demonstrated that the district’s decisions to transport students past their 

                                                 
452Closing Arguments, Fisher vs. Lohr, Mendoza  vs. Tucson School District No. 1, 226-233.   
 
453 Ibid., 275. 
 
454 Ibid., 275-278. 
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neighborhood schools to schools outside their attendance boundaries, change school 

boundaries to reroute pupils to certain schools, and allow Anglo parents to transfer their 

children out of neighborhood schools, violated the district’s own policy.455     

 

Court’s Decision 

In his ruling, Judge Frey addressed only two of the eight counts from the original 

complaints, de jure segregation and employment discrimination.  After finding the district 

in full compliance with Title VI regulations, he dismissed all non-desegregation counts in 

the complaint.  Frey concluded that while de jure segregation did not exist in the majority 

of the district, it did in approximately 30 schools.  The judge also found ample evidence 

to conclude that many schools were racially imbalanced, and that de facto segregation 

existed.  In assessing the district’s historical record, Frey focused on whether or not the 

district acted with “segregative intent” in its decisions and actions to intentionally contain 

minorities in certain schools.  In his finding of fact and conclusion he stated, “[t]he 

figures simply fail to establish any clear pattern of containment or discrimination in the 

westside elementary schools when considered as a whole.  A little different story is 

apparent only when some of the westside schools are considered separately.”456  One 

example was Brichta, which was constructed at the request of Anglo parents who did not 

want to send their children to “minority” schools within their boundaries.  Prior to the 

                                                 
455 Ibid., 46-62. 
 
456 Morris J. Baller, Memorandum to Members of MALDEF Board of Directors, 1 September, 1978.  
MALDEF Records, Box 828, Folder 6, Special Collections, Stanford University Library, Stanford 
University; Fisher vs. Lohr,et al., Mendoza, et al. vs. Tucson School District No. 1, et al. Order of Findings 
and Conclusions, 19.  
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construction of Brichta in 1960, the district transported children from the then Tucson 

Mountain Foothills, a predominantly Anglo neighborhood, to Roskruge and schools other 

than Tully or Manzo, which were closer.  Other examples involved the transportation of 

pupils to and from Menlo Park, Davis, Tully, and Manzo schools.457  These actions 

resulted in over capacity in some schools and under capacity in others and a high 

concentration of Mexican Americans in these schools, and thus demonstrated 

“segregative intent.”    

In ascertaining whether or not the district fully dismantled the dual system for 

Black students after 1951, the Court concluded: “defendants have failed, to a limited 

extent, to dismantle the dual system, and have, instead, caused parts of the Black system 

to become ‘minority’ schools rather than ‘Black’ schools.”  This process began when the 

district assigned large numbers of Mexican American students to Dunbar (the previous 

all-Black school) in order to desegregate it in 1951.  Although the district claimed the 

action was not discriminatory, the court believed “the District was under an affirmative 

duty to go beyond just neutral policy considerations in order to erase all effects of the 

past statutory segregation.  …”458  Frey concluded that pairing Mexican American and 

Black pupils for purposes of desegregation was discriminatory and demonstrated 

segregative intent.  In reaching its decision, the court relied on Keyes v. School District 

Number One, Denver, Colorado (1973), a case in which MALDEF had also been 

involved.459  Keyes is particularly instructive here because the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 

                                                 
457 Ibid., 222. 
 
459 Ibid., pp. 212-223.  The court relied on Swann because it required that schools be integrated regardless 
of cost and inconvenience including the implementation of an extensive countywide busing plan.    
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that Mexican Americans were entitled to the same legal remedies against segregation as 

Blacks because “though of different origins, Negroes and Hispanos in Denver suffer 

identical discrimination in treatment when compared with the treatment afforded Anglo 

students.”460  The judge in the Keyes Court stated:  

We conclude, however, that the…. Court erred in separating Negroes and 
Hispanos for purposes of defining a “segregated” school.  We have held 
that Hispanos constitute an identifiable class for purposes of the 
Fourteenth Amendment.461   
 

The court’s ruling signified a watershed in the fight against segregation because it 

prevented districts from pairing Mexican American with Black students for purposes of 

desegregation.462  Given that many schools were racially imbalanced, Judge Frey agreed 

that Mexican-Americans were a cognizable ethnic minority group and pairing them with 

Black students violated the Equal Protection Clause.  The court ordered the district to 

remedy the past intentional segregative acts against Mexican Americans and the 

“combined minority,” and issued an injunction “to prevent any future reoccurrence of 

such constitutional violations.”463  Although the court did not address the other issues 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
460 Peter D. Roos, “Implementation of the Federal Bilingual Education Mandate: The Keyes case as a 
Paradigm,” La Raza Law Journal, Vol. 1, No. 3, 1986. 
 
461 Keyes v. School District Number One, Denver, Colorado, 413 U.S. at 197, 37 L.Ed.2d, at 556.  
 
462 The Keyes court was also forced to address the issue of bilingual education vis-à-vis desegregation.  One 
legal scholar noted that the biggest challenge the Keyes court faced “was reconciling the mandate to 
desegregate the Denver school district with the contemporaneous effort to implement bilingual education 
programs.”  Rachel F. Moran, “Foreword—The Lessons of Keyes: How Do You Translate the American 
Dream,”? La Raza Law Journal, Vol. 1, No. 3, 1986, 199. 
 
463 Fisher, et al, vs. Lohr, et al, Order: Mendoza, et al, vs. Tucson School District Number 1, et al. Order, 
215-223.  Schools impacted by the case were Spring, Safford,, Roskruge, Davis, University Heights, Menlo 
Park, Roosevelt, Mission View, Richey, Hughes, Carrillo, Hollinger, Manzo, Blenman, Jefferson Park, 
Cragin, Lynn, Pueblo Gardens, Holladay, Cavett, Tully, Myers, Brichta, White, Mansfeld and Utterback 
schools, many of which were on the city’s west and southsides.    
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Mexican Americans raised, the lawsuit served as an important catalyst for educational 

reform because it compelled the district to change it policies, practices, and programs 

aimed at minority children and to implement HEW recommendations to comply with 

Title VI.  It also paved the way for further collective action to effect additional reforms.   

 

The Aftermath of Mendoza:  The Community’s Response  

On August 2, 1978, the settlement agreement, which included the district’s 

desegregation plan, was submitted to the court.  It was signed by all parties on August 8 

and approved on August 31.  The plan’s main provisions dealt with student reassignment 

to integrate some schools and effectively integrate all Black students with Anglo 

students.  For the most part, Mexican American children would remain in predominantly 

minority schools since not all predominantly Mexican American schools fell under the 

court’s order.  Frey had concluded that “the effects of past discrimination had become 

attenuated in all but 9 of the schools,” as he believed they would have become segregated 

regardless of district intervention due to residential patterns and White flight.  Therefore, 

only the 9 schools required action by way of busing or student reassignment to remedy 

past discriminatory actions.464  The settlement also called for the closure of Roosevelt, 

University Heights, and Spring Jr. High, all predominantly minority schools, with the fate 

of three other predominantly Mexican American schools, Davis, Drachman, Carrillo to be 

decided the following year.  Holladay, Pueblo Gardens, and Utterback Jr. High would be 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
464 Those nine schools were Tully, Brichta, Roosevelt, University Heights, Jefferson Park, Cragin, and 
Blenman Elementary Schools and Spring and Safford Junior High Schools.  
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desegregated during the 1979-80 school year.  The district also planned to close Safford 

and Mansfeld.465  The last stipulation would implement Writing Road to Reading, the 

Romalda Spalding method phonics program, at the request of plaintiffs Mendoza and 

Trujillo.  This program was an entirely voluntary pilot program at the first and second 

grade levels at select schools.  All current bilingual-bicultural programs would remain 

intact and expanded, which included hiring and training additional bilingual teachers.466   

The outcome of the case and settlement agreement elicited enormous opposition 

and conflict within the Mexican American/Chicano community.  Plaintiff Alberto 

Sánchez and other parents were so displeased with the ruling that they obtained their own 

counsel, Tucson Attorney Amand Selese, to file an appeal, while other parents opened 

their own school at El Rio Neighborhood Center.  While the Black community was 

content with the desegregation order and concessions in the settlement agreement, many 

Mexican American/Chicanos were not.  The biggest opponents to both the court’s ruling 

and settlement were parents whose children were enrolled in the affected schools and 

community leaders who led the fight against district.  Parents and community leaders 

were quite vociferous in expressing their collective outrage to Zavala, Baller, and 

MALDEF.  Letters to Vilma Martínez, then President and General Counsel for 

MALDEF, reveal the extreme discontent with the manner in which Zavala and MALDEF 

                                                 
465 Morris J. Baller, Memorandum to Vilma S. Martínez and Peter Roos, Re Status Report of Tucson Case, 
dated August 10, 1978, MALDEF Records, Box 828, Folder 6, Special Collections, Stanford University 
Library, Stanford University. 
 
466 Ibid., Vilma Martínez, letter to John Tull, Executive Director and William E. Morris, Esq. Southern 
Arizona Legal Aid Society, 29 August, 1978; Morris J. Baller, Memorandum to Members of MALDEF 
Board of Directors, 1 September, 1978, MALDEF Records, Box 828, Folder 6, Special Collections, 
Stanford University Library, Stanford University. 
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handled the case and settlement.  Those parents who wrote to MALDEF criticized the 

organization for their lack of communication with plaintiffs and lack of visibility in the 

community during the proceedings, not representing the interests of the entire Mexican 

American/Chicano community with respect to educational concerns other than 

segregation, and accused MALDEF of “selling out for money.”  Tucsonenses were 

particularly incensed that MALDEF acquiesced to a settlement that agreed to close their 

schools, dismissed the non-segregation issues they raised in their initial complaint, and 

agreed to implement the Spalding method.467   

Because MALDEF focused on the issue of segregation, these parents felt their 

interests were not adequately addressed or represented.  While parents favored 

integration, they did not believe it should come at the expense of their neighborhood 

schools, children, and community.  Instead, parents preferred that the district improve the 

educational programs and quality of education at the schools slated for closure, renovate 

their facilities, and keep them open.  Westside parents also preferred the reassignment of 

other students to their schools or busing eastside students to westside schools to achieve 

integration.  Some parents feared that their children would lose their Spanish if they were 

taken out of schools like Manzo, which had bilingual education and other federally 

funded programs.  The Spalding method was especially controversial because some 

Chicanos viewed it as a throwback to the 1C program and racist in its philosophy because 

                                                 
467 Betty Granillo and Salomon R. Baldenegro, et al., letter to Vilma Martínez, Executive Director, 
MALDEF, 14 August 1978; Cecilia Cruz, letter to Martínez, 17 August 1978; Barney P. Popkin, letter to 
Martínez, 20 August 1978; Lupe Montano, Letter to Martínez, 30 August 1978; Carmen Majalca, letter to 
Matinez, 30 August 1978; Rudy and Elodia Villascuesa, letter to Martínez, 30 August 1978, MALDEF 
Records, Box 828, Folder 6, Special Collections, Stanford University Library, Stanford University. 
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the program was predicated on the assumption that “there is only one correct way to 

pronounce and speak English.  It, in effect, has as its purpose to ‘Americanize’ and ‘de-

accentize’ those who do not speak ‘correct’ English as defined by them, the Spalding 

proponents.”468  Parents’ criticism of the Spalding method further demonstrates their 

dissatisfaction and opposition to the Americanization goals of public education that 

sought to “de-Mexicanize” their children.  For these parents, Americanization had 

negative implications for children and their community with respect to their ethnic and 

cultural identity as Mexican-descent Americans.  Plaintiffs Mendoza and Trujillo, 

however, were pleased with the program.  Mendoza claimed it had a positive impact on 

reading levels, and that children had done well during its first semester.469 

While Martínez was distressed by the community’s response and empathized with 

their dismay, she ardently defended MALDEF’s actions and the quality of defense 

rendered by Zavala and MALDEF lawyers.  In her responses, she reassured the 

community that “the impact of this litigation, including the proposed settlement if 

approved, will be to the advantage of the Chicano communities in Tucson.  … I do 

strongly believe that in representing the class as a whole we have achieved a fair and 

beneficial result.”470  Martínez based her opinion on MALDEF’s extensive investigation 

                                                 
468 Granillo, et al., letter to Martínez, Records, Box 828, Folder 6, Special Collections, Stanford University 
Library, Stanford University; NA, “Chicanos are opposing school ruling,” Arizona Daily Star, 12 June 
1978, David Carter, “Manzo parents want no busing,” Arizona Daily Star, 13 June 1978; NA “Parents for 
integration, board told, but not busing for their children,” Arizona Daily Star, 14 June 1978; David Carter, 
“Parents focus on Mansfeld, Safford: Two junior high closings opposed,” Arizona Daily Star, 10 July 1989. 
   
469 Mendoza, letter to community, N.D., MALDEF Records, Box 784, Folder 3, Special Collections, 
Stanford University Library, Stanford University.    
 
470 Martínez, letter to John Tull, and William E. Morris, 29 August, 1978, MALDEF Records, Box 828, 
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and the impact the lawsuit had on compelling the district to meet HEW demands and to 

change its policies, practices, and programs to benefit minority students.   

 

“Those Women:” The Battle for “Quality Education” Continues 

In the aftermath of the settlement agreement, discontented Mexican 

Americans/Chicanos, especially women, and other concerned citizens vowed to continue 

their quest for “quality education.”  Although the initial purpose of the lawsuit was to 

compel the district to improve the quality of education for minority students, Mexican 

American plaintiffs had not presented a clear idea as to what this meant or how it should 

be accomplished at the curricular level.  For Mexican American educators, their allies, 

and some parents, however, bilingual-bicultural education represented the best method of 

achieving “quality education.”  Parents at Mission View and Drachman were especially 

satisfied with the education their children received in bilingual-bicultural programs.  

Parents were pleased to see an increase in parental involvement and elevated reading and 

language skills in both languages.   

By 1978 the movement to expand bilingual-bicultural education had gained 

momentum and support within the community.  This was partly due to the election of 

Raúl Grijalva to the School Board, which provided a staunch advocate in the local 

political arena, and increased federal funding under the BEA during its first decade.  San 

Miguel, Jr. explains how the reauthorization of the BEA in 1974 and 1978 not only 

provided increased funding to meet high demands, but it also expanded the scope of 
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activities that could be funded under the BEA.  By 1978 authorized funding had 

increased to over $138 million to improve teacher-training and curriculum, develop 

progress assessment tools, increase research and development, and establish federal 

oversight entities.471   

Local support for bilingual-bicultural education was further aided by the work of 

several Mexican American women and their allies.  Women such as Nellie Bustillios, 

Gloria Limón, Irene Echeverría, Juanita Cortez, Armida Quintero, Annie Laos, and other 

mothers played key roles in the post-desegregation campaign for educational reform.   

Like Mendoza, Trujillo, and other parents before them, Bustillos and other women 

asserted their rights as mothers and translated family needs into community concerns.  

According to Bustillos, “mothers were active fighting for the whole community not only 

for their own children, but for the Mexican community as a whole.”472   

Like other women activists during the 1980s, such as those in Los Angeles, 

women’s activism in Tucson derived from their social identities as mothers, wives and 

family caretakers, and their personal experiences.  It was also shaped by their ethnicity, 

gender, class, culture and religious beliefs.473  As primary family caregivers and 

volunteer workers in their neighborhood schools, mothers in Tucson had close contact 

                                                 
471 Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., Contested Policy, 27; United States Code, Congressional and Administrative 
News, 95th Congress—Second Session, 1978, Volume 2, Legislative History (St. Paul, Minn: West 
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473 Mary Pardo, Mexican American Activists: Identity and Resistance in Two Los Angeles Communities 
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with teachers and schools and observed firsthand the educational disparities and prejudice 

that existed in their schools.  Thus their decision to become activists was a response to 

the poor educational conditions they believed negatively affected their children, families, 

and community.474  These women represent what Sociologist Nancy A. Naples calls 

“activist mothers” because their social identities as women and mothers influenced both 

their activism and strategies in organizing their communities.475  This is evident in the 

types of activities these women chose to promote, namely bilingual education and 

neighborhood schools.  They focused on educating other parents not only on the benefits 

of knowing and speaking two languages, but on the benefits of bilingual education as a 

means of attaining “quality education” for their children.    

Under the leadership of Bustillos, an experienced activist who moved to Tucson 

from Los Angeles in 1973, the women began rallying community support through 

grassroots activities around the desegregation order.476  As a member of the ESEA 

(Elementary Secondary Education Act) board, which was established after the 

desegregation case was adjudicated to determine how desegregation funds would be 

                                                 
474 Pardo, Mexican American Activists, 1-20. 
 
475 Naples, Community Activism and Feminist Politics. 
 
476 Bustillos acquired her organizing and leadership skills through her previous activism Los Angeles where 
she participated in the 1968 student walkouts and teachers strike, and later in the Chicano Moratorium held 
in 1970.  As a member of several parent groups including Parents in Community Action (PICA), a group of 
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realize the value of the importance of cultivating the native language among Chicano youth to promote a 
positive self-image as well as improved academic achievement.  Thus, her ideas about bilingual education 
shaped her vision of equal educational opportunity for Mexican American students.  Her leadership skills 
and educational activism led her to run for the Los Angeles School Board under La Raza Unida Party.  
Although she was not successful, she did not lose by a wide margin.  This solidified her role as a 
community leader which aided her success in Tucson.   
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utilized, Bustillos worked with members Jeannie Miller, Jeannie Ramirez, and Manny 

Alvarado.   

Among their first priorities were to obtain funds to increase the number of 

qualified teachers and teachers’ aides in the district.  Despite the dire need for bilingual 

teachers, there was no formal bilingual-education teacher training at the University of 

Arizona’s College of Education, nor was there a Bilingual Education Department or 

director in the district.  Pima Community College had the only bilingual teacher 

preparation program, which had been established in 1970 by Adalberto Guerrero and 

Hank Oyama.477  Thus the women worked with Macario Saldate from the University of 

Arizona’s College of Education to establish a bilingual education teacher-preparation 

program at the University.  One of the program’s first students was Estanislado (Stan) 

Paz, who became a bilingual education teacher in the Tucson school district.478  

Community pressure (spearheaded by Bustillos and her group) finally forced the district 

to establish a Bilingual Education Department and to hire a director.  In 1981, Stan Paz 

became the Director of Bilingual Education and served until 1985.  Paz organized a 

distinguished team of educators and experts, including Kathy Escamilla, a curriculum 

specialist, making the department one of the strongest in the state and nation.  With the 

support and aid of state senator Luis González, Paz and his team wrote a bilingual 
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education law for the State of Arizona which provided for formal program assessment, an 

aspect that was vital to maintaining political and community support.479   

Support from respected community leaders such as Baldenegro, Grijalva, and 

Oyama proved to be crucial in the campaign for equal education.  Grijalva, in particular, 

played a vital role in obtaining School Board approval of proponents’ requests related to 

bilingual education.  In cooperation with Baldenegro, Bustillos and the other mothers 

formed Padres y Niños.  They developed informational workshops to educate parents on 

their rights and how to assert those rights, the importance of bilingual and bicultural 

education as a means to achieving “quality education,” the use of Title 1 funds to achieve 

their goals, the politics of the school system, and preserving local neighborhood schools, 

many of which were historical buildings that reflected Tucson’s cultural past.  Through 

collective action these women drove parents to workshops and meetings, canvassed 

neighborhoods, used local media, distributed leaflets and flyers, and organized pickets 

and protests at the district office to rally community support for their cause.  Despite the 

difficulties in getting some parents to accept bilingual education, these women succeeded 

in winning over a significant number of parents on the merits of cultivating the Spanish 

language and being proficient in two languages through bilingual-bicultural programs 

that would be implemented in schools serving predominantly Mexican-origin students.  

The women also educated parents on the importance of integrating bilingual education 
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into the curriculum by getting “hard monies” (Title 1) appropriated for bilingual 

education programs in order to protect these programs from future budget cuts.480     

Bustillos and the other mothers visualized that a comprehensive bilingual 

education could be implemented in the district, which they eventually helped bring to 

fruition.  In late 1979 the fate of Davis, Drachman, and Carrillo Elementary Schools 

served as an important rallying point for the community.  After the district closed several 

predominantly Mexican American schools, Bustillos and other parents were prepared to 

prevent the district from targeting their schools and community, sparking their campaign 

to save their schools, starting with Davis.  Davis served as a symbol of parental 

discontent over the district’s previous attempts to close their schools.  Because the fate of 

the schools required parental and community input per the settlement agreement, 60 

percent of the parents from all three schools attended the numerous meetings held to 

discuss ideas and propose a plan for the schools.481 

The process required a comprehensive evaluation of the schools and alternatives 

for utilization.  The evaluation was led by a committee of 13 educators, including 

principals and teachers from the barrio, parents, including Annie Laos, and federal 

administrators.  In January 1980, the Subcommittee on Inner City Schools of the District 

Committee on Facilities Utilization submitted its Report and Recommendation on the 

three schools.  Between January and March Bustillos, Limón, Echeverría, Cortez, and 

Quintero canvassed west side neighborhoods to rally parental support and encourage 

                                                 
480 Ibid.   
 
481 Ibid.; Judy Donovan, “Barrio residents rally to save schools,” Arizona Daily Star, 6 January, 1980.  
 



 

   

                                                                                                                                          255 
 
 

them to get involved, especially in voting to determine the fate of the three schools.  The 

community decided to keep all three schools open.  Davis would become a bilingual-

multicultural magnet school and would serve students from pre-kindergarten through 

sixth grade.  Davis’ educational programs would focus on developing language skills in 

both English and Spanish and capitalize on the home culture of Mexican-origin students.  

Drachman would focus on developing academic skills for grades pre-kindergarten to 

three and serve as a feeder school to Carrillo, which would serve grades four to six.  Each 

of these schools would implement high quality programs aimed at improving academic 

achievement while providing a linguistically and culturally relevant education for 

Mexican-origin students.482   

On March 19 the School Board announced its decision on the plan and fate of the 

schools.  More than 300 parents attended the School Board meeting to hear the 

announcement.  They were particularly concerned about Davis since the district had 

already discussed closing this school due to low enrollment and its deteriorating facilities.  

The School Board decided to preserve the schools and implement the community’s plans 

for the schools.  Davis became a bilingual-multicultural elementary school to serve 

neighborhood children and Drachman would serve as the feeder to Carrillo.  By 1987, 

Mexican American parents had negotiated with parents from Roskruge, a mostly Anglo 

school, to make it a bilingual-bicultural middle school for students coming from Davis 

                                                 
482 Bustillos, Echeverría, and Limón, interview by author, 10 July 2001, Tucson, Arizona; Martínez, et al. 
Chairman of the Mid-City Subcommittee, Report and Recommendations of the Subcommittee on Mid-City 
Schools on Davis, Drachman, and Carrillo in Accordance with the Fisher Mendoza-TUSD Stipulation of 
Settlement Paragraph #5 of August 31, 1978 (Tucson: Tucson School District No. 1, 1980). 
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students in order to provide consistency in their bilingual-bicultural curriculum.  All of 

these schools exist to date.483     

The fight for quality education did not end there, however.  Bustillos and seven 

other women, including Cortez and Laos, who called themselves “those women,” filed 

another lawsuit in the mid-1980s with the help of Bill Morris from the Legal Aid Society.  

This suit not only called for equal education at the three predominantly minority schools, 

Tucson, Pueblo and Cholla High Schools, but also challenged the placement of 

University High, an all Anglo school, within Tucson High.  In the early 1980s, Bustillos 

and the other mothers complained of the inequities presented by University High, 

claiming it was a “school within a school.”  Some of the problems they noted were that 

University High drained financial resources from Tucson High and negatively affected 

the quality of education that neighborhood students, which were mostly minority, 

received.  For eight years Bustillos monitored the quality of education at these schools.  

She was outraged to learn that 8th grade texts were being used to teach 10th grade science.  

The suit thus challenged the low-level curriculum and inferior education at these schools, 

particularly at Tucson and Pueblo.  Students were not being academically prepared for 

higher education, which forced them to take remedial courses before transferring to the 

university.   

Since Tucson High fell under the desegregation order, students from the Catalina 

Foothills were bussed to Tucson High per the judge’s order.  In order to encourage Anglo 

parents to send their children to Tucson, University High was created.  As a college 

                                                 
483 Bustillos, Echeverría, and Limón, interview by author, 10 July 2001, Tucson, Arizona.   
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preparatory school, students learned in small classrooms taught by highly qualified 

teachers, some with doctorates.  While the physical plant at the main school was 

dilapidating, University High had state of the art equipment and facilities.  Parents thus 

requested that University High be relocated to another campus and demanded that the 

physical plants at all three schools be renovated and their educational programs be 

brought up to standards to better prepare students for higher education.  The Office of 

Civil Rights then ordered the district to renovate the physical facilities at all three schools 

and improve their educational programs.484   

Ultimately, Bustillos and other women activists were successful in persuading the 

district to preserve and renovate several neighborhood schools, establish bilingual 

elementary and middle schools, integrate bilingual education into the elementary school 

curriculum, and persuade the University of Arizona to establish a bilingual education 

teacher program in the College of Education.  Bustillos continued her activism and 

leadership role in the educational arena throughout the decade through her membership 

on the Hispanic Advisory Board.  This board which was composed of Mexican 

Americans and other citizens concerned about educational issues, was established by the 

district to ensure Mexican American input on issues related to the desegregation order.  

Tucson School District No. 1 remained under the federal court’s supervision throughout 

the 1980s, 1990s, and much of the current decade to ensure its compliance with 

desegregation requirements.   

                                                 
484 Martin, Con Mucho Corazon, 28-35; Bustillos, Echeverría, and Limón, interview by author, 10 July 
2001, Tucson, Arizona.   
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Conclusion 

The case of Mendoza vs. Tucson School District No. 1 not only represents a 

culmination of events that took place during the late 1960s and early 1970s, but it also 

represents a culmination of Mexican Americans’ struggle for educational equality in 

Tucson.  This chapter had described the events that led up to Mendoza and the activism 

that Mexican American/Chicanos engaged in to challenge longstanding state and local 

policies, practices, and programs that had shaped their educational experience.  The 

activism among student activists that began in the late 1960s during the Chicano 

Movement to challenge the substandard education and discrimination they found in 

predominantly minority high schools set the stage for the lawsuit that was filed by parents 

in 1974.  Mexican American/Chicano parents and community leaders reiterated students’ 

claims of discrimination in Mendoza, particularly the prevalence of low-level and 

vocational or industrial curricula in their schools, the lack of advanced or college 

preparatory classes, and discriminatory treatment by teachers and other school personnel.  

Plaintiffs in Mendoza augmented these complaints with charges of discrimination in hot 

lunch programs, employment discrimination, discriminatory tracking of Mexican 

American/Chicano students, inadequate bilingual education programs and services, 

substandard facilities, curricula, programs, and resources in their schools, and 

discriminatory practices that promoted de facto segregation.  These issues constitute what 

some scholars call intellectual segregation because they preclude students from equal 

opportunities to develop the intellectual skills they need to compete with other students 

on equal grounds and pursue higher education.  
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Through various grassroots methods, including the use of several media forms, 

developing educational workshops, rallying community support for their cause, and 

collective action such as strikes, walkouts, rallies, boycotts, protests, and legal action, 

Mexican Americans/Chicanos successfully contested pedagogical policies, practices, and 

programs that promoted both segregation and unequal education in their neighborhood 

schools.  The significance of Mendoza thus lies in the fact that Mexican Americans 

challenged all forms of educational segregation.  Activists’ demands for fundamental 

changes to school curricula, educational programs, pedagogical practices, and 

administrative policies constituted not only a critique of the school system itself, but also 

of the tenets of Americanization, which Mexican Americans believed promoted low 

educational standards for their community.  Changing the fundamental structure of public 

schools was thus imperative for attaining “quality education” for their children and the 

larger community.   

This chapter also demonstrates the power of Mexican American women activists 

in promoting educational reform from the bottom up, and their important role as the 

community’s voice, leaders, organizers, and agents of change.  Women activists, mostly 

mothers, not only voiced their discontent with the public school system, they also 

articulated their vision of equal educational opportunity.  Form some women, equal 

educational opportunity meant implementing new programs to improve educational 

outcomes for Mexican American children, and for others it meant expanding bilingual-

bicultural education programs, saving and renovating their neighborhood schools, 

improving teacher preparation, and increasing the number of qualified bilingual teachers 
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to teach Mexican American children.  Through their direct involvement and influence 

women activists were successful in persuading the district to implement reforms.  In 

doing so, women demonstrated how their vision of equal educational opportunity, which 

was derived from family and community concerns, was translated into educational 

policy.  The actions also reveal these women’s important role in advancing Mexican 

Americans’ quest for “quality education.”   
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CONCLUSION 
 

 In June 1999, Gary Orfield, a renowned scholar of educational segregation, and 

his colleagues from The Civil Rights Project of Harvard University published their study, 

“Resegregation in American Schools,” which reported that the nation’s public schools 

were increasingly becoming “resegregated.”  In most districts White students were the 

most segregated because they attended majority White schools, while Latino and Black 

students in the largest school districts in the South and the West attended schools that 

were 85 percent non-White.485  Moreover, segregation in western states and other areas 

with large Latino or Spanish-speaking populations amounted to Latino 

“hypersegregation,” meaning that Latinos were more segregated in the late 1990s than 

Black students were at the time Brown vs. Board of Education abolished de jure 

segregation.486  Orfield and his colleagues attributed this trend to factors other than White 

flight.  Some important factors noted were: the demographic shifts in American society 

spurred by the repeal of discriminatory immigration laws in 1965, which enabled large 

numbers of non-European immigrants, especially Latinos, to enter the U.S. legally; low 

fertility rates among Whites; Supreme Court decisions that enabled school districts to 

abandon their desegregation plans; and administrative neglect of predominantly minority 

schools.  The latter was partly attributed to the class dimensions that have added to 

traditional racial dimensions of segregation.  Poor students are more often concentrated in 

                                                 
485 Gary Orfield and John T. Yun, Resegregation in American Schools (Cambridge, MA: The Civil Rights 
Project, Harvard University, 1999) accessed at 
http://www.law.harvard.edu/civilrights/publicsations/resegregation99.html, 27 July 1999.   
 
486 Ibid. 
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poorer districts and attend predominantly minority schools, whereas White middle-class 

students are often concentrated in wealthier school districts.   

The move away from court-imposed integration not only translated into 

resegregation, but also into unequal educational opportunities.  In a more recent study by 

the Harvard Civil Rights Project, Orfield reported that: 

[O]ur research consistently shows that schools are becoming increasingly 
segregated and are offering students vastly unequal educational 
opportunities.  This is ironic considering that evidence exists that 
desegregated schools both improve test scores and positively changed the 
lives of students and that Americans increasingly express support for 
integrated schools.  Minority students with the same test scores tend to be 
much more successful in college if they attended interracial high 
schools.487 

 
Similarly, Jonathan Kozol asserts that the demise of federally supported and 

voluntary integration programs, including busing, has resulted in the resegregation of 

students in urban areas.  Despite parental and community support for integration in some 

areas, court decisions that enabled school districts to abandon their desegregation efforts 

have had a negative impact on students’ opportunities for academic growth and 

development, and more importantly, to learn from students from varied backgrounds.488   

The above studies have important implications regarding the academic 

achievement among Mexican American and other minority students, their access to equal 

educational opportunity, and their quest for equal education.  The issue of resegregation 

                                                 
487 HGSE News, “School Segregation on the Rise Despite Growing Diversity Among School-Aged 
Children: A New Study from the Civil Rights Project,” accessed at 
http://gseweb.harvard.edu/news/featrues/orfield07172001.html, 5 October 2006.  
 
488 See Jonathan Kozol, The Shame of the Nation: The Restoration of Apartheid Schooling in America 
(New York: Crown Publishers, 2005). 
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and its impact on the academic achievement gap recently surfaced in Tucson.  Parents, 

educators, administrators, and community leaders debated whether the federal court 

should lift the 1978 desegregation order.  The debate raised important questions about 

whether or not the desegregation order has actually reduced the academic achievement 

gap among White, Hispanic, and Black students in the district.  Attorneys for Mexican 

American and Black plaintiffs argued that lifting the order and declaring the district 

integrated would have deleterious effects on the quality of education minority students 

received.  More importantly, the attorney’s claimed it would jeopardize plaintiffs’ right to 

challenge any educational inequalities that persist in the district through legal action.489   

This dissertation has documented the history of the struggle for equal education in 

Arizona, which began with the battle to end legal segregation in 1950.  The movement 

was led by community leaders, organizational leaders, teachers, parents, and student 

activists.  Although there were no state laws that mandated the segregation of Mexican-

origin students in schools, these students were nevertheless segregated in separate schools 

and classrooms for pedagogical reasons.  For many Mexican Americans, especially 

members of the Alianza Hispano-Americana and civic unity councils, separate schools 

were never equal because they symbolized second-class citizenship and the antithesis of 

democracy.  Abolishing segregation laws and promoting equal educational opportunity 

for all Arizonans therefore, was imperative to equal education for all. 

                                                 
489 Mary Bustamante, “TUSD Desegregation: Mission accomplished?  Sides Hope to influence judge,” 
Tucson Daily Citizen, 21 June 2005.  
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The campaign for equal education continued in the 1960s as Mexican American 

teachers, administrators, and other community activists embarked on a campaign to 

promote bilingual-bicultural education.  In this dissertation I have explored the 

development and implementation of Spanish-for-Spanish-speakers programs at the high 

school and college level, which served as a precursor to bilingual-bicultural education 

programs.  Evidence reveals that many educators realized that forced Americanization 

and native-language restriction was detrimental to the educational experience of Mexican 

American students because they were denied equal educational opportunity.  Spanish-

language instruction represented a culturally relevant means to improve educational 

outcomes.  Bilingual education advocates in Tucson mobilized support for bilingual 

education, and the effort aided the passage of the federal Bilingual Education Act of 

1968.    

Despite the national attention on Mexican American schooling and the 

improvements spurred by the Bilingual Education Act, the struggle continued in the 

1970s.  My dissertation has examined the circumstances that compelled Mexican 

American parents to file a desegregation lawsuit against Tucson Unified School District 

in 1974 for failing to provide their children with a quality education.  Mexican Americans 

acted in conjunction with Black parents who held similar beliefs about the quality of 

education their children received.  Exploring the events surrounding Mendoza, et al. vs. 

Tucson School District No.1, et al. has offered a unique opportunity to examine activism 

in Tucson, including Chicano Movement activities.  Through this lawsuit, activists 

challenged Americanization and other policies and practices that promoted intellectual 
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segregation by pressuring the district to expand its bilingual-bicultural education 

programs and restructure its educational programs to meet the needs of the Mexican 

American community.  Mexican Americans’ vision of equal educational opportunity not 

only shaped the debates about what constituted equal education, but also what constituted 

educational segregation.  Community activism demonstrates the importance of 

considering de facto and other forms of segregation in the larger struggle against school 

segregation. 

The lawsuit also served as a catalyst for further educational reform in the 1980s.   

Mexican American women mobilized the community around the desegregation order 

because they believed the struggle for equal education was not over.  Their activism 

reveals that the movement to implement bilingual-bicultural education continued well 

into the 1980s, as federal support for multiculturalism in schools declined.  Women in 

Tucson exerted their influence as mothers and community members to expand bilingual-

bicultural education programs as a means to provide not only an equal education, but also 

a culturally relevant one for Mexican American children.  Women were also successful in 

pressing the district to improve teaching materials and curriculum, to hire qualified, 

culturally and linguistically competent teachers, and to preserve and renovate 

neighborhood schools.  Exploring women’s participation in the campaign for equal 

education has provided a unique opportunity to gain new perspectives on Mexican 

American education.  By doing so we can see how women’s activism was translated into 

educational policy and reform.  My work shows that women played key roles in the 

struggle for educational equality and reform in Tucson. 



 

   

                                                                                                                                          266 
 
 

Overall, this dissertation demonstrates the power of Mexican American activists 

in promoting educational reform and the value they placed on public education.  It 

illustrates Mexican Americans’ plight in the public education system as well as the 

successes that emanated from the activism in their struggle for equal education and social 

justice.  Like their predecessors, Mexican American parents and community leaders 

continue to challenge policy decisions that have negative consequences on their 

children’s education and their community.  Teachers also continue to develop ways to 

institute meaningful educational reform.  This is evidenced by the Mexican 

American/Raza Studies program at Tucson High School, an innovative curricular and 

pedagogical effort to improve the educational experience and outcomes for Latino youth.  

This program, which employs a critical pedagogy approach based on the principles in 

Paulo Freire’s, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, aims to promote a culturally relevant, 

culturally competent, and socially just curriculum.  It encourages students to be the 

creators of knowledge as a means of empowering them and helping them to become more 

engaged with their curriculum.  Program directors believe that “critical pedagogy affords 

Latino youth the opportunity to become critical agents of social and structural 

transformation.  Authentic caring promotes student-teacher relationship characterized by 

respect, admiration, and love, which in turn, inspire young Latinos to better themselves 

and their communities.”490  The Mexican American/Raza Studies curriculum aims to 

“help students raise their own voices and break through the silences of traditional 

                                                 
490 Julio Cammarota and Augustine Romero, “A Critically Compassionate Pedagogy for Latino Youth,” in 
Latino Studies, 2006, 4 (305-312); Tucson Unified School District, Mexican American/Raza Studies 
Curriculum, accessed 23 July, 2008 at http://instech.tusd.k12.az.us/Raza/curriculum.asp and 
http://instech.tusd.k12.az.us/Raza/model.asp.    
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schooling.  In addition, we hoped that they would become active citizens, armed with a 

critical consciousness and commitment to work toward the transformation of educational 

policies and practices that presently fail to meet the social and academic needs of Latino 

youth.”491  With these goals in mind, the Mexican American/Raza Studies model helps to 

provide a meaningful education for Mexican Americans and other students.  As in the 

past, meaningful reform that provides all students with equal educational opportunity will 

have to come from the bottom up. 

                                                 
491 Ibid. 
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