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ABSTRACT 

 
Edwards, Beatrice de León, A Study of Mexican American Education in the Mercedes 

Independent School District, 1908 – 2008: Opportunities or Obstacles?  Doctor of Education 

(Ed.D), August, 2011, 341 pp., 15 tables, 11 figures, references, 196 titles, 2 appendices. 

 This study investigates the educational history of the Mercedes Independent School 

District of deep south Texas during the twentieth century with a focus on the opportunities and 

challenges encountered by Mexican American schoolchildren who were served by the district.  

The methodology selected is qualitative research wherein the researcher is the primary 

instrument collecting the experiences of participants with direct or indirect knowledge of the 

school district.  Also examined are archival documents such as high school yearbooks, graduate 

pictures, school board minutes, maps, and newspaper articles. The demographics of the school 

district have changed from an all-Anglo school district at its inception to an all-Mexican 

American school district in one hundred years. Limited integration was practiced at one 

elementary school partially based on residential and socioeconomic factors, and total segregation 

of Mexican American students was practiced at two other elementary schools for at least fifty 

years. Students were integrated in junior high and high school since the early 1920s. A growing 

middle class of educated Mexican Americans gradually secured city and school district political 

positions, and earlier segregation practices in the elementary schools ended with single-line 

integrated campuses in the 1973-1974 school year.  The school district today continues to 

struggle with multiple challenges to student success such as continuing poverty, the influx of 
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unschooled and often undocumented immigrant children in the region, and the increasingly 

rigorous state standards for graduation.  Emerging themes include the political solidification of a 

Mexican American educated middle class initially formed from prominent families which was 

key to the final dissolution of the remnants of segregation in the Mercedes school system that 

persisted into the 1970s; the initial acceptance of the status quo on the part of many community 

members who did not feel that true segregation existed in the Mercedes school system; the 

willingness of many Mexican American parents to do all in their power to secure the best 

educational opportunities for their children; and the absence of ethnic or racial confrontations in 

the community during and after the transition period when city and school political positions 

changed over from Anglo to Mexican American control.  
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CHAPTER I 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Not to know what happened before we were born is to remain perpetually a child.  

For what is the worth of a human life unless it is woven into the life of our 

ancestors by the records of history? 

—Marcus Tullius Cicero, 106-43 B.C. 

 

In 1938, Leon R. Graham, a teacher in the Mercedes Independent School District 

(hereafter known as Mercedes ISD) in the lower Rio Grande Valley of deep South Texas, 

successfully completed his Master‘s Thesis at Southern Methodist University in Dallas, Texas.  

The thesis was entitled, ―A Comparison of the English Speaking and Latin American Students in 

the Mercedes, Texas Schools.‖  The purpose of his study, as he stated, was to compile data 

concerning the differences and similarities of Latin American and English speaking students in 

the district, so that the information would serve as an aid in the treatment of problems arising in 

Mercedes and in other Rio Grande Valley school districts where there was a large percentage of 

Latin American students.
1
  He was undoubtedly referring to what was then called the ―Mexican 

Problem‖
2
 in the educational field.  State leaders had paid little attention to Mexican American 

                                                           
1
 Leon R. Graham, A Comparison of the English Speaking and Latin American Students in the Mercedes, 

Texas Schools, (master’s thesis, Southern Methodist University, 1938), 2. 
2
 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), 15. 
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schoolchildren in the nineteenth century, but by the early decades of the twentieth century, the 

rapid growth of this non-English-speaking group in Texas schools forced policymakers to 

discuss the problems that the children presented and how they might be solved.
3
  Graham‘s thesis 

is such a study.  It is a fascinating and revealing glimpse of a Rio Grande Valley school district 

in another time.  It both intrigues the reader and calls out for more information regarding the 

historical events that have shaped the education of Mexican Americans in the lower Rio Grande 

Valley. 

Statement of the Problem 

 The educational history of Hispanic Americans dates back to the sixteenth century with 

the arrival of Spanish explorers, missionaries and colonizers in the New World.  Nevertheless, 

the inclusion of the educational history of Hispanic Americans in contemporary historical 

scholarly work in the United States has been neglected and is ―a rich, unearthed site awaiting the 

work of archivists and researchers.‖
4
 A review of the literature on the educational history of the 

lower Rio Grande Valley of south Texas reveals limited or inadequate sources of information, in 

particular about Mexican Americans. In many of the national mainstream works that do mention 

Mexican Americans, the tone is often condescending with references made, for example, to 

where ―various attempts to compensate for cultural disadvantages…have been tried.‖ 
5
 Most 

works are outdated and reflect the deficit thinking of the era in which they were written.   

An example of one such study is called The Mexican Americans of South Texas published 

in 1964 by William Madsen. It is included in a series on cultural anthropology.  Some of the 

                                                           
3
 Ibid. 

4
 Victoria-Maria MacDonald, “Hispanic, Latino, Chicano, or ‘Other’?: Deconstructing the Relationship 

between Historians and Hispanic-American Educational History,” History of Education Quarterly 41, no. 3 (Fall 
2001): 365. 

5
 John D. Pulliam and James J. Van Patten, History of Education in America (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Merrill 

Prentice Hall, 2003), 257-258. 
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other titles in this Spindle Series are The Tiwi of North Australia, Hano: A Tewa Indian 

Community in Arizona, The Igbo of Southeast Nigeria, The Mapuche Indians of Chile, The 

Kapauki Papuans of West New Guinea and The Dusun: A North Borneo Society.
6
  The majority 

of these studies are framed as case studies in cultural anthropology and one was a study in 

anthropological method.  Although Madsen‘s work on the Mexican Americans of south Texas is 

credited with having pioneered and promoted much-needed ―border‖ studies, he was heavily 

criticized by Octavio Romano who was a member of the ethnographic field research team on the 

project.
7
  In his book, Madsen argued that Mexican American culture itself was the root cause of 

the inability of Mexican Americans to succeed in America.
8
  Romano felt that there were 

ethnographic distortions in the book and charged Madsen with ―perpetuating false stereotypes of 

Chicano people without considering how a history of discrimination had impacted them.‖
9
 

Martha Menchaca, an Associate Professor of Anthropology at the University of Texas at Austin, 

asserted in 1997 that two very divergent paths have been taken by social scientists in explaining 

Mexican American success or failure in education.  According to Menchaca, Madsen represents 

those cultural anthropologists who promote a ―deficit thinking‖ discourse by their belief that the 

inability of Mexican Americans to become socially mobile is intrinsic to deficiencies in their 

culture.  Romano represents those cultural anthropologists who believe that Anglo American 

scholars perpetuate negative stereotypes of minorities in order to maintain their dominant status 

                                                           
6
 Madsen’s study took place in Hidalgo and Cameron Counties and was conducted under the auspices of 

the Hidalgo Project on Differential Culture Change and Mental Health. For a complete list of the Spindle Series, see 
“Ethnographies Available in the Anthropology Office,” University of Notre Dame, at http://anthropology.nd.edu/ 
multimedia/ethnographies/index.shtml (accessed on February 16, 2011).  

7
 Martha Menchaca, “History and Anthropology: Conducting Chicano Research,” Julian Samora Research 

Institute, Research & Publications Occasional Paper Series, (January, 1997), University of Texas at Austin at 
http://www.jsri.msu.edu/RandS/research/ops/oc11.html (accessed on February 16, 2011). 

8
 William Madsen, The Mexican-Americans of South Texas (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1964), 

back cover. 
9
 Menchaca, 6. 

http://anthropology.nd.edu/%20multimedia/ethnographies/index.shtml%20(accessed%20on%20February%2016
http://anthropology.nd.edu/%20multimedia/ethnographies/index.shtml%20(accessed%20on%20February%2016
http://www.jsri.msu.edu/RandS/research/ops/oc11.html%20(accessed%20on%20February%2016
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and overlook institutional racism.
10

 Part of the problem regarding the educational history of 

Mexican Americans in the lower Rio Grande Valley is that when Mexican Americans are 

researched, their depiction may be stereotypical.
11

  This study expands our knowledge of 

Mexican American education in a district of the lower Rio Grande Valley, that of the Mercedes 

ISD.  Madsen‘s and Romano‘s premises are examined in light of the responses of participants in 

the study. 

An early book written in 1955 by C. E. Evans on the history of Texas education mentions 

Mexican American children in the Rio Grande Valley only once, in a section called ―Schools for 

Mexicans,‖ where it describes the establishment of the Rio Grande Female Seminary by Melinda 

Rankin in Brownsville in 1854.
12

  Another early book is written by J. Lee Stambaugh and Lillian 

Stambaugh in 1964 which contains limited historical information about education in the lower 

Rio Grande Valley between 1850 and 1940.
13

  Besides Leon R. Graham‘s study, the only other 

extended studies that touch in whole or in part on Valley educational history are doctoral 

dissertations and master‘s theses on the Edinburg Consolidated Independent School District‘s 

desegregation years,
14

 the history of the Weslaco Independent School District,
15

 the Pharr riot,
16

 

                                                           
10

 Ibid. See also Renato Rosaldo, “Chicano Studies, 1970-1984,” Working Paper Series No. 10 (Stanford, 
CA: Stanford Center for Chicano Research, 1985), 3-6.  

11
 Ibid. 

12
 C. E. Evans, The Story of Texas Schools (Austin: The Steck Company, 1955), 342. 

13
 J. Lee Stambaugh and Lillian J. Stambaugh, The Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas: Its Colonization and 

Industrialization 1518-1953 (Austin, TX: the Jenkins Publishing Co. San Felipe Press, 1964), p. 295.  
14

 Beverly F. Ashley-Fridie, Another Shade of Brown: A Historical Study of Brown v. Board of Education and 
Its Impact on the Education of Mexican Americans in Edinburg, Texas in the Rio Grande Valley of South Texas, 
(doctoral dissertation, University of Texas Pan American, 2006). 

15
 José Richard Rivera, The Evolution of the Inclusion of Mexican Americans in the Educational Process: A 

Study of the Weslaco Independent School District, 1926-2006 (doctoral dissertation, University of Texas Pan 
American, 2008). 

16
 Edward Francis Wallace, Jr., The Pharr Riot: An Incident from the Mexican American Civil Rights 

Movement (master’s thesis, University of Texas Pan American, 2008).  Although focused on police brutality and 
injustice issues, its investigation brought to light school segregation in the Pharr-San Juan-Alamo school district. 
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the Colegio San Jacinto Treviño in Mercedes,
17

 the biography of James de Anda who was an 

important figure in the struggle for equity for Mexican Americans in education,
18

 the educational 

history of Hidalgo County,
19

 and the educational history of Starr County.
20

  A few articles focus 

on specific incidents in Valley school history, such as the article by Miguel Guajardo and 

Francisco Guajardo on the Edcouch-Elsa school walkout of 1968.
21

  

There are no comprehensive studies on the history of education in the Rio Grande Valley 

that are current, and there are no historical studies of the Mercedes ISD other than Leon R. 

Graham‘s study in 1938.  Gaps in the history of public education in the Rio Grande Valley, in 

particular regarding Mexican American education, are still quite prevalent.  This study examined 

the history of the Mercedes ISD in Mercedes, Texas within the context of the public educational 

history of the lower Rio Grande Valley with a focus on the education of Mexican American 

children.  The researcher is hopeful that other studies will follow that will eventually give a more 

complete historical picture of education in this region. 

Background of the Study 

 Mercedes, Texas is a small town situated, as many Valley towns are, along the U.S. 

Business Highway 83 in the county of Hidalgo in the lower Rio Grande Valley of south Texas. 

                                                           
17

 Carlos Lino Cantú, Colegio Jacinto Treviño: A Microcosm of the National Chicano Movement (master’s 
thesis, Edinburg, TX: University of Texas Pan American, 2008). 

18
 David Bowles, James de Anda: A Life History (doctoral dissertation, University of Texas Pan American, 

2008). 
19

Robert Daniel Beane, Sr., A Brief History of the Educational Development of Hidalgo County, Texas, 
(master’s thesis, Kingsville, TX: Texas College of Arts and Industries, 1942).  

20
 Arnulfo Simeón Martínez, History of Education in Starr County (doctoral dissertation, University of 

Texas, 1966).   
21

 Miguel Guajardo and Francisco Guajardo, “The Impact of Brown on the Brown of South Texas: A 
Micropolitical Perspective on the Education of Mexican Americans in a Rural South Texas Community,” American 
Educational Research Journal 41, no. 3 (Fall 2004): 501-526. 
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The population of Mercedes, Texas in the 2000 census was 13,649
22

 of which approximately 

90% are Hispanic, less than 3% African American, Native American or Asian, and about 7% 

Anglo. Anglo is the word used in this area for white, non-Hispanic Americans.  About 25% of 

the population of Mercedes is school age children between the ages of 5 and 18 years.
23

  

Mercedes has two school districts situated within its boundaries, the Mercedes ISD with 

approximately 5,500 students, and the South Texas Independent School District which is a 

magnet district that serves students from the entire Rio Grande Valley.  The two South Texas 

ISD campuses are the Medical & Health Professions campus and a Science Academy campus 

located on the west side of Mercedes.  Additionally, any students living in the western extremes 

of Mercedes are zoned to attend the Weslaco Independent School District, if they wish.
24

 

 The Mercedes site was first settled in the 1750s when José de Escandón explored and 

colonized Nuevo Santander. He founded over twenty towns or villas and a number of missions in 

the colony, including Camargo, Reynosa, Mier, and Revilla south of the Río Grande and Laredo 

and Nuestra Señora de los Dolores Hacienda north of the Río Grande. For his colonization 

efforts Escandón is sometimes called the "father" of the lower Río Grande valley.
25

 The 

Mercedes site was originally part of the Llano Grande Spanish land grant issued on May 29, 

1790 to Juan José Ynojosa de Ballí.  In the 1850s, a portion of the land grant known as the 

Anacuitas Ranch was owned by Ramón and Manuel Cavazos.  By the early 1900s it was called 

the Fuste Ranch and was owned by members of the Cavazos family who had allegedly inherited 

                                                           
22

 The U.S. Census Bureau has not yet released the 2010 population data for Mercedes, Texas; however, 
the 2009 estimate is 15, 401 with a ± 29 margin of error.  The percentage of Hispanics has risen to 91.3%, with 
44.5% of individuals reported at the below poverty level. See www.census.gov (accessed June 30, 2011). 

23
 Fact Sheet: Mercedes, Texas. U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000, http://factfinder.census.gov (accessed 

September 29, 2010). 
24

  Mercedes ISD Website, 2010, http://misdtx.schoolwires.com/misdtx/site/default.asp (accessed June 
15, 2010). 

25
  Alicia A. Garza, “Mercedes, Texas,” Handbook of Texas Online, http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/ 

online/articles/hem03 (accessed July 12, 2010). 

http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/NN/uen2.html
http://www.census.gov/
http://factfinder.census.gov/
http://misdtx.schoolwires.com/misdtx/site/default.asp
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/
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it from the Ynojosa de Ballí family.
26

  In 1902, Lon C. Hill, Jr., a local land promoter and 

developer purchased 300,000 acres in the Hidalgo-Cameron County area and later sold 45,000 

acres of it to the American Rio Grande Land and Irrigation Company (ARGLIC).  He had named 

the community Lonsboro but the ARGLIC changed the town‘s name to Díaz.  The name was 

changed three more times until finally being named Mercedes.  The belief that the town was 

named for Porfirio Díaz‘ wife is questionable, because Mexican President Díaz never married a 

woman named Mercedes.
27

 

On July 8, 1904, Mercedes became the first town on the Sam Fordyce Branch of the St. 

Louis, Brownsville and Mexico Railway and served as the central facility of the ARGLIC.  The 

city was incorporated in September of 1907, and grew rapidly when Anglo entrepreneurs 

promoted it in northern states as prime agricultural land.  However, three things had to be in 

place before commercial agriculture would transform the town into a prosperous community.  

First, a means to transport produce to market towns had to be established. Second, a means to 

irrigate the agricultural fields was needed. Lastly, a cheap labor source was needed to ensure 

success for commercial agricultural ventures.  The cheap labor was secured with the importation 

of agricultural workers from Mexico who were willing to work for pennies a day.
28

   

In 1907, a hotel was built in Mercedes and intensive recruitment of land buyers resulted 

in a thriving community of 1,000 by 1908.  The community needed a site for a school, and at 

first churches were used for classes. In June of 1908 the first meeting of the Trustees for the 

Mercedes ISD was held.  The Hidalgo County School Superintendent R.E. Marsh explained their 

duties to them.  In September of that year, four teachers were hired, as stated by Graham in his 

study:  ―two for English-speaking students and two for Latin Americans. The minutes of the 

                                                           
26

 Ibid. 
27

 Ibid. 
28

 Ibid. 
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district do not state why or how the English speaking and Latin American children were 

separated.‖
29

  No reason was given for the segregation; however, this begins the immediate 

separation of Mexican American and Anglo American schoolchildren in the public schools of 

Mercedes. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the educational history of the Mercedes ISD 

during the twentieth century with a focus on the opportunities and challenges encountered by 

Mexican American schoolchildren who were served by the district.  A review of the existing 

educational history of the lower Rio Grande Valley of south Texas seems to indicate that there 

were significant differences from county to county and from school district to school district 

regarding the types of opportunities and obstacles that Mexican American schoolchildren 

encountered.  Guadalupe San Miguel cites the noted social scientist Robert H. Montgomery as 

describing Mexican American immigrant laborers in the 1920s with the following words:  ―They 

did not speak the English language, knew next to nothing of the customs and traditions of the 

community, they were not Methodists, and their children did not attend school.‖
30

 Montgomery 

considered them ―deplorably ignorant,‖
31

 and extremely poor, willing to live in any kind of 

shack. He was very critical of the parents, asserting that they were apathetic and cared little for 

the education of their children.
32

  Graham also indicates in the Summary and Recommendations 

section of his study, that the lack of attendance and low levels of achievement of Mexican 

American children should be addressed through ―parent education to convince the Latin 

American parents that their children should be in school, and pupil education to make the Latin 

                                                           
29
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30
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31
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32
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American children desire to attend school.‖ 
33

 Although his study thoroughly researches, 

compiles and cites the attendance, scholastic achievement and even extracurricular participation 

data, he apparently makes no effort to interview the teachers, administrators, parents or students 

to ascertain why they believe that the Latin American students are not succeeding.  As did many 

researchers of his era, he seems to arbitrarily blame the victims for their educational failings, 

rather than researching institutional practices to determine whether policies and practices were 

negatively affecting the educational success of the Latin Americans.
34

 

Many Chicano studies conducted since the 1960s have argued that schools in the 

Southwest were oppressive institutions aimed at forcefully Americanizing Mexican American 

schoolchildren and tracking them into low-skilled jobs.  Many of these studies depict Mexican 

American schoolchildren and parents as ―passive victims of an oppressive and racist public 

school system.‖
35

  But a few emerging studies have begun to view Mexican Americans not as 

passive victims, but as ―active participants in the shaping of their own destinies,‖
36

 and 

promoters of the importance of education for their children.
37

  This aspect of Mexican American 

educational history has yet to be thoroughly explored.  Were the Mexican American children 

who attended Mercedes public schools given opportunities or presented obstacles in attaining an 

education?  Why were some Mexican American children successful in Mercedes schools where 

many others dropped out and wound up in low-skilled, low-paying jobs? Why were there no 

school walkouts protesting segregation in Mercedes as there were in a neighboring school 

district?  

                                                           
33

 Graham, 88. 
34

 Richard R. Valencia, ed. The Evolution of Deficit Thinking: Educational Thought and Practice (New York: 
Routledge, 1997), iv – v. 
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In Graham‘s study, we learn that in the school year of 1937 – 1938, 91% of the English 

speaking children are enrolled in school compared to only 59% of the Latin Americans; 64% of 

the English speaking children were on grade level while only 14% of the Latin American 

children were on grade level, indicating the extremely high failure and retention rate of this 

group; the attendance rate for the English speaking children who were enrolled was 94% and for 

the Latin American children who were enrolled it was 88%, which was not a marked difference 

and seemed to indicate that once the Latin American children enrolled in school, they were fairly 

constant in attendance.
38

 Another portion of Graham‘s study compared participation in 

extracurricular activities for English speaking and Latin American children.  In explaining why 

Latin American children did not participate very much in school clubs and sports, Graham 

stated: 

There are several reasons why Latin Americans have not participated very much in  

extra-curricular activities.  Perhaps the three most important reasons are: (1) there is a 

more or less pronounced social barrier between the Latin American and English speaking 

children, (2) the teachers and the administration have not encouraged Latin American 

participation as much as they might have, and (3) the Latin Americans have felt that they 

could not compete on even terms with the English speaking children in assembly 

programs, homeroom activities, and dramatic work.  Homeroom teachers and club 

sponsors must endeavor to break down the social barrier that does exist between the Latin 

American and English speaking children, they must encourage Latin American 

participation, and they must find activities in their organizations which the Latin 

Americans can perform creditably.
39

 
 

 There are so many implications and questions in this single paragraph that one feels 

compelled to ask how Graham came to these conclusions. His study only showed the 

comparative quantitative data and no qualitative data was gathered through any interviews or 

questionnaires to indicate why Latin Americans did not participate as fully as English speaking 

                                                           
38
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children did in extracurricular activities.
40

  Additionally, no explanation is given of the ―social 

barrier‖ that exists between the two groups, almost as if it is a ―taboo‖ subject.  The final clause 

in the final sentence also begs explanation.  What is meant by ―which the Latin Americans can 

perform creditably?‖  What was meant by ―creditably,‖ and why could they not perform 

creditably?  There are too many unstated assumptions and beliefs which compel the reader to ask 

many questions about the opportunities and obstacles encountered by Mexican American 

schoolchildren throughout the history of the Mercedes ISD.  These questions help to set the 

purpose of this study. 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the educational history of the Mercedes ISD 

during the twentieth century with a focus on the opportunities and challenges encountered by 

Mexican American schoolchildren who were served by the district.  This will be accomplished 

through a review of documents and records such as previous historical studies and data on the 

area, newspaper articles, school board minutes, county records, census data, high school 

yearbooks, school attendance and academic achievement records, property tax rolls, curricular 

materials, maps, pamphlets, photographs, artifacts, museum archives, library archives, and 

literary works; and through questionnaires and interviews with parents, students, teachers and 

administrators who attended or served in the Mercedes ISD. 

Research Questions 

  Although the dearth of information on schooling in the lower Rio Grande Valley provides 

numerous questions regarding the education of Mexican Americans in schools, this study will 

limit itself to the examination the following questions:  1) What educational opportunities and 

                                                           
40

 In Graham’s defense, the study was typical of the research done in his time where quantitative data 
was gathered and simplistically analyzed. No qualitative data was gathered to enrich the study.  See Holly Knox, “A 
History of Educational Research in the United States,” ERIC Digest, (September 1971),  http://www.eric.ed. 
gov/PDFS/ED088800.pdf  (accessed on July 14, 2010). 
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obstacles were experienced by Mexican Americans in Mercedes, Texas, during the twentieth 

century? 2) What were the schools like that were attended by the Mexican American 

schoolchildren in Mercedes, Texas? 3) What perceptions, attitudes and reactions did the Mexican 

American parents and schoolchildren have regarding the schools they attended and the 

educational opportunities and obstacles they experienced? and 4) Which individuals played 

important roles in the educational history of the Mercedes, Texas schools?   

Even though this study focuses on the Mercedes ISD, any educational history data that 

can be compiled regarding other educational endeavors in the lower Rio Grande Valley will be 

researched in order to make comparisons between the opportunities and obstacles experienced in 

the Mercedes school district and those experienced by Mexican American schoolchildren 

elsewhere in the Valley.  Either the Mercedes ISD was representative of all school districts in the 

Rio Grande Valley in its time, or it was unique in a variety of ways.  The likeliest scenario is that 

it is unique in some ways and generally representative of all Rio Grande Valley school districts 

in other ways. 

Rationale 

 The historiographer Victoria-Maria MacDonald states that there is a great need to expand 

scholarly discourse on the educational history of Hispanic Americans for several reasons. 

Hispanic Americans are poised to become the largest minority group in the United States during 

the first half of the twenty-first century.  It has been known for several decades that Hispanic 

Americans are not achieving well academically, a fact that has implications for the future 

socioeconomic welfare of the nation in view of the fact that Hispanics are a fast-growing 

group.
41

 As a counterpoint to these two facts, the educational history of Hispanic Americans is 
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relatively obscure, with much of the literature coming after the 1960s and limited to researching 

reasons for failure or success within Anglo-created educational venues.
42

   

Although there are numerous studies on the ―failure‖ of Mexican Americans, the 

historical context in the twentieth is insufficiently researched, particularly in this region. For 

example, we do not know enough about access to schools or school programs, about the 

character of specific schools or school districts, about the community‘s response to the 

segregation, about the curriculum and how it varied depending on the ethnic group, about 

administrative practices, and about interpretations of school achievement.
43

 Unlike African 

Americans who were segregated based on race, Mexican American segregation was not based on 

constitutional or state statutes but on school board regulations, customs and practices.
44

  The 

extent of this type of segregation in the schools of the lower Rio Grande Valley and in particular 

in the Mercedes ISD is insufficiently known.
45

   

Although we know there was segregation practiced, many historians make assumptions 

that the facilities were unequal with insufficient data.  Gathering local evidence of the nature and 

quality of the separate facilities can illuminate this perception and determine if the assumptions 

are correct.  Strickland and Sánchez, in their well-known report ―A Study of the Educational 

Opportunities Provided Spanish-Name Children in Ten Texas School Systems,‖ documented 
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Mexican School facilities in several Texas school districts.
46

 Their evidence indicated that school 

facilities were inferior to Anglo counterparts.  We do not know whether this was true in the 

Mercedes ISD because it was not visited for that study.  We know based on Graham‘s study that 

separate schools or at least separate classrooms were set up in 1908 but we do not know whether 

segregation was strictly adhered to, and we do not know when or if it ended. 

Another area of interest is the means by which decisions were made for the placement of 

students in the Mercedes ISD.  Was the decision based on language test results, Hispanic or 

Anglo surnames, residence, or appearance? Other areas of interest include the quality of the 

teaching and the credentials of the teacher, the curriculum, and the resources allocated to the 

different schools in the school district.  We also have insufficient information on the responses of 

the community to the schooling practices; for example, was there individual or group resistance 

to the segregation? Were there specific events or incidents where Mexican Americans 

approached school officials to protest? Were these instances by private individuals or by public 

group requests?   

In a recent dissertation written by Kathleen Neal Carroll at the University of Texas Pan 

American, an interesting incident was reported which illustrated that Mexican American parents 

united to protest segregation.  This incident occurred in the Mercedes school district in the late 

1920s or early 1930s.  According to Lucille Cuéllar Graham who attended schools in Mercedes, 

a group of Mexican American parents approached the superintendent because notes had been 

sent home with several children indicating that segregation was going to be enforced.  Lucille 

states ―it is rumored that one of the parents had a gun and explained to the superintendent that it 

                                                           
46
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wasn‘t a good idea to segregate the schools since everybody was doing just fine.‖  According to 

Lucille, Mercedes did not segregate during the time that her siblings attended school.
47

 

In the area of curriculum, we know that there were movements in Texas in the early 

twentieth century to place Mexican Americans in vocational programs. Was this also true in the 

lower Rio Grande Valley schools and in particular in the Mercedes schools?  Did the curriculum 

also include an Americanization emphasis that valued Anglo American customs and traditions 

over Mexican American culture? How was this manifested through their curricular materials?  

What were the perceptions, attitudes and reactions of Mexican American families to the 

curriculum imposed on their children? Were Mexican American schoolchildren encouraged to 

enroll in vocational courses as opposed to college preparatory courses?  What college 

opportunities were available? 

It is obvious that there are still many questions to be answered regarding the education of 

Mexican American schoolchildren in the lower Rio Grande Valley of south Texas and in 

particular of the Mercedes ISD during the twentieth century.  This study proposes to answer 

some of these questions. 

Design of the Study 

 The design of this study as qualitative historical research within a Critical Race Theory 

framework will best serve the purpose of the study.  Qualitative researchers‘ philosophical 

viewpoint is that reality is constructed by people as they interact within society. While positivist 

quantitative researchers view education reality as stable, observable and measureable; 

interpretative qualitative researchers prefer to view education as a process and a social institution 

whose reality is constructed by people‘s views, perspectives, and interactions within that 
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system.
48

  The phenomenon being studied often describes racism and the discrimination of 

Mexican Americans within the educational system. Therefore, it is proposed that LatCrit Theory, 

a branch of Critical Race Theory which specifically addresses the issues and problems of 

Latinos, is the most appropriate theoretical framework to use for this study.  LatCrit Theory is an 

ideological critique of power, privilege and oppression within the system that is studied through 

the eyes of the participant/informants and through the archival documents.
49

  

Jane L. Thompson, drawing upon Paulo Freire, stated: 

There is no such thing as a neutral education process.  Education either functions as an 

instrument which is used to facilitate the integration of generations into the logic of the 

present system and bring about conformity to it, or it becomes the ‗practice of freedom,‘ 

the means by which men and women deal critically with reality and discover how to 

participate in the transformation of their world.‖
50

 
 

Many Chicano scholars of the 1960s and 1970s who read Paulo Freire‘s works came to agree 

that the educator should not assume the position of an all-powerful figure who showers his/her 

passive students with pre-determined and sanctioned curriculum but should allow the students to 

explore the truth and challenge existing paradigms. Freire, considered one of the most influential 

thinkers in twentieth century education, believed in listening to the stories of the oppressed in his 

home country of Brazil, and advocated learning from others with different cultures and in 

questioning the status quo.
51

  Chicano historians and those who litigated for desegregation began 

to question traditional history and to write critical interpretations of historical events.  This study 
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is designed to follow the same critical interpretation of events in the history of Mexican 

American education in the Mercedes ISD. 

 As a qualitative study, the researcher was the primary instrument in collecting the data.  

Data was collected from the available secondary sources which are examined in Chapter Two, 

the Review of the Literature.  The study was hampered somewhat by the lack of existing 

historical literature on the Mercedes ISD, with the Leon R. Graham master‘s thesis being the 

only available historical study on Mercedes.  However, the Graham study was limited in scope 

by its date of completion, August of 1938. Some limited information was also available in other 

master‘s theses and doctoral dissertations on Rio Grande Valley school districts. One dissertation 

was written in 1966 on the educational history of Starr County, with little mention of Hidalgo 

County in which Mercedes is located.  However, a master‘s thesis on the educational history of 

Hidalgo County written in 1942 by Robert Daniel Beane does devote several pages to the 

Mercedes Independent School District. More recently, several doctoral dissertations at the 

University of Texas – Pan American of a historical nature have been written on Rio Grande 

Valley school districts including the Edinburg Consolidated Independent School District and the 

Weslaco Independent School District. 

 The bulk of the data collection on the Mercedes ISD was from primary sources which 

included archival documents such as school board minutes, county records, city records, census 

data, school yearbooks, memorabilia, letters, diaries, journals, memoirs, registers, curricular 

materials, pamphlets, booklets, maps, photographs and court records.  The researcher also 

conducted individual face-to-face interviews with both selected and random voluntary 

participants.  Previously conducted interviews with Mercedes graduates for other purposes, such 

as an Oral History project called Tejano Voices conducted by the University of Texas at 
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Arlington, and videotaped or audio interviews with Dr. Hector P. Garcia, a Mercedes graduate, 

and others were also used.   

The Library of Congress American Memory project is a collection of photographs which 

fortuitously has several photographs of Mercedes ISD schools in the early 1900s taken by Robert 

Runyon. Runyon was contracted by land developers to help promote the Rio Grande Valley to 

develop commercial agriculture.  Personal photographs with appropriate permission were also 

used to visually enhance oral descriptions of schools and other pertinent school activities.  

Artifacts at the Mercedes school district and local museums were also used as appropriate.   

The town of Mercedes has had several local English-language newspapers in operation 

since 1907 which include the Mercedes Enterprise, the Mercedes News and the Mercedes 

Tribune.  The Mercedes city library, or Dr. Hector P. García Memorial Library, has conserved a 

limited number of editions dating back to 1910. A few other editions were found at the 

University of Texas Pan American Library.  These were researched for news items, photographs 

and editorials which address the Mercedes ISD.  The Enterprise has also produced special 

editions for the 75
th

 and 100
th

 Anniversary Celebrations which provided some articles of 

historical interest on the founding of the city, the local businesses and the school district.  Some 

Spanish language newspapers were known to have been produced briefly.  Mercedes residents 

are reported to have read La Verdad, produced locally for a short time, and La Prensa of San 

Antonio.  Unfortunately, most local Spanish language newspapers were not considered important 

enough to conserve by the local museums and libraries in their time, and efforts to locate copies 

from interviewees provided some vintage postcards of Mercedes but no newspaper editions were 

located. 
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Significance of the Study 

 This study expanded the limited body of knowledge that currently exists about the 

educational history of Mexican American schoolchildren. It answered questions about the past in 

order to have a better understanding of present institutions, practices, trends and issues in 

education.  It will help to inform future educational decisions and policy development to provide 

equal educational opportunities to all school children.  In addition, the study of the history of an 

educational entity such as a school district provided a myriad of examples in the exercise of 

educational leadership. The twenty-four superintendents and hundreds of school board trustees 

and school administrators addressed many educational issues.  Included in this study are those 

who led the Mercedes Independent School District, the challenges they confronted, how they 

handled change from without, how they effected change within, how they solved problems, and 

how they came to make the decisions that they did. As such, it provided an invaluable exemplar 

on educational leadership in a small school district in the Rio Grande Valley of south Texas. 

Organization of the Study 

This study is organized in five chapters. Chapter 1 introduced the study by stating the 

problem, giving the background to the study, providing the purpose of the study, the significance 

of the study, an overview of the methodology and the research questions, the limitations, 

delimitations, assumptions and the definitions of key terms used in the study.   

Chapter 2 provided a thorough review of the literature on the educational history of 

Mexican Americans in Texas, in particular those in the lower Rio Grande Valley and the 

Mercedes ISD.  It provided information on the conceptual framework, on competing perspectives 

related to the study, and on appropriate theoretical frameworks used in the study including 

Critical Race Theory, LatCrit theory, and historiography.  It also reviewed race, racism, racial 
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stereotypes, and identity issues for Hispanics in order to set a framework for the study. It 

provided information on political, legislative and legal issues regarding Mexican Americans. It 

also provided an overview of Mexican American education touching on its earliest beginnings 

during the Spanish colonial period of this region, on the legal battles for equality, language 

issues, covert racism present in curriculum, instruction, assessment and other educational 

policies, the limitations of poverty, immigration issues, and the geographical and historical 

context of the Rio Grande Valley of south Texas and specifically of Mercedes, Texas.   

Chapter 3 delineated the methodology used in the study, elaborating on the research 

design of the study and the selection of qualitative research, historical research, oral history, life 

histories, purposive sampling, the data sources and collection, and the proposed analysis of the 

data. 

Chapter 4 provided the results of the study, giving the history of the Mercedes 

Independent School District from its inception in 1908 to 2008.  It provided one hundred years of 

descriptions of the school district, the access that Mexican American children had to the schools, 

the character of the schools, the curriculum and instruction, administrative practices, the 

academic and social achievements of the Mexican American children, and the minority 

responses to the existing segregation and any instances of discriminatory practices.  It provided a 

picture in broad strokes with some detail of important events in the history of this school district. 

Chapter 5 completed the work listing the findings, identifying emerging themes and 

patterns, and providing interpretations of the interviews. It provided reflections on why the study 

of the history of education is important to educational leaders, and it also discussed the 

implications of the study and made recommendations based on the data analysis and its 

significance for future studies. 
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Limitations and Delimitations of the Study 

This study relied heavily on the information obtained in interviews of participants and 

informants who attended schools in the Mercedes ISD and who therefore had first-hand 

knowledge of the schools in that district.  The first limitation was interview participant memory 

and recall.  As always with personal interviews, the recalling of events that occurred in the past 

can be faulty or incomplete and may require supporting interviews with secondary persons, or 

corroboration and triangulation through additional researching of archived documents and 

records such as graduation pictures, school board minutes, attendance records, school yearbooks 

and similar artifacts.  However, it is assumed that participants responded to interview questions 

to the best of their ability.  A second limitation included personal researcher or participant biases, 

values and interests that may cause the researcher to include some details and not others. A third 

limitation existed in the contacting of participants for interviews or questionnaires through social 

networks on the Internet, since only a certain population had computer and Internet access, or 

subscribed to social networks. 

As a qualitative study, the primary instrument for data collection is the researcher.  As a 

graduate of the Mercedes ISD, the researcher will have experienced some of what was 

researched.  This fact can be construed as a limitation, because it may have had an impact on the 

data collection and on the relationship between the researcher and the district personnel as well 

as the participants and interviewees. Also, as a former student, the researcher was familiar with 

the buildings, the curriculum, and many of the administrators and teachers that were referenced 

or interviewed.   

This study is delimited by the researcher in two ways.  First, the researcher chose to 

delimit the study by using a purposeful sample of alumni of the Mercedes ISD as well as selected 
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teachers, administrators and community members.  The researcher was focusing on the 

educational experiences of Mexican American schoolchildren in the Mercedes ISD.  This limited 

the ability to generalize findings outside of this area. The results of the interviews and 

subsequent interpretations are not intended to be applied in generalized situations, but may be 

applicable to similar contexts. A second delimitation was that the sample selection was from a 

public educational institution.  Those students who were enrolled in private educational settings 

may bear different characteristics and were not represented by this sample population, except in 

instances where public education students may have attended private schools for a limited 

amount of time. 

Assumptions 
 

It is assumed that the participants who were interviewed understood the purpose of the 

study and answered all interview questions to the best of their recollection.  It is also assumed 

that the researcher was impartial in collecting and interpreting the data and that the personal 

experiences of the researcher may have affected the interpretation of the data.  Assumptions were 

made on the efficacy of qualitative oral history research to illuminate the study of the historical 

education of the Mercedes ISD, and of Mexican Americans of the lower Rio Grande Valley in 

south Texas.  An assumption was made that this study would increase the volume of discourse 

on the educational, career and other life experiences of Mexican Americans who attended 

schools in the Mercedes ISD.  

Definition of Key Terms 

 For the purposes of this dissertation, these definitions apply to the following key terms 

appearing in the study: 
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Access to Public Education 

 Access to public education refers to how much, what kind, and under what conditions 

schooling is given to a population (see Conceptual Framework, p. 156). 

Administrative Practices 

 Administrative practices refers to the actions of superintendents and other administrators 

responsible for the education of the students, including school board trustees. 

Anglocentric 

Anglocentric in this study means the tendency to view the world from an Anglo or British 

perspective, with more importance given to the British colonies than to the Spanish, French and 

other European colonies in what now constitutes the United States. 

Anglos  

Anglos will be used as a term to describe English-speaking whites in Texas and other 

Southwestern U.S. states.   

Character of the Schools 

 For the purposes of this study, the character of the schools is a description of the physical 

buildings, classrooms, materials, staff and equipment as well as a description of the school 

culture and climate, or the prevailing attitudes, practices and policies of students and staff. 

Chicano 

Chicano is a shortened form of ―mexicano‖ used to refer to Mexican Americans. 

Critical Race Theory 

 Critical Race Theory is a critical approach to the study of race, racism and power.  It 

particularly focuses on institutional racism and the dominant group‘s maintenance of the status 

quo. 
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Curriculum and Instruction 

 Curriculum in this study is viewed as the courses of study, textbooks and materials used 

in schools.  Instruction will be viewed as the methods used by teachers to deliver the school‘s 

curriculum. 

Deficit thinking 

Deficit thinking refers to the belief that the low educational attainment of minority 

students can be traced to deficiencies of culture, language or stereotypical characteristics. 

Eurocentric  

The term Eurocentric is used in this study to mean the tendency to view the world from a 

European perspective with a stated or implied belief in its superiority. 

Greaser 

Greaser is a pejorative that has been used by Anglos in Texas and other Southwestern 

U.S. states for Mexicans or Mexican-Americans, particularly in the earlier part of the 20
th

 

century.
52

 

Gringos and Bolillos 

 For this study, ―gringos‖ and ―bolillos‖ are Spanish words used to refer to Anglos. 

LatCrit Theory 

 LatCrit theory is a branch of Critical Race Theory that focuses on Latino issues of racism 

and discrimination. 

Latin American 

This term is used to designate any inhabitant or immigrant with cultural ties to Mexico 

and the countries of Central and South America.  
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Latinos  

Latinos refers to persons residing in the U.S. whose nationality is tied to a Latin 

American country in the Western Hemisphere. It excludes non-Hispanic Latin Americans.
53

   

Machismo 

 ―Machismo‖ is a Spanish term that refers to a cultural belief in male superiority over the 

female. 

Mestizo 

 ―Mestizo‖ is a Spanish word that refers to the blended European and Native American 

person in the Spanish colonies of the New World. 

Mexican 

Mexican is used in this study to refer to a citizen of Mexico or to an immigrant from 

Mexico.   

Mexican American 

This term refers to a native-born U.S. citizen who has cultural ties to Mexico, or to a 

naturalized immigrant in the United States whose country of origin is Mexico.  

Minority 

 This term refers to a social or cultural group of people that exists in less numbers than 

another social or cultural group in the same area.  In the town of Mercedes, Texas, Anglos were a 

majority and Mexican Americans were a minority group in the early part of the twentieth 

century.  In later years the reverse became true where Anglos became the minority group in 

town. 
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Minority Responses to Discrimination 

 This phrase refers to the type of reaction Mexican American students and parents had to 

their schooling, from passive and accepting to actively demanding equality. 

North Ward School 

 This Mercedes ISD school was first called School # 2 in school board minutes.  Over the 

years and in varied sources it was also called the Mexican School, the Latin American School, 

North Ward Elementary, North Grammar School, North Side School, the north side school, and 

North Elementary. Its name was finally changed to John F. Kennedy Elementary, a name it still 

retains today through several remodeling and new construction projects. 

Race 

Race is used to indicate U.S. census distinctions between the White race and the Black 

race. At times, quotations will be included where the person cited is referring to an ethnicity or 

nationality but construes it as a different race; e.g. ―Those Meskins are an inferior race.‖
54

 

Racial macro-aggressions 

Racial macroaggresions refers to public or overt racial stereotypes, attitudes and 

behaviors; such as threats of harm, lynchings, violent clashes, wars, forceful roundups and 

deportations of legal and illegal Mexican Americans or other minorities, internment camps, 

police harassment and other forms of racial bias and discriminatory actions against a particular 

segment of society.
55
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Racial micro-aggressions 

Racial microaggressions are those ―subtle, stunning, often automatic, and non-verbal 

exchanges which are ‗put downs‘ ‖
56

  used by members of one racial or ethnic group to demean 

or abase another.    

Racism 

In this study, racism is often used interchangeably with prejudice, bias, or discrimination 

to refer to actions taken by one group which demean or abase other racial or ethnic groups. 

Lower Rio Grande Valley, or El Valle. 

 The Lower Rio Grande Valley, or ―El Valle‖ is a geographical area along the Rio Grande 

River at the southernmost tip of Texas which includes Starr, Hidalgo, Cameron and Willacy 

Counties. 

Scholastics 

 This term is used between approximately 1830 and 1940 to refer to children eligible for 

public schooling according to their age.  

School Achievement 

 For purposes of this study, school achievement will include not only academic 

achievement such as passing grades, promotion and school completion but also social 

achievement such as participating in and leading school organizations. 

Single-line Campuses 

 This phrase refers to an integration strategy wherein each campus in a school district held 

a single grade level, or perhaps two grade levels, so that every student in the school district 

regardless of residence must attend that campus.   
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South Texas 

 South Texas is the geographical area extending southward from San Antonio to the 

southernmost tip of Texas. 

South Ward School 

 This Mercedes ISD school was first called School # 1 in school board minutes.  Over the 

years and in varied sources it was also called the English speaking School, South Ward 

Elementary, South Grammar School, South Side School, the south side school, South 

Elementary, and Leon R. Graham Elementary.  The Graham school has been a migrant school, a 

junior high school and a sixth grade single line campus at various times in school district history. 

Stereotypes 

Stereotypes are exaggerations about the personality, character or physical attributes of a 

member of a particular racial or ethnic group, often used to demean or abase said groups. 

White privilege 

This phrase is a reference to the belief of some whites that they are superior to other 

racial or ethnic groups because of inherent traits. 
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CHAPTER II 

 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

Part I.  Setting the Context 

Conceptual and Theoretical Frameworks 

 According to Gloria Ladson-Billings, Critical Race Theory (hereafter CRT), was only 

introduced to education relatively recently in 1994.
57

 The use of this theoretical framework has 

done much to expand the scholarly discourse on inequalities in educational settings, but has 

focused mostly on Black struggles for equality.  Solórzano and Yosso state that Critical Race 

Theory is not a passing trend but is here to stay.  As researchers, it frames what we do, why we 

do it, and how we do it.
58

 ―We work to tell the counter-stories of Chicanas and Chicanos,‖
59

 as 

Solórzano states, in order to challenge the status quo and push toward the goal of social justice.  

In their article on the under education of Latinos, González and Portillos maintain that while 

CRT is well-suited to analyzing institutional racism in education, it does not fit ethnic 

discrimination such as that experienced by Mexican Americans.
60

  In their estimation, the theory 

known as LatCrit, or Latino Critical Theory, better fits the civil rights situations and issues that 

Latino and Chicano scholarly writers have utilized to frame their research.  Solórzano adds that 

―LatCrit theory is conceived as an anti-subordination project that attempts to link theory with 
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practice, scholarship with teaching, and the academy with the community.‖
61

  Solórzano and 

Delgado Bernal have described LatCrit‘s five basic themes that build the framework used to 

research Latino and Chicano experiences.  These are:  1) the examination of oppression based on 

race, class, gender, language, and immigration status, 2) the resistance of the oppressed group to 

dominant ideology, in particular in educational institutions that have traditionally explained and 

justified Latino inequality with cultural or linguistic inferiority, 3) the commitment to social 

justice and a transformation of the oppressiveness and inequalities of society‘s institutions, 4) the 

importance of experiential knowledge, or the lived experiences of Latinos as valid and legitimate 

sources of knowledge, and 5) the use of an interdisciplinary approach to knowledge construction 

of Latino issues.
62

 

 Solórzano has worked with a great number of other scholars such as Ladson-Billings, 

Tate, Yosso, Delgado Bernal, Dixson, Rousseau, and Parker to apply this framework to 

educational studies.
63

  He explains that CRT in education starts with the premise that racism is 

permanently part of American society and that racism intersects with forms of subordination 

based on gender, class, sexuality, language, culture, immigrant status, phenotype, accent and 

surname.  The subordination can come from what he terms ―racial microaggressions,‖ or verbal 

and nonverbal racial affronts directed at Latinos that indicate to them that they are unwelcome 

and unwanted.  They range from the subtle to the openly overt, and often leave Latinos 

bewildered and frustrated.  Reactions by Latinos to the verbal insults can leave them labeled as 
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―too sensitive,‖ ―whiners,‖ and ―can‘t take a joke.‖
64

  Racial microaggressions in this context are 

part of social interactions, but there is a more serious side to them when they become 

institutional microaggressions.  An example of institutional microaggression is that of cultural 

bias in the curriculum.  Solórzano calls this ―cultural starvation,‖ and manifests as a decided 

Eurocentric, Anglocentric or White bias in history classes, literature classes and general 

classroom atmosphere.
65

 In Texas, every child in fourth and seventh grade studies about the 

Alamo and the Texas Revolution of 1836, many times with a lack of sensitivity on the part of the 

teacher and in the history books when the Mexicans are described as lazy, cowardly, stupid and 

incompetent when losing skirmishes and as vicious and unprincipled when winning battles.
66

 

This one-sidedness in presenting history is part of what CRT and LatCrit challenge, maintaining 

that the dominant Anglo society uses the educational institution to maintain the status quo and 

retain power and privilege.
67

   

 CRT and LatCrit recognize the importance of the experiential knowledge of minorities as 

―critical to understanding, analyzing and teaching about racial subordination.‖
68

 Only through 

narratives and counter-storytelling methods such as family histories, biographies, cuentos (tales) 

parables, testimonies, dichos (proverbs) and chronicles can the Latino and Chicano perspective 

be known.
69

  The individual interview and the focus group interview become very important 

when researching the Latino or Mexican American experience, and therefore form an essential 
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part of this research study on Mexican American education in the Mercedes Independent School 

District.   

Who are the Mexican Americans? 

 In order to begin to understand the educational history of Mexican Americans in the 

lower Rio Grande Valley it is necessary to look into the history of the name itself.  In the 

literature on the education of the Mexican American, the Mexican American is referred to as 

Spanish, Spanish American, Spanish-speaking, Spanish-surnamed, Hispanic, Latin, Latino, Latin 

American, Mexican, Chicano and other designations. None of the above terms is completely 

accurate or acceptable throughout the Southwest.
70

 For the people of Mexican descent in the Rio 

Grande Valley, Mexican American most closely names this group, although at times the above 

terms will be used interchangeably with Mexican American depending on the time period being 

cited. 

 The Mexican American varies in degrees of the mixture of Spanish and Indian genetic 

material from person to person, with many also having some other European and African 

mixtures.  Some, especially in New Mexico and Colorado, insist that they are of pure Spanish 

blood and others proudly proclaim an entirely indigenous heritage.
71

  The Spanish blood is 

actually a blending of many different cultural and genetic people including the original Celtic 

and Iberian stock of the Iberian Peninsula, Greek, Phoenician, Roman, Visigoth, and North 

African among others.  The indigenous blood can come from any of numerous tribal affiliations 

with varying physical, social, economic and cultural characteristics.  For example, the Mayas of 
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the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico were very distinct culturally from the Yaquis of northwestern 

Mexico or the Otomis of the eastern Veracruz area of Mexico.
72

  

George I. Sánchez explains that an important consideration is that the Spanish arrived in 

the New World during the colonization over a period of three hundred years, and each group had 

variances in language and culture just from the fact that they came from different time periods.  

Add to that the fact that the colonists settled in isolated areas and evolved linguistically, socially 

and culturally in differing ways.  Today a native of the lower Rio Grande Valley can travel to 

northern New Mexico and have trouble understanding many of the Spanish expressions used 

there.  The New Mexican Spanish is often archaic and the tribally variant indigenous influences 

on the language can result in words that are very different from region to region.
73

  

Other European incursions into Mexico left lasting marks on the culture.  Maximilian‘s short 

term as Emperor of Mexico brought in large numbers of Austrian, French, Polish, Belgian, 

Hungarian and even Egyptian troops who managed to blend their genetics and culture with 

Mexicans.  At varying times in history, large numbers of Asians settled on the west coast of 

Mexico and the people that live in the area show their influences.  The descendents of African 

slaves on the east coast of Mexico have contributed their culture and genetics not only to that 

region but also to wherever Mexicans have migrated.
74

   

Therefore, to say that we understand the language and culture of the Mexican American 

is to make a generalized comment that rarely takes into consideration the many nuances 

mentioned above.  Of course, this is true of any group.  Anglo Americans are likely to have as 
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many variances as do Mexican Americans.  However, for purposes of this dissertation, a 

Mexican American is defined as a person of Mexican descent or cultural connections living in 

the United States; and an Anglo or Anglo American is defined as a white, non-Hispanic, English-

speaking person living in the United States.  The interactions of the two groups, particularly 

through educational institutions, are of primary interest in this study.
75

 

Geography and Ecology of the Lower Rio Grande Valley 

 To place the context of this study, the geography and ecology of the lower Rio Grande 

Valley is important.  Many aspects of the interactions of Mexican Americans and Anglo 

Americans in the Valley are tied inescapably to the land and its exploitation. These elements will 

impact upon the education of Mexican Americans, and it is useful to understand the Valley and 

its development based on the geography and ecology of the area.   
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The lower Rio Grande Valley of south Texas is not really a valley but a true river delta 

with alluvial soils varying from sandy and silty loam through loam to clay.  Extending 

approximately one hundred miles upstream from the mouth of the Rio Grande River, the lower 

Rio Grande Valley; or ―El Valle‖ as it is called in Spanish, includes Starr, Cameron, Hidalgo, 

and Willacy counties and encompasses an area of about 43,000 square miles.
76

  Previous to 

Anglo incursions, the area supported rancho settlements that began with Count José de 

Escandón‘s colonizing efforts in the mid-1700s.  The area was part of Spain‘s province of Nuevo 

Santander, which extended north and south of the Río Grande from the Río San Antonio to the 

Río Panuco in present-day Mexico.
77

  When Spanish settlers arrived, the river was wide and 

meandered in loops on its way to the sea.  Near the river the vegetation was lush with mesquite, 

huisache, and other varieties of thorny brush; away from the river the land was drier with some 

grasses and scrub brush predominating.  Cattle – ranching was the main occupation of the region, 

along with some raising of horses, mules, hogs, sheep and goats. Crop cultivation occurred only 

near the river in small areas geared to produce enough for the sparsely populated local 

settlements.  By 1800, the land had been divided up into larger land grants, such as that of Juan 

José Ynojosa de Ballí who received his land grant in 1790 in present day Hidalgo and Cameron 

counties; and smaller porciones, narrow strips of land so divided to ensure that each owner had 

access to the Rio Grande River.
78
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Since the beginning of the twentieth century and the ―American invasion‖
79

 of the Rio 

Grande Valley, the area has been highly agricultural, producing citrus fruits, cotton, sorghum, 

and all manner of winter vegetables that supply many northern markets.  Today, 95% of the 

native vegetation has been cleared, but the remaining 5% is rich in diverse wildlife, with 1,200 

types of plants, 700 species of vertebrates including nearly 500 bird species and 300 kinds of 

butterflies.
80

  The area is well known to bird-watchers as well as white-wing dove hunters, and 

the cultivation of tourism has welcomed thousands of ―snowbirds,‖ winter visitors from Northern 

states who seek warmer climates, to the Rio Grande Valley.
81

 The proximity of Mexico and of 

South Padre Island attracts many visitors, both young and old, to the Valley. 

Mercedes, Texas and the Mercedes Independent School District 

 Mercedes, Texas is located in Hidalgo County five miles from the Texas-Mexico border 

The site where the city of Mercedes is currently located was first settled by Spanish colonists in 

the late 1700s and was part of the Llano Grande Spanish land grant issued on May 29, 1790 to 

Juan Jose Ynojosa de Ballí. In the early nineteenth century the land where Mercedes is now was 

known as the Anacuitas Ranch, and at the end of the nineteenth century it appeared on maps as 

the Fuste Ranch.  Cavazos family members who had married into the Ynojosa-Ballí family and 

were descendants and heirs owned both ranches.
82

 

 Leonidas (Lon) C. Hill, Jr., a South Texas land developer, purchased land which 

included the site where Mercedes is now located.  In 1904 he chartered the Capisallo Town and 
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Improvement Company and laid out the city plat for the town of Lonsboro.
83

  However, he 

decided to sell the company to the new American Rio Grande Land and Irrigation Company that 

was interested in establishing its headquarters at the site.
84

  The town was renamed Díaz, and 

later the name was finally changed to Mercedes.  Some sources say that Mercedes was named for 

the wife of Mexican president Porfirio Díaz; however, President Díaz was never married to a 

woman named Mercedes.
85

  Armando Alonso in his book, Tejano Legacy, discusses the sizes of 

the land grants in Hidalgo County and says that beyond the town settlements, the land grants 

were never called porciones, but mercedes de tierra.
86

  It is possible that the name Mercedes 

arose from the Spanish word for these land grants, but the true origin is unknown. On July 8, 

1904, Mercedes became the first town on the Sam Fordyce Branch of the St. Louis, Brownsville 

and Mexico Railway that ran a fifty-five mile length from Brownsville through Mission to the 

town of Sam Fordyce by December of that year.
87
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Figure 2.1:  The Mercedes Railroad Depot, 1912.  Robert Runyon Photograph Collection, image 

# 03098, courtesy of The University of Texas at Austin. 

 

The American Rio Grande Land and Irrigation Company built a two-story building in 

Mercedes from which the company planned the irrigation and drainage system projects that were 

to ensure that agricultural ventures succeeded.  A settling basin, a pumping plant on the river, a 

canal, and an electrical plant were built in Mercedes in 1906 and 1907.  By 1920 the system had 

expanded to three large canals, five pumping plants, reservoirs and settling basins and was 

providing irrigation water to a large portion of Hidalgo County.
88
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Figure 2.2:  The American Rio Grande Land and Irrigation Company Building, 1907, Mercedes, 

Texas. Robert Runyon Photograph Collection, image # 03073, courtesy of The University of 

Texas at Austin. 

 

The company advertised extensively to bring prospective buyers and investors into the 

town.  Wanting to establish a first-rate location, they passed restrictions on the building of 

businesses and residences within the city, requiring that they be constructed of brick, stone or 

concrete and cost no less than $3,000 for a business or $2,000 for a residence. Additionally, no 

alcoholic beverages could be sold in the town for fifteen years after its founding.
89

 In order to 

advertise the town they hired photographer Robert Runyon who took numerous pictures of the 

town and surrounding areas, and they advertised heavily in northern newspapers.
90

 Prospective 

buyers from northern states were given tours of the Rio Grande Valley area as well as Mercedes 
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by way of the new railroad facilities, and a new hotel was built in 1907 so that visitors to the area 

could have a place to stay in comfort.
91

   

Figure 2.3:  The Mercedes Hotel, circa 1912.  Robert Runyon Photograph Collection, image        

# 03091, courtesy The University of Texas at Austin. 
 

By 1908 Mercedes had a population of over a thousand, and the town‘s newspaper named 

the Mercedes Enterprise had been established, as well as a school, a lumberyard, a feed store and 

a livery stable.
92

 The land surrounding the town had been purchased and was actively producing 

citrus fruits and vegetables year round.  By 1908 the town‘s first bank, the Hidalgo County Bank, 

had been established and reported deposits totaling $100,000 by the end of 1909.
93

 According to 

the Handbook of Texas Online, Mercedes was incorporated in 1909; however, other sources state 

                                                           
91

 Garza, “Mercedes, Texas.” 
92

 Ibid.   
93

 Ibid. 



41 
 

that it was incorporated on March 8, 1908.
94

 In 1909, Mercedes was hit hard by a destructive 

flooding of the Rio Grande River.  The Mercedes Commercial Club was organized in 1911 to 

promote the town.  A public library was established in that same year and by 1915 the town 

population had grown to 2,000.
95

 

 In the first decade of the twentieth century, political events across the border began to 

impact the border towns as Mexico dissolved into civil war.  Matamoros, directly across the river 

from Brownsville, succumbed to Revolutionary General Lucio Blanco in 1913.  A military 

parade honoring the victory was an event which photographer Robert Runyon was on hand to 

photographically archive.
96

  Many Mexicans fled into the United States to escape the violence 

and destruction, and the newly established towns north of the Rio Grande, fearing a spillover of 

revolutionary violence, reacted by petitioning the U.S. government to send troops to prevent 

disorder.
97

  As the United States entered World War I and war hysteria swept the country, it was 

feared that Germany would establish a presence in Mexico and perhaps invade the U.S. through 

the Rio Grande Valley.
98

  The U.S. response was to send 15,000 National Guard troops to the 

Rio Grande Valley, most of which were stationed at Camp Mercedes and Camp Llano Grande 

just south of Mercedes, to guard the border.
99

 In 1918 in response to the U.S. involvement in 

World War I, the Mercedes City Council passed an ordinance making it illegal to ―speak German 
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or any other language used by the enemy in any school, public or private,‖ and also forbade 

businesses to use the German language for any advertising or even entertainment purposes.
100

  

Figure 2.4:  Troop C, Third U.S. Cavalry Riding Through Mercedes, circa 1917.  Robert Runyon 

Photograph Collection, image # 01747, courtesy The University of Texas at Austin. 

 

 The population of Mercedes increased as northern and Midwestern farmers were 

recruited to buy land for agricultural ventures, but many also came to establish businesses such 

as pharmacies, barber shops, farm equipment, hardware and supplies, and dry goods stores.  

Professional people arrived also; doctors, lawyers, bankers, bookkeepers, and teachers.
101

  

Table 2.1 shows the population growth of Mercedes during the twentieth century: 
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Table 2.1   Population Growth in Mercedes, Texas       

            Year    Population        

1910      1,002 

1920      3,414 

1930      3,956 

1940      7,624 

1950              10,065 

1960              10,943 

1970                 9,335 

1980              11,851 

1990              12,694 

2000              13,649 

Source:  U.S. Census Data at http://census.gov.  Note:  The final 2010 U.S. Census population 

data for certain locales including Mercedes, Texas, is not yet available as of July 30, 2011. 
 

Oil was discovered near Mercedes in 1935; this impacted the town‘s population as 

speculators, developers and oil field workers and their families moved to the town.  A bumper 

crop of produce was reported for the 1947 and 1948 seasons when it handled more than 2,000 

train carloads of produce.
102

  Mercedes and Weslaco partnered in 1952 to build an international 

bridge to Mexico to promote tourism and international trade.  The result was the Progreso/Nuevo 

Progreso Bridge that has greatly enhanced the economics as well as the population growth of 

both sides of the river.
103

 The 1960s were known for an increase in cotton and vegetable 

production as well as livestock processing and marketing.  Mercedes has become internationally 

known for the quality of custom boot-making shops in the town.  In 1960, 140 businesses were 

reported in the census.  The 1980s was best known in Mercedes for the annual Rio Grande 

Valley Livestock Show that is attended by thousands of visitors every year.  The 2000 Census 

reported 377 businesses.  Opening in November of 2006, the Rio Grande Premium Outlets just 
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east of Mercedes with 140 stores feature many nationally known name brand items and report 

seven million visitors yearly for shopping.
104

 It is probable that Mercedes will report a 

population surge in the 2010 census data due to the location of the outlet mall. 

 According to a Master‘s Thesis written in 1938 by Leon R. Graham, a Mercedes teacher, 

the Mercedes Independent School District was established within a year of the city‘s founding as 

families arrived to live in the newly founded town.
105

 The first trustees‘ meeting of the Mercedes 

Independent School District was held on June 13, 1908.
106

 The Hidalgo County Superintendent 

of Schools, R.E. Marsh, instructed the newly elected members to the Mercedes Board of 

Education as to their duties and responsibilities as trustees.
107

 The new board of trustees spent 

several months planning for school facilities, the employment of teachers and purchase of 

instructional materials.  They then met in September of 1908 and voted to hire four teachers, two 

for a school for English speaking children and two for an elementary school for Latin 

Americans.
108

  According to Graham, the minutes of the district do not state why or how the 

English speaking and Latin American children were separated, nor does he venture an opinion of 

why that occurred.
109

   

The board also voted to rent buildings for the purpose of schooling, since no school 

buildings had yet been constructed.
110

 As the town grew, it was soon apparent that school 
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buildings would have to be constructed, and in April of 1909 the school board approved a bond 

issue for $15,000 in forty-year, five percent bonds in order to erect two school buildings of other 

than wooden construction.  They also voted to collect school taxes for the purpose of providing a 

sinking fund to pay for the bond monies.
111

 The bond issue had to go before the public to be 

approved, and a bond election was held in June of 1909 when the bond was voted for approval 

with forty-seven votes in favor and none against.   

The following excerpt from Graham‘s study shows the actions of the Mercedes school 

board on June 30, 1910 when they deliberated on the building of additional space at both the 

Latin American school and the South School designated for English speaking children only.  

According to Graham‘s study, the board argued extensively as to the building plans.  The final 

decision is explained in the following paragraph: 

The contract was let for a four-room Latin American school to cost $4,000. A month later 

the contract for a building for English speaking students was awarded at a total cost of 

$8,472.  While the English speaking elementary school, commonly called ‗The South 

School‘ was officially a school for English speaking children only, it was never so in fact.  

Many children from the families of prominent Latin American citizens attended the 

school.  This was made possible because these Latin Americans often lived next door to 

English speaking families.  In order to exclude the Latin Americans it would have been 

necessary to make a specific declaration that all Latin Americans, no matter who they 

were or where they lived, must attend the Latin American School.  This would not have 

been wise, even if thought desirable from an educational standpoint, as many of the Latin 

Americans had considerable political influence.
112

 
 

The disparity between the buildings for the Latin American children and the English 

speaking children is apparent in the difference in cost between the two sites.  The ―South 

School,‖ as it is called above, cost over twice as much as the north school for Latin Americans.  

Graham does attempt to explain that ―officially,‖ which we must take to mean in school board 
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policy, there was no segregation.  He explains that children from prominent Latin American 

families did attend the South School, and that those Latin American families lived in the 

residential area where the English speaking families lived.  One could assume that their 

socioeconomic status was comparable, and probably of the middle class of the town such as 

business owners and other professionals. We might also assume that the Latin American children 

were ―English speaking‖ and therefore acceptable to the South School‘s standards.  The north 

side of town was reserved for Latin Americans of the lower socioeconomic classes, which can be 

ascertained from maps of the era that show smaller sized residential and commercial lots than on 

the south side of town.
113

  The final sentence in Graham‘s quotation above seems to indicate that 

there existed a faction of influential Mexican American citizens in the town of Mercedes even at 

that early date who insisted on their children attending the South School.
114

   

 Kathleen Neal Carroll in her doctoral dissertation at the University of Texas Pan 

American in 2010 interviewed Lucille Cuéllar Graham, sister of educator Estella Cuéllar, who 

attended schools in Mercedes.  Mrs. Graham related an anecdote where various Mexican 

American citizens in the 1930s approached a Mercedes superintendent concerning a letter sent 

home with students saying that officials planned to segregate the schools.  According to Mrs. 

Graham, one of the Mexican American parents was rumored to have a gun.  They were able to 

convince the superintendent not to segregate the schools since ―everybody was doing just fine.‖  

Lucille Cuéllar Graham did not believe that the Mercedes schools were segregated at that time, 

since she and her siblings attended the South school.
115
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In June of 1911, the head teacher, J. M. Hamlett, was designated as the superintendent of 

schools at an annual salary of $1,125.  The extra duties included being present at least fifteen 

minutes before the opening of school every morning and ensuring the school‘s needs occupied 

his entire attention.
116

  That year another school was established in Heidelberg, a small 

community northeast of the town with a growing population, many of whom were initially of 

German descent.
117

  A teacher was hired just for the school created there.
118

 In September of 

1911, the board discussed the need for nine teachers to service the growing population of 

scholastics.
119

  Four were needed at the Latin American school, four were needed at the English 

speaking school and one was needed at Heidelberg.
120

 It is interesting to note that during this 

school year, the school board minutes reported that three Roman Catholic nuns were employed 

as public school teachers at the Latin American school where they remained for at least three 

more years.
121

 Considering the lack of available trained teachers during this period of time in 

Texas, it is likely that these were the only accredited persons available to teach.
122

 

According to Graham, the Mercedes school district encountered financial difficulties and 

had to borrow $1,000 to finish the 1911-1912 school year. Graham notes that regardless of the 
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lack of money that year, the Latin American school was not closed to conserve money; in 

addition, the money was borrowed from the town bank by the school trustees who obtained 

underwriting of the note through sixteen private citizens who were willing to pledge their 

support.
123

 Graham‘s statement regarding not closing the Latin American school is significant in 

that it reflects the feelings of some Anglo American citizens of the times that the inferior 

facilities of ―Mexican schools‖ were justified by the fact that lesser amounts of school taxes were 

collected from Mexican American citizens. It should be noted, however, that in many instances, 

school districts collected state monies for Mexican Americans and then spent this money on the 

Anglo schools.
124

  

 In 1915, another bond was issued in the amount of $10,000 that was used to provide 

additions to the English speaking school known as ―South School.‖ All English speaking 

children from first grade to high school attended school at this campus, while Mexican American 

children attended elementary school at the ―North School,‖ or ―North Ward,‖ as the school came 

to be known, and only if they continued to junior high and high school did they attend the south 

campus.
125

  The school district increased in size to 36.4 square miles in 1917 through a special 

enactment of the Thirty-Fifth Legislature of Texas, which made the voting of a new maintenance 

tax necessary.  On May 26, 1917, a fifty-cent tax was adopted of which forty cents went to 

maintenance, five cents went to a sinking fund for the 1909 bonds and five cents went to a 

sinking fund for the 1915 bonds.
126

 The school population continued to grow and necessitated 

the addition of more school buildings, with 475 students enrolled in 1917 and 1,294 enrolled in 
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1921.  Ninety thousand dollars in bonds were issued for the construction of a new high school 

building across the street from the original south side high school on Ohio Street in 1919.
127

  

The new high school was completed in 1921. In 1926 another bond for $140,000 was 

passed of which $80,000 was used for a junior high school building and large auditorium and 

$30,000 went to the building of a modern elementary for the Latin American schoolchildren.
128

 

The remainder of the money was used to purchase building sites, but the south side of town 

continued to have the most number of school buildings and the most extensive compared to the 

lesser facilities on the north side of town that were designated for the Latin American children. A 

1917 map of Mercedes, Texas that was developed by the Sanborn Map Company to be used for 

fire insurance purposes shows clearly that the North side of town is designated as ―Mexican.‖
129

 

A study of the map shows that the south side school buildings are larger than the north side 

school building for Latin American children; and that the south side school buildings have 

electricity for lights, yet the north side school buildings have the word ―none‖ marked next to 

―lights.‖
130

  

 A much larger bond issue was voted in 1930 for $250,000 for the purpose of building a 

new senior high school classroom addition, gymnasium, cafeteria, remodeling of existing 

buildings, purchasing additional playground land and ―equipping the new buildings with modern 

educational furniture as required by the different departments.‖
131

  Nothing was done for the 

Latin American school until 1934 when a four – room addition was built using materials 

salvaged from the demolition of the older south side elementary school.  The labor was provided 
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through the Public Works Administration (PWA).
132

 While re-purposing salvaged building 

materials can always be considered a worthy project, it is noteworthy that new materials had not 

been used for the Latin American school while brand new building materials were used for the 

South School where the children of the more affluent members of town went to school.   

In 1938 when Graham wrote his Master‘s Thesis, the school system consisted of a 

fifteen-room structure at the Latin American school on Hidalgo street in the north side of 

Mercedes; the Heidelberg School on the northeast side of town which was a one-room Latin 

American school; the English speaking elementary school commonly called ―South School;‖ and 

a cafeteria, a gymnasium, and a junior and senior high school serving grades six through 

twelve.
133

  The cafeteria served all the schools on the south side, since they were essentially on 

one campus; however, neither the Latin American Heidelberg School nor the Hidalgo Street 

Latin American School had cafeteria or gymnasium facilities.
134

  

Graham makes it a point to mention that between 1908 and 1938, ―the Latin American 

child was not forgotten.  He was admitted on equal terms with the English speaking student in 

the high school, and was given good buildings and well trained teachers in the elementary 

grades.‖
135

 He neglects to mention, however, that although there were more Latin American 

children ―scholastics‖ than English speaking children (1,111 Latin American children enrolled 

compared to 686 English speaking),
136

 the facilities for the English speaking children were far 
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superior in number, type and construction than were the Latin American schools.
137

 For example, 

the Mercedes, Texas map of 1917 shows that the Latin American schools are constructed of 

wood while the English speaking schools are constructed of brick; additionally, the Latin 

American schools have no electricity or lighting while the English speaking schools do.
138

 Leon 

R. Graham conducted his study in 1938, consequently his historical description of the Mercedes 

Independent School District does not cover later years.   

The only other scholarly work that touches on the history of the Mercedes school district 

is that of Robert Daniel Beane, Sr. entitled A Brief History of the Educational Development of 

Hidalgo County written in 1942, about four years after Graham‘s work.
139

  Robert Daniel Beane, 

Sr. served as Hidalgo County Superintendent of Schools beginning in 1939 and was serving in 

that office when he wrote his master‘s thesis in 1942.
140

  He also is listed as Secretary of the 

Hidalgo County School Board in the 1941-1942 Public School Directory.
141

 Included in his 

research on the school districts existent at that time is a description of the Mercedes ISD.  Beane 

gives some information about the Mercedes district that was not available in Graham‘s thesis, 

including its roots prior to becoming an independent school district.  It also states that the 

Hidalgo County Commissioners‘ Court created the Mercedes ISD on June 8, 1908 as the first 

independent school district in the county.
142

  All other school districts at that time were Common 

School Districts, created under a prior Texas law.  The total area of the Mercedes ISD at its 

creation was twenty-five square miles, ―which was believed at the time to be fully sufficient.‖
143
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The first trustees were Fred J. Cutting, J. M. Johnson, Jr., George S. Freeman, Lytle Harrison, S. 

P. Silver, C. W. Wattson, and Fred L. Johnston who were appointed by the Hidalgo County 

Judge D. B. Chapin.
144

 

It is clearly indicated in Beane‘s study that there were two separate schools for Anglo 

children and Latin American children in Mercedes in 1908.  He states: 

In 1907-08 there were two schools---one a two teacher school south of the railroad for the 

American children.  Miss Anita Cocke was principal and Miss Josephine Hooks was the 

other teacher.  There were about sixty pupils.  Miss Cocke taught the upper grades and 

Miss Hooks taught the lower grades.  The Latin-American School was located north of 

the track.  It was a two-room frame building 20‘ x 40‘. Fred L. Johnston was the teacher.  

The next year George B. Marsh was his assistant and they had one hundred eighty-nine 

pupils.  The school served as a preparatory school for the English or American school.
145

 
 

Several items stand out in the paragraph above.  Fred Johnston had been listed as a 

trustee but at the first school board meeting he resigned so that he could take the teaching job at 

the North side school.
146

  There were sixty pupils in the south school for the American children, 

and there were two teachers; that brought the teacher/pupil ratio to 30:1. Yet in the Latin 

American school there were one hundred eighty-nine pupils with only one teacher and one 

assistant.  The teacher/pupil ratio was 189:1; or if you counted the assistant, who was probably 

not trained and therefore not labeled a teacher, the ratio was 95:1. This was still a significant 

disparity with the American school‘s teacher/pupil ratio.  The final sentence ―the school served 

as a preparatory school for the English or American school‖ can be interpreted to mean that in 

the estimation of the school officials, the Latin American children did not possess sufficient 

English skills to be enrolled at the American school. There is no mention, however, of Latin 

American children being enrolled in the American school because they did speak English well 

enough.  
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 Beane also indicates that the first Mercedes Superintendent of Schools was Mr. E. L. 

Horton and he was followed by J. W. Hamlett the following year.  New members of the faculty 

for the school year 1908 – 1909 were Mrs. Isa M. Poag and Miss Boyd.  There were nine grades 

in the school, of which grades seven, eight and nine were considered to be part of the high 

school.  There were only nine pupils in the high school for that school year.  In 1910 a new 

eighteen-room brick school building was erected which was named for Harriet Claycomb in 

honor of the mother of Miss Nannie Mer Buck, a teacher and principal who later became 

superintendent of the Mercedes schools.
147

   

Figure 2.5 is a picture of the Harriet Claycomb School that was taken by contracted 

photographer Robert Runyon. It is included below: 

 

Figure 2.5:  Harriet Claycomb School, Mercedes, Texas, circa 1912. Robert Runyon Photograph 

Collection, image #03084, courtesy of the University of Texas at Austin. 
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 The Class of 1914 had only one pupil, Marion Reiss, who completed her studies that year 

as the first graduate of the Mercedes Independent School District. In 1909-1910 there were six 

teachers in the system.  By 1915 there were 358 pupils in the entire system.  That year Miss 

Nannie Mer Buck was elected superintendent, and other members of the faculty were B. K. 

Phelps, principal; Miss Aline Colvin, Miss Mary Lane, Miss Rowena Bull, Mrs. George 

Freeman, Miss Ruth Cash, Miss Alma O‘Hara, Judge R. A. Marsh, his two daughters Virginia 

Marsh and Bessie Marsh, and Mrs. Borstadt.  The Mercedes School Board Trustees for the year 

1915 were President Mrs. Frank Miller, Secretary D. K. Kennett, Dr. A. H. Kalbfleisch, Mrs. C. 

K. Reiss, Mrs. Crawford, and Jesús García.
148

 It is apparent that by 1915, the Anglo community 

was in full control of the school district. However, one board member, Jesús García, was 

Mexican American.
149

 

 Beane next reports that the Mercedes High School, which was the first high school 

established in Hidalgo County in 1908, became affiliated in 1916 through the sponsorship and 

assistance of Congressman John N. Garner.  In order to meet the requirements, the school library 

needed additional books and maps that Garner provided.  By 1942, the Mercedes High School 

offered 41 ½ units of credit and an had enrollment of 326 students.  It also had a band and a 

football team by that time.
150

 During the World War I years, all the faculty members in the 

district were women.  In 1917 the school district was enlarged for a total of thirty-five square 
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miles, or an additional ten square miles.
151

 Beane described additions and new buildings in the 

district as follows: 

 The North Grammar School was first built in 1908 and has had some additions. 

 The South Grammar School was built in 1920 and additions were made in 1931. 

 North Grammar School Number 2 was built in 1926 at a cost of $31,500. 

 The Junior High School was erected in 1926 at a cost of $90,000. 

 The Senior High School was erected in 1931 at a cost of $100,000. 

 A Cafeteria and Gymnasium were constructed in 1931 at a cost of $59,000. 

 Heidelberg School in the northeast part of the district is a rural school having one 

teacher. 

 The school district has one school bus for transporting pupils.
152

 

When he wrote the thesis, Beane also provided a list of superintendents who had served 

the district from its inception in 1908 as an independent district to 1942. They were as follows:  

E. L. Horton, J. W. Hamlett, J. W. Massey, J. T. Briggs, Theo Dietel, Miss Nannie Mer Buck, C. 

W. Taylor, H. A. Milsap and E. H. Poteet.  As of 1942, Beane reported that the district had four 

plants or sites:  the Heidelberg School where Mrs. Louise Sheppard was principal and only 

teacher; North Grammar School with Mr. Wm. O‘Hair as principal with sixteen more teachers; 

the South Grammar School where Mr. W. N. Perry was principal with eleven other teachers; and 

the Junior-Senior High Schools with Leon H. Graham as principal with twenty-one more 

teachers.  In 1941 - 1942, the Mercedes School Board Trustees were President R. H. Kern, Sr., 

Vice-president Fred Johnston, Secretary-Manager J. E. Barry, and other members B. F. Byers, 
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Nix Herrington, Walter Hoekstra, and J. B. Taylor.
153

 No Mexican Americans were listed as 

teachers, principals, administrators or school board members for this school year. 

The total number of scholastics in the 1939 – 1940 school year for the Mercedes ISD was 

2,870.
154

  The number of scholastics reported only indicated all those who were eligible for 

schooling by virtue of their age, which was then set between seven and eighteen.  Of the 2,870 

eligible for schooling, only 1,973 were actually enrolled, and the average daily attendance for 

those was 1,553.  There were fifty classroom teachers that made the teacher/pupil ration 31:1.  

The average annual salary of the teachers was $1,122.92.  There were two ―colored‖
155

 

scholastics reported for Mercedes that year but they were not enrolled in the district.  No colored 

teachers were reported for Mercedes that year, but one colored teacher each was reported for 

Edinburg, McAllen, and Weslaco.
156

  It is possible that the two colored students enrolled in 

nearby Weslaco for that school year, or else attended at McAllen or Edinburg.   

No other published or unpublished scholarly works have been uncovered that include 

more than passing information on the Mercedes Independent School District.  Guadalupe San 

Miguel, Jr. includes an extensive bibliography on unpublished material including master‘s theses 

and doctoral dissertations on Mexican American education in Texas and the other Southwestern 

states in his book, “Let All of Them Take Heed”: Mexican Americans and the Campaign for 

Educational Equality in Texas, 1910 – 1981.  The majority of the works cited is general and treat 

Mexican American education in Texas. Some cities in Texas that are specifically included in 

some of the titles in the references are Brownsville, Corpus Christi, Sugarland, San Antonio, and 
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San Marcos. Others mention certain geographic areas, such as the Big Bend region, and still 

others include the names of counties such as Cameron, Starr, Zapata, and Hidalgo.  It is therefore 

expected that this study has added to the body of knowledge of educational history for the area. 

Part II.  Educational History of Mexican Americans Prior to 1950 

 The educational history of the Mercedes ISD does not officially begin until its formation 

in 1908, but no event occurs in a vacuum.  As evidenced by Beane‘s study of the educational 

development of Hidalgo County, the independent school district that was created in the town of 

Mercedes already had its beginnings in the common school district created by Hidalgo County as 

Common School District Number 1 and the Mercedes Common School District Number 2 

located in the southeastern part of Hidalgo County.
157

  The county system of schools had been 

created since 1840 during the time of the Republic of Texas, and underwent many changes until 

the independent school districts in the state of Texas were created. 

To overlook the history of the region prior to the creation of the Mercedes ISD in 1908 is 

to ignore the many events that came together to create the social reality and context that was the 

town and the school district in the twentieth century.  The tensions between Anglo and Mexican 

Americans in the early days of the school district and on through the years of the Civil Rights 

Movement in the 1960s and 1970s and perhaps beyond were the result of historical events that 

must be explained in order to give a deeper understanding of what was occurring in the school 

district throughout the twentieth century.  David Montejano in his work Anglos and Mexicans in 

the Making of Texas, 1836 – 1986 states that, ―the absence of a sociological memory is nowhere 

more evident than in the study of race and ethnic relations in the Southwest.‖
158

  Although there 

is extensive literature on historical events in the Southwest, such as the Mexican War, there is 
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rarely sufficient discussion of the impact and consequences of these events for the various 

peoples living in the region.  He states the importance of an ―interpretative history that would 

outline the connections between the past and the present while maintaining a focus on Mexican-

Anglo relations.‖
159

  He maintains that the ―Texas history of Mexicans and Anglos points to a 

relationship that today, although frequently violent and tense, may be characterized as a form of 

integration.‖
160

 

Asa G. Hilliard III, professor of the School of Education at San Francisco State 

University, makes the following statement regarding the attainment of equality of educational 

opportunity: 

The history and culture of colonized or dominated people is usually destroyed or 

distorted. This enables an oppressor to hold a view of the oppressed which will justify 

self-serving interventions by the oppressor. It also serves the function of confusing the 

oppressed group regarding its own identity and resources, thus limiting its ability to 

respond to oppression. The world view and cultural information of the oppressed group 

is manipulated, and truth becomes a scarce commodity.
161

 
 

According to Hilliard, it is important to hear the complete historical record in order to lay the 

groundwork for a complete understanding of a people, a time and a place.
162

  It is the duty of 

researchers to investigate history to determine what the truth is, and why it may have been 

distorted in the past.  By laying a historical foundation, contemporary conditions, issues and 

possible remedies and solutions to age-old problems such as racism and discrimination can be 

understood and one day solved.
163

 

In order to better understand Mexican American education in the Mercedes school district 

in the twentieth century, it is important to realize that it depended on the relationship between 
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Mexican Americans and Anglo Americans in that city, and how they were able to come to an 

accommodation on the rights and privileges of each group.  This cannot be fully accomplished 

unless the historical events leading up to the presence of both groups in Mercedes, Texas, in the 

1900s can be studied.  Montejano asserts that there has been a great diversity in Mexican-Anglo 

relations in south Texas at any one historical point that are tied to the social, economic and 

political conditions prevalent at the time.
164

 Revisionist historians who have approached the 

subject of Anglo-Mexican relations in more recent years have looked at the origins of Anglo 

prejudice in several ways.  Most see it as the product of bitter warfare between the two groups 

which created a lasting animosity.  Others recognize it as an Anglo legacy in a long history of 

dealing with Indians and Blacks. Other historians see the roots of prejudice in a belief in 

Manifest Destiny that asserted the right of Anglo-Americans to ―Americanize‖ others because of 

their belief in the superiority of their culture.
165

 Montejano states that these viewpoints are still 

insufficient to explain variations and shifts in relations between Anglos and Mexicans.  He 

proposes that a historical study is essential in understanding contemporary Mexican-Anglo 

relationships, in particular a historical study that takes into account land ownership, social 

classes and class relations, and the progression of the south Texas economy from ranch-based to 

farm-based, including commercial agricultural ventures, to urban industrialization and the 

mechanization of labor.  Every one of these changes in economics would impact Anglo-Mexican 

relationships in south Texas, including educational institutions.
166

  To ignore this history would 

be remiss and it would leave gaps in the later understanding of Mexican American education in 

the Mercedes Independent School District.   
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Spanish Colonial Period in South Texas 

The earliest known European explorations of the lower Rio Grande Valley occurred 

sometime around the fall of 1519 with the voyage of Alonso Alvarez de Piñeda, who traveled up 

and down the Gulf coast and reported entering ―a very large river.‖  According to later research, 

this large river was the Río de las Palmas, or Río Grande, which had been swollen by floods 

when Alvarez de Piñeda explored it upriver for about six leagues, or eighteen miles. The 

expedition also reported about forty Indian ―pueblos‖ or settlements along the river of friendly 

natives who were willing to trade with the Europeans.
167

 Another exploratory visit followed in 

the summer of 1520 with Diego de Camargo, but this time the natives were not so friendly when 

they realized that the Europeans wanted to establish settlements.  Camargo‘s men were attacked 

and one of the three ships of the expedition was sunk at the mouth of the Río de las Palmas.
168

  A 

third expedition was outfitted by Francisco de Garay, then governor of Jamaica, in 1523 which 

included sixteen vessels and around 700 well-armed men. Garay‘s men reached the mouth of the 

river on July 25, 1523 but they encountered hostile natives and other difficulties and decided to 

march south to Mexico City where Garay became ill and died.
169

 A fourth expedition to explore 

and establish a settlement at the mouth of the Río de Las Palmas was undertaken in 1528 by 

Sancho de Cañiedo.  This expedition spent five months exploring; but after encountering hostile 

natives, swarms of mosquitoes, sweltering temperatures and becoming ill with tropical fevers, 

Cañiedo‘s men were unable to establish a settlement.
170

  The next historical mention of the area 

along the lower Rio Grande River is in the wanderings of Alvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca who was 

shipwrecked on the Gulf Coast in 1528. In his search for rescue, he wandered with several 

                                                           
167

 Stambaugh and Stambaugh, 2. 
168

 Ibid., 3. 
169

 Ibid., 6. 
170

 Ibid., 7. 



61 
 

companions all through south Texas including along the Rio Grande River, and survived by 

pretending to be a healer. He finally arrived at Mexico City in 1536.
171

 The next historical 

mention was in 1553 with another shipwreck at Padre Island near present-day Corpus Christi.  

Only three hundred of the one thousand voyagers survived the storm that wrecked them.  The 

survivors decided to head south along the coast and reported crossing the Río de las Palmas.  

Unfortunately, of the three hundred, only two monks finally reached Spanish settlements and 

were rescued; all others died from hostile native attacks, starvation, and illnesses.
172

 

The Spanish continued to be interested in settling this area because they feared attempts 

by other European powers to explore and settle the land.  In 1638, after reports of Dutch pirates 

in the area, Sergeant Major Jacinto García de Sepúlveda was sent to investigate the Río de Las 

Palmas to determine whether rumors of ―foreigners‖ to the area were true.  García de Sepúlveda 

was unable to find any enemies after marching up and down the river all the way to the mouth 

near present-day Brownsville.
173

 In 1653 another expedition under Captain Alonso de León 

explored the valley of the Río de las Palmas and reported that the natives were friendly, the lands 

fertile and the rivers abounding with fish.
174

  Several other expeditions followed but it was not 

until the 18
th

 century that settlement of the region was finally successful under José de 

Escandón.
175

   

Escandón made several expeditions to ascertain the feasibility of and best location for 

settlements in the area.  In 1747, he reached the mouth of the river and found twenty-nine Indian 

rancherías or settlements consisting of about 2,500 families along the banks of the river.  He 

completed his inspection and returned to file his report where he recommended the establishment 
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of fourteen settlements. After much careful planning and heavy recruiting of families in the more 

settled of the northern colonies of Nuevo Santander, he returned to the Rio Grande Valley in 

March of 1749.  Blas María de la Garza Falcón had already arrived with forty families from 

Cerralvo, Nuevo León to establish Camargo, the first settlement.  Reynosa soon followed further 

south on the river.
176

   

The first settlement north of the Rio Grande was the villa of Nuestra Señora de los 

Dolores, founded by José Vásquez Borrego on August 22, 1750, several miles northwest of 

Guerrero (formerly Revilla).  Mier followed in 1752 on the south side of the river near some 

ranches that had already been established a few years before by Captain Garza of Camargo, 

Prudencia Basterría of Saltillo, Manuel Hinojosa and José Florencio de Chapa.  In 1753, 

Escandón approved the request of settlers for land on the north side of the Rio Grande at a place 

called Carnestolendas near present day Rio Grande City. Some of the first families there were 

those of Juan de los Angeles García, Miguel López de Jaén, Francisco López de Jaén, Joseph de 

Hinojosa and Francisco Ignacio Farías.
177

 By 1755, several large ranches had been established in 

this area including those owned by Nicolás de los Santos Coy, Captain Blas María de la Garza 

Falcón, and Blas María Farías.  Settlers from Reynosa were also given land on the north side of 

the river where many were already grazing their herds of horses, sheep, goats and cattle.
178

 

The population of the lower Rio Grande Valley has varied from the time of Escandón‘s 

last expedition in 1749 when, according to Agustín López de la Cámara Alta‘s report, there were 

1,479 persons in the Villas del Norte, which included Laredo on the north and/or east side of the 

Rio Grande River and the other settlements downriver on the southern and/or western side of the 
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Rio Grande River.
179

  By 1755, Escandón reported a total of twenty-three settlements with 1,481 

families for a total population of 6,384 persons in the Rio Grande Valley area.
180

 By 1767, the 

population of Laredo was 186.  The Spanish were meticulous census-takers, and the 1789 census 

listed 45% of Laredo‘s residents as españoles, 17% as mestizos, 17% as mulatos, and 16% as 

indios.
181

 In 1828, the Hispanic residents of Laredo numbered 2,052.
182

 Most of the population of 

the Rio Grande Valley resided on the southern side of the Rio Grande River in the settlements of 

Camargo, Mier, Revilla, Reynosa, and Matamoros.  In 1749, the total population of these towns 

numbered 1,479; by 1829 the census revealed a growth in population to 24, 686.
183

  The north 

side of the river included many land grant and porción ranches with small settlements, but no 

large settlements existed besides Laredo until the establishment of Brownsville in 1848.   

In 1765, the site of today‘s city of Matamoros near the mouth of the Rio Grande River 

was called San Juan de los Esteros, later changed to Refugio and organized into a village in 

1821.
184

  In 1781, a land grant of fifty-nine leagues of land
185

 was issued to José Salvador de la 

Garza by the Spanish authorities on the northern bank of the river.  By 1830, Matamoros already 

had a population of 7,000.
186

  Because the south side of the river was already well-populated, 

squatters began building jacales (huts) on the north side of the river on de la Garza‘s land and by 
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1836 a small settlement had formed.
187

  The interest of the Anglos in the Rio Grande Valley was 

already high by the 1830s, because the river represented an important means of transporting 

goods to markets, possibly even up to Santa Fe and out to Europe through the port at Matamoros.  

In 1834, Stephen F. Austin‘s cousin Henry Austin introduced the first steamboat on the Rio 

Grande River---a venture not looked upon kindly by pack-mule transporters who feared the 

steamboat would bring an end to their business.
188

 When Texas declared its independence in 

1836, it was quick to declare its boundaries to extend all the way to the Rio Grande River, 

recognizing its commercial importance.
189

 

The strategic importance of the river both commercially and militarily was well 

understood by North Americans.  After the United States declared its intention to annex Texas, 

General Zachary Taylor arrived at the Mexican border in 1845 and built Fort Brown to garrison 

American troops in preparation for war with Mexico.  During the Mexican War, Richard King, 

Mifflin Kennedy and Charles Stillman set up a transport company to move troops and supplies 

up and down the Rio Grande River.
190

  In 1848 after the end of the war, Stillman and other 

partners had a town site surveyed and they began selling lots for the town they called 

Brownsville.  Brownsville therefore became the first township in the lower Rio Grande Valley 

on the north side of the river.  By 1850 the town had a population of 519 including Mexican, 

Irish, French, English and German inhabitants.  Because of shipping and market interests, the 

town retained a cosmopolitan flavor for many years.
191

  Between Brownsville and Laredo were 
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located many small ranching communities, but their populations remained small until the arrival 

of the railroad in the early twentieth century. 

Early Education in the Spanish Colonies of the Northern Rim 

The history of education in the lower Rio Grande Valley at first glance appears to have 

begun in the twentieth century after the arrival of Anglo agricultural commercialization ventures, 

or so it appears in many Texas history books.
192

  However, the lower Rio Grande Valley as part 

of the Spanish province of Nuevo Santander and later the Mexican state of Texas-Coahuila and 

Tamaulipas was part of the history of those entities.  As such, it is appropriate to review the 

educational institutions that existed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in these areas.  

Although records of the educational history of the lower Rio Grande Valley for the earliest time 

periods are almost non-existent, it is expected that similar conditions existed in the isolated 

ranchos between Laredo and Brownsville as existed in other areas of Nuevo Santander that had 

similar social, economic and political conditions. 

Harsh conditions on frontier lands have always allowed very little time or energy for 

educational pursuits.  Ranch life during pre-mechanized eras was very difficult, requiring long 

hours of labor, and poverty was universal.  Most families had the minimum of household goods, 

and books and even paper were considered luxuries.  Literacy was usually restricted to the 

clergy, government officials, and a few settlers who had been lucky enough to learn to read and 

write before migrating to the new settlements as colonists.  Urban areas in the Spanish colonies 

had the best educational opportunities, but the northern rim of Spain‘s colonies, now known as 

the Southwest in the United States, had scarce resources to devote to the educational arena.
193
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The interest of the Spanish king in educating both the indigenous population and the 

Spanish colonists can be seen in his mandate to government officials of New Spain to make 

every effort to establish schools: 

I have determined that schools be established where they do not exist as ordered by law 

and statues: that the parents be induced, by the gentlest means and without the use of 

coercion, to send their children to the said schools…that the Presidentes and Audiencias 

look after the election of efficient teachers and the assignment of their salaries according 

to the population and conditions of the settlements…and that they ask the priests to 

persuade their parishioners with the greatest gentleness and affability, of the advantage 

and expediency of their children learning Spanish for their better instruction in the 

Christian doctrines and polite intercourse with all persons. 

   --- Royal Orders from King Charles III, November 5, 1752
194

 
 

Even though the Spanish monarchy was most interested in the education of his subjects in the 

New World, the reality was that formal schooling was the exception rather than the rule because 

of the scarcity of funds and qualified teachers.
195

  Additionally, most colonists felt that the right 

to educate their children belonged to them or to local officials that they could influence, not to 

distant authorities that would determine what their children should learn.  Interestingly enough, 

the same battles are fought today with state school boards and with federal authorities regarding 

curriculum issues.
196

  

During the Spanish colonial era, three forms of education emerged: formal secular 

education through settler‘s schools, religious-based education given at the mission schools, and 

informal education.
197

  The most common and widespread form of education was that received at 

the mission schools.  The Spanish set out to Christianize the indigenous inhabitants of the New 
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World, and that included not only instruction in the faith, but acculturation and assimilation 

through teaching of the Spanish language and European customs and mores.  Also part of the 

mission school training was the teaching of the cultivation of the earth and of simple trades such 

as masonry, carpentry, blacksmithing and horticulture.
198

  For the children of the settlers, the 

civil leaders and the military officers, a more formal secular education was given by special 

teachers hired for the job, or by those who were sufficiently educated themselves to serve as 

teachers. Instruction for the Spanish colonials included reading, writing, literature, history, 

science, rhetoric, philosophy, and mathematics.
199

 

However, the further away from the central governments in Mexico City, the more 

difficult it was to find qualified teachers.  In the far northern reaches of the Spanish colonies 

where settlements were sparsely inhabited and virtually isolated, it was very difficult to maintain 

formal schooling on a consistent basis.
200

  Schools for the children of settlers were recorded as 

existing in San Fernando de Bexar (present-day San Antonio) in 1746 and 1789, when local 

schoolteachers petitioned for wages that were not always paid.
201

  In 1802, Juan Bautista 

Elqueqabal, governor of San Antonio, required parents to send their children to school or face 

dire consequences. The townspeople responded by hiring Francisco Ruiz as schoolmaster. In 

1812, the town‘s residents used donated funds to build a schoolhouse, and in 1815 it was 

recorded in the town council‘s documents that a teacher was needed to teach Primeras Letras, or 
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primary level instruction.  Teachers were not always paid in coin; sometimes they received 

foodstuffs or housing in return for their services.
202

   

A third form of schooling was non-institutionalized and informal, and resulted from the 

scarcity of teachers.  This informal schooling was common, and took place when parents, older 

siblings and other relatives took the task of teaching younger children to read and write in the 

absence of more formal schooling. Sometimes, an educated neighbor or amiga (friend) would 

open her home for instruction.  Other times, a priest or a soldier who could read and write might 

be the only person available to teach.
203

  As uneven as education was in the early era of Spanish 

colonization, literacy was evident with one-third of settlers and soldiers able to sign their names 

and write well enough to carry on civil and military matters.  Archived communications with 

Spanish officials, the recording of census information, personal as well as business letters, and 

business transactions attest to the fact that Spanish colonists were educated on a par with 

Europeans of the time.
204

  

Higher education was available in New Spain with several universities being established 

in the urban centers.  The Real y Pontificia Universidad de México
205

 was founded in 1551, and 

the Universidad de Guadalajara was founded in 1792.  After the independence of Mexico from 

Spain was accomplished in 1821, education was promoted at a national level.  Unlike the United 

States system of government, the federal constitution of Mexico of 1824 specifically required 

education in Article 50, No. 1 for both primary and university schooling. The article mandated 
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the establishment of colleges to teach the natural sciences, military science, political science, and 

the useful arts and languages.
206

  

The educational system was a hierarchy with federal legislation requiring that it be 

implemented by the state governments.  State governments then interpreted the laws and passed 

on regulations to the local governments who oversaw the financing, staffing and curriculum of 

the local schools.  In 1833, the Mexican congress passed laws establishing normal schools 

(teacher training schools) and establishing school inspectors who would visit public schools to 

ensure proper implementation.  Six national colleges were established, and an 1836 law required 

that each village establish public schools for the children, both boys and girls.
207

 In Mexico City 

and other large urban areas, both primary and secondary public schools were abundant by the 

1830s and situated close to institutions of higher learning.  Unfortunately, in the farthest flung 

reaches of the country, notably the northern rim, the rural nature of the settlements and the 

poverty of the people made establishing schools a difficult proposition.   

By the early nineteenth century, all urban settlements in Texas had made attempts to 

establish schools and academies.
208

  The state constitution of Texas-Coahuila in 1827 required in 

Title VI, Article 215 that primary schools be established to teach ―reading, writing, arithmetic, 

the catechism of the Christian religion, and a brief and simple explanation of this constitution 

and that of the republic.‖
209

 The largest settlement in Texas, San Fernando de Bexar (later San 

Antonio), immediately purchased teaching resources and established schools with state funding 

as well as with donations from prominent citizens such as General Anastacio Bustamante.
210

 

Similar efforts were made in other settlements.  In 1831, a circular was printed in both Spanish 
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and English to petition for the raising of money to fund a school and a church in Nacogdoches.  

The fact that it was in both languages reveals the influence of Anglo settlers arriving in greater 

numbers during this time to colonize the Mexican state of Texas-Coahuila. Those who had no 

money contributed beans, nails, corn, a steer, the labor of oxen or of men.
211

  

In the smaller, poorer communities, these mandates were often ignored because of the 

lack of funding and because ranchers saw little need to educate field hands and vaqueros 

(cowboys). In fact, some rancheros considered educating the poorer working class as dangerous, 

because of past experiences with uprisings led by educated Indians.
212

  In many cases, the well-

to-do large landowners had tutors that taught the children until they were old enough to be sent 

away to schools in major urban centers such as Mexico City or even European cities.  Because of 

the distances involved, some academies took in boarders, the children of richer families who 

could afford to send them away to school.
213

  The middle class comprised of merchants, 

craftsmen, builders, and small farm or ranch owners employed teachers when they could but 

mostly taught their children at home or sent their children to the missions to be taught by the 

friars in classes separate from those of the indios, or indigenous peoples.  The missions 

continued to teach the indigenous population with the prime purpose of indoctrinating them into 

the Catholic faith, as well as into the Spanish language, customs and culture.
214

  

The Republic of Texas and U.S. Annexation 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, an increasing number of Europeans began 

immigrating and settling in Mexico‘s northern states.  Mexico had established a policy to 
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welcome foreign settlers to help curb the Indian raids on settlements, particularly in Texas.
215

  

The Mexican government, short of funds after years of military expenditures, was happy at first 

to sell inexpensive land to Anglo settlers.  The immigrant settlers were required to learn the 

Spanish language, convert to Catholicism and obey Mexican laws; requirements that they all 

agreed to follow.  By 1830, over 25,000 Anglo settlers in Texas formed a vast majority 

compared to the 4,000 Mexicans.
216

  The new settlers worried little about following the Mexican 

laws, and even imported slaves although Mexico had outlawed slavery since the 1550s.
217

  

The Anglo-Americans arriving in the northern Mexican states came with a variety of 

interests and intents.  Some were ―GTTs,‖ or ―Gone to Texas‖ adventurers and outlaws that 

mostly came from the southern U.S. states, but there were also land speculators, merchants, 

farmers and European colonists.
218

 One thing that characterized the majority of them, as Vigil 

(1998) states, was that ―many of the new arrivals were aggressive, opinionated, domineering and 

intolerant.  They made little effort to disguise their feeling of racial superiority and their belief 

that their democratic institutions were God‘s bequest to a select few.‖
219

  Indeed, most revisionist 

historians describe the subsequent Texas independence movement as an extension of the Anglo 

belief in ―Manifest Destiny.‖ Montejano states that in the Anglo Americans‘ expectations, ―the 

Anglo-Saxon nation was bound to glory; the inferior, decadent Indian race and the half-breed 

Mexicans were to succumb before the inexorable march of the superior Anglo-Saxon people.‖
220

 

The Mexican War was inevitable as the push of the United States to acquire all land from the 

Atlantic to the Pacific continued.   
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Mexico was experiencing its own internal conflicts as various military and civil leaders 

sought power in the years following the Mexican independence of 1821.  Although Santa Anna 

was defeated at the battle of San Jacinto in 1836, most Mexican government officials refused to 

recognize Texas‘ independence.  Therefore, between 1836 and 1846, constant skirmishes, forays, 

and raids continued on both sides of the Rio Grande, with the Mexicans winning some and the 

Texans winning some.
221

 The contested southern boundary provided reason for dispute, and the 

area between the Nueces River and the Rio Grande River became a dangerous place to be. The 

Texas struggle for independence did not affect the settlements along the Rio Grande except to 

disrupt the livestock industry.  Many Mexicans decided to flee south of the river to the more 

protected towns.  The Texas Republic had declared all Mexican cattle herds to be public 

property, and many Anglo cowboys participated in ―round-ups‖ to stock their ranches.
222

 

Mexican landowners were forced to relinquish their holdings in the face of unregulated looting 

and fraud. Faced with expensive legal battles to prove ownership whose outcomes were 

questionable, many chose to sell to American buyers at low prices, sometimes for pennies on the 

acre.
223

 

The intentions of the United States to acquire Texas were well known to Mexico even 

before the Texas bid for independence.  In 1825, the U.S. government had sent Joel Poinsett to 

Mexico to offer to buy Texas for one million dollars, an offer Mexico refused. President Andrew 

Jackson offered Mexico five million dollars to no avail.
224

 The unsettled state of affairs 

following the Texas revolution and Sam Houston‘s request for aid provided reason enough for 

the presence of U.S. troops in the disputed lands until Texas was annexed as a new U.S. state by 
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joint congressional resolution in December of 1845.  Mexico recognized Texan independence 

and the U.S. annexation because they had little choice, but a dispute arose around the U.S. 

insistence on the Rio Grande being the southern boundary of the newly acquired territory rather 

than the traditionally recognized Nueces River.  Mexico responded by breaking off diplomatic 

relations with the United States and Polk immediately sent General Zachary Taylor to the Rio 

Grande with 4,000 troops in preparation for armed conflict.  Although there was opposition to 

the war in the United States, in May of 1846 Congress declared war and authorized 50,000 

troops for combat.
225

 

Mexico‘s government responded to Polk‘s sending of American troops to the Rio Grande 

River as an act of aggression and invasion of their territory, immediately instructing Mexican 

troops to repel the invaders.  Since the United States claimed the south Texas lands, the U.S. 

viewed the Mexican soldiers‘ attack as an act of war.  Historians have long argued as to the 

causes of the war, some seeing American expansionism and capitalist greed as the prime 

motivator, others seeing Mexico‘s refusal to negotiate with the United States as evidence of their 

bad faith in negotiations.  Many Americans viewed Mexicans as an inferior and feeble race 

unworthy of governing any lands.
226

  

Hostilities in the lower Rio Grande Valley continued as Taylor‘s American troops 

garrisoned at Fort Brown attacked Matamoros across the Rio Grande River with superior 

manpower and firepower.  Taylor‘s army of regulars and volunteers attacked Matamoros, its 

artillery killing hundreds of innocent civilians with la bomba (bomb).  Alfred Hoyt Bill in 

Rehearsal for Conflict in 1947 described the taking of Matamoros by U.S. troops wherein Taylor 

was unable to control his volunteers: 
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The regulars regarded the volunteers, of whom about two thousand had reached 

Matamoros by the end of May, with impatience and contempt…they robbed Mexicans of 

their cattle and corn, stole their fences for firewood, got drunk, and killed several 

inoffensive inhabitants of the town in the streets.
227

 
 

Gathering experience that would later serve him in the Civil War, Ulysses S. Grant 

served in the American forces and later wrote: 

Since we have been in Matamoros a great many murders have been committed, and what 

is strange there seems to be very weak means made use of to prevent frequent 

repetitions…all the Texans seem to think it perfectly right to impose on the people of a 

conquered City to any extent, and even to murder them where the act can be covered by 

dark…how much they seem to enjoy acts of violence too!
228

 
 

Many Valleyites have stories about the terrible atrocities committed upon the innocent, tales 

passed down to them by their great-grandparents. These remembrances passed into literary 

works written by several Mexican-Texan authors such as Américo Paredes and Rolando 

Hinojosa-Smith.
229

  American attitudes toward Mexicans in this war reflected their ideologies 

about racial superiority and inferiority and God-given rights to conquest and domination; 

ideologies that would later be imposed upon educational institutions in the lower Rio Grande 

Valley and which would impact Anglo treatment of Mexican-American students in their school 

districts.
230

 

Mexico was forced to concede defeat in 1847 after Monterrey and Mexico City were 

taken by U.S. forces.  Military losses on the Mexican side were counted at about 27,000, but 

civilian loss of life made the count much higher.  Mexican officials negotiated a treaty with 

Nicholas Trist as U.S. Peace Commissioner. Half of Mexico‘s territory was ceded to the United 

States including present-day Texas, New Mexico, Nevada, and parts of Colorado, Arizona, Utah, 
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Wyoming and Oklahoma, with the Rio Grande River acknowledged as the southern boundary of 

Texas. President Polk was not satisfied and wanted more land, but the treaty was submitted to the 

U.S. Senate and it was ratified on March 10, 1848.
231

  Most disagreements during negotiations 

centered on Articles VIII, IX and X that dealt specifically with the rights of Mexicans in what 

became the United States.  Under these articles they could choose to stay or leave to Mexico or 

elsewhere; about 2000 left and most remained.  Article IX guaranteed the remaining Mexicans 

full rights as citizens of the United States.  Article X, which was refused by the U.S. Senate, 

contained guarantees protecting the property titles of the Mexican citizens. Although assured that 

property rights would be honored, later events proved that the Americans had no intention of 

honoring those rights.
232

  Many Chicano historians have argued that the Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo of 1848 spelled the beginning of U.S. discrimination of Mexican Americans. Martha 

Menchaca of the University of Texas argues that the United States‘ subsequent violation of many 

parts of the treaty racialized the status of Mexicans. She states, ―they did not give Mexicans the 

political rights of White citizens…a legacy of racial discrimination followed.‖
233

   

Peace did not last long after the U.S. Mexican War. Thirteen years later, Texas was 

embroiled in the Civil War as hostilities broke out in 1861 between northern and southern states 

at Fort Sumter in South Carolina.
234

  The Union immediately sought to blockade all Confederate 

ports to cut off supply routes as well as strangle the southern economy.  During the Civil War, 

the Rio Grande River was the only route left for southern cotton exports and other trade.  The 

Union army landed at Brownsville in 1861 and subsequently fought several battles and 
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skirmishes to ensure control of the river.
235

  The last battle of the Civil War in 1865 was fought 

at Palmito Hill, northeast of Brownsville, after Lee had already surrendered to the North. After 

the war, the area saw an increasing number of Anglo immigrants, many of them ex-

servicemen.
236

 Many married into Mexican landholding families, and most acquired ranches and 

did well when the cattle industry boomed after the Civil War.  The cattle market had its ups and 

downs, however, and many south Texas ranchers turned to farming in order to stay afloat during 

downturns in beef prices.  By the end of the nineteenth century, cattle raising was no longer as 

profitable as it had once been, and commercial farming began to appear in south Texas as 

agricultural technological innovations promised profits.
237

  Ranchers and farmers turned to 

cotton and sugar cane, and some ventured into vegetables such as Bermuda onions which 

brought better returns for their investments.
238

  During this transitional period between 1850 and 

1900, many south Texas Mexican landowners began to lose their holdings as the new Anglo 

order took hold.  In 1850, the rural Mexican population in south Texas was 34% ranch-farm 

owners, 29% skilled laborers and 34% manual laborers; by 1900 the numbers had changed to 

16% ranch-farm owners, 12% skilled and 67% manual laborers.
239

 Many Mexican elite were 

land-rich but poor in capital, and were unable to withstand the vicissitudes of the cattle market.  

Under Anglo domination, many found themselves having to sell land to pay off tax arrears, costs 

of court-ordered surveys of boundaries, costs of court litigation and other debts.
240

  As Anglo 

ranchers bought up more and more land, they fenced in water sources and small ranchers were 
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left without water.  They could dig wells but that took too much money, and many began to sell 

out to the larger spreads such as the Kings, the Klebergs, and the Kennedys.
241

  

Race relations in the lower Rio Grande Valley between the Anglo Americans and the 

Mexican Americans in the mid-nineteenth century when Anglos were few were fairly amicable.  

At first, the Anglos posed no threat and Mexican elite landowners were generally welcoming 

because the Anglos brought business.  There were intermarriages for strategic reasons, and 

Anglos also became attached to Mexican families through the sponsoring of children in baptism 

and other Catholic rites, or the compadrazgo alliances.
242

  As the Anglos became more numerous 

and acquired more ranches and businesses, the relationships changed.  Altercations related to 

land loss and spillover activities as Mexico underwent numerous armed conflicts added to the 

uneasy tensions between Anglo and Mexican Americans.  Some Anglos still felt that killing a 

Mexican was justified as revenge for the Alamo and Goliad.
243

  In 1863, the Fort Brown Flag, a 

newspaper in Brownsville, stated that ―we are opposed to allowing an ignorant crowd of 

Mexicans to determine the political questions in this country…‖
244

 in debating whether Mexican 

Americans should even be allowed to vote.  In 1889, a visiting Englishwoman, Mary Jaques, 

wrote letters home saying that Anglos did not consider Mexicans as human and almost gleefully 

lynched them.  She stated that the Mexican ―seems to be the Texan‘s natural enemy; he is treated 

like a dog, or, perhaps, not so well.‖
245

 There are many instances of the brutality shown to 

Mexican Americans by Anglo Americans during the latter half of the nineteenth century, many 
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too gruesome to recount, but which may be found in Arnoldo de León‘s monograph, They Called 

Them Greasers: Anglo Attitudes toward Mexicans in Texas, 1821-1900.
246

    

During the last half of the nineteenth century, the resentment garnered against all things 

Mexican due to feelings of revenge and distrust after three wars did not promise economic, 

political or social status to many Mexican Americans.
247

  After wars, the problem of what to do 

with the remaining defeated peoples is usually solved by extermination, assimilation or a 

solution that falls somewhere between these two extremes.
248

 In Texas all of the above occurred, 

as many prominent and less prominent families were expelled and dispossessed of their lands. 

Many others lost their lives in the unsettled years following the three wars of the nineteenth 

century, and Mexican Americans found themselves subjugated through intimidation and terror 

that was imposed through agencies of the government such as the Texas Rangers.
249

  

Ostensibly formed to ensure peace and protection for the inhabitants of the state, some 

historians feel that the Texas Rangers were highly romanticized by the press as heroes of law and 

order but were in reality terrorizing abusers of power that stirred up more trouble than was 

necessary.
250

 The history of the Texas Rangers dates back to 1835 when an unofficial unit of ten 

men was gathered by Stephen F. Austin to provide law and order to the new Austin colony.  

Since then the group has been disbanded and reinstated numerous times depending on the 

political situation in Texas.  After Texas‘ involvement in the Civil War, many of the Rangers‘ 

myths were born regarding their prowess as law enforcement officers.
251

 Recent historians have 

re-examined the legends and discovered that despite the fame of their deeds, the Texas Rangers 
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often used ruthless methods such as inducing confessions through torture and executing alleged 

bandits on the spot without benefit of judicial procedures.
252

  After years of reported incidents of 

summary executions and brutality, an investigation in 1919 by the Texas Legislature found that 

in the time period between 1910 and 1919, between 300 and 5,000 people of Hispanic descent 

had been killed by Texas Rangers. The Texas government took action to screen applicants more 

closely, disband the special Texas Ranger groups, and to institute a means of registering 

complaints against injustices they may have committed.
253

 

The actions of the Texas Rangers were a manifestation of the anti-Mexican attitudes that 

were widespread in the southwestern part of the United States after the war with Mexico.  These 

attitudes developed from various sources.
254

  As a conquered people, Mexicans who were newly 

incorporated into the United States as a result of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo resented their 

new overlords.  The dispossession of their lands by continuously entering Anglo American 

immigrants to the area did little to encourage egalitarian feelings.  The Anglo Americans 

regarded the Mexican Americans with suspicion and distrust, since they were most recently their 

hated enemies in battle.  Religious prejudice also influenced relations between the Anglo 

Americans who were mostly Protestant and Mexican Americans who were mostly Roman 

Catholic. Another reason for dislike of Mexican Americans was the question of race.
255

  

According to Arthur L. Campa,  
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Cultural, political, and religious differences tended to polarize Mexicans and Anglo 

Americans, but the most persistent reason for the prejudice felt by Americans was that 

Mexicans were dark-skinned people.  Despite the rhetoric used to rationalize prejudice in 

the Southwest, the lack of acceptance of darker skins by most Europeans is by and large 

the most obvious.
256

  
 

Likely an outcome of the Social Darwinism movement sweeping Europe at the end of the 

nineteenth century, widespread racism based on skin color was prevalent in the United States at 

the turn of the century.  The Civil War and emancipation of African Americans led to harbored 

resentment against dark-skinned people by Southerners and everywhere Southerners had 

migrated, which included all of Texas.
257

   

Therefore, during the latter half of the nineteenth century, the native Mexican population 

of Texas came to occupy a ―distinctly inferior and subordinate position in this new order.‖ 
258

 As 

Texas educational institutions began to accommodate all schoolchildren, Anglos felt justified in 

regarding Mexican American schoolchildren as mostly dirty, slow, lazy, and not deserving of 

better educational facilities or instruction.
259

 Indeed, some historians determined that the 

conquered people would be ―grateful for the energy and freedom that United States governance 

would provide.‖ 
260

 It was by conquest, they argued, that the United States became one of the 

tutors of backward peoples.
261

  Determined to ignore, use for personal gain, or assimilate the 

Mexican Americans; Anglos set out to properly educate their new subjects. 
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Mexican American Education Under the New Regimes 

According to David Montejano in Anglos and Mexicans in The Making of Texas, 1836-

1986; after the Texas Revolution, the Anglo Texans quickly realized that education was needed 

to properly subjugate the Mexican Americans who had only recently been their hated enemies.
262

  

The land displacement that followed the Texas Revolution and the Mexican-U.S. War ensured 

that Mexican Americans were relegated to the lowest economic levels.  Most Mexican 

Americans were forced to work the lands that they had once owned.  By 1858, Anglos had 

gained almost ninety percent of the lands not seized as public lands by the state and federal 

governments.
263

 Anglo dominance continued through the passage of laws to restrict the use of 

the Spanish language.  In 1856 law restricting the use of Spanish in courtrooms left many 

Mexican Americans unable to properly defend themselves in any civil or criminal proceedings.  

The School Law of 1870 mandated English as the language of instruction for all public 

schools.
264

 However, this state requirement was not followed uniformly throughout the state; 

both German immigrants and Mexican Americans maintained instruction in their native 

languages, especially in rural areas that could not be readily monitored. In 1871, state 

superintendent of education J.C. DeGress modified the law to allow two hours a day of 

instruction in German, French or Spanish if the schoolchildren were unable to fully understand 

English instruction.
265

 

Although Texas used the supposed lack of any public system of education in its Texas 

Declaration of Independence in March of 1836;
266

 it, too, was hard pressed to provide a system 
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of education for some time after the end of the revolution. In the aftermath, Sam Houston was 

too busy to become deeply interested in founding a public system of education.
267

  Although 

several tracts of land were set aside to endow educational institutions, there was little ready 

money made available to build schoolhouses, recruit and train teachers and purchase 

instructional resources.  The only institution founded through the land grant policy established by 

the Texas Congress of 1839-1840 was the semi-public San Augustine University.
268

  

Nacogdoches University had been founded previously in 1833 through financing provided by the 

Mexican government.  The first tax-supported public schools were started in Galveston and in 

Corpus Christi in 1846, but the superintendent and teachers had to be imported from New 

Orleans due to the lack of qualified staff.  This experiment only lasted a few years, and 

regardless of the rhetoric, nothing much was done until the passage of the Common School Law 

Act of 1854.
269

 

In 1839, Ezekiel W. Cullen, chairman of the House Committee on Education for the 

Republic of Texas stated, ―it is one of the first and paramount duties of Congress to provide a 

system of general education where every class can like receive the benefits and blessings of 

education.‖
270

 Apparently, he only included Anglo-Americans and other European immigrants in 

that declaration, for African Americans and Mexican Americans were excluded from educational 

opportunities for some time after the Texas Revolution and subsequent annexation to the United 

States.  African Americans were to remain slaves until the end of the Civil War, and Mexican 
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Americans were received with hostility if they attempted to enroll in public schools.
271

 

According to I. Blea in Toward a Chicano Social Science (1988), ―Chicanos were excluded from 

education, or their education was inferior.  Political participation was impossible, and they lost 

the land (the basis of their wealth). Chicanos suffered religious discrimination, shootings, 

hangings, and general violence.‖
272

   

There were conflicting arguments regarding the education of Mexican Americans in the 

last years of the nineteenth century.  On the one hand, it was agreed that assimilation of Mexican 

Americans could best be brought about through education where they could learn the English 

language and Anglo social customs and virtues. This process had worked well in the northeastern 

United States with European immigrants.
273

 On the other hand, an educated Mexican American 

population could be trouble in the political arena, in the courtroom during land adjudication 

disputes and could better compete in business ventures. Also, Mexican Americans seemed to 

resist assimilation; after all, they had three hundred years of history in the area compared to the 

relative newness of the Anglo Americans. In Texas, therefore, Mexican Americans experienced 

many changes in Anglo attitudes toward their education during the last decades of the nineteenth 

century.
274

 

During these transitional years of the last decades of the nineteenth century, the use of the 

Spanish language was allowed and Spanish-surnamed teachers are listed for the counties of San 

Bexar, El Paso, Duval and Nueces.
275

  Many Mexican Americans who had become accustomed 

to institutions sponsored by the Catholic church preferred to enroll in private or parochial schools 

rather than in public schools.  In Brownsville, the Incarnate Word Catholic school was 
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established in 1853 by four Catholic nuns who taught only females between the ages of five and 

eighteen years of age.  Although it was under Catholic auspices, the school also allowed the 

enrollment of non-Catholics including ―Protestants, Jews, and Infidels.‖
276

 Enrollment increased 

at the school and in 1893 it listed three hundred twenty-five day students and twenty-eight 

boarders, or children who were provided living quarters at the institution. Tuition ranged from as 

little as fifty cents a day to fifteen dollars a month for the boarders.  Because the school was only 

for females, the curriculum included music, painting, everyday sewing, and embroidery.
277

  

There were also parochial schools for boys established in Brownsville during this time.  In 1872 

three Mexican teachers and three Anglo teachers under the direction of Catholic priests 

established St. Joseph‘s College in Brownsville. Because of a lack of funding sufficient to pay 

the teachers‘ wages, the sisters of the Incarnate Word took over St. Joseph‘s College in 1887.
278

 

In Galveston and San Antonio, Ursuline nuns established schools in the early 1850s 

where the curriculum included all academic subjects as well as Spanish, English and French.  In 

addition to boarders who paid tuition, the school also had free day classes for the benefit of 

Mexican children, reported to exceed three hundred in number when the Ursuline nuns 

reluctantly turned over their school to the Sisters of the Incarnate Word.
279

 In San Antonio in 

1852, the Brothers of St. Mary established a school for young men.  This institution offered 

advanced studies in Latin, history, algebra and philosophy and eventually became present day St. 

Mary‘s University.  In 1888, the Brothers of St. Mary also founded a preparatory school for 

boys, the San Fernando Cathedral School.  Austin was also chosen by the Brothers of St. Mary 
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who founded St. Edward‘s Academy for boys in 1870s, a school that would become St. 

Edward‘s College in 1885.
280

 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, many Protestant churches began sending 

missionaries to the Rio Grande Valley.  As part of their proselytizing efforts, they established 

Protestant parochial schools in several Valley towns.  In Brownsville in 1852, Melinda Rankin, a 

Protestant lay missionary, established the Rio Grande Female Institute where she taught English 

classes, all the regular academic subjects and Bible studies. It had a reported enrollment of about 

40 female students.
281

 The Presbyterian Church also operated a school in Brownsville under the 

direction of Mr. and Mrs. Carrero.  Instruction was in Spanish with English taught as a second 

language.  In Laredo in 1880 a Methodist school for boys called the Holding Institute was 

established which included first through twelfth grades and which specialized in teaching non-

English speaking students.  The school was known for using ―American-born Mexican‖ teachers 

who proved to be excellent instructors for Mexican students.
282

  Episcopal churches opened 

many industrial training schools for boys throughout the Southwest, many of which continued 

into the twentieth century.  Many Protestant schools, however, were discontinued in the 

twentieth century as state public education became more widespread.
283

 

In 1856, Hidalgo County created three school districts in alignment with the three 

election precincts.  Elections were held that year for school trustees.  Records for that year 

indicate that a few months later, 215 children were attending school.  Although not always in 

session, Laredo had more than ten schools and a dozen teachers by the 1860s.  After the state 

constitutional convention of 1870 and the renewed emphasis on education, the communities in 
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the Valley began plans to establish schools in the area.  In a letter written by John McAllen to 

G.D. Kingsbury, he said that ―we are about to establish a school system…we will be in want of a 

great many teachers…all persons are compelled to send their children at least four months.‖  In 

Zapata, some recall that justice of the peace Antonio Barrera and his wife arranged to teach 

classes to the neighboring children during the late nineteenth century.
284

 

An interesting glimpse at the history of education in a part of the lower Rio Grande 

Valley through the 1960s has been given admirably by Dr. Arnulfo Simeón Martínez in his 

completed dissertation entitled History of Education in Starr County.
285

 Although the dissertation 

focuses on Starr County, it gives as a historical background information on education in the 

lower Rio Grande Valley during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  Martínez himself 

was in a good position to provide such information, having being elected to serve as Starr 

County School Superintendent in 1946.  At the time of his dissertation in 1966, he had served 20 

years in that position. Dr. Martínez also relied extensively on an unpublished paper by Florence 

Johnson Scott entitled The Development of Education in Starr County written in 1934.  Scott was 

an educator-historian well known for her later works on José de Escandón and the history of the 

lower Rio Grande River.
286

  

Martínez explains that at the end of the Mexican War, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 

created three new counties in the Rio Grande Valley in 1848 which were Webb, Starr, and 

Cameron Counties.  In 1852, Hidalgo and Zapata Counties were authorized and created out of 

portions of Starr and Cameron Counties.  The state of Texas in 1854 passed the Public School 
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Law which set out to establish a system of education.    In addition to setting aside some monies 

for a school fund, the law required that a board of school commissioners be named for each 

county ―whose duty shall be to form their respective counties into school districts of convenient 

size.‖
287

 Additionally, the assessor and collector of each county in the state was to make out a list 

of all the free white population in his county between the ages of six and sixteen years, for which 

the county would receive state monies.  Three elected school trustees were to then apply the state 

monies toward payment of teacher‘s salaries and other school needs.  Martínez describes how the 

Starr County district trustees were elected and subsequently formed three school districts in Starr 

County.  The trustees in District One which included Rio Grande City were all Anglo-American, 

and the trustees in District Three were all Mexican-American.  This implies that in certain areas 

of Starr county, the Anglo Americans held political power while in another part, the Mexican 

Americans held political power.  Apparently there were not enough children in District Two to 

elect trustees because none are listed.
288

  The number of scholastics reported that school year in 

Starr County was 509.
289

 

A similar thesis was completed in 1942 by Robert Daniel Beane called A Brief History of 

the Educational Development of Hidalgo County Texas.  Beane served as Hidalgo County 

Superintendent of Schools as well as Secretary of the Hidalgo County School Board in 1941-

1942 and was able to use his position to gather data regarding the history of education in Hidalgo 

County.  The study covers a ninety-year time period, from 1852 and the creation of Hidalgo 

County to 1942 when the author completed his master‘s thesis.
290

  The study is divided into a 

brief historical introduction of the Spanish colonization of the area and follows with descriptions 
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of the six Common School Districts (hereafter abbreviated to CSD) which still existed when he 

completed the work in 1942 which included Relampago CSD No. 1, La Villa CSD No. 2, Palm 

Garden CSD No. 9, Run CSD No. 14, Valley View CSD No. 17, and Monte Alto CSD No. 19.  

He then describes and gives the history of the eleven Independent School Districts (hereafter 

abbreviated to ISD) which included Alton ISD, Hidalgo ISD, Progreso ISD, Donna ISD, 

Edcouch-Elsa ISD, McAllen ISD, Mercedes, ISD, Mission ISD, Pharr-San Juan-Alamo ISD, 

Sharyland ISD, and Weslaco ISD.  He adds then two Consolidated Independent School Districts 

(abbreviated to CISD) which are Edinburg CISD and Tabasco CISD and a County-Line District 

which is the Lyford County-Line District.
291

 He also includes briefly information about church 

schools, teacher‘s organizations and training, the Interscholastic League, music meets and 

curricular changes as well as including tables on tax rates, enrollments, state apportionments, and 

lists of superintendents and ISD Board members, and principals and CSD Board members.
292

 

According to Beane, throughout the turbulent period during the Republic of Texas and 

the subsequent Mexican War and the Civil War, little progress was made in Hidalgo County 

regarding educational endeavors.  The land area was too vast, the population too small, and the 

communities too spread out in Hidalgo County to adequately address educational needs.
293

  With 

the School Law of 1876, the county governments were made responsible for the provision of 

educational facilities for scholastics in each county.  Educational attempts were disorganized and 

slow to take effect.  For example, even though the Republic of Texas in 1840 had provided for 

four leagues of land in each county to be school lands, it was not until 1880 when the certificates 

for the four leagues of school land for Hidalgo County were presented to the Commissioner‘s 
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Court.
294

  The lands were located in the western central portion of the county and were sold in 

1906 to John Closner at one dollar per acre which raised funds of $18,000 to be used for county 

education purposes.
295

   

Hidalgo County was organized on August 10, 1852.  By researching the names of county 

officials and the various school districts, some determination can be made regarding the amount 

of political power that various groups held.  For example, in 1867 four election precincts in 

Hidalgo County were made Common School Districts and election judges were appointed to 

preside over the election of school district trustees.  The election judges were as follows:  for 

District No. 1, Yndalecio Domínguez; for District No. 2, Thaddeus M. Rhodes; for District No. 

3, Pacífico Ochoa; for district No. 4, T. P. Thompson.
296

  This would possibly indicate that in 

1867 in Hidalgo County, political power was shared between Anglos and Mexican Americans.   

The Community System set up by the School Law of 1876 was adopted by Hidalgo 

County and followed until 1895, when the Hidalgo County Commissioner‘s Court ordered that 

the county be changed from the Community to the District System. By 1878, from the county 

records it is known that monies were provided to purchase supplies for the several school 

communities in the county.  The word ―several‖ is the only indication that various school sites or 

schoolhouses had already been provided by 1878.
297

 

The School Law of 1884 completely revised the previous school law and provided for the 

following measures: 

 A state superintendent with general supervision over all the common schools was 

to be elected. 
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 All counties in the state except fifty-three (Hidalgo County was among the fifty-

three) were to be divided into school districts. 

 Local taxation up to 20 cents on the $100 valuation was authorized, provided two-

thirds of the property owners voted for it. 

 A state tax of 20 cents on the $100 valuation of all property, or as much as needed 

to maintain schools for six months each year, was authorized. 

 The scholastic age was set at eight and sixteen inclusively.
298

 

Under this system, the County Judge was the ex-officio county superintendent in charge 

of attending to public school needs.  The salary of the County Judge for this purpose in 1884 was 

$121.00.  In 1887, the office of County Superintendent was created by law, but the establishment 

of the office was left to the discretion of the County Commissioners.  Consequently, Hidalgo 

County did not create the office of County Superintendent until June 14, 1894 when George W. 

Miller was appointed to the office.
299

  The office was abolished by the commissioners in 1896 

when Miller resigned, at which time County Judge Juan M. de La Viña assumed the office of ex-

officio County Superintendent.
300

  A new law in 1907 required a County Superintendent in every 

county with 2,000 or more scholastics, and  Hidalgo County re-created the office on June 10, 

1907.
301

  

According to Hidalgo County Commissioner‘s Court Minutes, by 1889 there were 

already nine schools on record in the county.  These were at Relampago, Granjeno, Ojo de Agua, 

Havana, La Jara, Santa Anita, Hidalgo, Capote, and Agua Negra.
302

  There may have been 
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others, but they are not found in Hidalgo County records.  In 1893, the estimated scholastic 

census of the county based on school revenues was 2,355.
303

   

In 1895 as previously stated, the Hidalgo County Court ordered that the county be 

changed from the Community System to the District System.  The County Superintendent drew 

up boundary lines for four school districts which were approved by the Court.  A few days later 

trustees were appointed for the districts as follows: 

District No. 1:  President Florencio Sáenz, Blas Olvera and A.N. Smith 

District No. 2:  President John Closner, John Lipscomb, and A. E. Chávez 

District No. 3:  President Frank Philibert, Yldefonso Villarreal, and José L. Gallardo 

District No. 4:  President Wm. F. Sprague, José Vega, and Jesús Vela
304

 

The names listed can be interpreted to indicate that political power was still balanced between 

the Anglo and Mexican Americans at this time, but this was to change in the next century. 

 As the lower Rio Grande Valley entered the twentieth century, many changes were about 

to unfold.  During the nineteenth and previous centuries, we find that education in Nuevo 

Santander, and later in Texas, was inconsistently available to any schoolchildren, whether Anglo 

or Mexican American.  We do see that Mexican American parents attempted to educate their 

children as well as they were able to with what resources were available. Some children were 

able to attend public schools, but many attended private parochial schools.  The children of the 

very poor attended school the least because survival was more important to the family and the 

children were needed to work.  The middle and upper level families were more likely to send 

their children to school.  Texas had passed laws that banned instruction in any language other 

than English, signaling a trend that the needs of Mexican American children were waning in 
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importance.  In most cases, public schools did not do as good a job of teaching Mexican 

American children as the parochial schools did, because in public schools the emphasis began to 

shift to the Anglo schoolchildren and their needs.  As the Valley began to fill with more and 

more Anglo Americans in the twentieth century, Mexican American children would suffer 

segregation, inadequate school facilities and discriminatory attitudes from school boards, school 

administrators, and teachers.
305

   

The last two decades of the nineteenth century saw the decline of the cattle industry and 

the beginning of a move to more farming ventures.  The technological advancements of this era 

in the area of agriculture made the conversion of the arid lands of the lower Rio Grande Valley 

into a lush sub-tropical ―Magic Valley‖ possible.
306

  The railroad expanded into Texas and 

connected Corpus Christi with Laredo and the Monterrey markets in 1881, and then connected 

the lower Valley with Corpus Christi and therefore northern markets in 1904.
307

  Iced boxcars 

were available now for shipping produce, large aquifers had been discovered to add water 

sources to the Rio Grande River water and innovations in irrigation indicated that 

commercialized agriculture had a good possibility of success.
308

 However, the coming of the 

railroad seemed to polarize the Anglo American and Mexican American communities.  While the 

railroad promised market access to both cattle raisers and farmers, it also served to bring more 

Anglo Americans further south.  The new Anglo Americans were North Atlantic venture 

capitalists who were instrumental in bringing down Midwest farmers to buy up farm tracts in the 
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Rio Grande Valley.  The newcomers quickly picked up anti-Mexican attitudes from the older 

Anglo families, and saw Mexicans mainly as cheap labor to work their new farms.
309

   

The political instability that continued in Mexico in the early 1900s as different caudillos 

sought to establish power bases caused many Mexicans to seek asylum on the other side of the 

border.  As Mexico fully entered into a civil war in 1910, large numbers of people came to the 

United States legally or illegally to escape the mayhem.
310

 Historians speak of push/pull factors 

to explain migrations, and in this case, the disorder and atrocities of the Mexican Revolution of 

1910 combined with the need of Texas farmers for cheap agricultural labor operated to bring 

many Mexicans into the lower Rio Grande Valley.
311

 Evidence of the large numbers of 

immigrants can be found in official statistics which show that the Mexican American population 

increased from 71,062 in 1900 to 683,000 in 1930 in the American Southwest.
312

 Work could be 

found in the mines of southern Arizona and New Mexico, in the building of railroads in all of the 

southwestern states, and in the clearing of the land and the building of irrigation canals for 

agricultural purposes in Texas.
313

 By the 1920s, ranchers and farmers in the southwestern states 

could not operate without the labor of the Mexican immigrants and they were considered 

―indispensable to the economic life of the Southwest.‖
314

 When work was seasonal, the Mexican 

American workers traveled to wherever work was available.  Thus began the migratory patterns 

in the lower Rio Grande Valley of large numbers of Mexican Americans who stayed in the valley 

during the winter months but traveled further north during the spring and summer months.
315
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The life of the migrant worker was very difficult.  Most lived in isolated labor camps 

with no running water or adequate sewer facilities.  In the 1920s they lived in tents or one-room 

shacks in the most abysmal of conditions.  Disease was rampant, with many plagues and 

epidemics taking thousands during the 1920s.
316

 Deep into poverty, the agricultural workers‘ 

prime concern was survival.  There were few opportunities for advancement, and the cycle of 

poverty perpetuated itself when children were needed to work in the fields and were unable to 

attend school.
317

  In the Rio Grande Valley, the Mexican laborer could never hope to acquire 

land as European immigrants did in northern states.  Mexican laborers were paid less than Anglo 

workers for the same job, but Anglos rarely worked in the fields anymore after large numbers of 

Mexican laborers became available.  Even if the Mexican laborer acquired enough money to buy 

land, the commercialized agribusiness farms would soon drive him out of business, as they did 

the wealthier land-owners a generation before.
318

 Soon the cheap labor of the Mexican American 

became indispensable to the U.S. economy, and many forces conspired to keep the minority 

group at the lowest levels in order to benefit the corporate capitalist structure of the agribusiness 

ventures.
319

 As indispensable as the Mexican American worker was, however, anti-Mexican 

feelings grew stronger.  The most strongly felt hostility occurred in Texas, where memories of 

war battles combined with the southern attitudes toward dark-skinned people made life difficult 

for the Mexican American.  Because they were actively discriminated against in public, where 

signs of ―No Dogs and No Mexicans,‖ kept them from restaurants, stores, and other public 

places, they tended to separate into their own ―Mexican side of town.‖
320

  This contributed to 

their isolationism and the retaining of their culture and language.  Anglos despaired of ever 
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assimilating Mexican Americans while at the same time shunning contact with them and 

effectively preventing assimilation.
321

 

The Great Depression had a profound impact on the entire country, putting most people 

into extreme economic hardship.  The Mexican American workers who already lived in abject 

poverty saw little change in their economic state; but because jobs suddenly became scarce and 

because anti-Mexican sentiments already existed, Mexicans became a convenient scapegoat for 

the country‘s economic troubles.
322

  Although many Mexican Americans were by now American 

citizens by virtue of birth, many political groups began speaking of deporting all Mexicans.  The 

first World War in the early 1900s had produced a xenophobia and distrust of all ―foreigners.‖
323

 

Groups such as the Ku Klux Klan, the Daughters of the Golden West and similar patriotic groups 

began to protest the presence of increasing numbers of Mexican Americans.
324

 Some Mexican 

Americans were rounded up, cheated of their wages and unceremoniously dumped across the 

border into Mexico; others further away from the border were put into ―concentration camps,‖ 

chained and put into work gangs.
325

  In some places, whites went into the labor camps, beat up 

men, women and children and ordered them to leave town.
326

  Today it is estimated that fully 

two million Mexicans and Mexican Americans were deported to Mexico between 1929 and 

1939, or 60 to 75 percent of the Mexican American population in the United States at that 

time.
327

  Law enforcement agencies disregarded birth certificates showing native birth, as well as 
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property left behind and whether the person was healthy or ill, and deported anyone who ―looked 

Mexican.‖
328

  

The New Deal programs instituted by President Roosevelt began to revive the economy, 

and by the 1940s, many Mexicans had returned to Texas to work in agriculture again.  The 

farmers had been requesting changes to immigration law so that they could recruit cheap 

agricultural labor.
329

 The start of World War II created a manpower shortage as American males 

left to fight in Europe and Japan.  Not only agricultural work but factory work opened many 

opportunities for immigrants so that employers frequently ignored restrictions.
330

 In 1942 the 

Bracero Program brought in workers for the commercial agricultural enterprises in the 

Southwest.  Initiated through a presidential accord between Mexico and the United States, the 

Bracero Program was estimated to have brought in 4.8 million Mexican nationals to work in the 

United States during its twenty-two years of existence.
331

  Historians have determined that the 

Bracero Program was considered successful because the workers were temporary male workers 

who did not bring their families, therefore avoiding the burden on local institutions such as 

schools.
332

 Commercial farmers wanted a cheap labor force that could come in, work, and then 

leave when no longer needed.
333

 Alongside the legal importation of braceros, undocumented 

Mexicans continued to come to the United States in search of work.  During the twenty-two 

years of the Bracero Program‘s existence, Border Patrol agents apprehended and returned some 

five million undocumented Mexicans who did not come into the United States through the 

auspices of the program. When the Bracero program ended in the 1960s, farmers who had not 
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already done so switched over to ―wetbacks‖ for their cheap labor source.
334

 The end of World 

War II had stimulated the U.S. economy and now attractive job opportunities enticed many 

Mexican nationals to look for work in the United States.
335

   

World War II once again provoked a wave of xenophobia as the Cold War continued 

afterward.  Distrust of all things foreign caused anti-immigration sentiments to rise, and one 

result was ―Operation Wetback‖ when many undocumented workers were hunted down and 

deported.  The program began in 1954 and lasted for several months during which over a million 

people were returned to Mexico.
336

 With the ending of the Bracero Program in 1964, however, 

illegal immigration would once again explode as push/pull factors worked to bring immigrants to 

look for work in the United States.  American employers were rarely the ones that objected to 

immigrants, legal or otherwise, because they benefitted from the cheap labor source.
337

  

World War II was to prove a turning point for many Mexican American males and their 

families.  Many Mexican American males served in the military and were highly decorated for 

their service.
338

  Participation in the war made many Mexican Americans realize that they were 

fighting for a freedom they did not participate in at home.  The fact that they had just fought the 

Nazis and their philosophy of racial superiority made Mexican Americans think hard about the 

discrimination they suffered at home.
339

 When the war was over, the returning males were able 

to take advantage of the G.I. Bill of Rights and go to college. They were also able to take 

advantage of Veterans Administration (VA) loans to buy homes.
340

 By 1955, the Texas business 
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world had begun to take notice of Mexican American consumers and their buying power.  A 

special issue of the Texas Business Review of that year advocated eliminating discrimination at 

retail stores because Mexican Americans would surely resent it and shop elsewhere.
341

 This was 

the beginning of a true middle class for Mexican Americans who not only dreamt of full 

participation in American life but who were now beginning to be educationally equipped to fight 

for it.
342

   

 In Texas, the years following the Civil War had proved disastrous for any educational 

efforts.  The state‘s treasury was depleted, there was political chaos, and most public efforts were 

dedicated to restoring some political, economic and social order.
343

  In 1876, George Peabody, a 

wealthy philanthropist from New England, set up a fund of several million dollars to help 

southern states reorganize their education systems.  As a result, in Texas a planning group 

decided to employ a state agent to visit the entire state to promote public education; a number of 

districts in different parts of the state were set up as demonstration centers of excellence; and the 

division of schooling into graded levels with appropriate curriculum and trained teachers was 

made a primary concern of the state.
344

 In 1879, the Sam Houston Normal Institute was 

established by O.M. Roberts to prepare teachers for their careers in education.  Roberts was also 

instrumental in the districting of Texas schools in 1883, and led in the final establishment and 

opening of the University of Texas in that same year.
345

  During the last two decades of the 

nineteenth century, many Northerners began arriving in Texas, bringing progressive ideas in 
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education to the state but also causing many to compare Texas to the rest of the nation in 

educational endeavors.
346

 

 A report released in 1904 by Dr. W.S. Sutton in which Texas‘ educational system was 

compared to other states showed that Texas ranked 37
th

 in per capital expenditure of the 

population for schools, 38
th

 in the enrollment of the scholastic population in schools, 42
nd

 in the 

number of school days of instruction and 37
th

 in expenditure per child.
347

 Although urban areas 

of Texas seemed to do better, the main problem was in rural schools.  The realization that 

education was poor in Texas prompted the meeting of educators and business leaders in The 

Conference for Education in Texas in 1907.
348

 This group realized that the state Constitution of 

1876 did not provide direction or financial assistance in the establishment of a public educational 

system.  As a result of the efforts of the conference members, four amendments were passed and 

in 1908 and 1909 major changes were effected that permitted the funding of school districts in 

rural areas.  In 1910, the Biennial Report of the State Department of Education showed that 

education in rural schools was still in a deplorable state.  With no compulsory attendance law, 

more than 46 percent of the scholastics who were enrolled were absent every day.  More than 

50,000 white and an unknown number of colored and Mexican American children were not even 

enrolled in any school.
349

  Buildings were in poor condition and teachers were poorly trained and 

underpaid.  The instructional resources were inadequate.  Governor Ferguson in 1915 supported 

the passage of a rural aid law, and in 1918 the ad valorem state tax for school purposes was 

raised in order to provide free textbooks for all the schools.
350

 The use of surveys to identify 
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pressing educational needs in the state continued with the Public School Survey conducted with a 

legislative appropriation of $50,000 in 1923.   

The report was bound in six small volumes which urged that change be made in the 

organization of the State Board of Education.  Various areas have subsequently undergone 

changes in the twentieth century as a result of this and other surveys.  In 1928, an amendment 

was passed which established a state board composed of nine members to be appointed by the 

Governor with the approval of the Senate.
351

 The structure of public education in Texas had been 

established through a County Unit System in 1839.  This system was abolished and reinstated a 

number of times until in 1909 the district system became been the legal format. The district 

system depends on local property values to generate taxes to be used for education purposes, and 

over the years some districts have developed some unusual shapes in order to maximize the tax 

base.  In 1937, many of these bizarre school district maps were corrected.
352

 The office of State 

Superintendent of Public Instruction was instituted by the Texas Republic and then abolished by 

the Constitution of 1876. In 1884, the office was restored but with a short two year term which 

prevented many office holders from effecting significant changes or long-range planning.  By 

1920 it was obvious that Texas‘ educational system needed extensive reform.  But it would take 

another twenty years of floundering before significant changes would be made.
353

 

The Great Depression of the 1930s and the two world wars had greatly affected 

educational systems in all of the United States.  Subsequent fears during the Cold War focused a 

new awareness in education and the realization that only a highly educated population could 

hope to compete in new global economies that developed after the world wars.
354

 In 1947, the 
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Gilmer-Aiken Committee was formed to once again survey schools and determine which reforms 

were needed.  The report issued in 1948 was called ―To Have What We Must‖ and called for a 

new public school system model.  Sweeping changes were incorporated which included five 

broad areas.  The State Department of Education was dissolved and replaced with the Texas 

Education Agency which is still in existence today.  The State School Board consisting of nine 

members appointed by the governor became a board of twenty-one members elected by popular 

vote.  The State Superintendent of Public Instruction, an elected position, was converted to a 

State Commissioner of Education who would be appointed by the State Board of Education for a 

term of four years.  The old system of ―per capita‖ distribution of state funds was replaced by a 

plan based on the ―economic index.‖ To assist in maintaining equity, a Minimum Foundation 

Program would help poorer areas of the state.  The inclusion of funding based on Average Daily 

Attendance (ADA) would provide an incentive for school attendance.  The final feature of the 

sweeping reform was to set up a minimum salary for teachers which paid ―colored‖ teachers the 

same as ―white‖ teachers for the first time.
355

 

Prior to 1955, anyone who had graduated from high school was eligible to apply for a 

teaching certificate, with no specific subject area of expertise indicated.  After 1955, a 

Bachelor‘s degree was required with the implication that specialization of subject areas would 

impact on the hiring of the teacher.
356

 The recently formed Texas Education Agency decided that 

more rigorous standards for teachers was not enough, and set about determining what standards 

should be used to provide accreditation for district schools.  Agency staff spent many months 
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traveling throughout the state to observe conditions and to gather input from district staff. Over 

300 public schools and 20 institutions of higher education were visited.
357

 

 The Texas Education Agency records the first fifty years of education in Texas with very 

little mention of minority populations and their special needs.  The reading of local or 

community histories also tell of teachers, administrators, buildings, and instructional resources at 

the ―white‖ schools but only mention African Americans or Mexican Americans and the schools 

they attended in a limited context.
358

  Chicano and other historians in more recent years have 

returned to the literature and to primary sources to determine the status of education for Mexican 

Americans in Texas in the first half of the twentieth century.
359

  By the 1930s, there were 

sufficient numbers of Mexican American children in public schools to create a ―problem.‖
360

 

According to Mike Boone, a tripartite educational system operated in the state of Texas in the 

early part of the twentieth century; the Anglo American, the African American and the Mexican 

American.
361

 By the early years of the twentieth century, all African American children had 

segregated schooling; however, Mexican American children went to segregated schools in 

Brownsville, El Paso, and San Antonio, but in Corpus Christi they attended the same schools as 

Anglo children.
362

  In many of the rural areas of Texas, Mexican American children were 

discouraged from attending school at all, or else attended ―rancho‖ schools provided by the 

landowner. In these schools, the teachers were rarely trained but they did conduct instruction in 
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Spanish since the children knew little English, the buildings were poor with few supplies, and the 

school year was very short.
363

 The first report of a private school in Texas is mentioned by San 

Miguel in his research on school attendance by Mexican Americans in the Southwest.
364

  It was 

established at Martin‘s Ranch near Isleta in 1871, continued in existence until the 1890s, and was 

taught by E.N. Ronquillo.
365

 In 1897, a community school called the Colegio Altamirano was 

founded in Hebronville, Texas.  This followed a pattern of private schools being established in 

local rural communities, taught by local citizens who spoke Spanish, because the public schools 

were teaching children in English with very little success as evidenced by lack of promotion.
366

  

In his doctoral dissertation, Texas A & M student Thomas E. Simmons discovered that Mexican 

and Anglo children were separately educated  in the local school districts in the Lower Rio 

Grande Valley as well as Central Texas and along the Gulf Coast but not so much in West Texas 

and the Texas Panhandle.
367

 Simmons also reported that by 1937, about 90% of the schools 

districts in south Texas were segregated.
368

  

 Mike Boone of Southwest Texas State University provides an excellent summary of the 

work of four important authors who investigated the schooling opportunities of Mexican 

American children in the American Southwest from the 1920s to the 1950s.
369

 These four 

authors were Herschel T. Manuel, Annie Reynolds, George I. Sanchez, and Wilson Little.
370

 In 

the 1920s, several surveys and reports with educational data were issued which Annie Reynolds 

later synthesized into a book that provides a regional overview of education in the southwestern 
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states in the early part of the twentieth century.
371

 As Reynolds looked over the various reports 

she concentrated on population distribution, school housing patterns, adequacy of teaching 

materials and teacher training, school enrollment and attendance and educational achievement.  

She documents the growth of Mexican American school enrollment in Arizona, California, 

Colorado, New Mexico and Texas.  For the region, Reynolds states that Mexican American 

school population grew from 1.9% of the total population in 1890 to 9.6% in 1930, with Texas 

itself experiencing a percentage growth of 11.7%, much of it in larger urban areas.
372

 Reynolds 

also described a widespread pattern of segregation of Mexican American schoolchildren in the 

five southwestern states. Neighborhood schools reflected the segregated nature of residential 

patterns, and there were either ―colored‖ or ―Mexican‖ schools separate from Anglo schools or 

there were separate buildings on the same campus which separated the groups.
373

 The reason 

given for segregating the Mexican American children was the lack of ability to speak or read 

English.  Many children did not integrate into Anglo schools until the sixth through eighth grade, 

and in many cases, Mexican American children were not permitted to progress beyond the eighth 

grade regardless of English proficiency.
374

 A Texas survey openly stated that the Mexican 

children were given a shorter school year, inferior buildings and equipment and poorly paid 

teachers.
375

  

Although the Mexican American children were separated in order to learn English, the 

teaching materials at the segregated schools did not include any materials that would facilitate 

the teaching of English.  Teachers were rarely trained and were usually first-year teachers who 

moved on to other campuses once their first year was completed. Their training as teachers of 
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English as a second language was notably absent.
376

  Few Mexican American children were even 

enrolled in school, and those that were had very low attendance.  Reynolds attributed this to the 

high level of poverty which required the children to work in the agricultural fields with their 

parents or take care of younger siblings while the parents worked; but Reynolds also noted the 

reluctance of school officials to actively seek to enforce compulsory attendance laws.
377

 

Reynolds also documented the problems of lack of educational achievement in Mexican 

American students, most of who were held back in the lower grades for failure to learn English.  

She noted that in San Antonio 50% of the elementary students were Mexican American, but only 

25% of the children entering junior high schools were Mexican American.
378

  School officials 

when questioned about Mexican American educational achievement were largely of the belief 

that these children were mentally inferior to white children.  Intelligence testing was common 

practice at this time, with the tests given in English to children who did not speak the language 

and who obviously scored low.
379

  The solution to the ―problem‖ of alleged low intelligence of 

the Mexican Americans was given by one school official who stated, ―[they] should be placed 

together, and a specially prepared curriculum provided.  This should include woodwork, 

domestic science, and other subjects properly arranged to help these children take their place in 

society.‖  The right place in society for Mexican Americans, in this superintendent‘s view, was 

in skilled labor such as carpentry for the males and becoming maids for the females.
380

 

A second author who investigated the education of Mexican American children was 

Herschel T. Manuel who in 1930 published The Education of Mexican and Spanish Speaking 
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Children in Texas. As a University of Texas educational psychology professor, Manuel was 

interested in the issues related to educating this population.  He found that approximately 52% of 

Mexican Americans in Texas were United States citizens who could trace their roots back to 

early Spanish colonization and described them as ranging from middle class levels to the lowest 

of poverty levels.
381

 About half of the children had parents who worked in agricultural labor for 

low wages and who were forced to migrate to find work where available. Manuel noted that 

although school officials often used lack of intelligence or English proficiency as a reason to 

segregate the children, the Mexican American children did not exhibit the racial characteristics 

attributed to them as a group by these same officials; i.e. laziness, lack of ambition or a 

superstitious nature.
382

 He acknowledged the differences in educational achievement, but 

attributed the lower achievement of Mexican American children to lack of adequate facilities, 

instructional materials, and trained teachers; as well as the lack of preparation for standardized 

tests administered in English.
383

  Manuel looked at the 1928-29 school year and estimated that of 

the approximately 187,000 Mexican American schoolchildren eligible to attend school, only half 

were enrolled in public schools and of these, only one-third were in daily attendance at school.
384

 

Grade level retention was common in the primary grades, and many third graders were already 

12 years old and ready to stop attending because they were frustrated by the lack of progress or 

because they were needed by their families to work.
385

  David Montejano explores the reasons 

for the Anglo insistence on segregating Mexican American schoolchildren and the ubiquitous 

pattern of retention in the 1920s and 1930s in Texas in his book, Anglos and Mexicans in the 
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Making of Texas, 1836-1986.
386

 According to Montejano, the needs of the farmers in south 

Texas in keeping a subservient class of worker available to them for stoop labor in the fields was 

a prime reason for the school patterns that Manuel observed.
387

  

Montejano relies on a study done by Paul Taylor in the 1930s wherein farmers were 

asked about Mexican American laborers. Their comments revealed their true feelings about the 

necessity of keeping ―Meskins‖ uneducated so that a labor force was assured when the farmers 

needed them.
388

 School officials understood the farmers‘ needs and explained in one instance, 

―We don‘t need skilled or white-collared Mexicans…the farmers are not interested in educating 

the Mexicans.  They know that then they can get better wages and conditions.  There isn‘t a 

concerted effort against them but the white-collar man is not a common laborer.‖
389

 Manuel 

encountered the same attitude in his survey work, as evidenced by the comment made by a 

superintendent in a segregated school district in south Texas, ―If a man has very much sense or 

education either, he is not going to stick to this kind of work.  So you see it is up to the white 

population to keep the Mexican on his knees in an onion patch or in new ground.  This does not 

mix very well with education.‖
390

  Taylor, as referenced by Montejano, also documents the 

discriminatory attitudes of some Anglos who did not think in terms of keeping the Mexican 

American in his place for labor reasons, but were simply hostile to the group as evidenced by the 

comment: ―Why don‘t we let the Mexicans come to the white school? Because a damned greaser 

is not fit to sit side of a white girl.‖
391
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Manuel concluded his report by examining the many reasons why Mexican American 

children failed to attend school or remain there and acknowledged that extreme family poverty 

was the prime reason.  He also noted, however, the hostile attitude of school officials and 

community toward Mexican American attendance at school, the lack of suitable clothing, the 

abysmal facilities with no running water or bathrooms, the migratory nature of many families, 

the discriminatory treatment received from administrators, teachers and other students where the 

groups were mixed, such as in the upper grades, and the lower levels of English proficiency of 

schoolchildren who were taught using the immersion method of ―sink or swim.‖
392

  The Texas 

state superintendent of public instruction, Annie Webb Blanton, made her attitude clear when she 

stated in 1923, ―In certain counties along our border are many men and women, born and reared 

in the Lone Star State, who speak a foreign tongue and cherish the habits and ways of another 

country...[they] have no right to do this…[they] must go back to the country which [they] prize 

so highly and rear [their] children there.‖
393

  

A third researcher and author who was influential in bringing the plight of Mexican 

American schoolchildren to the attention of academia was George Isadore Sánchez.  George I. 

Sánchez worked as an educator from the age of sixteen when he graduated from high school and 

began teaching at the Yrrisarri ranchería
394

 near Albuquerque, New Mexico.  He worked as a 

teacher, principal and administrator in Bernalillo County, New Mexico while he continued his 

studies.  After various university teaching jobs and work with the New Mexico State Department 
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of Education, he was offered a professorship in Latin American Studies with the University of 

Texas, a position which he began in 1940.  He continued work he had begun as an advocate of 

equal educational opportunities for Hispanic schoolchildren, and completed numerous research 

studies on the use of standardized tests for Spanish-speaking children, studies on rural and black 

education, and studies on the conditions and the effects of segregation and discrimination on 

minority children.  He served as a member and consultant on many government committees, and 

belonged to numerous organizations such as the League of United Latin American Citizens and 

American Civil Liberties Union. 
395

   

George I. Sánchez completed his dissertation in 1934 at the University of California 

while working in New Mexico and used data from several southwestern states to investigate the 

education of bilingual children in school districts.  He concluded that given the large and 

growing numbers of Mexican American schoolchildren in American schools in the Southwest, 

the population was large enough to merit the attention of school officials.  His quantitative data 

indicated that Mexican American children were indeed lagging in educational achievement due 

to factors of a language handicap, low socioeconomic status and lack of equitable educational 

opportunities.  He denounced segregation and stated that it was contrary to the stated purposes of 

public education.  He recognized that the majority of Mexican American children were overage 

for their grade level and noted that this factor was positively related to the percentage of total 

school enrollment that is Spanish-speaking.  In other words, the higher the number of Spanish-

speaking students, the higher the number of these students who were overage for their grade 

level; a situation he suspected of being related to the socioeconomic status of the children.
396
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 Later in 1951, as a University of Texas professor of education, Sánchez published a 

paper analyzing two landmark court decisions in Mexican American education and making an 

argument against the practice of segregation on educational grounds, as many school officials in 

Texas were wont to do in the first half of the twentieth century to justify segregation.
397

  The first 

case that occurred in California, Méndez v. Westminster School District in 1947, successfully 

used the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment to prove that segregation was 

unconstitutional.
398

 This case helped pave the way for Brown v. Board of Education nearly a 

decade later. Thurgood Marshall had helped to prepare the NAACP‘s amicus curiae brief used in 

the Méndez case and was well acquainted with the legal arguments used in the case.
399

 The 

second case Sánchez analyzed was the Delgado v. Bastrop Independent School District et al. 

decided in 1948 in favor of the plaintiffs who contended that the defendant school districts were 

violating the plaintiff‘s constitutional rights once again using the equal protection clause of the 

Fourteenth Amendment.  However, in this case an exception was made for non-English speaking 

first grade students who had not attended school before; a condition which was to be used by 

unscrupulous school officials later to retain students in first grade for up to four years.
400

 Sánchez 

noted that there was more to education than just learning English, and the segregation of 

Mexican American schoolchildren was preventing them from receiving the same curriculum and 
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instruction that Anglo children regularly received, even after they had learned English. Sánchez‘s  

conclusions in this document were to be later used by attorneys in future segregation cases.
401

 

The fourth author to address the needs of Mexican American schoolchildren in the first 

half of the twentieth century was Wilson Little who published Spanish-Speaking Children in 

Texas in 1944. Although similar to Manuel‘s earlier work, Little focuses more on the 

demographics of Mexican Americans in Texas.
402

 The source of Little‘s demographic data was 

the yearly school district reports required by the State Department of Education of the time.  One 

notable difference is that the term ―Mexican‖ is no longer used for the Mexican American 

population; instead, ―Latin American‖ is used as a response to President Roosevelt‘s 1933 

inaugural speech and the resultant Good Neighbor Policy that followed.
403

 Little found that the 

population of Spanish-speaking children was fairly evenly distributed across Texas in the mid-

1940s, although most heavily concentrated along the border as could be expected and also some 

concentration in the large urban centers in Houston and Austin/San Antonio. Little estimated a 

43% growth of the Spanish-speaking population since Manuel‘s study had been conducted.
404

 

Little attributed some of the school population growth to the fact that the age of compulsory 

school attendance had changed in 1930 from 7 – 17 to 6 – 17.  If he removed the six-year-olds, 

Little still showed a 31.18% growth rate. But one thing that had not changed was the lack of 

enrollment and attendance of all Mexican American schoolchildren.  He estimated that only a 

little more than half of the eligible children were actually attending school. Of those that actually 
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attended, 68% were enrolled in grades 1 to 3, but the majority fell into the 6 to 12 year old range, 

which indicated that the retention rate was still very high.
405

 A large number of Mexican 

American schoolchildren were only attending between November and March, and then only 

sporadically.  Undoubtedly, the migratory patterns of the parents who worked in seasonal 

agricultural labor greatly influenced this pattern of attendance.
406

 The fact that segregation of 

these children in most school districts continued did not surprise Little, but what did surprise him 

was the variety of practices and justification for those practices in segregating the Mexican 

American schoolchildren. One superintendent told him very candidly, ―These children need five 

to six years of Americanization before being placed with American children.  Their standard of 

living is too low---they are dirty, lousy, and need special teaching in health and cleanliness.  

They also need special teaching in the English language.‖
407

 

Texas state leaders as well as local officials had paid little attention to the education of 

―colored‖ and ―Mexican‖ schoolchildren in the early part of the twentieth century when the 

population was smaller; but the increasing numbers of Mexican American schoolchildren after 

1920 made the issue more and more troublesome.  School officials referred to the situation as the 

―Mexican problem,‖ and the appearance of the surveys and reports, as well as the many Master‘s 

theses that were written in the 1930s and 40s regarding the best way to deal with the growing 

numbers are a reflection of the growing concern with this population.
408

  The conclusions of 

these reports and theses acknowledged that segregation existed, and some tried to justify it on the 

basis of the language deficiencies of the children, but it became ever more evident that the 

problem was growing in magnitude and serious interventions were needed. 
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Educational History of the Rio Grande Valley Prior to 1950 

There are limited studies on the educational history of the Rio Grande Valley. Some 

writers on the general history of the lower Rio Grande Valley do mention briefly the educational 

ventures of various valley cities in the early part of the twentieth century.  According to J. Lee 

and Lillian J. Stambaugh, who included a chapter on religion, education and cultural activities in 

their book The Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas: Its Colonization and Industrialization 1518-

1953, very little material was available to them on the history of early schools in the Valley.
409

  

They did discover, however, sufficient information to compile a chronology of the initial 

development of the public education system in the lower Rio Grande Valley.  This chronology 

follows: 

1852 – 1854 The Rio Grande Female Seminary is established in Brownsville by Miss Melinda 

Rankin, a Methodist missionary. 

1865 St. Joseph‘s College is established in Brownsville by the Oblates of Mary, a 

Catholic order of priests that served in the Valley on horseback when the only 

large towns were Brownsville and Laredo in this area.  The Oblates were known 

as the ―Cavalry of Christ,‖ and they would visit the numerous ranch settlements 

between Brownsville and Roma to bring the sacraments to the faithful.
410

 

1865 The Texas Almanac reports no public schools in Hidalgo County. 

1875 The Brownsville public school system is begun but for 15 years there are no 

regular school buildings; the district leases public or church buildings in which 

they hold classes. 
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1878 A Presbyterian school for Latin-American girls is run by native teachers, Mr. and 

Mrs. Correro.
411

  The school was located on Washington Street.  In 1893, the 

school has 60 pupils. 

1888 Captain W. M. Kelly is president of the school board in Brownsville.  He follows 

Richard King and Mifflin Kennedy in that capacity. 

1888 Brownsville Superintendent of Schools is J.F. Cummings, who was brought in by 

board president Kelly.  Cummings was an 1871 graduate of West Point but he had 

left the army to become involved in a railroad enterprise in Mexico.  He taught in 

Galveston before coming to Brownsville, and was later recognized as an 

outstanding pioneer school administrator. 

1888 Latin Americans make up two-thirds of the population of Brownsville; but in 

those days only a very few could either speak or understand English. 

1888 – 1912 Cameron County School Superintendent was E.H. Goodrich, followed by José M. 

Canales, J. J. Callaway, W. F. Jourdon, and P. D. Kennamer. 

1890 A high school building is erected on Ninth and Jefferson Streets in Brownsville. 

1890 There are several schools established in the town of Hidalgo, then known as 

Edinburgh. 

1890 The Hidalgo County school population is 1,687 of which 442 were enrolled and 

307 attended regularly.  There are two school buildings and 21 teachers working 

for an average monthly salary of $50.00. 
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1893 Instruction in Brownsville schools is offered up to nine grades.  Students in grades 

first through third are not required to speak English.  Boys in the upper grades are 

taught military drills.  At the end of the first semester, 30 silver medals are 

awarded to outstanding students to be worn during the second term. 

1893 The Brownsville faculty includes the following teachers: Mrs. T. H. Clearwater, 

Mary C. Butler, Minnie Duffy, Katie Kingsbury, Kate Willman, Hettie 

Dougherty, Mena Egly, Lily Willman, Nellie Kimball, Annie Scanlan, Clara 

Fernández, Sarah Kenedy, and Mary Wallace, who is a white teacher in the 

colored schools. 

1896 The San Juan Plantation School‘s one teacher is named Mrs. W. L. Lipscomb. 

1898 – 1920 Brownsville School Superintendents include, in order of service: T. P. Barbour, I. 

L. Chandler, T. P. Barbour, C. G. Hallmark, J. C. Wright, and Miss Lizzie 

Barbour. 

1900 The only high school in the Rio Grande Valley is in Brownsville.  It has 19 

teachers. 

1900 The Hidalgo County scholastic enrollment is 3,093 with 28 teachers.  There are 

no independent school districts reported in the Texas Almanac of that year. 

1900 Starr County reports 2,000 scholastics, 25 teachers, but no high school.  The 

county superintendent of schools from 1907 to 1925 is Sam P. Vale. 

1902 – 1914 R. A. Marsh is both Hidalgo County judge and county superintendent of schools.  

He is followed in service by J. S. Bunn. 
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1904 In an article in the Texas Almanac, Marsh said that Hidalgo had a fine brick 

school building and employed three teachers.  Hidalgo County was divided into 

four school districts each in which there were eight to 12 schools.  

1904 In this year the St. Louis, Brownsville and Mexico Railroad opens from 

Brownsville to Mission, called the Sam Fordyce branch.  New towns spring up 

along the railroad, the first of which is Mercedes in 1904. 

1907 San Benito establishes a school with 49 pupils and with Miss Kate Purvis as the 

teacher. 

1908 J. Scott Brown is elected San Benito superintendent followed by R.W. 

Woodward, J. J. Callaway, C. E. Thomas, A. O. Strother and J.H. Head. 

1907-1908 The first school in Harlingen is taught by Miss Jesusa García and has 20 students.  

School executives include Mrs. Lillian Baldride, Charles E. Williams, W. E. 

Sturgeon, A. B. Tyson, W. F. Jourdon, and J. T. Foster. 

1908 McAllen‘s first school is opened by teacher Miss Adela Wells and has 20 pupils. 

1908 The Mercedes Independent School District is organized with E. L. Horton as 

superintendent, followed by J. W. Hamlett, J. W. Massey, J. E. Briggs, Theo Dietl 

and Miss Nannie Mer Buck. 

1908-1909 The first Donna school opens.  It is a one-room shack with Miss Olive Vertress as 

teacher.  There are 20 pupils. 

1909 The first school opens in Mission with George Wolfram as teacher to 22 pupils. 

1909 – 1911 W. H. Snow is superintendent of Donna schools with one assistant and 50 pupils.  

There are also 30 Latin American students in one school taught by Miss Edith 

Hall. 
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1910 The Edinburg Independent School System is created with two teachers and 25 

students.  The first principal is Mrs. Munroe, followed by Miss Mabel Umland, A. 

E. Kilpatrick, J. S. Bunn, L. T. Bunn, D. H. Womack, Ben Dyess and W. E. 

Foster. 

1911 Pharr opens its first school with Mrs. Ella Howard as teacher to 9 pupils.  Mrs. D. 

E. Mayfield serves as principal, followed by J. S. Humble. 

1911 San Juan opens its first school with 50 pupils.  The principal is Mr. Bartie Moore, 

followed by Mrs. D. V. Sheffiedl and A. J. Stephens. 

1911 – 1912 W. T. Hammer is superintendent of schools at Donna with 3 assistants and a new 

$16,000 brick building with 8 rooms. 

1912 The Mission Independent School District is created with C. E. Godby as 

superintendent, followed by E. W. Nance and Sidney L. Hardin. 

1912 – 1921 J. M. F. Stephens is superintendent of schools in Donna. 

1915 The Pharr and San Juan school districts consolidate.  A $40,000 brick building is 

erected to serve 143 pupils.  A. B. Bunn is superintendent, followed in 1916 by R. 

B. Fore. 

1917 McAllen builds a high school building at a cost of $100,000.  H. Clay Harvey is 

superintendent, followed by J. C. Chapman and Ed R. Bentley. 

1919 Alamo joins the Pharr and San Juan consolidation to become the P.S.J.A. system. 

1920 A Weslaco elementary school is opened by Mrs. D. W. Day and two assistants 

under the supervision of the Donna school district.  Two more teachers are added 
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by the end of 1920 and in 1921 the Weslaco Independent School District is 

organized with a student enrollment of 524.  The superintendent is H. Tarpley.
412

 

Stambaugh and Stambaugh finished up their report on the school districts of the lower 

Rio Grande Valley by providing the combined scholastic population of the four counties in the 

Valley, Starr, Willacy, Cameron and Hidalgo County, as reported by the Texas Education 

Agency for the indicated years: 

Table 2.2  Scholastic Population of the Four Counties in the Lower Rio Grande Valley  

            Year  Scholastic Population        

1880       3,890 

1900   11,306 

1920   30,180 

1940   62,629 

            1950   82,832         

Source:  J. Lee Stambaugh and Lillian J. Stambaugh, The Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas: Its 

Colonization and Industrialization 1518-1953, (Austin, TX: the Jenkins Publishing Co. San 

Felipe Press, 1964). 
 

It should be noted that the scholastic population only represented those children who were 

eligible for free public education based on their age, and not those children who had actually 

enrolled in school. 

 Not all school districts in south Texas were segregated in the first part of the twentieth 

century.  Montejano‘s study of segregation based on an economic history of south Texas reveals 

that those counties where a ranching way of life was still followed were more likely to have 

higher numbers of Mexican Americans with economic and therefore political power.  This 

translated into maintaining integrated schools rather than segregated schools, although there were 
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still isolated communities where school segregation may have been practiced.  Montejano states 

that in those counties that were more based on a farm economy rather than ranching, there was a 

higher concentration of Anglos, undoubtedly the newcomers who had been recruited to south 

Texas by land developers to partake in vegetable, citrus and cotton farming.  In the 

predominantly farm counties, because there were more Anglos with economic and political 

power, segregated schools were the norm.  The following chart shows Montejano‘s findings and 

support his conclusions that ranching counties had integrated school systems and farm counties 

had segregated school systems as a result of the number of Anglos in each county:
413

 

Table 2.3   School Segregation in South Texas Counties, 1928      

 Integrated % Anglo  Segregated  % Anglo    

 Zapata     1.0   Cameron     34.4 

 Jim Hogg  14.8   Hidalgo     29.0 

 Brooks   17.2   Kleberg     44.4 

 Webb   10.6   Jim Wells     42.5 

 Duval     8.4   Willacy     37.7 

 Starr     3.6   Nueces      49.9 

      Dimmit     24.7 

      Zavala      30.3     

Source:  Based on Herschel T. Manuel, The Education of Mexican and Spanish-speaking 

Children in Texas, 70-75, 160-165 as referenced in David Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans in 

the Making of Texas, 1836 – 1986, 169. 
 

From the information in Table 2.3 above, it is noted that of the four counties in the lower 

Rio Grande Valley, Starr County had integrated schools while Cameron, Hidalgo and Willacy 

Counties maintained segregated school systems. Montejano maintains that in ranching 

communities, close relationships between the patron, or landowner, and his vaqueros (cowboys) 

and other workers had been established.  In the farm counties, the farmers who employed 

                                                           
413

 Montejano, 169. 



120 
 

Mexican laborers who were usually migratory did not form close relationships with their 

workers.  The opposite was usually true, and the farmers considered the Mexican laborers as 

―inferior‖ but necessary.
414

  Conducting a study on farm labor in 1930, Paul S. Taylor asked 

farmers about Mexican laborers and some responded, ―You can‘t beat them as labor…[they 

have] the qualities that go to make a good servant…we don‘t want them to be associated with us, 

we want them for labor…the Chilis are creatures somewhere in between a burro and a human 

being.‖
415

  These comments support Montejano‘s assertions that Anglo farmers and Mexican 

laborers rarely formed close bonds.  When asked about schooling for the children of the Mexican 

laborers, farmers responded, ―We don‘t need skilled or white-collared Mexicans…if these get 

educated, we‘ll have to get more from Mexico.‖
416

   

The first half of the twentieth century in Texas education was marked by varying degrees 

of segregation practiced against both African American and Mexican American schoolchildren.  

In most towns of the Rio Grande Valley, the areas north of the railroad line were clearly marked 

on early maps as ―Mexican‖ neighborhoods.
417

  School facilities on the ―Mexican‖ side of town 

were never equitable to those on the Anglo side of town.  The buildings were generally older, 

made of wood instead of brick, overcrowded, with substandard furniture and equipment. The  

instructional materials used in the ―Mexican‖ schools were often ―hand-me-downs‖ from the 

Anglo schools, and there were never enough books for every child as there were in the Anglo 

schools.
418

 The teaching staff was usually inexperienced, with no credentials, and lacked 
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adequate training. Attendance by Mexican Americans was sporadic because of poverty, the 

migration of the families for work purposes, and disinterest due to the bad conditions at school. 

 San Miguel documents that by the 1940s more than 122 school districts in fifty-nine 

Texas counties had segregated schools for Mexican American children.
419

 Local administrators, 

who were hired by local school board members who were elected by the community, regardless 

of their personal feelings had to honor the wishes of the community or else be ready to move on 

to another job.  Many administrators considered the Mexican American children to be mentally 

challenged and they developed discriminatory measures reflected in their assessment and 

tracking practices in dealing with them. They believed in the Anglo consensus that Mexican 

American children were culturally backward, language deficient and intellectually inferior, and 

that they would hold back the Anglo children if they were allowed into their schools and in their 

classes.
420

 

The curriculum given to Mexican American children was problematic on several levels.  

Because they were considered mentally challenged, they were more likely to get vocational and 

general education than they were college preparatory material.  This diminished greatly their 

chances of a postsecondary education.  In addition, the textbooks used in the first half of the 

twentieth century reflected Anglo ideology and distorted or completely left out any minority 

cultural heritage.  Mexican Americans were depicted as the enemy when studying Texas history 

or U.S. history of the mid-eighteenth century.
421

  Although most teachers felt that they were 

helping to Americanize the children, they tended to disparage and devalue Mexican culture 

which made the children feel even more inferior.
422

 Leon R. Graham, in his master‘s thesis 
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comparing Latin American students to English Speaking students in the Mercedes Independent 

School District, confirms that the segregation of Mexican American students was occurring in 

Rio Grande Valley schools including Mercedes when he says: 

In the early days of the Lower Valley, there was a tendency to place as many Latin 

American students as possible in the oldest school buildings of the districts and to 

provide inexperienced teachers many of whom had never before been in actual contact 

with Latin American people. Very little attempt was made to encourage attendance as, in 

many cases, the buildings and the teaching staff were woefully inadequate.  Latin 

Americans were not encouraged to enter high school and when they did, they were given 

little consideration.  They were not treated as individuals and were expected to measure 

up to the English speaking standards, even though many had serious language handicaps 

and very undesirable home study conditions.
423

 

 

Graham is describing the ―perplexing problem‖ of Latin American students in Mercedes, 

who continue to be ―more retarded than English speaking children.‖
424

 Graham then states that in 

the last two decades, which would be approximately the years 1918 – 1938 (since he writes the 

thesis in 1938), there has been ―a decided change.‖  He says that boards of education and school 

administrators have ―come to realize that Latin American youths are American citizens,‖ and that 

they must eventually become productive members of society and that schools must therefore 

―give the Latin American the same chance to become a useful citizen that the English speaking 

child enjoys.‖
425

  He goes on to say that where segregation is practiced, well equipped school 

buildings have been provided for the Latin Americans.  Experienced, trained teachers who no 

longer seek transfers to the other side of town are happy to remain in the Latin American school 

where they consider the instruction of Latin American children their life‘s work.
426

 In Graham‘s 

statement of the problem, he says that regardless of the changes in Mercedes, Latin American 
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children still present an educational challenge because they are not progressing in ways 

comparable to the English speaking children.
427

 From Graham‘s information, it seems that the 

Mercedes Independent School District reflects very closely the conditions prevalent in the rest of 

the state of Texas for the first half of the twentieth century.  However, there are indications that 

there existed a strong faction of Mexican American citizens, probably from the middle class, 

who insisted on a more equitable education for their children.  The information Graham himself 

gives as well as the Lucille Cuellar Graham anecdote in Kathleen Neal Carroll‘s dissertation 

regarding a confrontation between Mexican American parents and the school superintendent 

seem to indicate that there was some resistance to segregation.
428

   

Part III.  Educational History of Mexican Americans Post – 1950 

Organizations for Civil Rights 

 During the first half of the twentieth century, Mexican Americans had not stood idly by 

and accepted segregation and discrimination.  There were isolated instances of boycotts, 

journalistic writings and legal challenges, although they accomplished little to change Anglo 

attitudes and practices.
429

 As early as 1911, a political conference was held in Laredo called the 

Primer Congreso Mexicanista where Mexican American issues were discussed, among them 

school segregation.
430

  A small but growing middle class of Mexican Americans was becoming 

educated enough to seek enough political power to change matters, and many mutual aid 

societies were founded that discussed matters but had little power.  It was not until 1929 that a 

permanent statewide organization was formed, with many members who were middle-class, 

college-educated professionals and business owners who were able to raise sufficient funding to 
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fight legal battles.  This organization was the League of United Latin American Citizens, or 

LULAC. 

 Although there were many more organizations that fought for civil liberties, LULAC was 

the first of three organizations that made a big difference in the fight for equal educational 

opportunities for Mexican Americans.  LULAC sought to provide more than just social services 

to the Mexican American community as the mutual aid societies did. The organization was more 

concerned with the creation of a group of politically-active citizens who would participate fully 

in the political, economic and social institutions of the United States.
431

  Their emphasis was to 

be accepted by the dominant Anglo society as full American citizens while still retaining their 

Mexican cultural heritage.  Their commitment to eliminating school segregation and obtaining 

equal educational opportunities for Mexican American children was at the forefront, because 

they understood that only an educated Mexican American populace could hope to achieve first 

class citizen rights.
432

 LULAC also believed that the blame for the problems of Mexican 

Americans often resided in themselves, for failing to stand up to Anglos when they suffered 

humiliation or discrimination. They also highly promoted the learning of English as necessary to 

advance in U.S. society.
433

  

 The second organization which has had and continues to have a great impact on the 

Mexican American‘s efforts for social justice is the American G.I. Forum.   Returning Texas 

veterans from World War I who experienced disillusionment at the discrimination they faced at 

home were some of the founders of LULAC.
434

  It was World War II, or rather in its aftermath, 
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that figured into the founding of the American G. I. Forum in 1948.  Returning World War II 

veterans were frustrated and perplexed to find that after having given their service to preserve 

freedom and democracy as first class citizens, they were returning home to second class citizen 

status because of racial and ethnic discrimination.  They were refused service at all white 

restaurants, and could only use public swimming pools on certain days to allow time to clean the 

pool before Whites used it.
435

   

Although Mexican Americans were the most highly decorated ethnic group during World 

War II, returning servicemen found that their military honors meant nothing to the Anglos back 

home.
436

 Many returned home to find the same type of racism that they had fought to eradicate in 

Nazi Germany. They often encountered signs such as the one below: 

Figure 2.6:  Discriminatory Sign in Dimmit, Texas Diner, 1949. The Lee Russell Photograph 

Collection, [Untitled, 1949], The Center for American History, The University of Texas at 

Austin. 

 

San Miguel tells of an incident in 1946 when Joseph Robles Ramón and Alfonso Galindo 

Robles, two veterans of WWII, experienced discrimination in Helotes, Texas.  They had stopped 
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in at a bar and grill and asked for a sandwich and were told that they had orders not to serve 

Mexicans.  Joseph talked to the bartender in a nice way and told him he had served in the United 

States Marine Corps, had been wounded overseas, and was now totally disabled.  The bartender 

told him it made no difference and told him to leave.
437

 

Many Mexican American servicemen found themselves experiencing difficulties 

obtaining veteran‘s benefits through the G. I. Bill of Rights of 1944.  Many of them turned to Dr. 

Hector P. García, a decorated World War II veteran who was advocating for Mexican American 

civil rights through organizations like the Corpus Christi League of United Latin American 

Citizens, or LULAC organization. Dr. García met with 700 other WWII and Korean War 

veterans to found the American G.I. Forum in March of 1948.
438

  The organization became 

involved in the case of Felix Longoria, a serviceman from Three Rivers, Texas who was refused 

the use of a funeral home and burial in his home town by the Anglo community. Dr. García 

appealed to Senator Lyndon B. Johnson who was unable to change the minds of the Three Rivers 

community but who made arrangements for Longoria to be buried with full military honors at the 

Arlington National Cemetery in Virginia.
439

  The case provided the G.I. Forum with national 

attention, and the organization was subsequently able to expand its efforts to fighting 

discrimination and racism in the areas of employment, jury selection, poll tax practices, school 

segregation and farm labor.
440

  The G. I. Forum stated in its constitution that its main purpose 

was to ―strive for the procurement of all veterans and their families, regardless of race, color, or 
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creed, the equal privileges to which they are entitled under the laws of our country.‖
441

 With its 

motto of ―Education is our Freedom,‖ The G.I. Forum declared its commitment to fight to 

provide equal educational opportunities to Mexican Americans.
442

  The G.I. Forum was able to 

provide support and assistance to many plaintiffs in court litigation proceedings attempting to 

eliminate school segregation.   

 Both LULAC and the G.I. Forum exerted extensive efforts to eliminate discrimination at 

all levels.  As organizations founded by educated middle class businessmen and some 

professionals, they found that the fight against discrimination required funding to pay for court 

litigation.  LULAC had committed itself to non-violent protests, using newspaper articles, letters 

of protest, communication with state officials, and meetings with school district administrators 

and board members to try to eliminate segregation and discriminatory practices.
443

  The 

American G.I. Forum had followed much the same protocols, but both organizations realized that 

they would have to file lawsuits and provide support to plaintiffs if any change was to be had.  

They engaged in court battles in many instances, but it was the Mexican American Legal 

Defense Fund, or MALDEF that made a difference.  

 In 1967, civil rights lawyers answered the call of organizations such as LULAC and the 

American G.I. Forum to provide legal assistance to Mexican Americans who had experienced 

racism and discrimination in various venues.  The ―soft‖ tactics of letters of protest, walk-outs 

and discussions were having little effect in changing school segregation and other forms of 

discrimination, so the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund (MALDEF) was 

established to provide the funding for legal solutions to the problems experienced by Mexican 
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Americans in schools, in their jobs, in public places such as theaters and restaurants and through 

police brutality.  By the 1970s, MALDEF had begun to win court battles in political rights, 

employment discrimination, educational opportunities and inequitable school finance.
444

  In 1968 

with the assistance of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP), Pete Tijerina, the Executive Director of MALDEF, was able to secure a 2.2 million 

dollar grant from the Ford Foundation in order to provide a variety of legal services to Mexican 

Americans.  The fund was used for such projects as educational research programs, the 

production of a newsletter informing Mexican Americans of their legal rights, and to set up a 

scholarship fund in order to educate more lawyers for social justice.
445

 

Court Litigation for Equal Educational Opportunities 

 The first legal problem for Mexican Americans as they sought equal status and therefore 

equal educational opportunities was the test of ―whiteness.‖  The status of being white ensured a 

set of privileges and benefits that many minorities sought.
446

  In 1897, in In re Rodriguez, a 

federal district court in Texas upheld the right of Mexicans to naturalize under the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo.
447

  It was a difficult decision for Judge Thomas Maxey who attempted to use 

the plaintiff‘s phenotype to determine ―whiteness.‖  During the trial he pointed out that 

Rodríguez had dark eyes, black hair and high cheek bones and declared that he could be 

classified with copper colored or red men. The judge did not judge him to be an Indian, because, 

he said, Rodríguez ―knows nothing of the Aztecs.‖
448

 In the end, however, he determined that 
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Mexicans were to be considered white for purposes of naturalization.
449

  However, the judicial 

designation of ―white‖ did not impact racial or ethnic bias, and people of Mexican descent 

continued to experience it.   

In the 1920s when farmers needed agricultural workers, the notion of the ―whiteness‖ of 

Mexicans was used to relax immigration restrictions.  The designation of ―whiteness‖ came to be 

used by state officials later to group African and Mexican American children together in a school 

and declare the system integrated while not one Anglo was enrolled in that school.  Mexicans 

came to be known as the ―other white‖ race and court litigation stressed ―due process‖ under the 

Fourteenth Amendment rather than ―equal protection.‖ While small victories were won using 

this strategy, it did little to change actual conditions and segregation of Mexican Americans 

continued with minimal changes of terminology in school board minutes.
450

   

 In 1896, Plessy v. Ferguson had established ―separate but equal‖ as permissible, and the 

lawyers for Mexican American school desegregation cases sought to establish that as ―other 

white,‖ they should be allowed to integrate with Anglos and not be kept separate in Mexican 

schools on the other side of the tracks.
451

  In Texas, the state legislature in 1893 enacted a statute 

which provided separate but ―impartial public free schools for white and colored‖ children.  The 

state law defined the ―colored‖ class to include ―all persons of mixed blood descended from 

Negro ancestry.‖
452

 The determination of the ―whiteness‖ of Mexican Americans in Texas was 

made by local custom and bias. If Mexican Americans were ―white,‖ reasoned some Anglos, 

then they were of an inferior branch. 
453

  Many of the early cases, Romo v. Laird in Arizona, 

Independent School District v. Salvatierra in Texas and Alvarez v. Owen (known as the Lemon 
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Grove Case) in California gave relief only in a local sense.  What they did do was give school 

officials ideas on how to continue lawfully segregating students of Mexican descent, such as 

migrant status and language handicaps as reasons to separate the children.
454

   

 When the efforts of civic groups such as LULAC and the American G.I. Forum to 

protest, write letters to the editor, and ask for discussions with school officials failed, they felt 

compelled to resort to litigation. In 1905, Texas had passed a law that required that teachers use 

the English language exclusively in the classroom.  School officials used the excuse that 

Mexican American children were not proficient in English as an excuse to separate them from 

the Anglo children.  By the time LULAC was organized in 1929, approximately ninety percent 

of the public schools in south Texas were segregated and ―Mexican schools‖ were well 

established.
455

 

 In 1930, LULAC filed the first suit to challenge the segregation of Mexican Americans in 

Del Rio ISD v. Salvatierra.  LULAC asked for an injunction against the school district because 

the Mexican American children were in a separate elementary school.  The superintendent 

defended the segregation by saying that most of the children were of migrant families and did not 

attend the entire school year.  Also, many of them had an English language deficiency and both 

conditions would lower the students‘ self-esteem if they attended the Anglo school and could not 

keep up.  Although initially the injunction was issued, in a later appeal, the Texas Court of Civil 

Appeals voided the injunction.  Anglo migrant children were not made to attend the separate 

school, and LULAC charged separation based on the Mexican American children‘s ethnicity.
456
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George I. Sánchez later stated that the Salvatierra case served to legalize the segregation of 

Mexican American children up to the third grade.
457

  

 A court case in California next proved to be pivotal in the litigation battle for 

desegregation.  In 1947, Latino plaintiffs with assistance from African American, Japanese 

American and Jewish communities filed Méndez v. Westminster. Contrary to the situation in 

Texas, the California Education Code allowed school districts to segregate ―Indian children and 

children of Mongolian parentage.‖ In 1880, African American children had been removed from 

the list, although they continued to be segregated also.  Because California Attorney General 

Webb categorized Mexicans as Indians in 1930, they were also subject to segregation, and by the 

end of the 1920s, they had become the most segregated school children in California public 

schools.
458

  Not only were they physically separated from Anglo children, they also had a special 

curriculum that tracked the boys into vocational and industrial courses such as bootmaking and 

blacksmithing and the girls into sewing and homemaking.  School zoning was arranged to send 

Mexican American children to the Mexican schools, but if Anglos happened to fall into that 

zone, they requested and were granted transfers to all-Anglo schools.
459

 

 In 1943 in Orange County, Gonzalo Méndez had leased the sixty-acre farm of a Japanese 

family that had been forcibly relocated to an internment camp during WWII.  Because he had to 

work, he asked his sister Sally Vidaurri to enroll his children in school when she went to take 

hers. The children were all fluent in English, but when they went to register, the Vidaurri 

children who were lighter skinned and had a ―French-sounding surname‖ were allowed to enroll, 

and the Méndez children were told they had to enroll in the ―Mexican school‖ because they had a 
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language handicap.  The Mexican school was a little shack, infested with flies because of a cow 

pasture next to it with no recess equipment and surrounded by a wire fence with an electric 

current running through it, ostensibly to keep the cows from roaming.
460

 The parents were 

outraged and soon gathered together several Mexican American parents to present a petition to 

the school board requesting the end of segregation.  The Westminster school board offered a 

special exception to the Méndez children, but Méndez was angry that the Mexican school was 

not discontinued and he decided to pursue legal action.  School transfer requests by other parents 

were repeatedly ignored.  He asked a local group called the Latin American Organization formed 

of returning WWII veterans to assist.  Using personal funds, Méndez contacted a Los Angeles 

attorney, David Marcus, who had a reputation for challenging park and pool segregation; and 

they both gathered plaintiffs from surrounding areas. In 1945, the group filed a class action suit 

against the Westminster, Santa Ana, el Modena and Garden Grove school districts.  They 

charged that their due process and equal protection rights under the Fourteenth Amendment had 

been denied. The school officials tried to justify the segregation on the grounds that the Mexican 

American children were not members of the ―white race.‖  They then used the English deficiency 

argument when the court declared that Mexican Americans were members of the white race.  On 

February 18, 1946 Federal District Judge Paul J. McCormick ruled in favor of Méndez and the 

other plaintiffs declaring a violation of the Mexican American children‘s rights under the 

Fourteenth Amendment.
461

 However, the court had also allowed segregation based on 

pedagogical reasons that were dependent on the results of scientific testing of the students.  
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California districts then began administering ―scientific tests‖ that determined that Mexican 

American children were intellectually inferior and had language deficiencies.
462

 

 Following the California case closely, in 1948 LULAC filed suit against Bastrop and 

three other school districts in Texas in the Delgado v. Bastrop case.  The segregation of the 

children was upheld, but the judge determined that the children could be separated from Anglo 

children on the same campus only and in the first grade only for language deficiency causes 

determined by the use of standardized scientific tests administered to all children.
463

 Although it 

was a major victory for LULAC and other Mexican American organizations, segregation and 

discrimination continued in Texas under de facto if not de jure conditions. 

 The next important segregation case was Hernández v. State of Texas.  The case was not 

a school segregation case, but was brought forward on the grounds of discriminatory practices in 

the selection of trial juries.  In 1950, Pete Hernández was accused of the murder of Joe Espinosa 

in Edna, Texas.  He was tried by an all-white jury and found guilty, with the verdict upheld by 

the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals.  The case was appealed to and accepted by the U.S. 

Supreme Court.  Hernández‘s lawyer was Gus García who, assisted by other lawyers supplied by 

LULAC and the G.I. Forum, argued that no Mexican American had served on a jury in twenty-

five years, and that Mexican Americans were being discriminated against as a class apart.  Chief 

Justice Earl Warren reversed the conviction, delivering the unanimous opinion of the court that 

there was a distinction between ―white‖ and ―Hispanic‖ and that under the equal protection 

clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, Hernández‘s civil rights had been violated.
464
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The Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas case was decided in 1954 by the 

U.S. Supreme Court in which the segregation of African Americans was declared 

unconstitutional through the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.  When 

reviewed a second time, the court attached the phrase ―with all deliberate speed‖ for the carrying 

out of desegregation.  The phrase was used to delay desegregation for at least ten years, and the 

outcome of this case which directly impacted African Americans did not change things for 

Mexican Americans either. 

The Delgado case had prohibited the segregation of Mexican American children to a 

separate campus on the basis of race, but had allowed separate classes on the same campus and 

only in the first grade if tests determined that it was pedagogically necessary.  The Texas State 

Superintendent of Public Instruction, L.A.Woods,  had been sympathetic to the Mexican 

American cause.  In 1949, with the passage of the Gilmer-Aiken Act, the Texas legislature 

created the Texas Education Agency to replace the State Department of Education, and created 

the office of Commissioner of Education, replacing Woods with J.W. Edgar who took a more 

conservative stance.
465

  As the situation stood, the ―whiteness‖ test had been met by Mexican 

Americans, but this did little to prevent discrimination and school segregation. In spite of the 

winning of several key pieces of litigation, Texas school officials found creative ways of 

ensuring that the segregation and discrimination of Mexican American schoolchildren 

continued.
466

 

 Since the Delgado case had allowed children to be separated in first grade, school 

officials had found ways to retain Mexican American children in first grade through the creation 
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of multiple levels within first grade.  This enabled segregation by having a pre-first or 

―beginners‖ grade, then a low first, mid-first, and high-first through which children progressed 

only by passing ―English proficiency‖ tests.  This created a staggering amount of retention and 

failure for Mexican American children, many of whom dropped out in frustration long before 

reaching fifth grade.
467

  In 1957 the American G. I. Forum took the case of a child named Linda 

Pérez who had been assigned to the segregated first grade to learn English when she was already 

highly proficient in the language.  No test had been administered to her to determine her 

proficiency. In fact, James de Anda, the lawyer who took the case, found many other Mexican 

American children who spoke English in the district who had not been allowed in the Anglo 

school. In this case, Hernández v. Driscoll CISD, the court condemned Driscoll CISD‘s 

discriminatory practices, but ruled that segregation was permissible based on the use of 

pedagogical tests.  Segregation based on arbitrary reasons, however, was not admissible.
468

 

 The Cisneros v. Corpus Christi ISD in 1970 was the first case to extend the Brown v. 

Board of Education 1954 decision to Mexican Americans.  After being classified as ―other 

white‖ and ―a class apart,‖ with minimal changes to desegregation practices, the Cisneros case 

recognized Mexican Americans as a minority group that was being discriminated against by 

virtue of their ethnicity.  Discrimination against Mexican Americans under this criteria was 

declared unconstitutional.  Carl Allsup explains that: 
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Judge Woodrow Seals found that the [Corpus Christi] school board consciously fostered 

a system that perpetuated traditional segregation. This included a system that bused 

Anglo students to schools out of their neighborhoods, renovated old schools in black and 

Mexican-American neighborhoods rather than building new ones, assigned black and 

Hispanic teachers to segregated schools, and limited hiring of such teachers at other 

schools; the school board also lacked a majority-to-minority busing system. Judge Seals 

cited the "other white" argument as adjacent proof of segregation, but relied primarily on 

the application of unconstitutional segregation of Mexican Americans as an identifiable 

minority group based on physical, cultural, religious, and linguistic distinctions.
469

 
 

Mexican American activists were under no illusions that the court ruling would change 

segregation practices in Texas.  The prior favorable court decisions had been resisted by the 

Anglo community and if segregation was no longer allowed by law, it certainly continued in fact 

through creative discriminatory practices.  In any case, the favorable decision in the Cisneros 

case had finally established a precedent that would allow Mexican Americans to pursue in 

earnest equal educational opportunity, a struggle that would include the bilingual, bicultural 

instruction battle and the many school district funding issues.
470

 

 The Edgewood ISD v. Kirby litigations were a series of cases filed beginning in 1984 by 

the MALDEF organization in protest of school financing practices in Texas. The school funding 

system had not been changed since the passage of the Gilmer-Aiken Act in 1949.  The plaintiffs 

declared that the state‘s school funding practices discriminated against students in poorer school 

districts.  In a previous lawsuit in 1971, Rodriguez v. San Antonio ISD, the U.S. Supreme Court 

in a 5-4 decision had failed to provide relief to poorer school districts by overturning a lower 

state court‘s decision finding the Texas school financing system was unconstitutional.
471

  In 1989 

the Texas Supreme Court ruled in favor of the Edgewood plaintiffs and ordered the state 
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legislature to implement an equitable system by the 1990 – 1991 school year.
472

 The legislature 

produced a plan nicknamed the ―Robin Hood‖ plan because it redistributed proper tax monies 

from richer school districts to poorer school districts.  The wealthy school districts protested and 

filed suit, and in 1993 a plan was finally presented which was declared constitutional and which 

provided several options from which school districts could choose.  Although the new system 

has provided more educational funding to poorer school districts, several suits have since been 

filed to change the system.
473

 

Bilingual Education Instruction in Texas 

 The long standing mandate that English was the only language of instruction permitted in 

Texas classrooms was finally dismantled by legislation introduced by State Representative Joe 

Bernal of San Antonio in 1968.  The new law allowed voluntary implementation of bilingual 

instructional programs.
474

  Early experimentation such as the Little Schools of 400 developed by 

Felix Tijerina and  LULAC in the 1950s had shown promising results.  This program had been 

aimed at pre-school children and had attempted, mostly successfully, to teach Spanish speaking 

children 400 basic English words before they entered first grade.
475

  Then in 1974 with Lau v. 

Nichols, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that simply providing the same all-English program to all 

students regardless of their English proficiency levels violated federal requirements to provide 
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equal educational opportunity to all students.
476

  In 1981, MALDEF successfully challenged the 

law that made bilingual language programs voluntary. As a result, Texas required bilingual 

education programs to be offered at the elementary level and English as a second language (ESL) 

programs to be offered at the secondary level. The legislation was complete in addressing 

procedures for student identification and placement, setting exit criteria, and obtaining increased 

state funding based on numbers of students served.
477

  

In 1964, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act and Texas soon followed in 1969 in 

repealing separatist statutes.
478

 Mexican Americans soon realized that state school officials had 

no intentions of providing leadership in the development of bilingual programs.
479

 Dr. Severo 

Gómez, Assistant Commissioner and in charge of bilingual education development two years 

after the passage of H.B. 103 said, ―Everyone pays lip service to bilingual education…but 

getting genuinely involved in working for it, that‘s another thing entirely.‖
480

 In 1971 in response 

to pressure from State Representative Carlos Truan and others, the State Board of Education 

revised the Statewide Plan on Bilingual Education which provided better funding and statewide 

training of teachers in bilingual education methodology.
481

  Support for bilingual education from 

state officials wavered until 1981 when in the case of United States v. State of Texas, Judge 

Justice found that discrimination against Mexican Americans was severe in the Texas public 

schools and that the state had failed to fully ―remove the disabling vestiges of past de jure 

discrimination.‖
482

 The Court further ordered that a plan of ―relief‖ be developed and specified 
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what the plan must contain:  required bilingual instruction for all children of limited English 

proficiency, procedures for identifying these students, comprehensive exit criteria based on test 

scores, and the monitoring of the compliance with bilingual programs by the Texas Education 

Agency on a regular basis.
483

 After much deliberation and argument, on June 1, 1981, the Texas 

legislature finally approved S. B. 477, the Bilingual Education expansion bill.
484

 

There has been considerable controversy nationally over the effectiveness of bilingual 

instructional programs, with research studies that purportedly prove its effectiveness and those 

studies that prove its ineffectiveness. The research conducted by notables Stephan Krashen, 

James Crawford, Jim Cummins, Virginia Collier and others support the effectiveness of bilingual 

education.
485

 Assertions that bilingual instruction is pedagogically sound have been contradicted 

by researchers such as Christine Rossell and Keith Baker.
486

  The biggest critics of bilingual 

education are ―English Only‖ proponents who wish to make English the official language of the 

United States by law.
487

  The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) has stated that English-

only laws are inconsistent with the First Amendment right to communicate with or petition the 

government and with the right to equality.
488

 In states that have passed legislation making 

English the official language, incidents have occurred by people who misinterpret the symbolic 

character of the statute.  In 2004 a teacher in Scottsdale, Arizona who claimed to be enforcing 

English immersion policies allegedly slapped students for speaking Spanish in class.
489
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The Mexican American Civil Rights Movement  

 The mutual aid societies and later organizations such as LULAC, the American G.I. 

Forum and MALDEF helped make inroads against the discrimination of Mexican Americans, 

and the legal battles fought and won were milestones in the struggle for equality.  But the 

strategies of the older generation of Mexican Americans were replaced by more militant 

strategies in the 1960s and 1970s. The younger generation of Mexican Americans, many of them 

college students, were frustrated by the slow pace of change. Even though federal and state 

legislation and court mandates declared segregation and discriminatory practices as illegal and 

unconstitutional, Mexican Americans continued to be treated as second-class citizens.  The 

younger activists formed organizations such as the Mexican American Youth Organization 

(MAYO), Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán (MEChA, Chicano Student Movement of 

Aztlán),
490

 and the more militant Brown Berets as part of a Chicano Civil Rights Movement.
491

 

These younger activists disagreed with the older Mexican American organizations as to strategy 

and tactics for obtaining equal rights and sponsored school walkouts or ―blowouts,‖ protest 

marches, and political activism through La Raza Unida party.
492

  

The Chicano Civil Rights Movement was to reach deep south Texas in 1968 with the 

Edcouch-Elsa High School Walkout.  Influenced by ―blowouts‖ in East Los Angeles, California, 

and Crystal City, Texas, over 190 students walked out of the Edcouch-Elsa High School in the 

lower Rio Grande Valley in November of 1968 in protest of what they termed an ―unjust 
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educational system.‖
493

 Miguel and Francisco Guajardo in their 2004 article, ―The Impact of 

Brown on the Brown of South Texas‖ describe the event in the following words: 

On the morning of November 14, 1968, at precisely 8:10, a number of Mexican 

American student protesters stormed out of the classrooms chanting "Walkout! 

Walkout!" thus igniting a massive student boycott of Edcouch-Elsa High School. More 

than 150 students followed as they chanted phrases of protest against what they charged 

was an unjust educational system. The Edcouch-Elsa High School Walkout of 1968 

became the tipping point (Gladwell, 2000) in a shift of power from White (Anglo-

American) to brown (Mexican American) in south Texas. After decades of a dominant 

segregationist culture throughout the region, Mexican American high school students in  

this agricultural community forcefully challenged the power structure in the  

schools and in the community at large.
494

 
 

The walkout provided national media attention to the demands of the students for equal 

educational opportunities, and with the legal assistance of MALDEF eventually helped to 

motivate changes in school policies.
495

  A similar walkout in Crystal City, Texas called attention 

to the fact that contrary to the opinion of many Anglos, Mexican Americans desired a better 

quality education and an opportunity to have access to college.
496

  Student demands both in 

Edcouch-Elsa and in Crystal City included the need for more Mexican American teachers, 

counselors and administrators and the implementation of bilingual and bicultural programs for 

Mexican American students.
497

  

 Since the 1980s, Mexican Americans have made steady educational progress and have 

expanded their sphere of influence into the political arena and the academy.  Chicano Studies 

programs are available at major universities across the country and the number of Mexican 

American college graduates has increased.
498

 Mexican American schoolchildren are no longer 
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legally forbidden to speak Spanish in school, and no more signs that say, ―No Mexicans served 

here‖ are seen in restaurants.  Although changes have occurred in Texas schools during the last 

half of the twentieth century, San Miguel asserts that much remains to be done. ―As long as 

Mexican Americans are denied their rightful place in this society they will continue to pursue the 

American dream of equality for all.‖
499

 

 Recent waves of Latino immigrants in the 1990s to Southwestern states have revived 

anti-Hispanic feelings in many places.  The English-only movements, the dismantling of 

affirmative action programs in the California and Texas university systems and the school 

officials‘ attacks on Chicano studies programs in Arizona schools are some of the symptoms of a 

continuation and perhaps an acceleration of anti-Hispanic feelings.
500

 The tendency to blame the 

current economic ills on immigrants is on the rise, and conservative media demagogues and the 

blogs of the Internet reveal lingering and perhaps growing feelings of antipathy to Mexican 

Americans and other Latinos in recent years.
501

  Proposals to change the U.S. Constitution so that 

children of undocumented residents are no longer granted U.S. citizenship is another indication 

of anti-Mexican feeling, according to Thomas Kochman and Jean Mavrelis who conduct 

corporate diversity training.
502

  

The anti-Hispanic feelings are felt in Texas also, as evidenced by the State Board of 

Education (SBOE)‘s recent re-vamping of the social studies curriculum to reduce the number of 
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African American, Hispanic and other minority leaders studied in history classes in the state.
503

 

The SBOE is accused of imposing its conservative ideology on Texas curriculum, to which Dr. 

Don McLeroy, leader of the conservative faction on the Board, responded, ―We are adding 

balance. History has already been skewed. Academia is skewed too far to the left.‖
504

 Mary 

Helen Berlanga, an Hispanic state school board member from Corpus Christi, Texas, said, 

―They…just pretend this is a white America and Hispanics don‘t exist…they are going 

overboard, they are not experts, they are not historians…they are rewriting history, not only of 

Texas but of the United States and the world.‖
505

 The effects of the Texas SBOE changes to the 

curriculum affect more than just Texas history classes. Because Texas is one of the nation‘s 

largest buyers of textbooks, textbook companies will change their textbooks to accommodate 

Texas curriculum and thereby influence the study of history in a large number of U.S. states.
506

 

The Huffington Post on May 13, 2010 reported that: 

Numerous attempts to add the names or references to important Hispanics throughout 

history also were denied, including one amendment that would specify that Tejanos died 

at the Alamo alongside Davy Crockett and Jim Bowie. Another amendment deleted a 

requirement that sociology students ‗explain how institutional racism is evident in 

American society.‘ Democrats did score a victory by deleting a portion of an amendment 

by Republican Don McLeroy suggesting that the civil rights movement led to ‗unrealistic 

expectations for equal outcomes.‘
507

 
  

It is evident that the struggle for equal educational opportunity by minority groups is far from 

over.  As political factions change and gain power at different levels of government, the 

pendulum will continue to swing from one extreme to the other. 
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Summary of Review of the Literature 

 The purpose of this study is to investigate the educational history of the Mercedes 

Independent School District during the twentieth century with a focus on the education of the 

Mexican American children who attended school in the district.  The design of the study as 

qualitative historical research within a Critical Race Theory and LatCrit framework will best 

serve to discover the educational opportunities or obstacles experienced by the children.  LatCrit 

theory is a branch of Critical Race Theory that deals with Latino issues, and its emphasis on the 

use of participant narrative or counter-storytelling is appropriate for this study.  Mexican 

American schoolchildren often experienced discrimination in the schools in the lower Rio 

Grande Valley as well as in other parts of the United States during the twentieth century, but 

anti-Hispanic feelings began long before.  The history of education in the Southwestern part of 

the United States has largely ignored Mexican Americans and has become the focus of scholarly 

study only within the last few decades.  In order to understand the social, economic and political 

factors that influenced the education of Mexican American children in the Mercedes ISD, it is 

necessary to understand who the Mexican Americans are and revisit the history of the region and 

the events that shaped Anglo-Mexican attitudes and actions in this century.   

 The review of the literature for the first half of the twentieth century includes several 

works which treat the Mercedes school district.  The historical record of scholarly works on the 

Mercedes school district is limited to Leon R. Graham‘s master‘s thesis in 1938, A Comparison 

of the English Speaking and Latin American Students in the Mercedes, Texas Schools.  Other 

works which include references to the school district‘s educational history are Robert D. Beane‘s 

A Brief History of the Educational Development of Hidalgo County, Texas and the Stambaugh‘s 

The Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas: Its Colonization and Industrialization 1518-1953. All 
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other references to the Mercedes school district and the education of Mexican American children 

is brief and restricted to indicating that segregation was practiced from grades one to four in the 

1930s.  D.T. Armour and Herschel Manuel mention the district by name in their list of districts in 

south Texas with segregation practices.  No other works mention the school district by name, and 

it therefore remains to the investigations of this study through interviews and a review of 

archival documents to determine the state of Mexican American education in the Mercedes 

school district. 

 A review of the literature from the second half of the twentieth century reveals no direct 

references to the Mercedes ISD, but scholarly articles are found on Mexican American 

organizations which combated segregation, of the court battles fought to stop discriminatory 

practices such as school segregation, and the particular issues of bilingual education and school 

financing which impacted Mexican American education in the Rio Grande Valley.  Chicano 

activism occurred in a neighboring school district through a 1968 walkout at the Edcouch-Elsa 

High School, an incident which could not have done otherwise than trouble the school officials 

in the Rio Grande Valley.  The literature also reveals that the struggle is far from over, and with 

immigration issues a resurgence of anti-Hispanic feelings have been noted.   

  



146 
 

CHAPTER III 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 Descriptions of persons, places and events are at the foundation of qualitative research, 

according to Frankel and Devers.  They assert that, ―qualitative research is best characterized as 

a family of approaches whose goal is understanding the lived experience of persons who share 

time, space, and culture.‖
508

 Denzin and Lincoln state that, ―qualitative research is a situated 

activity that locates the observer in the world … [and] consists of a set of interpretive, material 

practices that makes the world visible.‖
509

 Thus, the educational experiences of Mexican 

American schoolchildren in the Mercedes Independent School District are best researched using 

the qualitative method.  One purpose of qualitative research is to promote a deep, holistic 

understanding of a particular phenomenon.  This comes, as Denzin and Lincoln state, from ―the 

studied use and collection of a variety of empirical materials … personal experience; 

introspection; life story; interview; artifacts; cultural texts and productions … [and] historical 

texts.‖
510

  This study provides insight into the local meanings that activities and practices had for 

the participants, the Mexican American schoolchildren of the Mercedes Independent School 

District.   

The data collected is narrative in nature, as the participants recount life experiences 

within the context of their educational years.  In order to ensure the validity of the narrative 
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discourse, detailed descriptive data from various participants was collected that was cross-

checked for consistency from participant to participant.  Additionally, a study of archival 

documents such as school yearbooks, graduation pictures, school board minutes, and newspaper 

articles added structural corroboration and coherence as well as referential support.  Collected 

data were analyzed to discover emerging themes. Atkinson and Delamont, contributors in Denzin 

and Lincoln‘s Handbook of Qualitative Research, assert that ―data [should] be analyzed and not 

just reproduced and celebrated.‖
511

 An analysis of the data shows definite trends and patterns, 

and emerging themes are described at length in the final chapter of this study. 

 The strength of qualitative research is its ability to provide complex textual descriptions 

of how people experience a given research issue.  It provides information about the relationships 

of individuals in a particular setting.  Qualitative research can help to interpret and better 

understand the complex reality of a given situation.  The most common qualitative research 

methods are participant observation, in-depth interviews and focus groups.
512

  Because this 

research was historical in nature, it was not feasible to conduct participant observation because 

the setting and actions of the participants had already occurred in the past.  In-depth interviews, 

however, were utilized to allow participants to recall their personal histories, school experiences 

and their perspectives and reactions to their experiences in the school setting of the Mercedes 

Independent School District.  The type of data generated by this qualitative research method 

included hand-written field notes, audio recordings, and typed transcripts of the collected audio  

recordings and notes.  Although the majority of the data collection was narrative, there were also 

some quantitative data collected, such as the demographics of Mercedes High School graduates, 

participation numbers in school clubs and organizations, and comparative academic achievement 
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data.  The study design was interactive, that is, data collection and research questions were 

adjusted according to what was learned.  For example, a review of high school yearbooks led to 

including certain questions in the interviews in order to clarify some points.  Interview questions 

were generally open-ended with appropriate probes to allow spontaneity and adaptation in the 

interaction between the researcher and the study participant.
513

 

Theoretical Framework 

 Critical Race Theory, also known as CRT, and its spin-off LatCrit Theory that is specific 

to Latino issues served as part of the theoretical framework for this study.  Although the 

beginnings of CRT are in the movement of legal inquiry into race, racism and power, the 

applications of Critical Race Theory have spread into the social sciences including education.
514

  

Solórzano and Yosso state that, ―the use of a CRT framework in education is relatively 

recent.‖
515

 They trace the first use of CRT principles in education to William Tate‘s 1994 

autobiographical article ―From Inner City to Ivory Tower: Does My Voice Matter in the 

Academy?‖ in the journal Urban Education.
516

 Then in 1995, Gloria Ladson-Billings and 

William Tate co-authored ―Toward a Critical Race Theory of Education‖ in the Teachers 

College Record. In 1997, Daniel Solórzano wrote the essay entitled, ―Images and Words that 

Wound: Critical Race Theory, Racial Stereotyping and Teacher Education‖ in the Teacher 

Education Quarterly. Then in 1998, the International Journal of Qualitative Studies in 

Education sponsored a special issue on CRT in education.  In the early years of the twenty-first 

century, numerous scholars made presentations on CRT in education on professional panels at 

conferences across the nation and subsequently published articles. In 2002 the journals 
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Qualitative Inquiry and Equity and Excellence in Education dedicated special issues to CRT in 

education.  In 2004, the American Education Research Association conference symposium, ―And 

We Are Still Not Saved: Critical Race Theory in Education Ten Years Later‖ marked the tenth 

year anniversary of CRT use in educational research.
517

   

In following the genealogy of Critical Race Theory, scholars acknowledge that CRT 

―draws from and extends a broad literature base of critical theory in law, sociology, history, 

ethnic studies and women‘s studies.‖
518

 After 1987, CRT emerged from criticisms of Critical 

Legal Studies or the CLS movement.  These criticisms were expressed by scholars such as 

Derrick Bell and Alan Freeman and were based on the argument that CLS ―did not listen to the 

lived experiences and histories of those oppressed by institutionalized racism.‖
519

 At first, CRT 

scholarship focused its critique on the slowness of the legal system to address Civil Rights 

legislation violations.  Most challenges were focused solely on a Black/White binary and did not 

take into account the experiences of other minorities and people of color such as Native 

Americans, Asian/Pacific Islanders, Chicanos and Latinos.  Over time, Critical Race Theory has 

expanded to address the issues and problems encountered by not only other people of color but 

also themes such as sexism and classism.
520

  The theoretical offspring of Critical Race Theory 

include TribalCrit, AsianCrit, LatCrit, FemCrit, QueerCrit and even WhiteCrit.
521

 

LatCrit Theory emerged when Latino law professors began meeting informally after 

other meetings of the Hispanic National Bar Association, the Association of American Law 

Schools or Critical Race Theory workshops.  Early proponents of LatCrit Theory called attention 
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to the fact that conventional and even critical approaches to race and civil rights were not 

addressing the problems and issues of bilingualism, immigration reform and educational 

discrimination of more immediate concern to Hispanic or Latino groups.
522

  In compiling an 

annotated bibliography of LatCrit scholars, Jean Stefancic identifies several themes that are 

covered by this theory.  These include 1) a critique of liberalism for failing to address the Latino 

condition; 2) the power of storytelling to reflect Latino culture; 3) revisionist interpretations of 

U.S. civil rights law and progress; 4) critical social science that takes into account the centuries 

of cultural blending and conflict of the mestizo consciousness of Latino culture; 5) structural 

determinism, in particular its tendency to maintain the status quo; 6) intersectionality, or the 

exploring of the intersection of race, gender, class and sexual orientation especially with Latina 

feminist scholars; 7) gender discrimination unique to Latino culture known as machismo which 

often results in violence for Latinas; 8) Latino/a essentialism, or the question of the social 

construction of race and ethnicity with this group; 9) language and bilingualism, or the Spanish 

language as a unifying element in Latino communities; 10) separatism and nationalism, or the 

issue of preserving diversity and cultural integrity; 11) immigration and citizenship, and nativist 

alarm and profiling of certain immigrants; 12) educational issues, or the lack of Latino 

representation at all levels in education; 13) critical international and human rights law, 

especially in countries that are state-centered and traditionally male-dominated; 14) Black/Brown 

tensions, African American and Latino allies or rivals; 15) assimilationism and the colonial 

mindset, or the effect of Eurocentrism and the effect of dominance on the behavior and thought 

of the conquered and/or colonized; 16) Latino/a stereotypes, directed against people of color in 

popular culture---the movies, the media, and literature; and 17) criticism and response, or 
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criticism of Latino consciousness by outsiders to the LatCrit movement.
523

 As a group with little 

political power, especially in the first half of the twentieth century, Mexican Americans suffered 

racial discrimination in school settings throughout the Southwestern United States, as revealed in 

the review of the literature in the previous chapter.
524

  This theory provided an appropriate lens 

with which to investigate the instances in which schoolchildren of this ethnic group suffered 

discrimination in the Mercedes Independent School District. 

Conceptual Model 

 The conceptual model that was used in this study to conduct the historical research and 

organize the findings was adapted from R. Murray Thomas‘s political ecology model of 

education as utilized by Guadalupe San Miguel in his 1987 article, ―The Status of Historical 

Research on Chicano Education,‖ which presented six major categories or elements of 

education.
525

  In this research study these six categories, studied and described through the lens 

of Critical Race Theory, presented a holistic, well-detailed picture of Mexican American 

education in the Mercedes Independent School District during the twentieth century.   

In explaining his political ecology model of education, Thomas described how many 

theorists for some time had viewed politics and education as separate entities that influenced 

each other.  Thomas instead viewed education as ―enveloped within an environment of 

politics…the educational enterprise, from its location within that environment, conducts 

transactions with the several political groups that most prominently populate this same ecological 
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setting.‖
526

  Thomas viewed education as a political system itself, with groups and subgroups that 

are interrelated and which influence each other; and as an entity that interacted with political 

players from without as well.  Thomas used his matrix in a comparative study of the school 

systems in eleven nations in 1983 using more than twenty categories and sub-categories. San 

Miguel adapted and streamlined the model to facilitate viewing and analyzing an educational 

system through six categories.  The six categories are 1) access to public education, 2) the 

character of the schools, 3) school achievement, 4) curriculum and instruction, 5) administrative 

practices, and 6) minority responses to discrimination.
527

  

These six categories, however, are broad and subject to interpretation, and the author 

modified this model to accommodate the research questions.  For example, access to public 

education within this study was interpreted as the opportunities or obstacles that Mexican 

American schoolchildren encountered in attending the school of their choice, as well as the 

quality of the education they received at the segregated schools.  The character of the schools 

was interpreted to mean not only a physical description of the buildings, classrooms and 

equipment; but also a description of the school culture and climate; or the prevailing attitudes, 

practices and policies, particularly in view of the fact that the Mercedes Independent School 

District espoused the segregation of Mexican American children from the Anglo American 

children in the schools in many ways. School achievement was interpreted as attaining high 

marks and passing grades, being promoted, being on grade level, and graduating from high 

school.  There was, however, another mark of school achievement considered that is not 

necessarily academic.  The successful social participation of the students in their everyday school 

experiences was seen in this study as another mark of school achievement, one that was 
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decidedly preparatory for life.  How students interacted socially, in particular during their high 

school years, often set the stage for how they would interact in later life. Student participation as 

a club or class officer was important in developing leadership skills that would serve students 

later in life.  Therefore, school achievement was seen as both academic and social in nature for 

the analysis of findings.
528

 Curriculum and instruction were researched to determine whether 

textbooks, programs and courses of study were heavily biased in favor of Anglo American 

history, cultural beliefs and values; and whether the curriculum taught represented Mexican 

Americans in as positive a light as it did Anglo Americans. The instructional component was 

researched to determine whether the teachers were certified and qualified to teach, their 

instructional methods, and their attitudes toward as well as expectations of Mexican American 

children.  Administrative practices were viewed as those actions taken not only by 

superintendents and principals; but also by counselors, librarians, and other adults including 

school board members (but excluding teachers, whose actions were viewed under curriculum and 

instruction) who were responsible for the education of the students.  Finally, the minority 

responses to discrimination were viewed through another research question which asks what the 

attitudes, perceptions and reactions were of not only the Mexican American schoolchildren but 

also of their parents regarding their educational opportunities and obstacles. 

In Figure 3.1 which follows, the author constructed a graphic representation of the 

conceptual model followed in the development of this dissertation.  The historical study of 

education was viewed through the lens of Critical Race Theory on both macro and micro levels 

and progressed from the 1500s to the current time, utilizing Thomas‘s six categories in his 

political ecology model of education to guide the research, as adapted by Guadalupe San Miguel 
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and as defined and described above.  The use of this model helps to provide the reader with a 

context and detailed description of the Mercedes Independent School District during the 

twentieth century and provides a deep understanding of the opportunities or obstacles that 

Mexican American schoolchildren experienced in that school district.  

 The timeline at the top of the graphic represents the author‘s decision to include in the 

review of the literature the history of Mexican American education in the Rio Grande Valley 

before the Mercedes ISD was formed in 1908.  The underlying layers of history help to define 

the context that existed in the region when the Mercedes ISD first began to operate as an 

independent educational entity. The primary source data collected through the archival document 

review and the interviews are then presented through a chronology of events in which the span of 

one hundred years from 1908 to 2008 is divided into three historical time periods.  The historical 

events are layered showing the impact of national and state events on local events.  The findings 

are then organized and presented using the six categories mentioned above, a process which 

facilitates answering the research questions.  The historical events and the analysis of the data are 

constantly filtered through the lens of Critical Race Theory and Latino Critical Theory.  The 

theoretical framework sets the critical tone of the study which is focused on Mexican American 

educational history.  The entity at the center of the graphic in this study is the Mercedes 

Independent School District. Chapters Four and Five further provide an explanation of the 

conceptual model as examples are gathered from the data. 

 The graphic representation of the conceptual model follows below. 



155 
 

 

 

Figure 3.1  Conceptual Model  
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Historical Research 

Traditional historians have often viewed conducting historical research in education by 

educators in a critical manner.
529

 John L. Rury recalls that Bernard Bailyn ―derided the field for 

its narrow preoccupation with public education and a teleological interpretive framework, 

treating all history in light of the development of contemporary schools.‖
530

  Bailyn, who twice 

won the Pulitzer Prize for History, called educational historians ―unimaginative‖ and 

―incompetent as historical researchers and writers.‖
531

 Bailyn had singled out Elwood Cubberly, 

professor and dean at Stanford University School of Education in California who wrote on the 

history of public education, as a prime example of the field‘s problems. Although Cubberly had 

pioneered in the development of the field of educational administration as a formal area of study, 

Bailyn charged that his historiography methods were weak and therefore he was not a ―real‖ 

historian.
532

 Rury argues, however, that historians of education must be recognized as a 

―distinctive scholarly community,‖
533

 essential to the work of gaining a ―more expansive 

understanding of the educational process and a careful explication of social influences on 

learning.‖
534

  

A new direction for the history of education was the ―revisionist‖ wave of the 1960s and 

1970s, when traditional views of history were challenged.  In the field of educational history, 

writers such as Michael Katz, Clarence Karier, Paul Violas and Joel Spring argued that public 

schools were not ―heralds of freedom and democracy,‖
535

 as earlier educational historians such 

as Cubberly had maintained, but also served as ―instruments of ideological domination and 
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economic exploitation.‖
536

 They noted that social and economic elites had an important role in 

the formation of educational policies, and the schools tended to help ―reinforce class distinctions 

and safeguard the existing social structure.‖
537

 The revisionist historians viewed educational 

institutions as reflecting the society of the time. Revisionist historians were largely influenced by 

the Civil Rights Movement and questioned the motivations of social institutions such as schools 

and universities in maintaining the status quo.
538

 

The questions must be asked, then, whether it is better to be a ―real‖ historian in order to 

adequately conduct historical research in the field of education; or whether it is better to be a 

―real‖ educator, who trains in historiography or historical research methods in order to render a 

scholarly product.  The historian who has never been an educator may find that the educational 

field and its special idiosyncrasies cause him or her problems in interpreting people, practices 

and policies encountered in the research, particularly if a qualitative methodological approach is 

used
539

.  It is interesting to note that a recent inquiry into the membership of the History of 

Education Society reveals that 68 percent of their membership is located in schools or colleges of 

education, while fewer than 20 percent were in history departments.  The editors of the History 

of Education Quarterly supplied the information that about 62 percent of the subscribers who 

receive the journal at their offices are employed in schools or colleges of education, while 28 

percent are in history departments.
540

  It must be debated, however, that graduate students in the 

colleges of education, and especially those who work on Master‘s theses and Doctoral 

dissertations, have received more than adequate training in the conducting of educational 
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research, including the field of historical research.  Indeed, the majority of graduate textbooks on 

educational research include at least a partial section on conducting historical research, and the 

educator who wishes to pursue this type of educational research will naturally seek additional 

information on historiographical methods.
541

   

An excellent source of information on conducting research on the history of education 

can be found in Gary McCulloch and William Richardson‘s Historical Research in Educational 

Settings, published in 2000.  These authors deplore the methodological disputes that have kept 

more educators and historians from undertaking the historical research of education.
542

  

According to McCulloch and Richardson, historical research is an important means of 

understanding and addressing contemporary issues in education.  It is very easy to take for 

granted the structures, practices and policies we have today in educational institutions.  These 

authors maintain that we must understand that these structures, practices and policies developed 

historically, and that they were established for particular purposes that were social, economic and 

political in nature, and which may no longer be relevant or useful today.
543

  They assert that, ―by 

investigating the development of modern state-sanctioned educational systems, it can 

demonstrate that the nature of those systems was not inevitable and is not predetermined, or 

indeed immutable.‖
544

 The historical research of education allows us to deconstruct what Tyack 

and Tobin described as the ―grammar of schooling,‖ wherein certain institutional practices have 

become rigid and resistant to change, such as the traditional comprehensive high school.
545
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Therefore, historical research of education allows us to investigate the beginnings of practices 

and policies that permeate school districts today and allow us to propose changes that are 

beneficial to contemporary students.
546

  

The title of this study immediately qualified it as historical research of an educational 

institution.  In reading Leon R. Graham‘s 1938 comparison study of the English-speaking and 

Latin American scholastics of the Mercedes Independent School District, many questions arose 

regarding the people, practices and policies behind the quantitative data that he presented.  When 

he stated that only 14% of the Latin American schoolchildren were on grade level, one must ask 

how that state of affairs came to be.
547

  What factors were preventing the Latin American 

children from making adequate progress yearly?  It is known from his information that the 

school district segregated Mexican American schoolchildren from Anglo American 

schoolchildren to some extent, but we don‘t know how many Mexican American schoolchildren 

were allowed to attend South School, the Anglo school, and why some were allowed and not 

others.  From other data in the school district, it is known that the Mercedes High School had a 

Mexican American Valedictorian as early as 1928, and others followed in later years.
548

  What 

factors permitted these Mexican American students to brilliantly succeed while many others 

dropped out of the school system by the sixth grade, or languished for three or four years in the 

same grade?  It is also not known whether the conditions in Mercedes were unique or usual 

compared to other lower Rio Grande Valley school districts of the twentieth century.  

Conducting historical research can serve to answer these and many other questions regarding the 

Mercedes Independent School District of the lower Rio Grande Valley. 
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Research Questions 

Although many questions may arise regarding the educational experiences of Mexican 

American schoolchildren in the Mercedes Independent School district, the main purpose of this 

study was to answer the following four questions: 1) What educational opportunities and 

obstacles were experienced by Mexican Americans in Mercedes, Texas during the twentieth 

century? 2) What were the schools like that were attended by the Mexican American 

schoolchildren in Mercedes, Texas? 3) What perceptions, attitudes and reactions did the Mexican 

American parents and schoolchildren have regarding the schools they attended and the 

educational opportunities and obstacles they experienced? and 4) Which individuals played 

important roles in the educational history of the Mercedes, Texas schools?  In answering these 

questions, a cognizant, coherent historical description of the Mercedes Independent School 

District developed that helps to expand our understanding of what Mexican American 

schoolchildren experienced educationally in the lower Rio Grande Valley.  The totality of their 

experiences included both opportunities for educational progress and obstacles to their 

attainment of an equal educational experience. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Conducting historical research required standard investigative procedures.  The first of 

these was a search of secondary sources of information, or those books, articles and other 

previously written studies on the subject being investigated.  The second step was to research 

primary sources including archival documents, such as newspaper articles written in the time 

period being investigated, photographs, maps, and artifacts of the era.  In researching the 

Mercedes Independent School District, items such as school board minutes, high school 

yearbooks, teacher attendance books, attendance maps, and school achievement reports at the 
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local, county and state levels provided vital information.  These primary sources of information 

helped to tell what happened in the past and why.  The third important step was to interview 

those persons who actually lived through the events being researched.  Although human lifetimes 

can limit the time span being investigated, many interviewees relating events also recalled things 

their parents or other older relatives told them, helping to expand the time frame of the primary 

data collected.
549

 Interviewing participants who lived in the Mercedes Independent School 

District revealed not only facts about events, persons and things but also reveal the attitudes, 

perceptions and feelings attached to the facts, adding a dimension not always found in 

quantitative studies. 

Role of the Researcher 

 In qualitative research, the role of the researcher is less formal than in quantitative 

research.  The researcher becomes the data collection instrument through the analysis of 

historical documents and through the use of the interview.
550

  Interview questions, although 

guided by the research questions, were constructed to be open-ended in this study to allow the 

respondent to more fully detail his/her answers.  The researcher responded to what the 

participant said and tailored the subsequent questions to information the participant provided.  

The researcher was able to utilize the flexibility provided by qualitative research methods in 

probing the initial participant responses to extract in deeper detail the occurrences being recalled 

but also to extract the feelings, perceptions and attitudes of the participant or those persons the 

participant was describing.  The researcher was a careful listener, and was ready to adapt 

questioning techniques to accommodate the participants‘ individual personalities and styles.
551
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The establishment of a closer relationship between researcher and participant assisted in securing 

more elaborate and detailed responses to the questions.  Because the researcher attended 

Mercedes schools herself and is a fellow alumnus of many of those interviewed, it was possible 

to establish a greater rapport that facilitated the securing of pertinent data through the interviews 

and questionnaires. The opposite could also certainly be true, if the interviewee felt 

uncomfortable speaking about situations and persons with which the researcher was familiar. 

Site and Setting 

The Mercedes Independent School District is located in the town of Mercedes in Hidalgo 

County in the lower Rio Grande Valley of deep south Texas, approximately five miles from the 

border with Mexico. It is located in a Borderlands area where ―language, religion, traditions and 

other aspects of American and …Mexican society come together to create a unique blend.‖
552

  

The geographic area of the lower Rio Grande Valley encompasses a roughly elongated triangular 

shaped region containing four counties at present:  Starr, Hidalgo, Cameron and Willacy.  The 

town of Mercedes, which was founded in 1907, is located in the southeastern corner of Hidalgo 

County, almost midway between the larger cities of McAllen and Harlingen on both Business 

and Expressway Hwy. 83, shown in Figure 3.2 in the map below: 
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Figure 3.2  Map of the Rio Grande Valley in South Texas. Courtesy of  ―Escape to the Rio 

Grande Valley in Texas,‖ The Cities Of Website, http://www. thecitiesof.com/texas/ 

theriograndevalley/lgriograndemap.html, (accessed February 16, 2011). 
 

For the school year 2009 – 2010, Mercedes ISD had a total of 5,545 students of which 

99.1%, or 5,496, were identified Hispanic and only 33 were identified as non-Hispanic white.
553

  

In contrast, in 1907-1908 there were about 60 ―American‖ children in a school south of the 

railroad tracks and about 150 children in the ―Latin-American‖ school north of the railroad 

tracks.
554

  Even though there were more Latin American schoolchildren enrolled, the south 

school facilities were much larger and in better condition than the north school.  On a Sanborn 

map created for fire insurance purposes in 1917, the south school where Anglo children attended 

is labeled as ―lights – electricity,‖ while the north school where Latin American children 
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attended is labeled as ―lights – none.‖
555

 There is preliminary evidence, therefore, that 

segregation existed in Mercedes schools at one time, and that facilities were not only separate, 

but also unequal.  The research questions in this study revolved around the type of segregation 

that existed, how long it lasted, and how those affected perceived it. 

 Although the Mercedes Independent School District was founded in 1908, several 

educational venues existed for any persons living in the geographical area prior to that year.
556

  

The founding of the school district did not take place in a vacuum.  The prior history of the area 

affected the institutional structures, the curriculum, the administration, and the means of access 

to the public education afforded by the district upon its establishment.  It was essential to delve 

deeper historically in order to better understand the entity that the Mercedes Independent School 

District became.  The research therefore included a history of all educational ventures conducted 

in the area prior to 1908 in order to better set the stage for the descriptions regarding the school 

district.  Providing historical information on the education of the surrounding areas served to 

provide reference points in order to determine whether the Mercedes Independent School District 

was unique in any way, or normally representative of the education of the lower Rio Grande 

Valley.  The inclusion of broader historical research provided the reader with a better 

understanding of the context of the time period and of the geographical area. 
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Data Collection Methods 

Sampling:  Interviews 

 This study was based on historical research conducted on the Mercedes Independent 

School District. This was not a probability sampling so that statistical inferences could be made; 

instead it was a purposive sampling so that data could be collected that would answer the 

proposed research questions about the school district.  The sampling was purposeful because 

those students who attended schools in the school district could best answer questions regarding 

the district and its history. Standard face to face interviews were conducted with those 

participants where it was feasible to do so, such as Mercedes alumni who currently live in the 

area and could be located and interviewed.  For those Mercedes alumni and other participants 

who no longer live in the immediate area, electronic communication through the Internet or 

through phone calls was another method used to gather narrative data. The participant was also 

given the option to use standard United States mail to respond to an open-ended questionnaire 

with a stamped self-addressed envelope included to collect the information. 

List of Participants 

John H. Cresswell in his book Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design  identifies the 

types of individuals who the researcher may choose to interview. ― … one might identify a 

‗marginal person‘ who lives in conflicting cultures, a ‗great person‘ who impacts the age in 

which he or she lives, or an ‗ordinary person‘ who provides an example of a large population.‖
557

 

Based on criteria of accessibility, probability of response, and representative of a variety of 

experiences, the researcher made a preliminary list of possible interviewees or participants.   
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Those on the following list were named Group One and listed graduates who could be 

termed ―successful‖ by virtue of meeting one or more of the following conditions:  graduated 

from the Mercedes Independent School District (or later obtained General Educational 

Development certificates, or GEDs), attended college or other post-secondary institutions, 

completed degrees, and/or experienced successful careers. This list included: 

 Dr. Elisa de León Gutiérrez - 1948 Mercedes ISD graduate and Valedictorian; worked at 

the Texas Education Agency during enforcement of Bilingual Education mandate; 

 Dr. Richard Rivera – 1963 Mercedes ISD graduate; current superintendent of schools at 

Weslaco ISD; 

  Eddie Howell, Sr. – 1966 Mercedes ISD graduate; award-winning novelist and  

filmmaker of Por Unos Elotes: Harvest of Redemption and Life Rocks and Rolls; 

 Dr. Daniel Treviño, Jr. - current superintendent of Mercedes ISD and former student and 

teacher in the district; 

 Vito Buenrostro – currently retired; worked as a social studies teacher at the Weslaco 

ISD; 

 Juventino I. de León – currently retired; brother of Elisa de León Gutiérrez; attended 

Mercedes schools and obtained a GED certificate later in life; owned a barber shop in 

Mercedes, worked as a bus driver and custodian at the Mercedes ISD; 

 Delia R. de León – currently retired; attended Mercedes schools and obtained a GED 

certificate later in life; owned a beauty shop in Mercedes, wife of Juventino I. de León; 

 Juanita Elena Peña (Flores) – 1978 Mercedes ISD graduate; currently works as School 

Improvement Director for the Weslaco ISD; and  
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 Andrés Martínez - retired superintendent Donna ISD, musician, doctoral candidate, 1964 

graduate of Mercedes ISD. 

Group Two consisted of some persons of interest who were not available and/or 

accessible but who had at one time been interviewed for other purposes and whose interviews 

were archived and available.  These interviews were used to add another dimension to the data 

collection.  These interviews were either in audio or video format and available through 

university resources.  These individuals were: 

 Goldsby Poag Goza – 1927 graduate of Mercedes ISD; retired Mercedes ISD teacher, 

local historian; 

 Dr. Hector P. García – 1932 graduate of Mercedes ISD; medical doctor, founder of the 

American G.I. Forum and civil rights activist; 

 Angel Noé González – 1948 graduate of Mercedes ISD; former superintendent at Crystal 

City, Texas, in the period following protests; and  

 Lorraine Kennedy - retired Mercedes ISD teacher. 

Group Three consisted of persons who may not have attended Mercedes ISD schools, but 

who had important and relevant information regarding the Mercedes Independent School District 

or other Mercedes graduates.  This group included: 

 Monte R. Churchill – currently President of the Mercedes ISD School Board, former 

teacher, principal and superintendent of the Mercedes school district; and 

 Imelda F. Guerra – although born in Mercedes, she did not attend Mercedes public 

schools and she graduated from Villa Maria High School in Brownsville, Texas; widow 

of former Mercedes superintendent Lauro R. Guerra, the first Mexican American 

superintendent of the school district. 
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The final group, Group Four, included those persons contacted through the social 

network Classmates.com.  The opportunities provided in current times to gather additional data 

through the use of electronic means such as the Internet cannot be overlooked.  There are 

numerous websites that provide social networking opportunities to persons who have something 

in common.  A popular type of social networking site is that which provides connections to 

others who graduated from the same high school.  One such website is www.classmates.com 

where, for example, Mercedes alumni can communicate with each other and plan reunions and 

otherwise keep in touch with classmates.  This website was investigated by the researcher and 

was utilized to communicate with Mercedes alumni who were no longer living in the immediate 

area and could not be interviewed in person.  An invitation to participate in the study was sent 

out and several Mercedes alumni responded.  These were then sent the prepared questions, and 

several responded through either the classmates.com website or through email or telephone 

conversation.  Because of the nature of the website, only those who were paying members, or 

―All-Access Passholders,‖ were able to be contacted through the website. 

  Members of Classmates.com who responded and participated fully were: 

 Natividad Gonzales; 1958 Mercedes ISD graduate, currently retired; served 20 years in 

the military with service at the Pentagon and later worked for an international satellite 

communications company in Washington, D.C.; 

 Arturo de la Cerda – 1960 Mercedes ISD graduate; currently retired; served 20 years in 

the military and later worked with the U.S. Postal Service; 

 Olga Benítez – 1962 Mercedes ISD graduate; currently retired; served in the military for 

ten years then worked in several clerical and bookkeeping positions; and  

http://www.classmates.com/
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 Dr. Rolando Hinojosa-Smith – 1946 Mercedes ISD graduate; award-winning novelist of 

the Klail City Series, and Estampas del valle; currently holds the Ellen Clayton Garwood 

chair in the English Department at the University of Texas at Austin. 

 All interviews were transcribed into a written record for analysis. In some cases, notes 

taken during telephone conversations were typed out into a written record.  Some participants 

who were contacted through e-mail chose to write ―essays‖ using the interview questions as 

guides.  In one instance, a participant who was too busy to answer the interview questions 

referred the researcher to two works where he talks about Mercedes, Texas, and his school 

experiences in the Mercedes ISD.
558

   

Because the researcher attended and graduated from the Mercedes school district, it is 

noted that personal values, biases and understandings as well as intimate knowledge of the 

setting may have been both an asset and a liability. While it may have been easier to establish a 

rapport with participants, it may also have affected the responses of the participants who may 

have wished to please the researcher, slanted the responses a certain way, or who may have even 

withheld information they were afraid to share with someone they knew or who knew their 

families.  The researcher did, however, strive to maintain the maximum degree of objectivity that 

is possible in any qualitative research.  Provisions were made to cross-check references, 

triangulate through the study of archival documents, and conduct member-checks for accuracy of 

the data collected. 
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 As the data was collected through the interviews, a journal was kept by the researcher to 

record observations, questions that may have arisen regarding the verification of facts, or 

interesting impromptu anecdotes that may have been collected when recording equipment was 

not available (sometimes people found out that research was being conducted and they wanted to 

tell the researcher about an interesting incident when a recorder was not available).  The journal 

entries were transcribed into a clearer printed format for inclusion in the data collection.  While 

conducting an interview the researcher also noted and recorded observations of body posture, 

gestures or facial expressions that conveyed the emotions the participant was feeling.  In a 

preliminary interview conducted last summer, for example, the researcher noted that every time 

the interviewee spoke about discriminatory practices, the voice was lowered.  It was noted by the 

researcher that the interviewee appeared to feel uncomfortable talking about discrimination, 

possibly indicating a lingering fear of recrimination or retaliation based on past experiences. 

Archival Documents 

 In addition to the primary source data collected through interviews and questionnaires of 

individuals who attended, graduated, or had experience with Mercedes schools, archival 

documents were also accessed for additional historical information.  These documents included 

the Mercedes ISD Board of Trustees Agendas and Minutes, from 1908 to 2008; some newspaper 

clippings that were included in the Mercedes Board of Trustees volumes; letters written to the 

Mercedes School Board and the superintendents; and some Mercedes city publications and 

pamphlets, particularly those published during a special celebration such as the 25
th

, 50
th

, 75
th

, 

90
th

 and 100
th

 anniversaries of the city.  These were located at the Mercedes ISD Central 

Administration Offices, at the Mercedes public library, or the Dr. Hector P. García Memorial 

Library, at the offices of the local newspaper The Mercedes Enterprise, and in personal 
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collections that the participants provided.  Many newspaper articles were collected at the Dr. 

Hector P. García Library in Mercedes in their special holdings of bound volumes of the 

Mercedes News, the Mercedes Tribune, and The Mercedes Enterprise, from 1921 to 2008. 

 An important source of primary data was photographs.  Through the Library of Congress 

American Memory website, numerous photographs of the lower Rio Grande Valley and of 

Mercedes, Texas and its schools were accessed.  In particular, the Robert Runyon Collection, 

which can also be accessed through the University of Texas at Austin, was especially pertinent 

and useful.  The Lee Russell Collection was also used. This collection is available through the 

Library of Congress website and contains many photographs of the Depression Era, the migrant 

camps in south Texas, and some of school buildings, persons and events. Through the 

interviewing of participants some photographs surfaced and a few selected for use in the study.  

One participant had a collection of vintage postcards that were very interesting, but the quality of 

the photo was not good enough to reproduce in the study.  All permissions were sought for the 

use of photos in personal collections.  Other important sources of photographs on the school 

district were obtained from The Mercedes Enterprise archives, from the City of Mercedes 

photographic archives and from the Mercedes Independent School District archived photographs 

including the ―Wall of Fame‖ graduate pictures at Mercedes High School, the Annual Yearbook 

The Bengal, and the archives of the high school newspaper, The Tiger. 

When face to face interviews were not possible with participants, they were given the 

option to answer a questionnaire on their experiences in Mercedes schools.  Because of time 

constraints and the busy schedule of many participants, it was not possible to complete all 

interviews in a face to face mode.  Telephone conversations and email messaging were used as 

needed to complete the data collection. 
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Summary of Methodology 

 In order to answer the research questions for this proposal, a historical research approach 

within a qualitative research framework was selected.  The research questions all focused on the 

educational experiences of Mexican American children in the Mercedes Independent School 

District of Texas.  In order to inform the research questions, the methodology included data 

collection from primary and secondary sources.  A review of the literature constituted a review 

of the available secondary sources of information on the dissertation.  The primary sources 

included personal interviews with Mercedes alumni and a review of archival documents on the 

Mercedes Independent School District and its persons, practices and policies.  Through the 

theoretical lens of Critical Race Theory and LatCrit Theory, which focuses specifically on 

Latinos; the access to public education, character of the schools, administrative practices, 

curriculum and instruction, school achievement and minority responses to discrimination were 

researched and analyzed. As a historical study, the school district‘s progress through various 

stages of development over time was investigated.   
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CHAPTER IV 

 

DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 

 

The collective memory of a community is a precious thing.  

—Richard Montoya, 2003 

Organization of Chapter Four 

 This study is a qualitative historical research of the Mercedes Independent School District 

with a focus on Mexican American education in the twentieth century.  Chapter Four, Data 

Analysis and Interpretation, is organized to first describe the primary sources used in the data 

collection. It then presents the data collected by dividing it into three time periods to show 

change over time. The three time periods are 1908 – 1958, 1959 – 1978, and 1978 – 2008.  These 

time periods were selected based on the trends and patterns occurring in Mexican American 

education in Mercedes and the trend-changing or pivotal events occurring at the end of the first 

two periods. As the findings are presented, an interpretation of the data is interwoven to present a 

rich description of the topic and to begin to identify emerging themes within the data.   

Data Collection:  Primary Sources 

 As qualitative historical research of an educational institution, the Mercedes Independent 

School District, this study used archival records and interviews as sources of primary data.  The 

first of the archival records were the Mercedes ISD School Board Minutes, a collection of 

volumes currently housed at the district‘s central administrative offices.  The volumes span a 

time period beginning with the first school board meeting held on June 13, 1908 when 
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handwritten records were kept in 11 x 14 inch ledgers and culminating with the computerized or 

digital records now kept in storage on computer discs, or CDs. The minutes for each meeting 

include a record of the proceedings as well as a listing of all financial expenditures made each 

month by the school district.  As can be expected, the first meetings included a list of less than 

ten expenditures and the most recent include hundreds of expenditures made in a month‘s time 

for administrative and teacher salaries, facility maintenance, instructional materials, staff travel, 

staff professional development and assorted other expenses.  The board minutes also include 

information about bonds issued for facility construction, election proceedings and oaths of office, 

and in some cases, newspaper clippings and correspondence sent to the school district from 

various entities. 

 A second valuable source of archival data was photographs. Many of these came from the 

―Wall of Fame‖ photos of Mercedes High School graduates currently housed at the Mercedes 

High School cafeteria.  Other photographs used were in the Mercedes High School annual or 

yearbook, The Bengal, many of which are archived at the Mercedes High School Library.  

Personal photographs were sometimes obtained during the interviews of local Mercedes 

graduates, and many photographs were obtained from The Mercedes Enterprise, the local 

newspaper, particularly from their special anniversary editions in 1982 and 2007.  All available 

photographs were digitally captured through the use of the researcher‘s camera or scanner and 

archived in the researcher‘s files. One other source of photographs was the social network 

www.classmates.com, which makes available to subscription clients several editions of the high 

school annual. Another valuable source of early photographs was the Robert Runyon Collection 

available through the American Memory digital collection of the Library of Congress and 

through The University of Texas at Austin library resources. 

http://www.classmates.com/
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 The town of Mercedes has had various local newspapers over the last one hundred years 

which include the Mercedes Tribune, the News-Tribune, the Mercedes News and The Mercedes 

Enterprise. Although the Tribune and the News have not been printed in many decades, the 

Enterprise is still being printed and delivered to Mercedes homes today.  The Dr. Hector P. 

Garcia Memorial Library, the city‘s public library, houses many of the original editions of all 

three newspapers which were accessed by the researcher to search for items having to do with 

the school district.  The Mercedes Enterprise issued a 75
th

 Anniversary Edition in 1982 and a 

Centennial Special Edition in 2007 which contained much valuable historical information 

including a short history of the school district. 

 The final source of information was the data collected through interviews with twenty-

one participants.  These participants were chosen because of their attendance and graduation 

from the Mercedes ISD, or because of their experiential relationship with the school district as a 

parent, teacher, administrator or school board official.  Some participants were chosen because 

they had key knowledge of the school district or its officials.  A brief description of each 

participant follows below. 

 Dr. Elisa de León Gutiérrez graduated from Mercedes High School as Valedictorian of 

her class in 1948.  She attended Texas Woman‘s University in Denton, Texas, and later 

graduated from The University of Texas at Austin.  She worked as a chemistry and biology 

teacher in Rio Grande City Schools, as a hospital laboratory technician, and later as Director of 

Bilingual Programs with the Texas Education Agency.  She is now retired and currently resides 

in Austin, Texas. Dr. Gutiérrez was interviewed in person at her home in Austin. 

 Dr. Rolando Hinojosa-Smith graduated from Mercedes High School in 1946.  He 

attended the University of Texas at Austin where he obtained a B.S. degree, the New Mexico 
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Highlands University where he obtained a master‘s degree and the University of Illinois where 

he obtained his doctorate in 1969.  He served in the U.S. Army in Korea.  He was a high school 

teacher in Brownsville briefly, but since 1968 has been a university professor of modern 

languages, Chicano studies, and English language and literature.  He has written many novels in 

both Spanish and English, most notably the Klail City series for which he has won numerous 

prestigious awards including the Quinto Sol Literary Award, the Premio Casa de las Americas 

Award for Best Novel, and the Lifetime Achievement Award from the Texas Institute of Letters.  

He is currently the Ellen Clayton Garwood Professor in the English Department at The 

University of Texas at Austin and is still teaching a full load of English literature and literary 

writing courses.  Dr. Hinojosa-Smith was contacted through the social network Classmates.com 

as well as through his university e-mail.  Because his busy schedule precluded interviews, he 

directed the researcher to two pieces he has written on his recollections of Mercedes schools, a 

foreword that he wrote in a book about Dr. Hector P. García, and a chapter entitled ―Living on 

the River,‖ in Mixing Race, Mixing Culture.
559

 

Juventino I. de León attended Mercedes schools and later obtained his General 

Educational Development (GED) Certificate after serving in World War II.  Had he remained in 

school he would have graduated in 1941.  He worked as a barber for many years before obtaining 

work in the Mercedes ISD as a custodian and bus driver for the Mercedes Independent School 

District.  He is currently retired and resides in Mercedes, Texas.  He and his wife, Delia Ruelas 

de León, were interviewed concurrently.   

                                                           
559

 Rolando Hinojosa-Smith, “Foreword,” in Hector P. Garcia: Everyday Rhetoric and Mexican American 
Civil Rights, Michelle Hall Kells (Board of Trustees, Southern Illinois University, Edwardsville, 2006).  Also Rolando 
Hinojosa-Smith, “Living On The River,” in Mixing Race, Mixing Culture: Inter-American Literary Dialogues, ed. 
Minoka Kaup and Debra J. Rosenthal (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2002). 
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Delia Ruelas de León also attended Mercedes schools (North Ward Elementary) until the 

sixth grade and later obtained her GED Certificate.  She would have graduated in 1946 had she 

remained enrolled.  She worked as a beautician for more than fifty years and is currently retired 

and resides in Mercedes, Texas. 

 Natividad Gonzales attended Mercedes schools and was supposed to graduate in 1958, 

but in 1956 he joined the Air Force and made it a twenty-year stint.  During his years in the 

military he completed his GED and some college hours and worked in Defense Communications 

at the Pentagon.  After his military retirement, he went to work for an international satellite 

company where his bilingual skills served him well.  He is currently retired and living in the 

mountains of Virginia. Natividad was located and contacted by the researcher through the social 

network Classmates.com and subsequently interviewed both through a telephone conversation 

and by email correspondence. 

 Arturo de la Cerda graduated from Mercedes High School in 1960 and immediately 

enlisted in the Army.  He retired after a twenty-year career in the military and took advantage of 

the G.I. Bill to attend San Antonio College, after which he had a second career in the U.S. Postal 

Service.  He retired in 2007 and currently resides in San Antonio, Texas. Arturo was located and 

contacted by the researcher through the social network Classmates.com. He was then interviewed 

through email correspondence. 

 Olga Benítez would have graduated from Mercedes High School in 1961 but became ill 

and had to wait to graduate with the Class of 1962.  After graduating from high school she joined 

the Army and moved away never to return to the Rio Grande Valley. She attended the University 

of Oklahoma for some years but did not complete a degree.  She is currently retired and lives in 
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Chicago, Illinois.  Olga was located and contacted by the researcher through the social network 

Classmates.com. She was interviewed by telephone conversation. 

Vito Buenrostro attended Mercedes schools and graduated from Mercedes High School 

in 1965.  He attended the University of Texas Pan American and worked as a social studies 

teacher in Weslaco schools.  He participated in the Mercedes Centennial Committee‘s Project 

entitled Mercedes’s Centennial Celebration of Good Living, 1907 – 2007 which was a 

compilation of family histories produced by a Centennial Committee to commemorate the 100
th

 

anniversary of Mercedes.
560

  He is currently retired and resides in Mercedes, Texas. Vito was 

interviewed through email correspondence as well as in person. 

Eddie Howell, Sr. graduated from Mercedes High School in 1966.  He attended the 

University of Texas Pan American and worked as a teacher and counselor in the Mercedes ISD 

until his retirement.  After his retirement, he wrote the novel, Por Unos Elotes: Harvest of 

Redemption which was made into an award-winning film, Broken Promises.  He has since 

written another novel, Life Rocks and Rolls, which was also made into a film set to be released 

soon. Eddie was interviewed in person. 

Imelda Fernández Guerra, although a Mercedes resident from birth, attended Our Lady of 

Mercy Catholic School up to the eighth grade, then attended the Villa Maria High School in 

Brownsville as a boarder and graduated in 1958.  She attended the University of the Incarnate 

Word in San Antonio and returned to live in Mercedes in 1971 when her husband, Lauro R. 

Guerra, became the first Hispanic Mercedes Superintendent of Schools.  She is retired and 

currently resides in Mercedes, Texas. Imelda was unavailable for an interview but she wrote a 

personal recollection selection called ―Memories of Growing Up In Mercedes‖ that appeared in 

                                                           
560

Armando C. Alonzo, ed. Mercedes’s Centennial Celebration of Good Living, 1907 – 2007. Mercedes 
Centennial Book Project Committee, Mercedes, TX, 2007.  
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the locally bound book Mercedes’s Centennial Celebration of Good Living, 1907-2007, a project 

of the  Mercedes Centennial Committee in 2007.  

Juanita Elena Peña graduated from Mercedes High School in 1978 and obtained her 

Bachelor of Arts degree at The University of Texas at Austin in 1983.  She has been a teacher 

and district administrator in neighboring Rio Grande Valley school districts, and is currently 

employed with the Weslaco Independent School District as School Improvement Director. 

Juanita was interviewed in person. 

Dr. Daniel Treviño, Jr. graduated from Mercedes High School in 1981 and attended 

Texas A & I University in Kingsville, later completing a Master‘s in Educational Administration 

from Texas A & M University in Kingsville and a Ph.D. in Educational Leadership from the 

same institution in 2007.  He served as a teacher and administrator for many years in both the 

Mercedes and La Feria school districts.  He currently serves as Superintendent of Schools in the 

Mercedes Independent School District, the first Mercedes High School graduate to earn that 

distinction.  Dr. Treviño was interviewed in person. 

 Monte R. Churchill did not attend Mercedes schools, but he was a teacher, principal, 

assistant superintendent, and superintendent in Mercedes from 1964 to 1997 when he retired.  He 

has served as school trustee in Mercedes since 2004.  In his various capacities, he has grown to 

know the entire school district from many different perspectives.  Mr. Churchill was interviewed 

in person. A more detailed description of his personal experiences and educational work in 

Mercedes is available later in this study. 

 Dr. Hector P. García (1914 – 1996) graduated from Mercedes High School in 1932.  His 

parents were educated émigrés from the Mexican Revolution and in 1917 settled in Mercedes, 

Texas to run a dry-goods store with other family members. In 1932, García entered The 
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University of Texas at Austin, graduating with honors in 1936. He went on to study at the 

University of Texas at Galveston, earning his doctorate in medicine in 1940. He accomplished 

his residency at St. Joseph's Hospital at Creighton University in Omaha, Nebraska. Upon 

completing his internship in 1942, García volunteered for combat in the army, where he was 

eventually transferred to the medical corps.  After the war he opened a medical practice in 

Corpus Christi, Texas, and became involved in civil rights activism when he discovered the bad 

treatment returning Mexican American WWII veterans were receiving. He founded the 

American G.I. Forum in 1948 to address not only the issues of veterans, but also of civil rights 

for all Mexican Americans.  He became an active member of the League of United Latin 

American Citizens (LULAC), and served government posts under various U.S. Presidents on 

civil rights issues, and received numerous honors and accolades for his humanitarian work as 

well as his advocacy for Mexican American civil rights.  He died in 1996 but his legacy lives on 

through his work.  In 1992, Dr. García was interviewed regarding his life experiences in the 

filming of the documentary, Justice for My People. In this interview he talks about the 

discrimination that Mexican Americans suffered during the early part of the twentieth century.  

Several excerpts pertinent to Mexican American education in the Mercedes Independent School 

District are used in this study. 

 Dr. Xicoténcatl García provided a brief segment when he was also interviewed for the 

making of the documentary Justice for my People on his brother, Dr. Hector P. García.  Dr. Xico 

García also became a medical doctor and returned to Mercedes to dabble in city politics in the 

1950s.  He later moved to Corpus Christi where he maintained a family practice. Dr. Xico García 

graduated from Mercedes ISD in 1942. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Texas_at_Austin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Texas_Medical_Branch
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doctor_of_Medicine
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medical_residency
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creighton_University
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Omaha,_Nebraska
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 Angel Noé González graduated from Mercedes High School in 1948, although he was 

born in Edinburg, Texas and attended schools in that town.  He attended what was then Edinburg 

Junior College and then went on to the University of Texas at Austin.  He obtained his 

Administrator‘s Certificate at Texas A & I and also attended the University of Houston and Sam 

Houston State for his Master‘s degree.  He worked as a teacher and administrator in various 

cities, worked at the Texas Education Agency and eventually became Superintendent of Schools 

at Crystal City in 1970.  Currently Mr. González is retired and lives in Dallas, Texas, but remains 

active in directing a non-profit organization that provides educational services to school districts 

and scholarships to students.  Mr. González was interviewed by Dr. José Angel Gutiérrez in 1997 

for the Tejano Voices Project currently housed in the University of Texas at Arlington Library.  

―This project focused on the stories of struggle of Chicanos/as to gain political power,‖ Dr. 

Gutiérrez explains.
561

 Sections on Angel González‘s educational experiences in the Mercedes 

ISD are used in this study. 

Lorraine Kennedy was a teacher for many years with the Mercedes schools. She was 

interviewed in 2002 by Lee Long for a history assignment on a small town completed at the Palo 

Alto College in San Antonio, Texas.  She currently resides at John Knox Village in Weslaco.
562

 

A small portion of her interview is used in this study. 

Dr. Richard Rivera graduated from Mercedes High School in 1963.  He attended the 

University of Texas Pan American and Texas A & I University in Kingsville to obtain his 

teaching and administrator‘s certifications.  He received his doctorate from the University of 

Texas Pan American in 2008, writing about the history of the Weslaco Independent School 

                                                           
561

 Angel Noé González, interview by José Angel Gutiérrez, CMAS 29, Special Collections, University of 
Texas at Arlington (June 23, 1997), http://library.uta.edu/ tejanovoices/TV.jsp?x=029 (accessed May 5, 2011). 
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 Lorraine Kennedy, interview by Lee Long, San Antonio, TX: Palo Alto College, Fall 2002, 
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District in his dissertation.  During a doctoral class in 2005, Dr. Rivera provided interviews on 

his Mercedes experiences as well as writing reflection pieces on his educational years in 

Mercedes.
563

  Dr. Rivera has been an educator with the Weslaco schools throughout his career 

and currently is serving his fifteenth year as Superintendent of Schools in the Weslaco school 

district. 

Goldsby Poag Goza (1911 - 1992) was born in Mercedes, Texas and graduated with the 

Class of 1927.  She attended Baylor College to obtain her Bachelor‘s and Master‘s degrees in 

Spanish and returned to teach for many years in Mercedes schools.  She retired in 1977 but 

developed an interest in history and joined the Hidalgo County Historical Society. She completed 

many projects for the organization, including the compilation of names inscribed on tombstones 

at numerous Rio Grande Valley cemeteries as part of a genealogy project.  She was interviewed 

twice as part of an Oral History Project at the University of Texas Pan American.  Only the 

information found in the 1987 interview by Crystal Marie Cantú is used for this study.
564

 

Part I.  Historical Period 1908 – 1958 

 The Mercedes Independent School District developed out of the precursor Hidalgo 

County Common School District Number 2.
565

  The town itself was established soon after the 

Sam Fordyce Branch of the St. Louis, Brownsville and Mexico Railway was completed in 1904.  

By 1907 the town of Mercedes was incorporated and on June 13, 1908, the first meeting of the 

newly elected school board trustees was held.  The first school board trustees were Lytle 

Harrison, George S. Freeman, J.M. Johnson, Jr. (Sec/Treas.), Fred L. Johnston, G.K. Wattson, 

Fred J. Cutting, and S.P. Silver (Pres.).
566

 After several months of planning, they met in 
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September of 1908 to establish School # 1 and School # 2.
567

  The first four teachers hired were 

E.L. Horton as principal and teacher at School # 1, Fred L. Johnston (who resigned as school 

board member to accept a teaching job), Adelia Shields and Agapita Tijerina.
568

  School # 1 was 

located on the south side of town on the corner of Ohio Avenue and Third Street, and School # 2 

was located on the north side of town on Hidalgo Street. Although the school board minutes for 

that meeting do not state it, later Mercedes school board minutes and maps describe the north 

side school as the ―Mexican school‖
569

 thereby clearly establishing a segregated school system. 

In June of 1910, the school board underwent a complete restructuring after allegations of 

election irregularities appeared to cause five members to resign and five new members to be 

appointed to serve out the unexpired terms.  In that same meeting, the school board minutes were 

corrected, and the term ―Mexican school‖ was changed to ―Preparatory school.‖
570

 At that same 

meeting, it was decided to expend bond money in the amount of $9,000 for a new school 

building on the south side to have eight classrooms for grades from elementary to high school, 

and $4,000 for a new school building on the north side to have four classrooms for elementary 

grades only.
571

  With no explanations given, the first years of the school district firmly establish 

the segregation of Anglo American and Mexican American schoolchildren. The later use of the 

word ―preparatory‖ seems to indicate the trend in Texas at that time to separate Mexican children 

from Anglo children based on perceived language or other academic deficiencies.
572

  Leon R. 

Graham, who served as teacher, principal and superintendent in Mercedes, states in his 1938 

master‘s thesis that even though the north side school had been established for Latin American 
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children, many children from the families of prominent Latin American citizens attended the 

south side school.  ―This was made possible because these Latin Americans often lived next door 

to English speaking families.‖
573

 According to Graham, the school district board never passed 

any policies excluding Mexican Americans from the south schools, because ―many of the Latin 

Americans had considerable political influence.‖
574

  In fact, between 1915 and 1917, the school 

board minutes show that one of the school trustees is named Jesús M. García.
575

  There would 

not be another Mexican American trustee serving on the Mercedes school board until 1954.
576

 

 The city of Mercedes had established a form of residential segregation from its very 

inception, when the city fathers decided to require that residential structures on the south side 

cost a minimum of $2,000, an amount which would have prohibited many Mexican Americans 

from living on the south side of town.  This residential segregation was based on socio-economic 

factors, a condition which prevailed in most Rio Grande Valley towns for many decades.  The 

original establishment of the town as indicated by early maps shows the railroad running east and 

west through town and serving as the dividing line between well-to-do and poorer residents.  The 

north side of town, especially those areas close to the railroad, was used for buildings for 

industrial purposes, such as the ice house, packing sheds for the produce being shipped to 

markets up north, the cotton gin, warehouses and similar buildings.  The residential lots that were 

available further north from the commercial buildings were much smaller and therefore more 

affordable than on the south side of town.
577

 

 In 1914, the school board enacted a policy wherein only teachers with a First Grade State 

Certificate, which was the highest level of certificate available, or teachers with a degree of 
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similar rank were the only ones to be considered for employment with the school district for the 

following school year.
578

 Miss Buck followed through upon becoming superintendent in 1915 

and whenever possible only hired highly qualified teachers.
579

  However, in later years, the 

school board minutes indicate that degreed or properly certified teachers were not always 

available.
580

  Records indicate that superintendents frequently had to telegram or write to 

agencies in Austin in order to secure teachers, and a high turnover rate of teachers was an early 

problem for the Mercedes school district.
581

 

 A newspaper article printed in the Mercedes Tribune in 1921 describes the school 

election with the following, 

A feature of the election was the interest taken by the rural population in the contest, 

about twice as many votes being cast by farmers and their families as by residents of the 

city of Mercedes.  Very few Mexican votes were cast.
582

   
 

The wording indicates that by the early twenties, a shift in political power to the rural population, 

or the farmers, had occurred in deciding the school board election.  This could be expected since 

the Rio Grande Valley, including the town of Mercedes, was experiencing rapid growth due to 

the influx of large numbers of Midwestern farmers who were enticed into relocating through 

intense marketing campaigns by the American Rio Grande Land and Irrigation Company.  It also 

seems to indicate that the Mexican American population did not have the political power at this 

time that it later acquired.  The poll tax that was required for voting in Texas at that time 
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undoubtedly deterred many from voting who could not afford to pay it.
583

 Another deterrent was 

the stipulation that only tax-paying property owners were allowed to vote in school elections.  

Another newspaper article printed in the Mercedes Tribune in 1922 gives additional 

information about the early schools.  It makes a comparison between enrollment figures in 1915 

and in 1921 to show the growth in the school district.   Table 4.1 is compiled from the 

information in the news article and gives enrollment information as well as staff information 

about the Mercedes school district.  The table follows below. 

  

                                                           
583
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Table 4.1 Mercedes ISD School Enrollment and Other Data, 1915 and 1921  

1915    1921      

 

Total enrollment       335    1425   

Total South Grammar       150     622 

     First grade              21       94  

     Second grade        19       83             

     Third grade              33     107             

     Fourth grade         19       87   

     Fifth grade              19     104    

     Sixth grade              24       68   

     Seventh grade         15       79   

High School              53     171 (grades 8 – 11) 

North Side School       123     450 (grades 1 – 5) 

Heidelberg School                9       64 (grades 1 – 5) 

Kindergarten                  0     118 

-------------- 

Teachers            12       29 

Buildings                  3         7 

Schoolrooms           10       30  

------------- 

Principals in 1921 

High School      C.W. Taylor 

Harriet Claycomb School (South Grammar)  Miss Marie Morrow 

North Side School     Miss Marion Reiss 

Superintendent in 1921    Miss Nannie Mer Buck 

Source:  Data from ―Figures Show Growth of Schools,‖ Mercedes Tribune, March 29, 1922 

 

Table 4.1 shows that between 1915 and 1921, the student population had exploded, 

causing problems of overcrowding in the schools that was echoed in the school board meetings 

of that year.  It is interesting to note the importance given to the South School where the Anglo 
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children attend and the breakdown of the grade level information.  A breakdown by grade level 

for the North Side School or the Heidelberg School is not given, possibly indicating less interest 

in those schools.  The pupil/teacher ratio in 1915 is 28:1; by 1921 the pupil/teacher ratio is 

almost 50:1.   

 Another newspaper article later that month reveals where the overcrowding is occurring, 

something which is not indicated in the figures given above.  According to an article published in 

the Mercedes Tribune in June of 1922, the scholastic census is 1,565 of which 1,273 are enrolled 

in school, an enrollment rate of 81.5%.  The number of scholastics refers to all those students 

who are age-eligible for public schooling according to state law, and the number on which state 

school funding was based at that time.  The article states that the Mercedes enrollment rate 

compared favorably to that of McAllen, Mission and San Benito. These towns were reporting an 

enrollment rate of 50% or less.
584

  This article does not explain why, but the enrollment of pupils 

was down from 1921 in which 1,425 were reported enrolled.  Only 1,273 were enrolled in 1922.  

The article does say, ―…the big thing for our school this year is the fact that with a smaller 

enrollment we had a much better attendance.‖
585

 

The next few paragraphs identify the fact that the overcrowding is occurring at the North 

Side School, which is attended by Mexican American schoolchildren.  The article states: 
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At the North Side School it was found necessary almost immediately after the opening of 

school to provide more room.  A three-room frame building was erected and three more 

teachers secured.  Instead of buying more desks the carpenter made tables and benches 

which were used in two of the rooms.  In spite of this, conditions remained congested in 

this school most of the year.   

 

Regular attendance was secured as never before with the result of promotions as follows:  

Low First, 91; High First, 71; Second Grade, 117; Third, 21.  Several night meetings 

were held and the building was packed.  Many of the patrons are very much interested 

and anxious to help.  A piano was purchased for this school and over half paid for by 

night entertainments and tamale sales.  Because of the lack of work many were unable to 

contribute financially as they wished but all were more than willing to help with work.   

 

Because of the vigilance of the teachers and the splendid assistance of the health officer 

no epidemic prevailed this year.  Vaccinations were performed throughout this school 

and regular inspections by the teachers controlled sickness that otherwise might have 

proven serious to the school and community. The greatest increase in enrollment and 

attendance was in this school.
586

 
 

It should be noted from the article that the North Side School is a frame building while 

the Harriet Claycomb School on the south side is made of stucco and brick, and instead of desks 

such as those used at the Claycomb School, the North Side students must use tables and benches 

made by a local carpenter.  The article further reveals that some students apparently spend two or 

more years in first grade; yet no low and high first grades are reported for the south side school.  

The article seems to indicate, however, that the Mexican American parents are very involved and 

interested in their child‘s education because they work diligently to raise extra funds for school 

needs.  No school clubs or organizations are mentioned at the North Side School.  

In contrast, the south side school, now named the Harriet Claycomb School in honor of 

the superintendent‘s mother,
587

 shows the many activities promoted at that school through clubs 

and organizations.  It reports: 
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Boys‘ and girls‘ athletics were fostered … match games were played … the April Frolic 

given by this school netted a very substantial sum toward playground equipment … Jr. 

Red Cross activities … Jr. Boy Scouts were organized … half-year classes were 

organized throughout this school … twelve teachers [were] employed this year of which 

five were inexperienced absolutely.
588

 

 

The high school also included organizations such as the Girl Reserves, Hi-Y Boys, Boy Scouts, 

Athletic Association, Dramatic Department, Spelling Club, Glee Club, Rotarians‘ Talks, and 

Texas Pageant for the students, and the State Teachers‘ Association for the teachers.
589

  

According to the article, intelligence tests were given in first grade through high school, 

physical tests were given at all schools except at the Heidelberg school, and the Curtis‘ 

Arithmetic Tests and  Monroe Silent Reading Tests were given to all students.  The results of 

these tests were not reported in this article.
590

  The article further stated that the North School 

needed a teacher for sewing class and cooking class, the High school needed an Auditorium, the 

Harriet Claycomb School (south side) needed more student desks, and that the two cafeterias 

were maintained by the Parent Teachers‘ Association.
591

   

 This article had been written in June of 1922, and the enrollment numbers for the 1921-

1922 school year were now complete.  Note that at that time, students graduated from high 

school after eleventh grade, not twelfth grade.  Table 4.2 shows the enrollment numbers as 

follows: 
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Table 4.2 Mercedes ISD Student Enrollment, 1922 

Kindergarten     105 

First      452 

Second      100 

Third      119 

Fourth      104 

Fifth            87 

Sixth            73 

Seventh           62 

HS Eighth           71 

HS Ninth           35 

HS Tenth           33 

HS Eleventh           32 

Total enrollment          1273 

Source:  Data from ―Large Proportion of Scholastic Eligibles Are Attending Mercedes Public 

Schools,‖ Mercedes Tribune, June 14, 1922 

 

In Table 4.2, it is interesting to note the ―bottleneck‖ in first grade, possibly indicating 

large numbers of children retained in that grade level.  Also, it could be said that if the pattern 

holds true over the years, the diminishing numbers at subsequent grade levels after first grade 

seems to indicate that students are dropping out every year, and a very small number finally 

reaches the last grade, which is the eleventh grade, and then graduate.  A look at the Class of 

1922 listing shows that all thirty-two graduates are Anglo American.
592

  The previous Class of 

1921 listed the first Mexican American graduate from the Mercedes High School, Mary 

Villarreal, who would later briefly become a school teacher in the Mercedes schools.
593

  

 Two more articles in the Mercedes Tribune in November of 1922 and in September of 

1923 continue to report severe overcrowding with little done to alleviate the situation.  The 1922 
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article reports that ―Gordon Damon of the State Department of Education made an inspection of 

Mercedes Schools.  His one criticism was the schools‘ overcrowded condition, especially in the 

first two grades.‖
594

 The 1923 article reports that schools will open with few problems, except 

for that of ―overcrowding throughout the district, in particular at North School.‖
595

  Attempts by 

the school officials to have a school bond issue and subsequent tax increase in order to construct 

more buildings and address the overcrowding issue are met with resistance by community 

members.  A town meeting was held in November of 1923 by school officials in order to answer 

community questions about the needed bond election.  The newspaper article about the town 

meeting stated: 

The crowded condition of the schools is due almost entirely to an increase among the 

children of Mexican parentage attending school, it was stated.  The high school and the 

Harriet Claycomb grammar school are not overcrowded, Mr. Moffett [school board 

president] stated, but a badly overcrowded situation exists in the North Side school, 

where 452 pupils are enrolled in 9 rooms [50:1 ratio]. The Harriet Claycomb enrollment 

is 435 and the high school enrollment 204… Speaking for the board, Mr. Moffett stated 

that the question on which an expression of opinion was desired from the public was 

whether or not the time was ripe for the building of a new unit for the North Side pupils 

which would take care of the children of Mexican parentage up to and through the 7
th

 

grade … The sentiment of the meeting seemed opposed to a bond issue in order to 

increase the North Side facilities or to provide an auditorium to the high school.  No 

figures were presented to show what amount of tax increase would be needed to enable 

the schools to operate without showing a deficit.
596

 
 

It appeared that the community attending, which consisted of representatives of various civic 

organizations, the majority of which had Anglo American patrons, did not feel that they should 

have to pay additional tax money in order to expand the North Side School where the entire 

enrollment consisted of ―children of Mexican parentage.‖
597
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 In 1924, the Mercedes schools were visited by an inspector from the State Department of 

Education, and the results of the report were published in an article in the Mercedes News with 

the title ―Mercedes Complimented on Splendid School System.‖
598

 Ironically, although the 

district is described in the headline as ―splendid,‖ the article lists several recommendations 

regarding the deplorable conditions which exist at the North Side School.  The recommendations 

read as follows: 

That due commendation be given for the following indications of continued progress 

within the past year…two rooms and two teachers have been added to take care of the 

greatly increased enrollment in the school for Mexican children…It is indeed 

disappointing to find in Mercedes such badly ventilated, poorly lighted, antiquated 

buildings as those now used to house the Mexican children … [It is recommended] that 

the rooms in the Mexican buildings be provided with shades and desks.  The shades are 

an immediate necessity, for the glare in all rooms is extremely hard on the eyes.
599

 
 

The addition of two rooms and two teachers mentioned above reduced the pupil/teacher ratio 

down to 45:1, a ratio that improved the previous year‘s 50:1 ratio but that was still not conducive 

to student learning, considering the other reported conditions.  School board minutes from the 

time period reported above indicate that the two rooms added to the school were built out of the 

lumber resulting from the tearing down of previous school buildings on the south side after 

building new stucco and brick buildings there.
600

  The disparities between the north side and 

south side schools are obvious, and no doubt upset many Mexican American parents who were 

unable to do anything about it, since they held no political power in city or school offices at that 

time. 

 In an archived interview with a Goldsby Poag Goza, a former 1927 graduate of Mercedes 

who later became a school teacher with the school district, the interviewer asked Mrs. Goza 
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whether there was any evidence of segregation or discrimination that she could see when she was 

growing up and later as a school teacher.  Her reply was: 

No, no, nothing … I wasn‘t conscious back in those days … in 1914 I was three years old 

… and I was not aware of any of these things, because I grew up in a place where I 

played with … Spanish speaking children and it never occurred to me that there was any 

difference … and I have to thank Lou Saucedo, who lives around here, because she 

taught me Spanish … because we had to play, we had to communicate … and she learned 

English from me.
601

   
 

Mrs. Goza was a popular Spanish teacher at the Mercedes High School for many years who after 

retirement became interested in the city and school district‘s history.  She contributed articles to 

The Mercedes Enterprise 75
th

 Anniversary Edition and was active in the Hidalgo County 

Historical Association.  Her articles regarding the school district‘s history never mention the 

condition of the North Side School in its early days, nor the fact that no Anglo children attended 

that campus.    

In writing about living in the Rio Grande Valley, Dr. Rolando Hinojosa-Smith, who 

attended Mercedes schools between 1934 and 1946, felt compelled to point out that racial 

injustice, discrimination and prejudice existed during his school years.  However, he stated, ―… I 

also think it incumbent on one to repeat that Texas Mexicans also discriminated against their 

own.‖
602

  He went on to say, ―in my youth, in Mercedes and in the other Valley towns without 

exception, racism was a given.‖
603

 He says that he attended North Ward Elementary School, ―a 

one hundred percent Texas Mexican school with Anglo teachers.‖
604

  He remembers that even in 

the town‘s Catholic parochial school, racism existed.  ―In the 1920s … my parents … disenrolled 

my oldest sister, Clarissa … [because] … German Catholic families saw to it that Anglo and 
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Mexican schoolchildren were to be taught in separate rooms.‖
605

 Mrs. Kennedy, another former 

teacher in Mercedes, was interviewed for a college history class project in 2002.  When asked to 

describe the town, she mentioned that there were two movie theaters in town, one on the south 

side and another on the north side. She added that: 

The Hispanic population favored the north side theatre, which showed mainly 

Spanish movies.  The south side showed movies for the Anglo populations.  The 

theatres weren‘t actively segregated; they just preferred the north theatre.
606

  
 

 The comments about segregation and discrimination in the town of Mercedes and its 

schools reveals that while some thought that racism and discrimination existed, many members 

of both the Mexican American and the Anglo community may have been unaware of any 

disparities, did not consider these situations to be disparities, or else they did not wish to think 

about or admit to the inequalities they had to have known existed.  It was the way things were, 

and few questioned the status quo at the time that they lived it.  Many Mexican Americans felt 

that there was little they could do about it.  Dr. Hinojosa-Smith commented that there may have 

been federal laws passed to address segregation and discrimination; to ―improve our lot or that of 

any other group, [but] experience and common sense have demonstrated that laws that are not 

enforced are but words on paper.‖
607

 

 Dr. Hector P. García, founder of the American G.I. Forum, was a 1932 graduate of 

Mercedes High School.  His parents José and Faustina García were both schoolteachers in Llera, 

Mexico when the Mexican Revolution broke out in 1917.  José‘s professional credentials as a 

schoolteacher were unrecognized in this county, so after settling in Mercedes where other family 

members resided, he opened up a dry goods store.  Mr. García always promoted the importance 

of a good education to his children, and six of the children including Hector became medical 
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doctors through perseverance and hard work. Although Dr. Hector P. García passed away in 

1996, he left many archived interviews, speeches and written works detailing some of his 

experiences in Mercedes schools.  In various interviews conducted for the purpose of filming the 

documentary Justice For My People in 1992, Dr. García spoke about the acceptance of the status 

quo in Mercedes: 

We lived across the tracks in Mercedes. See, it was an accepted fact at that time that all 

the Mexican students would go to the segregated schools.  And nobody knew the 

difference, that it was unconstitutional.  We went along and at school our main job was to 

get a good education.  In other words, we were not fighting discrimination and 

segregation because we did not know that it really existed.  It was an accepted fact that in 

South Texas we were divided by the railroad tracks.  Mercedes was no different.  We 

accepted the fact that we went to the segregated schools.
608

 
 

Dr. Hector P. García went on to say that he was the sole Mexican American accepted to the 

University of Texas Medical School in Galveston in 1936.  There were only one hundred 

applicants allowed admittance every year, and of those only one Mexican American was allowed 

in.  ―My brother, Dr. José Antonio García was the one in his year.  Dr. Clotilde García, my sister, 

was one in [her] year.‖
609

 Dr. Xicoténcatl Pérez García, Hector‘s brother, was also interviewed 

for the same documentary.  When asked to describe the atmosphere of what it was like being in 

Mercedes, Texas at that particular time as children growing up, he responded, ―We went to a 

segregated school, the North Ward; it was during the Depression, and everything was hard.  I 

have a picture of me and my brother C.P. García with a group, the North Ward Grammar School 

group there.  We were both shoeless.‖
610

  The photo that follows was graciously loaned to the 

researcher by another member of that class, Juventino I. de León, who is pictured third from the 

right in the front row. Dr. Cuitláhuac P. García, brother of Xicoténcatl and Hector, is pictured in 
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the front row with dark pants and no shoes.  The teacher is Miss Alma Whatley, who taught in 

Mercedes schools for many years.
611

 

 

Figure 4.1.  Fifth Grade Class at North Ward Grammar School, 1935, Mercedes, Texas. Photo 

courtesy of the Juventino I. de León Personal Collection 
 

Dr. Hector P. García often told the story that he was motivated to get a good education 

and become a medical doctor not only because of his parents‘ insistence on it, but also because a 

teacher once told him, ―No Mexican will ever make an ‗A‘ in my class.‖ He never forgot this 

teacher‘s words, and this made him particularly sensitive to educational discrimination in later 

years as an activist with the American G.I. Forum.
612
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 The decade of the 1930s was a very difficult time financially for the Mercedes school 

district and the community.  In the May 8
th

, 1930 school board meeting, there were twenty-five 

teachers‘ contracts approved.  Of these, twenty-two were females and three were males.  Salaries 

ranged from $100.00 a month to $170.00 a month.
613

  In September of 1930, it was discovered 

that the North Side School was badly overcrowded, and another teacher was hired at a salary of 

$100.00 a month.
614

 Even though finances were beginning to be strained, the board approved the 

purchase of twenty shoulder pads for the football team.  In November of 1931, it was moved and 

approved that ―all future contracts with ladies employed by this board, bear a clause stating that 

any lady teacher marrying during her term as teacher, automatically voids her contract for the 

balance of the same, without notice.‖
615

  In March of 1932, the financial situation in the school 

district became so severe due to the Depression that measures were taken to reduce district costs.  

These included the elimination of one principal, the elimination of the position of department 

heads, the elimination of some teachers, the reduction of salaries, and the reduction of various 

items of operating expenses.  Teachers‘ salaries went down to a range of $84.00 a month to 

$138.00 a month for the principal.
616

  In April of that year, the board decided to ―borrow from 

the teachers in payment of back salaries the sum of $3,692.00 due on the February pay roll.‖
617

 

 With the consistent overcrowding at North Elementary where all the children were 

Mexican American, it would be expected that the Mexican American community would protest 

the bad conditions at that school.  If there were protests or complaints, they are not recorded in 

school board minutes until 1933.  An apparent incident at one of the schools caused several local 
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gentlemen to appear at the March 30, 1933 school board meeting with a complaint.  The 

paragraph detailing the information reads: 

Mr. A.S. Adame, Mr. Ben Zamora, Mr. A.N. Brown and Mr. J.M. Chapa, appeared 

before the board.  Mr. Adame, through Mr. Brown and Mr. Zamora, presented a matter in 

which he thought his child might have been discriminated against in the schools.  After a 

thorough explanation of the same, Mr. Adame expressed himself as being satisfied, and 

after understanding it, that his child had been treated with fairness and in the same 

manner as any other pupil.
618

 
 

Unfortunately, no further explanations are given, and the only interpretation that can be given 

this incident is that Mr. Adame appeared with three other men, one of which was presumably 

Anglo and the other two being Mexican American.  He may have not felt comfortable addressing 

the board in English, and needed assistance in that manner, but we are not certain because the 

board minutes do not state that.  The minutes do not elaborate on what Mr. Adame considered 

discriminatory, but the importance of the incident is that he felt compelled to approach the board 

with the matter, perhaps because the campus principal had not given him sufficient explanation 

or remedy to his problem.  If Mr. Brown was present to help interpret, we can only assume that 

the other two Mexican American men may have also assisted in interpreting, or they may have 

been present to give support to Mr. Adame‘s case; perhaps because they, too, had some similar  

issues.  Another possibility was that one of the men was Mr. Adame‘s legal counsel.  One of the 

men, Mr. J.M. Chapa, was the first Mexican American male to have graduated from Mercedes 

High School in 1925, and was presumably better educated than many Mexican Americans in the 

town, at least through the American school system.
619

 However, this can only be speculation and 

the incident is illustrated here because it is the first to appear in school board minutes regarding a 

perceived discrimination incident.  This appearance at a Mercedes school board meeting by a 
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Mexican American parent claiming discrimination was very rare, and we can only wonder what 

the details of the incident were. 

 When writing about whether discrimination existed in Mercedes, Dr. Rolando Hinojosa-

Smith stated:  

The answer is yes, and it is also a complicated yes…[because] some Texas Anglos also 

discriminated socially against other Texas Anglos.  The same applied among Texas 

Mexicans, particularly those in the professional class who looked down upon other Texas 

Mexicans.
620

  
 

Dr. Hinojosa-Smith elaborated that the discrimination was often based more on the amount of 

wealth and place of residence than on the ethnicity, and that middle and upper class Mexican 

Americans often ―rubbed elbows‖ with Anglos.  He added that intermarriages often occurred, as 

in his family, and listed other Anglo surnamed Hispanics with last names like Werbiski, McVey, 

Handy, Howell, Reger, Champion, Billings, and Closner.
621

  

 Another interviewee, Eddie Howell, whose grandfather Joseph Henry Howell married a 

young Hispanic widow in the early 1900s, reflected on the fact that his great-grandfather 

William Albert Howell had been very angry when his son had married a ―Messican.‖
622

 He 

disowned his son and never spoke to him again.  According to Eddie, his grandfather and father 

sometimes spoke bitterly about those days, remembering a time during the Depression when his 

grandfather wrote to his wealthy father and brothers in Ohio asking for help and was denied any 

assistance.  Eddie laughs about a later time in the 1960s when the descendants of the Ohio 

Howells came to the Valley looking for descendants of Joseph Henry, and ―they were in shock to 

see that the Howells down here were Hispanic.‖
623

 Eddie goes on to say, ―just knowing how my 

grandfather was treated…as far as being discriminated…has always inspired me to seek justice 
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or to make people realize…we‘re all one human race.‖
624

 Eddie also tells about the time as a 

young boy that he wanted to get a flat top haircut because his older brother James had gotten 

one.  James, who was very fair-skinned, had gotten his flat top with a Weslaco barber.  When 

Eddie who was not as fair as his brother tried to sit in the chair, the barber told him, ―I don‘t cut 

Mexicans‘ hair; get out of here.‖
625

  Discrimination in this case seemed to be based on skin color 

or appearance. 

In 1934, an interesting item is included in a December Mercedes ISD board meeting.  

Apparently, a course was being taught, possibly in the evenings although no indication is given 

in the board minutes, called Vocational Adult Spanish.  The course was taught by Beatrice 

Hinojosa and was intended to teach Spanish to adults who did not speak it.  This implies that 

some Anglo adults, possibly those who employed Mexican Americans who did not speak 

English, were making consistent efforts to acquire some Spanish language skills. The motion 

was made that the $20 allowance granted to Ms. Hinojosa as teacher of the course ―be rescinded 

as the project had been approved.‖
626

 This leaves some question as to the board action, on 

whether the amount was not allowed, whether the project itself was now cancelled, or whether 

the original project did not include a pay allowance for the teacher.  However, several articles 

and notices in the Mercedes newspapers indicated an interest in some community members in 

learning Spanish.
627

 

 School board minutes also reveal that on several instances, some of the school janitors 

were referred to as ―Mexican janitors.‖
628

  In the September 10
th

, 1941 board meeting, a motion 
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was made and approved after discussion, and ―the Mexican janitors were ordered to be paid 

$1.50 per day for each day [of] work, and Mr. Bradshaw was to be paid $54.00 per month.‖
629

 If 

the Mexican janitors worked all thirty days in a month, their monthly pay would be $45.00, but it 

was probably less than that if they had at least one day off a week.  Mr. Bradshaw‘s rate was 

$2.70 per day if we assume he had two days off per week or $1.80 per day if he worked thirty 

days in the month.  It is difficult to make comparisons because we do not know the amount of 

days worked by the Mexican janitors compared to Mr. Bradshaw, or the number of classrooms 

that needed to be cleaned, or any other details of their work load.  However, the fact that a 

distinction is made between Mr. Bradshaw and the ―Mexican janitors‖ calls to mind several 

questions regarding equity of pay.  In later school board meetings, the term ―Mexican‖ is 

dropped regarding the janitors, although a listing of the janitors in the school system show the 

Chief Janitor, Mr. Bradshaw, to be Anglo, and the other janitors to be Mexican American.
630

 

 Regardless of the financial difficulties, the district‘s coach earned as much or more pay as 

the district school principals. In 1929, the board minutes revealed that Coach Carr P. Kitchens 

was approved to earn $238.33 per month, while the next highest salary, that of the North Side 

School principal, was $165 per month.
631

 During the Depression years when salaries dropped, 

the coach‘s salary dropped also, but still remained the highest paid position second only to the 

superintendent. In 1933, Coach H.L. Schmalzried earned $186 per month while some teachers‘ 

pay dropped down to $84 per month.  The district also continued to purchase athletic equipment 

even though cuts were made to professional staff and instructional materials.
632

  This brings to 

mind recent events during the current recession where school community members in the Rio 
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Grande Valley are protesting the fact that while teachers are being laid off due to diminishing 

education funds, the athletic program often does not suffer financial consequences.
633

 This might 

suggest that some attitudes and values regarding athletic programs do not change over time. 

 The decade of the 1940s saw a slowly increasing pay scale for district employees, but 

salaries did not return to pre-Depression amounts until the latter years of the decade.  With the 

exception of one or two Mexican Americans, the administrators and teachers in the school 

district were Anglo American from the start of the school district until the early 1950s.
634

    The 

school district continued to experience financial difficulties, often having to take a short term 

loan from the Hidalgo County Bank or the First National Bank in order to meet the monthly 

payroll.
635

  The school board members running for office rarely had serious competition, and 

never from the Mexican American community.  The number of votes cast was small, with some 

apparent voter apathy possibly caused by the lack of opposition to incumbents.  For example, 

during a school board election in April of 1941, a newspaper article in the News Tribune 

reported, ―Three men, L.H. Henry, W. E. Hoekstra, and Frank Hendricks, were elected without 

opposition, each polling 57 votes.‖
636

  

 The voter apathy changed during the latter part of the 1940s and the early 1950s as more 

heated races took place.  In the mid-1940s, there was more of a Mexican American presence in 

the school board minutes.  In a petition presented to the board for an increase in tax revenue 

necessary to hire more teachers, increase teacher salaries and address overcrowding at several 

campuses; the signatures included Mexican American businessmen Abel García, Luis R. Salinas, 
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B. García and Rafael Verdusco.
637

 By then several Mexican American teachers had been hired, 

including Mrs. Clotilde Canales and Mrs. Rey de la Cruz.  This was new because until then, the 

teacher population at the Mercedes Independent School District had been one hundred percent 

Anglo.  It could perhaps be attributed to the fact that Mexican Americans were now graduating 

from high school and college in increasing numbers, and therefore there were more available for 

teaching jobs.  Some interviewees, however, reported having the credentials to teach or to be 

administrators and yet were unable to secure employment in ―Anglo-entrenched school 

districts.‖
638

  

A look at the demographics of the graduating classes at Mercedes High School show the 

gradual growth of the Mexican American school population.  The following chart, Table 4.3, of 

selected graduation years shows how the Mexican American graduates who were a minority for a 

time eventually became the majority group.   
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Table 4.3  Mercedes High School Graduates, by Surname, Selected Years, 1914 – 1953 

Year  Total Graduates          Anglo       Mexican-American 

1914     1     1     0 

1916     7     7     0 

1920   12   12     0 

1921   16   15     1 

1925   25   24     1 

1932   33   26     7 

1937   52   43     9 

1941   47   39     8 

1945   54   29   25 

1950   53   27   26 

1953   53   18   35 

Source:  School Board Minutes 1909 – 1953.  Also news articles in the Mercedes Tribune and 

the Mercedes Enterprise, 1921 – 1953.      
 

The first Mexican American to graduate from Mercedes High School in 1921 was Mary 

Villarreal.
639

  The Mexican American graduates steadily increased in number and percentage and 

in 1953, Mexican Americans became more than fifty percent of the total number of graduates.  

The Mexican American majority has never been relinquished in the years since.
640

  

 Changes were occurring as evidenced in the Mercedes local newspapers also.  Dr. 

Rolando Hinojosa-Smith recalls that the newspapers in town were published once a week. In 

writing about The Mercedes Enterprise, he stated: 
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640
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[It was read] predominantly by the Anglo residents.  It was a typical small-town 

newspaper with notes about book clubs, garden societies, visits from out-of-town 

relatives, and such typical fare … few to no Texas Mexican names appeared in the paper.  

Those that did, did so usually at semester‘s end when some of us made the scholastic 

Honor Roll or when some of us graduated from high school … in the main, however, it 

was their newspaper, not ours.
641

  
 

In October of 1941, the only Mexican American that was mentioned in the newspaper 

was one accused of attacking an Anglo woman.  The article reads: 

A young Mexican is being held for questioning in the Hidalgo County jail, following the 

accosting of Miss Ettie Ivey, Mercedes woman, last Friday evening about 9 o‘clock, on 

Virginia Avenue, two blocks from the business district.  Miss Ivey, who was walking to a 

store for purchases, stated that the man, who had followed her for two or more blocks, 

suddenly accosted her, asking where she was going.  Upon a rebuff, she was seized and 

in a struggle, fell and suffered a right broken wrist.  Screams frightened the man away, 

and her purse was not taken.
642

 

 

There were three newspapers in Mercedes beginning with the earliest editions in 1907.  

Over time, different names were used which included the Mercedes News, the Mercedes News-

Tribune and The Mercedes Enterprise.  All of the news articles in these newspapers up until the 

late 1940s had no Mexican Americans in them except for alleged criminals and the names of 

schoolchildren who appeared on the honor roll or on graduation lists in Mercedes school news.  

There was no society news for Mexican Americans, or news of any kind except as mentioned 

above.  This changed when in February of 1950, a wedding announcement appeared for a young 

woman named Sofía Martínez who was marrying Crisanto Villarreal.
643

  This was unusual 

because until now, social events involving Mexican Americans had been largely ignored by the 

Mercedes newspapers.   
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On February 9
th

, 1950, an article appeared wherein Jesús García and Rodolfo Garza ran 

for office in the Mercedes City Council.
644

 A week later, Dr. Xico P. García, the brother of well-

known Dr. Hector P. García, announced his candidacy for the Mercedes City Council.
645

  The 

García family had many members who were well-educated and some of whom had become 

middle-class business owners.  The A.G. García Food Store was considered one of the largest 

grocery stores in the mid-Valley, and people came from many miles away to shop there. Other 

García family members also owned dry goods stores, a lumber company, and several other small 

neighborhood grocery stores that did well.
646

  According to several accounts, they were very 

active politically and belonged to several organizations, such as the Woodmen of the World, 

which met regularly and often discussed city and school affairs.
647

  An article in 1941 in The 

Mercedes Enterprise shows the new board of directors of the Mercedes Chamber of Commerce.  

Although there were many Mexican American businesses in Mercedes at that time, not one 

member of the Chamber of Commerce as shown was Mexican American.  They may not have 

been welcome, because several Hispanic businessmen apparently established a Mexican 

Chamber of Commerce in Mercedes.
648

   

An item is listed in the February 1949 school board meeting which gives a good example 

of the type of response in those years that the all – Anglo school board and the all – Anglo school 

administration had for any Mexican American complaints about educational matters.  The 

minutes state: 
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A committee from the Mexican Chamber of Commerce, composed of Jesús García, 

Rodolfo Garza, H.P. Domínguez and Mr. Barrera appeared before the Board to discuss 

the matter of providing more or additional class rooms for the Elementary or Grade 

schools on the North side.  A full discussion was had of this subject, but no definite plan 

was adopted, but a committee from this Board promised to meet with the Mexican 

Chamber of Commerce in the near future to see if something definite could be mapped 

out.
649

 
 

Nothing regarding this matter was ever mentioned again in school board minutes.  It is not 

known whether the school board‘s promise to meet was kept or not.  But it appears that the 

Mexican American community was becoming more active.  It was not asking at this time that 

segregation be eliminated, but it seemed to have become obvious to Mexican Americans in 

Mercedes by now, that not only were facilities separate, they were also unequal and inadequate. 

 According to school board minutes, two Mexican American businessmen entered the race 

for Mercedes School Board Trustees in April of 1948, Silverio S. Hinojosa and Francisco 

Garibay.  Out of 1,299 votes cast, Dr. Edwards received 712, Mr. T.B. Ewing received 755, Mr. 

Hinojosa received 541 and Mr. Garibay received 496.  The Mexican American community 

participated heavily in this board election, but the two Mexican American candidates did not 

win.  In April of 1949, another Mexican American candidate for the Mercedes School Board was 

advanced.  This race also elicited a lot of interest, because the number of votes cast suddenly 

increased in number compared to previous elections where 50 to 80 votes would be cast.  In this 

election, 438 votes were cast.  Mr. Lauderdale received 345; Mr. J.R. Barry received 229; Mr. 

Whitlock received 155 and Mr. Mondragón, the only Mexican American candidate, received 125 

votes.  Mr. Mondragón was not elected, but his inclusion in the election indicated an interest on 

the part of the Mexican American community in having someone to represent it in school district 

matters.  A third attempt by a Mexican American to get on the school board occurred in April of 

1952 when Juventino de León ran against Ernest Marchant, James P. McElyea, and Aaron 
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Johnston. Although 1,396 votes were cast, which was a record number of votes to this date, Mr. 

de León was 20 votes shy of getting elected.
650

  Mr. Juventino I. de León remembers when his 

father ran for the school board. ―He really worked hard and he thought he had a very good 

chance, but when the votes were counted, he didn‘t make it,‖ Mr. de León recalls. ―In those days, 

Mexican Americans didn‘t ask for recounts, either,‖ he added.
651

 Mrs. de León recalls that 

Juventino de León, Sr. was a popular figure in the Mexican American community.  ―He was 

often asked to be Master of Ceremonies at Boy Scout and Girl Scout [functions], and he was also 

many times the principal speaker for the graduation ceremonies held at North Ward every year,‖ 

she stated.
652

 When asked to explain further about graduation ceremonies at North Elementary, 

she said that they were ―a big deal‖ for the students who had finished sixth grade, and that 

sometimes important men from the school district came to speak also. She stated that the school 

officials said that they wanted to make sure it was a nice ceremony, since many of them would 

not go on to junior high and high school.
653

 

The first Mexican American school board trustee for the Mercedes Independent School 

District in forty years was not to be elected until April of 1954.  Nine candidates, six of which 

were Anglo and three were Mexican American, ran for two trustee slots wherein only 429 votes 

were cast.  The incumbent Dr. T.G. Edwards, who had served many years as trustee already, was 

re-elected with 292 votes.  Receiving 397 votes was Joaquín J. Fernández.  All other candidates 

received three votes or less each.
654

  Mr. Fernández several times made attempts to better 

conditions at North Elementary; for example, asking for toilet and water fountain repairs for that 
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campus
655

 which were eventually repaired several months later.  Mr. Fernández did not complete 

his term of office, relocating to New Mexico in 1955.
656

  Possibly as a show of good faith in 

retaining a Mexican American trustee, or possibly under political pressure, Mr. Mike Hinojosa 

was appointed to fill the unexpired portion of Mr. Fernández‘s term.
657

 In 1956 a second 

Mexican American trustee was elected to the school board, Miss Elvira Hinojosa, so that now 

there were two Mexican American trustees and five Anglo trustees.
658

 

The photographs that follow in Figure 4.2 show how South Grammar School and North 

Grammar School compared, at least in their front facade.  The photo is taken from a 1947 edition 

of the Mercedes High School yearbook, The Bengal.  The north side elementary school is 

obviously smaller and less ostentatious than the south side elementary school.  South Grammar is 

a multistory building with architectural embellishments, and North Grammar is a much plainer 

one-story building with none of the corridors, arches, towers or balconies that South Grammar 

showcases.  It should be noted that the townspeople and school officials in Mercedes used 

different names for these two schools at varying times in their existence.  North Elementary was 

also called the north side school, North Side Elementary, North Grammar School, North Ward, 

the Latin American School, the Mexican School, and School # 2 in school board minutes, 

newspaper articles, and school yearbooks.
659

 In 1964, this school‘s name was finally changed to 

John F. Kennedy Elementary, a name which it retains today even though it has been remodeled 

numerous times.
660
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Figure 4.2:  South Grammar School and North Grammar School, 1947, Mercedes, Texas. From  

       The Bengal, 1947. 
 

South Elementary was also called the south side school, South Side Elementary, South 

Grammar School, South Ward, the English speaking school, Leon R. Graham Elementary, and 

School # 1 in school board minutes, newspaper articles, and school yearbooks.
661

  Although 
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many photographs of the south side elementary school exist, the photograph above of the north 

side elementary school was the only one located by the researcher. 

Early in 1950, an article appeared in The Mercedes Enterprise which addressed the issues 

of overcrowding in Mercedes schools.  The article said 123 students had enrolled in Mercedes 

schools on a single day in January.  According to the article, ―these children are residents of 

Mercedes who have been out of the Valley working with their parents and are just now returning 

to the Valley.‖
662

 The school district‘s answer to this problem was to go to half-day classes, since 

there were insufficient numbers of teachers and classrooms to accommodate all of the students.  

Superintendent Graham then stated that he would not be inclined to hire additional teachers just 

for the peak three months of January, February and March.  He further stated,  

The ideal solution would be to place all late entrants in rooms to themselves where they 

could begin together and go along together.  However, under present conditions most of 

them have to be placed in rooms with children who have already been in school for three 

or four months and are far ahead of the late registrants.
663

   
 

He was, of course, speaking about the migrant students, and the solution in later years in 

Mercedes would be to have a Migrant School where students were indeed separated from the rest 

and attended classes more hours per day than the regular students in order to ―catch up‖ on 

instructional time lost to the family‘s work patterns.  An article in the newspaper the following 

week gave the enrollment in Mercedes schools as having peaked at a total of 2,230 students.
664

   

 Mexican Americans were not the only group that was marginalized in Mercedes schools.  

Several African American families lived in the town, but as happened with other nearby Valley 

towns, the children were sent to special ―colored‖ schools in Weslaco, Edinburg or Harlingen.  

School board records show that the Mercedes children were bused through a commercial carrier, 
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the Valley Transit Company.  The item entered in the section ―Bills allowed and ordered Paid,‖ 

reads ―Transportation - 2 months - Negro pupils to Weslaco … [$] 25.40.‖
665

  African American 

children were forced to attend schools in Harlingen, Edinburg or Weslaco where they had caring 

teachers but limited instructional resources and facilities.
666

 

 Mr. de León, who was a barber in Brownsville and later in Mercedes, spoke about how 

African Americans were treated in the town.  He stated: 

We had nothing against them … we all needed to work and survive … one day one of 

them came in the shop and I sat him down and put the cloth around him, getting ready to 

cut his hair … but the other barber in there said, ‗No, we can‘t cut his hair; he has to 

leave,‘ and I asked him why and he said, ‗If we cut his hair here, we won‘t get any Anglo 

business, and we can‘t afford that.‘
667

 
 

Unfortunately, it was a matter of social levels, he explained.  ―The Anglos were on top, we 

[Mexican Americans] were next, and lowest were the African Americans.‖
668

 He said he felt bad 

when he thought about it now, but back then it was a matter of survival, and he had to feed his 

family, so he did what the other barber told him.
669

   

In 1956, a new brick campus was built in the north part of town to alleviate the 

overcrowded conditions at North Elementary.  This new campus was named Zachary Taylor 

Elementary School. In 1957, a brand new school was built in the south part of town which was 

named William B. Travis Elementary School.
670

  The old South Elementary School on Ohio 

Street was used for junior high students, and at one time was also used for migrant students.  Its 

name was changed to Graham Elementary then, and later was just called Graham School.  Taylor 
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School had almost one hundred percent Mexican American schoolchildren.  All the Anglo 

children now became zoned to attend Travis Elementary, although as before, some Mexican 

American children were allowed to attend.
671

   

Student enrollment records for each of the schools dating back to this time period are not 

available.  However, in reviewing newspaper articles listing honor roll students at the various 

schools in the district, certain patterns can be seen.  Table 4.4 shows a compilation of honor roll 

records as they appeared in an article in The Mercedes Enterprise in December of 1941.  This 

was prior to the building of the West, Taylor and Travis elementary schools. 

Table 4.4 Honor Roll Students in Mercedes Schools, By Surname, 1941 

     Total         Anglo  Mexican American 

Mercedes High School    21   17     4 

Mercedes Junior High School    39   18   21 

South Elementary     33   30     3 

North Elementary     30     0   30 

Source: ―Girls Lead Boys on Mercedes Honor Roll,‖ The Mercedes Enterprise, December 5, 

1941.    
 

Although it is possible that at North Elementary some Anglo students did not achieve the 

honor roll, it is more likely that none were even enrolled.  Several interviewees who attended 

North Elementary at this time say that they never saw an Anglo student enrolled while they were 

there.
672

  Almost ten years later, with the addition of another campus in Mercedes, that of West 

Elementary, many Mexican American students living on the south side of town were excluded 

from South Elementary school and sent to West Elementary. Arturo de la Cerda was one of the 
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interviewees who attended West Elementary.  He talked about attending the school and indicated 

that it was attended only by Mexican American schoolchildren. 

I started first grade at North Side Elementary School in 1948. After about 2 months there, 

I was transferred to West Elementary School. Kids who lived south of the railroad tracks 

(or Highway 83 which ran parallel) attended West Elementary or South Elementary 

School.
673

  
 

West Elementary was built in 1948 to help accommodate the Mexican American children who 

were overcrowding North Elementary as well as South Elementary.  According to Andy 

Martinez, whose younger siblings attended West Elementary, this school was considered a 

neighborhood school for Mexican American children living in the southwest part of town. 
674

 

There is no mention made in school board minutes as to where the children resided who attended 

West Elementary.  It is unknown whether they resided on the south side of town, the north side 

of town or the west side of town.   

There was a newspaper article in the September 5, 1950 edition of The Mercedes 

Enterprise which indicated that West Elementary opened in 1949, but had only the first three 

grades of students.  This school year, it stated, it would also have fourth, fifth and possibly sixth 

grade.  The article also said:  

All children who were in the third year at the West School last year will automatically 

comprise its fourth grade this year.  Those students who were sent to the fourth grade at 

the South School last year, will return to the West School and make up its fifth grade.
675

  
 

It did not say why those students, or at least some of them, could not just remain at South 

School, although we can speculate as to the reasons why.  Juanita Elena Peña recalls having to 

go to West Elementary.  ―I remember starting not knowing any English whatsoever … none … 
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when I went to school I thought I knew things but I didn‘t because everything was in English.‖
676

 

Juanita goes on to say that she picked up English rather quickly and became one of the better 

students, but she was not transferred to South Elementary after learning English, although she 

lived in that attendance zone at that time.
677

 

Table 4.5 shows that West Elementary, also known as South Vermont School for a while 

due to its location on South Vermont Street, did not appear to have any Anglo students on the 

honor roll list and likely did not have any enrolled at all, even though it was located on the south 

side of town.   

Table 4.5 Honor Roll Students in Mercedes Schools, By Surname, 1950 

     Total           Anglo   Mexican American 

Mercedes High School    17   11      6 

Mercedes Junior High School    40   24    16 

South Elementary     72   60    12 

West Elementary     37     0    37 

North Elementary     27     0    27 

Source: ―Honor Roll At Mercedes Schools Listed By Superintendent Graham,‖ The Mercedes 

Enterprise, December 21, 1950. 
 

 Not only with the students were the schools still showing segregation patterns, but also 

with the teachers assigned to the various campuses.  Table 4.6 was compiled using teacher lists 

submitted by the superintendent for school board approval of contracts for the 1953-1954 school 

year. The table follows below. 
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Table 4.6 Teacher Recommendations for the 1953 – 1954 School Year, By Surname 

     Total           Anglo  Mexican American 

Mercedes High School    20   20      0 

Mercedes Junior High School    10   10      0 

South Elementary     15   15      0 

West Elementary       9     5      4 

North Elementary     26    19      7 

Source: Mercedes School Board Minutes, April 9, 1953. 

The teachers‘ assigned campus was listed for the first time in the superintendent‘s list 

given to the school board. Previous lists did not include the assigned campus. It is possible that 

there were insufficient numbers of qualified Mexican American teachers when selecting staff 

from applicants.  It is also possible that from the few that were available, the superintendent and 

principals felt that they were more needed at West Elementary and at North Elementary where 

the Mexican American children were concentrated than they were at the other three Anglo-

majority campuses; or may have felt that they were not good enough to teach Anglo children.   

 Many of the Mercedes alumni interviewed attended North Elementary or West 

Elementary, but one attended South School for seven years in the 1950s.  He stated, 

Fortunately for me, South School was the school I attended, not because of income, but 

simply because I lived next to the school … this was the school where all the Anglos 

attended, as well as higher income Hispanics … my South School experiences were 

stressful, intimidating and frightening … I can never forget playing the game ‗follow the 

leader‘… everyone followed the leader and kissed Mrs. Crawford … when it was my 

turn, she seemed uncomfortable, and purposely moved … I felt … she did not want to be 

kissed by me …the other kids …made fun of me … I realized that Mrs. Crawford did not 

like me …
678
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When asked why he used the term, ―fortunately,‖ Dr. Rivera replied that everybody knew that 

the South School had the best teachers and nicest facilities.  In that sense, he was fortunate to be 

allowed to attend there.
679

 He further recalls when he moved up into junior high school and high 

school, calling it a ―cultural shock,‖
680

 because suddenly all of the district‘s children were 

together in one place.  He stated, ―It was my recollection that students from North Ward and 

West Ward were older and seemed educationally behind students from South School.‖
681

 He also 

remembers that many of those students from the North and West schools seemed to have 

speaking and reading problems.  He remembered seeing some of them one day, then suddenly 

being gone the next day, never to return.  He further added,  

I also remember the teachers and principals treating these students badly, having low 

tolerance, and expressing low expectations.  Many were ‗pushed‘ out of school, never 

reaching high school.
682

 
 

Another interviewee also told about his experiences when he went to junior high school 

and mingled with Anglo students for the first time.  He had attended North Elementary and West 

Elementary, and had not seen any Anglo students there. 

There was only one junior high school, (now called middle school), in Mercedes at that 

time. So Mexican American students and Anglo students attended the same junior high 

school together. For the first time, I experienced diversity in the classroom. There were 

middle class Mexican American students who lived in the more affluent neighborhoods 

in Mercedes. These kids had attended elementary school with Anglo kids, and some of 

them seemed to mingle with Anglo students more readily than us students who had never 

been in racially mixed classes. In retrospect, it occurs to me that the majority, if not all of 

these Mexican American students that assimilated more easily, could have passed for 

Anglos themselves. From my perspective, and it could differ from other Mexican 

American students who might see it otherwise, the Anglo students sat in the seats in the 

front of the classroom. The teachers seemed to be teaching primarily to them.
683
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There are several important points in this testimony.  This interviewee corroborates other data 

regarding the maintenance of a separate elementary school for Anglo schoolchildren in Mercedes 

for the first historical period.  The interviewee, who graduated from Mercedes High School in 

1960, realized that ―these Mexican American students that assimilated more easily could have 

passed for Anglos themselves.‖
684

  When he was asked what he meant by that, he responded that 

they dressed alike, spoke alike, and physically resembled Anglos.  In retrospect, as he explained, 

they were obviously from the same social class.
685

   

His last statement, ―The teachers seemed to be teaching primarily to them,‖
686

 is also 

striking in its similarity to what another interviewee expressed regarding his college education.  

Dr. Daniel Treviño recalls that when he attended Texas A & I University in Kingsville, Texas, in 

1981, he was told by some professors that he could not sit in the front rows of a classroom, 

because those seats were reserved.  After some weeks went by, Dr. Treviño realized that only 

Anglo students were permitted to sit in the front seats.
687

  The professors seemed to prefer to 

teach to the Anglo students, or at least tried to ensure that the Anglo students got the best seats in 

the classroom. The similarity of the experiences in different time periods and venues indicated 

that certain discriminatory practices, such as preferential treatment for certain student groups, 

endured for many years in a variety of educational situations. 

Part II.  Historical Period 1959 -1978 

 During this time period the presence of Mexican Americans in city government as well as 

on the Mercedes School Board became more evident.  For the first half century of the school 

district‘s existence, it was almost a hundred percent dominated by Anglos although there was a 
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large Mexican American community in town.  The Mexican Americans that lived in Mercedes in 

the first fifty years were not all agricultural laborers in the low socioeconomic class. There were 

quite a few that were middle class business owners.  In newspaper articles and in the school 

board minutes, as well as in the testimony given through the interviews, several prominent 

families had taken their place in civic affairs.  The García family to which Dr. Hector P. García 

belonged was large, and many of the uncles, cousins and other members were grocery store 

owners, pharmacy owners, and even owned a lumber company.  The Salinas family members 

were also grocery store owners; the Hinojosa family members had begun a meat market business 

that would eventually have them shipping meat products to European and Asian countries; and 

the Fernandez family members of Toluca Ranch were large landowners who had also begun to 

participate in city and school affairs.
688

   

 As mentioned earlier, as soon as Mr. Joaquín Fernández was elected to the school board 

in 1954 he began addressing the overcrowding issues and the poor facilities at North Elementary.  

The school board minutes for one of the meetings that same year said, ―It was brought to the 

attention of the Board by Mr. Fernández that immediate repairs were needed on the toilets, water 

fountains, and light fixtures at North Elementary School.‖ 
689

 Neither the minutes for that 

meeting nor subsequent meetings indicated that anything was done regarding repairs to the North 

Elementary school.  Unfortunately, in 1955 Mr. Fernández relocated to New Mexico, and he 

resigned from the school board.
690

  He was replaced by another Mexican American, and in 1961, 

a third Mexican American was elected to the school board, so that the school board members that 

year were Rudy Salinas, Elvira Hinojosa, J.A. Fernández, Dr. Lawrence Cox, Mrs. Jean Lauder, 

                                                           
688

 Minutes, 1908 – 1958.  Also Mercedes News, Mercedes Tribune, The Mercedes Enterprise, 1921 – 1958.  
689

 Minutes, November 10, 1954. 
690

 Ibid., March 9, 1955 and October 12, 1955. 



 

221 
 

F. G. Knapp and Curtis Reagan.
691

  The strength in numbers now helped to put pressure on the 

school district to address needs at not only North Elementary, but also at West Elementary which 

had been opened to alleviate some of the overcrowding at both North Elementary and South 

Elementary.
692

 

In 1961, Mr. Liborio Hinojosa, representing the North Elementary P.T.A., attended a 

board meeting where he called attention to the poor conditions at North Elementary.  ―He 

requested that an investigation be made of the play grounds, and condition of the buildings.  

Some very old, and in need of repairs … The chair appointed [a] … committee to investigate the 

grounds and buildings.‖
693

  In July of 1961, the board minutes said, ―Report of committee 

appointed by School Board President, to investigate complaints and conditions at North 

Elementary School buildings and grounds.  The committee was given more time to continue their 

work.‖
694

  There was no more mention of this matter until the November, 1961, board meeting 

when Mr. Cernosek, the superintendent, presented a report on the improvements made at North 

Elementary school.  The minutes said:  

Considerable discussion followed, centering on the report [brought by superintendent 

Cernosek] of the hot water and shower facilities and the girl‘s restroom facilities.  Mr. 

Salinas [board member] stated that he had visited North Elementary the morning of the 

meeting and did not find the report to be completely accurate.
695

  
 

In effect, board member Mr. Salinas called Mr. Cernosek‘s veracity into question. It undoubtedly 

caused a stir at the meeting. Mr. Salinas then went on to bring up another matter at North 

Elementary of a needed fence.  Other board members then suggested that the P.T.A. at North 
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might wish to furnish the fence.
696

  In reading the excerpt from the minutes above, another 

question that arises is: Why would shower facilities be needed at an elementary school?  It brings 

to mind Arnoldo de León‘s assertion in They Called Them Greasers that Anglos frequently 

viewed Mexican Americans as ―dirty.‖
697

  

Mr. Hinojosa became well-known in the community for asking the school board and the 

superintendent a lot of questions about the facilities and the instructional programs for Mexican 

Americans. Angel Noé González relates that his family lived in Edinburg until his mother passed 

away.  Since they were related to the Hinojosa family, he and his siblings went to live in 

Mercedes, where he found out how influential the Hinojosa family was. Mr. González explained 

that had he remained in Edinburg he would have been retained in the seventh grade.  Apparently 

the Hinojosa family insisted on the González children being placed with the best teachers. He 

stated that:  

The Hinojosa family was very big and so they pushed and they... I think that they 

influenced where I ended up as far as 8-1s because I got there in June and by September, 

I was in that top class. There were only two Hispanics in that class, R. A. Champion and 

myself. We were the only two in that particular class and we had the best in teachers.
698

 
 

Since Angel González graduated in 1948, his junior high years would have been from 1942 to 

1944.  He later stated that his eighth-grade teacher was Miss Alma Whatley, who by that time 

was considered the best English teacher in junior high.
699

  

In March of 1962, a building committee was established which made further 

recommendations on North and Taylor Elementary improvements, requesting that frame portable 
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buildings be moved out and replaced with brick classrooms.
700

 In May of 1962, the portable 

buildings had still not been moved.  In October of 1962, board member Mr. Salinas who was a 

member of the building committee reported that not much had been accomplished as yet at North 

Elementary.
701

  Finally in December of 1962, the superintendent reported that new rooms were 

almost ready at North and Taylor Elementary, but Mr. Hinojosa brought a report from the 

building committee that said that the pipes in the new restrooms had been left exposed, and that 

light fixtures had not been put into the specifications as requested.
702

  In April of 1962, Mr. 

Liborio Hinojosa, active North Elementary parent and P.T.A. member, was elected to the school 

board.
703

  With three Mexican American board members, the Mexican American community was 

becoming more active in voicing its concerns over the schools their children attended. 

There was also discontent on the part of the school board regarding the high number of 

failures at the high school during the first six weeks of school in the 1961-1962 school year, and 

the principal Mr. Fitzgerald was asked to give a report.  After showing up to 52% failing rates in 

various classes, he cited the reasons for the failures as the following:  

1. Indifference of students – family problems;  

2. Migratory problem – have not been in attendance regularly leading up to failure;  

3. Achievement level of student;  

4. Instructional program.
704

  
 

The highest failure rate at the junior high was in science at 69% failing.  In 1938, when Leon R. 

Graham conducted his study of the Mercedes ISD, the failure rate for Mexican Americans in the 

elementary grades had been 42% compared to the failure rate for Anglos which was 4%.  The 

failure rates that Mr. Fitzgerald was reporting for junior high and high school students in 1962 
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were actually worse than those in 1938.
705

  The reasons for failure at the junior high were given 

to be the same as those at the high school.  The board minutes only stated then that there was 

additional discussion regarding the high failure rate, but no recommendations or solutions were 

stated in the minutes.
706

  Although the numbers are not broken down by ethnicity, the mention of 

the migratory problem indicates that many Mexican Americans were in the failing group, 

because Anglo students rarely migrated at that time.   

When several interviewees were asked how they were performing academically in high 

school, and whether any administrators, teachers or counselors had ever encouraged them to 

attend college, some interviewees explained that they were not particularly goal-oriented and 

they had previously not even considered attending college.  One interviewee explained what 

made a difference for him when he got in trouble with his typing teacher one day and was told to 

bring his parents to school to talk to the principal. 

My parents did not speak English, so they were not able to meet with the principal. 

Luckily for me, my Aunt Eva was pretty proficient in English and went to talk to the 

principal, and I was allowed back in school the next day. That may have been the turning 

point for me. I didn‘t want to let my aunt down. She showed an interest in my graduating 

from high school. My mom also was pretty adamant that all four of her kids should stay 

in school and graduate…I seriously believe that if any one of the teachers or the career 

counselor would have taken an interest in me and encouraged me to enroll in college and 

shown me a way to apply for loans or grants, I would have probably gone that route. 

Instead, I went in the Army and left for basic training the month after graduation.
707

  
 

Another interviewee, Andrés Martínez, told about finding out that he had not been signed 

up for English IV as a senior, and going to the counselor to ask her about it. He stated: 
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I remember that a friend of mine who was the Valedictorian, Oscar Castillo…he got 

English IV, and I didn‘t, and Oscar and I had been in a lot of classes together, and I went 

and talked to the counselor, you know, … how come I didn‘t have English IV? ... and I 

was told … you‘re not going to go to college, so you don‘t need it, so … you know, when 

you graduate you can join the service … and I took it I guess as gospel, … cause I didn‘t 

get it, so I didn‘t take it.
708

 
 

Andrés never took English IV, but when his friend Oscar went to enroll at Pan American College 

after graduation, he tagged along since he had nothing better to do that day.  He walked around 

the registration tables with his friend, collected class cards, then went home and told his parents 

he needed some money to register.  He did indeed go to college, became a teacher and 

administrator, served as superintendent of two districts in the Rio Grande Valley, and completed 

his Doctor of Education in August of 2011 at the University of Texas - Pan American.
709

 

The faculty and staff at the Mercedes schools in the 1963-1964 school year had a 

sprinkling of Mexican Americans, but at the junior high and high school the staff was almost a 

hundred percent Anglo.  The two exceptions at the high school were Mr. Raymundo Hernández, 

an Algebra teacher, and Mr. Lauro Saldaña, an agriculture education teacher.  The school 

principals were all Anglo, with Mr. N.K. Fitzgerald as high school principal, Mr. H.N. Browning 

as junior high principal, Mr. E.R. Broughton as principal at Taylor Elementary on the north side, 

Mr. R.W. Jones as principal of North Elementary, Mr. H.D. Wallace as principal of West 

Elementary, and Mr. Jim Collins as principal of Travis Elementary. The only Mexican American 

district staff member was Mr. A.P. Solis, who was Census Director for the district and also a 

teacher at Travis.
710

 

There was evidence that although the staff was Anglo, they recognized that Mexican 

American schoolchildren‘s needs had not always been met very well by the school district.  In 
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the 1963 annual report of the superintendent to the Board of Trustees, Mr. Cernosek ―presented a 

resume of ‗Where We Stand.‘ ‖
711

  He enumerated various points, including a commitment to 

―education for all children, regardless of variance in abilities.‖
712

 According to the report, 

uniform testing of all Mercedes schoolchildren had been undertaken, and the students‘ abilities 

and achievements identified, ―which assists in placement of students and planning of future 

program.‖
713

 Importantly, a program for ―Bi-lingual students has been introduced and a complete 

curriculum guide developed.‖
714

  The enrollment was reported as having reached 3,689 that 

year.
715

 

  In January of 1963, Superintendent Cernosek‘s contract was not renewed even though he 

stated his willingness to take a $2,400 pay cut.
716

  Then in February of that year, the 

superintendent re-assigned the principal from North Elementary to West Elementary, an action 

which appeared to galvanize community members into opposing groups.  Petitions were 

presented and letters were written to the newspaper for publication, but the principal‘s re-

assignment stood.
717

  At the March meeting, Mr. Cernosek asked the board to clarify his status, 

since his contract had not been renewed in January.  The board met in executive session and 

narrowly renewed his contract for three years.
718

  Perhaps not surprisingly, in June of that year 

Mr. Cernosek resigned to take a superintendency in San Antonio.
719

  The June 18, 1963 board 

minutes show that the board accepted his resignation and also included the following interesting 

statement, ―Mr. Villanueva, Mr. Hinojosa and Mr. Salinas requested that the minutes reflect that 
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they deny the implications in an open letter appearing in The Mercedes Enterprise, and that none 

of their actions were on the basis of a racial question.‖
720

  

According to one interviewee, the transfer of the principal at North Elementary to West 

Elementary had been seen by some community members as a form of retaliation on the part of 

the school board for perceived wrongs that the principal had committed at North Elementary.  

Those ―wrongs‖ were largely based on insensitivity or lack of caring for the North Elementary 

Mexican American students, failure to secure needed campus repairs, and a failure to adequately 

respond to parental or community concerns.
721

 However, some persons apparently felt that the 

board had gone too far in transferring the principal who was well-liked by some teachers at 

North Elementary.
722

  One teacher had written an ―Open Letter‖ to the local newspaper 

indicating her perceptions of the problem.  The letter in question had appeared in the June 13, 

1963 edition of The Mercedes Enterprise and stated: 
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A house divided cannot stand.  These words spoken one hundred years ago are more 

applicable today than ever before in the history of our country. 

 

We all deplore the race violence in Birmingham, Alabama; we have all raised our voices 

in protest of unfairness whenever and wherever it reared its ugly head.  But what are we 

doing about it in our own City of Mercedes. 

 

It has been brought to my attention that we have the start of a racial problem in our City.  

Our school board may have, in the past, discriminated against certain people, not because 

of the individual but because of ethnic origin.  Now that we have elected a school board 

composed of three Anglo Americans and four Latin Americans, prejudice and unfairness 

is again raising its ugly head.  You may have read the article printed last week in the 

Enterprise, about the action of the school board in moving a principal from one school to 

another. 

 

Friends, that may be only the beginning of the fulfillment of pledges made by certain 

candidates for the school board prior to last April when they were elected.  It was stated 

then, and by them, that they would run the ―Anglos‖ from our schools.  I sincerely beg 

the board to discontinue their campaign promises when they have no reason other than 

race to show partiality.  It is and always has been my philosophy and that of my friends 

and neighbors that if we need 100 teachers and principals to teach our children and the 

most qualified 100 are of the same ethnic origin, that those should be employed. 

 

Mr. President and other members of the school board, I beg of you to follow the 

American philosophy and do not fire or move any of our educators for hate or race alone.  

A house divided cannot stand. 

    (Signed)     Teresa Torres
723

 

The letter was notarized and submitted to the newspaper as a paid advertisement. The letter 

seems to indicate that some community members were beginning to worry about the 

development of reversed racial or ethnic issues now with the inclusion of Mexican American 

members on the Mercedes school board.   

When the new superintendent was chosen, it was Mr. N.K. Fitzgerald, who was 

previously the high school principal.
724

 It is unknown whether the letter influenced the school 

board to choose an Anglo superintendent to disprove their alleged reverse-racism, or whether the 

board simply selected the best candidate for the job.  School board minutes for that time period 
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do not indicate who the other applicants for the position of superintendent were, so no 

comparison of qualifications can be made.   The minutes did indicate that preference for hiring a 

superintendent would be given to candidates already employed with the school district.
725

  That 

summer, the board instructed the new superintendent to investigate accelerated programs for 

migrants as well as the establishment of a vocational training program.
726

 

 Mr. Fitzgerald recommended a Mexican American principal for North Elementary in 

1964, Mr. Salvador Barrón. All the other principals were Anglo that year.  In fact, up until that 

year, all school principals in the Mercedes ISD had been Anglo.
727

  That year, the North 

Elementary P.T.A. requested that the school‘s name be changed to John F. Kennedy Elementary. 

The request was taken to the board and approved in February of 1964.
728

  Mr. Fitzgerald, as 

promised, applied for and received approval for the summer school non-English speaking 

program.  He also made other changes, such as using numerical figures on the junior high and 

high school report cards to replace the letter grades that had been used previously.
729

  During his 

tenure, he steadily began to employ more and more Mexican American teachers, although the 

high school continued to have predominantly Anglo teachers, with 32 Anglo and 3 Mexican 

American teachers in 1966.
730

  He also researched and proposed several programs to the board 

including the Mercedes Literacy Program wherein volunteer workers would teach English to 

Spanish speaking adults free of charge.
731

  The Vocational Act of 1963 had been passed, and the 

board gave Mr. Fitzgerald approval to implement a vocational office practice program to train 

girls for secretarial work, and to obtain federal funds for a student work program that would help 
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students who might otherwise drop out because of economic hardship.
732

  A Migrant School was 

established in 1965 and the principal became Mr. David González who had been a teacher at 

Kennedy Elementary.
733

  The Head Start Program which was federally funded was also 

undertaken in Mercedes during his superintendency, and he was able to take advantage of other 

federal and state funding opportunities in construction to build the newest high school which is 

still in use today.
734

 

 In April of 1965, the school board members were now four Mexican Americans and three 

Anglos, once again establishing a majority for Mexican Americans.
735

  However, the school 

board decisions made during this time period do not indicate that the groups voted unilaterally 

for every decision.  There are numerous instances where one or two Mexican Americans agreed 

on the vote with the Anglo members of the board, and the opposite was also true many times.
736

  

The decisions appear to have been made based on each member‘s perspective and interests, and 

not on racially or ethnically divided lines.  Many modernizations were made during this time 

period, including going from a manual card-system of inventorying school property to a 

computerized method.  At that time, the only way to do that was through the use of the IBM 

system at one of the banks in Brownsville, since computer time had to be shared.
737

  The passage 

of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 also impacted the Mercedes school 

district greatly, setting up many federally funded programs including bilingual education, 

migrant education, pre-school for economically disadvantaged students, and state compensatory 

funding for ―at-risk‖ students.  In February of 1966, twenty-three teacher aides were hired in the 
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school district for the first time through the use of federal monies.
738

  By April of 1966, forty-

three teacher aides had been employed to work in the 1966 – 1967 school year.
739

 An Adult 

Migrant Program was also begun with a budget of $91,139 which helped adults learn English as 

well as complete high school certificates; and in 1968 a migrant program for pre-schoolers was 

also begun.  In 1967, the high school computerized their student scheduling process for the first 

time by using the First National Bank of Brownsville‘s computers.
740

   

In May of 1968, Mr. Fitzgerald and board member Mr. Gilberto Domínguez reported to 

the board on their attendance at the National Conference on Educational Opportunities for 

Mexican Americans.  It was recommended that various board members as well as school 

principals visit the neighboring school districts of McAllen and Edinburg, and possibly even 

Laredo, with bilingual instructional programs in the elementary schools.  It was also moved and 

approved to initiate a pilot program in bilingual instruction in the Mercedes school district.
741

  

That same year, Edcouch-Elsa high school students had a ―Walk-Out‖ to protest school district 

segregation and discriminatory practices against Mexican American students.
742

  Although The 

Mercedes Enterprise gave it no publicity, the Mercedes community and school officials 

undoubtedly discussed the implications.  Many Mercedes high school students of the time said 

they had never heard of it, and others said they found out about it later in their college classes.
743

  

Monte Churchill, who was a high school teacher at the time, said in his interview that 

school leaders of that time period had a clear understanding that changes needed to occur.  He 

stated: 

                                                           
738

 Ibid., February 8, 1966. 
739

 Ibid., April 12, 1966. 
740

 Ibid., February 14, 1967 and January 9, 1968. 
741

 Ibid., May 14, 1968. 
742

 Guajardo and Guajardo, 501-526. 
743

 Howell, Martínez, and Buenrostro, interviews. 



 

232 
 

[They] … understood that things had to be done, that the federal government was not 

going to allow it [segregation]; there was, in the midst of all this too, and you probably 

remember this, there were, like in Edcouch-Elsa, the famous walkouts of the students, … 

a lot of civil rights activities, a lot of things going on, but we didn‘t have it in Mercedes, 

we really didn‘t, and I trace it back to the fact that we had some really capable leaders, I 

guess.
744

 
 

In Mr. Churchill‘s estimation, the Mercedes school officials were well aware of the needs of 

Mexican Americans and that they had to address the needs of this group of students.  The 

activities outlined in school board minutes of that time indicate that efforts were made to finally 

address the concerns of Mexican American community members regarding the facilities of the 

three elementary schools that were exclusively attended by Mexican American children.
745

  

However, the Mexican American community still accepted the residential apartheid that existed. 

Doing something about the separation required a paradigm shift that Mercedes townspeople were 

apparently not quite ready to undertake.   

One interviewee, Olga Benítez, who attended North Elementary as a child, was asked 

whether she thought that segregation existed in the school district.  She replied:  

No, I don‘t think there was segregation.  I attended North because I lived near the school. 

When I went to junior high and high school we were all there, Anglos and Mexicans … 

no, Mercedes did not segregate.
746

  
 

Olga never questioned why there were no Anglo children at North Elementary, because 

after all, ―They just didn‘t live around there, so why would they go to North?‖
747

  The 

community‘s acceptance of the status quo persisted until the 1970s, when the awareness level 

was raised due to civil rights protests publicized in the newspapers and seen on television.
748
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 Mercedes school officials were apparently very cognizant of potential disruptions and 

problems arising from the influence of the civil rights unrest in Edcouch-Elsa, Texas, in 

November of 1968; in Crystal City, Texas, in November of 1969; and in East Los Angeles in 

1968.
749

  In November of 1970, the school district adopted a ―Disruptions Policy‖ that outlined 

the district‘s view of student disruptions and the consequences of any occurring in the district.  

The policy stated:  

Duplicated, written, or printed materials, handbills, photographs, pictures, films, tapes or 

other visual or auditory materials shall not be sold, circulated, or distributed on or 

adjacent to the premises of any school in the Mercedes Independent School District … 

deliberate attempts to create disorder and disruptions of the school processes will not be 

condoned and persons attempting such actions will be treated according to law.
750

 
 

The disruptions at the Edcouch-Elsa High School in November of 1968, although that district 

was only five miles from Mercedes, had not been publicized in The Mercedes Enterprise.  A 

review of the Mercedes weekly editions around the time of the incident did not reveal a single 

news story of the event.
751

  However, the Harlingen newspaper, The Valley Morning Star, 

published several sensational photographs and headlines of the event in their November 15, 1968 

edition.
752

 With the civil rights protests continuing to occur nationwide, it appears that school 

officials feared that a similar incident might occur at the Mercedes schools and wanted to ensure 

that policy existed to support their response to such an incident. 

 In March of 1971, an incident occurred at the Mercedes High School in which a foreign 

language teacher was suspended by the principal, Mr. Emmett Albright, because she allegedly 
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was instigating student disruptions, specifically within the Mexican American student body.
753

  

Mrs. Ursula Moore allegedly told her students that she would not be returning the next year 

because the principal thought she was ―being too friendly with Latin American, or ‗Chicano‘ 

students.‖
754

 When she was suspended, she filed a grievance which was heard at a special 

meeting of the board on March 8, 1971.  Various high school teachers testified that Mrs. Moore‘s 

students had told them that they might have a ―walk-out‖ in protest to her treatment by the 

principal. Mrs. Moore said that she had not been aware of the unrest described by the other 

teachers and that at most, some students had told her they would start a petition.  Mrs. Moore 

also said that when she was first hired, the principal, Mr. Albright, had told her to ―beware of the 

Mexicans; they are destructive; they come from a savage culture.‖
755

 There were also allegations 

that the principal and the superintendent had tapped her telephone and had been monitoring her 

telephone conversations.  The grievance hearing ended when the superintendent asked the board 

to uphold his recommendation to terminate Mrs. Moore‘s contract based on insubordinate 

conduct, and they approved it.
756

 This incident is included here to illustrate that some of the high 

school students were aware of walkouts and other forms of student protest at this point in time, 

and that the school officials, especially the high school principal, must have been worried about 

similar incidents occurring in Mercedes.  The truth of the allegations made at the grievance 

hearing is unknown, but it is evident that some tension was present in the district at this time 

regarding the relationship between Anglos and Mexican Americans in the district.  

At the regular board meeting in March of 1971, the ―No Spanish‖ rule in Mercedes was 

finally changed.  Policy 5131 had stipulated that ―all students be required to speak the English 
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language while in attendance at school.‖ The verb in that phrase was changed from ―required‖ to 

―requested.‖
757

 At that same meeting, the school board president, Mr. Joe Bono, announced that 

he had received a letter from the superintendent, Mr. Fitzgerald, tendering his resignation.  Mr. 

Fitzgerald was asked to reconsider, and he agreed to table his decision until April, possibly to 

await the results of the newest board election.
758

  In April, he once again asked the board to 

accept his resignation which the board did on a 5/2 vote.  He did not explain his reasons for 

resigning.
759

  

The board immediately began interviewing candidates and two months later, in June of 

1971, a new superintendent was hired, the first Mexican American superintendent in Mercedes 

and one of the first in the Rio Grande Valley.  Mr. Lauro R. Guerra took over his duties as 

superintendent of Mercedes schools on July 13, 1971.
760

  Almost immediately, Mr. Guerra 

named Mr. Martín Peña as the first Hispanic principal of Mercedes High School.
761

 

 Mr. Lauro R. Guerra came to Mercedes just in time to implement a desegregation order.  

In November of 1970, Judge William Wayne Justice had ordered the Texas Education Agency 

(TEA) to assume responsibility for desegregating Texas public schools.
762

 The desegregation 

order targeted African American schoolchildren in East Texas school districts, but the order was 

written instructing TEA to ensure that desegregation was carried out statewide.  In addition, the 

federal funding under the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 that had been 

accepted by school districts across Texas also included stipulations that equal educational 

opportunities be provided to all schoolchildren regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, and physical 
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handicaps.
763

  According to his widow Imelda, Superintendent Guerra was well aware that 

Mercedes was segregated.  Several interviewees also indicated that South School and later Travis 

Elementary was the ―Anglo‖ school.
764

 Superintendent Guerra decided that the time had come to 

end the residential segregation.   

His widow, Imelda Fernández Guerra recalls the events of that time very clearly.  She 

states: 

In 1971, my husband, Lauro Guerra, became the Superintendent of Schools.  During his 

first year as superintendent (1971-72) the school district was notified by the U.S. Office 

of Civil Rights that the district had been placed under court order to desegregate the 

schools.  The school administration‘s answer was to create single-line campuses.  This 

means that instead of neighborhood schools there were only one or two grades per 

campus at the elementary level.  In response to this action, some families sent their 

children to schools in neighboring communities.  The implementation of the single-line 

campus design continued until about 1999, when Jesús Gándara became the new 

superintendent of schools.
765

 
 

In this quotation, Mrs. Guerra states that some children were sent to other schools.  According to 

interviewee Juanita Elena Peña, ―I didn‘t see or didn‘t meet any Anglo students until I got to 

junior high. I knew that a lot of the Anglo students were in private school, in the Lutheran school 

[up to eighth grade], so those I didn‘t even get to meet until I was in high school.‖
766

 There were 

several private schools of a religious nature in Mercedes, including the Lutheran school and the 

Catholic school.
767

 Pictures of a group of children attending the Lutheran elementary school from 

that time period show all Anglo children with one Mexican American child.
768
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Mr. Monte Churchill, another interviewee who served as principal under Mr. Guerra, also 

recalls this time period. He says that he did not know it at the time, but all the Valley schools had 

been placed under a discrimination or desegregation order by the federal court in Baltimore, 

―because of the fact that in almost every school district in the Valley there was at least one Anglo 

elementary school and all the rest were Hispanic.‖
769

 That type of school district situation was 

pretty common in the Valley at that time, according to Mr. Churchill, who goes on to say: 

And Mr. Guerra being kind of…groundbreaking in many ways, said, ‗Okay, we‘ve got a 

Migrant School over here, I‘m going to do something, I‘m going to try one school, 

single-line attendance, and it‘ll all be sixth grade,‘…and that‘s the school that I inherited 

the first time; I became the principal, and I didn‘t know it at the time, but it was a kind of 

guinea pig type of situation to see how it worked meshing all the elementary kids from all 

over Mercedes coming in from, I guess, four or five elementaries, into one campus, and I 

had that that first year.
770

 
 

According to Mr. Churchill, Mr. Guerra orchestrated the change from residential elementary 

schools to single-line campuses with great finesse and caused the minimum amount of reaction 

from the community.  He did not change all of the school campuses to single line attendance 

schools all at once.  He started with the sixth grade campus at Graham Elementary, then by 

1973-1974, he converted the rest of the elementary schools into single-line attendance 

campuses.
771

  At that time there were four other elementary campuses, so that West Elementary 

housed the kindergarten students, Travis had the third and fourth graders, Kennedy became first 

and second, and Taylor became the fifth grade campus.  Mr. Churchill goes on to say that the 

community ―didn‘t riot when we changed everything, because he did it in a very smooth way; he 

did it to show that if it works for sixth grade it certainly will work for the lower grades as 

well.‖
772
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 A look at honor roll lists as shown in Table 4.7 shows a more balanced picture of student 

populations of both ethnicities after the creation of the single-line campuses and complete 

integration.  The small numbers of Anglo students in grades three through six may indicate that 

some parents had placed their children in other schools, such as the Lutheran elementary school, 

rather than allow their children to be bused across town to another school.  However, this is 

uncertain due to a lack of sufficient data. 

Table 4.7 Honor Roll Students in Mercedes Schools, By Surname, 1974 

     Total          Anglo  Mexican American 

Mercedes High School    54   23    31 

Mercedes Junior High School    79   11    68 

Graham Elementary (6
th

 grade)   29     4    25 

Taylor Elementary (5
th

 grade)    24     2    22 

Travis Elementary (3
rd

 & 4
th

 grade)   81   13    68 

Kennedy (grades 1
st
 and 2

nd
) and West (grades PK-K) did not report honor rolls. 

Source: ―Fifth Six Weeks Honor Roll List Is Released by Mercedes School District Officials,‖ 

The Mercedes Enterprise, May 16, 1974. 

 

Mr. Churchill always greatly admired Mr. Guerra, and said that he served as his role 

model when Mr. Churchill became an administrator, saying, ―he was really a master at doing 

things and breaking down old barriers and doing it in a way that everybody liked it and thought it 

was their idea.‖
773

  A review of news stories in The Mercedes Enterprise for those years reveals 

that several meetings were held to explain the changes to the community, and there were no 

overt objections to the changes recorded.
774

  However, Mrs. Guerra did indicate that although 

some Anglo families may not have objected in a public forum, they did quietly take their 
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children out of Mercedes public schools and either enrolled them in private schools or sent them 

to neighboring school districts and willingly paid the extra tuition to do so.
775

  Efforts by Mr. 

Guerra to increase understanding are evidenced by the attendance of the superintendent, several 

of the district‘s administrators, and some board members at a Cultural Awareness Seminar for 

School Executives in Corpus Christi in July of 1971.
776

 

 As indicated by the minutes and Mr. Churchill‘s testimony, the reorganization of the 

elementary campuses proceeded fairly smoothly, and the most pressing problems then became 

the students‘ adherence to the dress code, and the increasing problem of drugs and alcohol in the 

school district.  In many of the school board minutes of the 1970s, dress code violations became 

prominent features, especially as regarding the boys‘ hair length.  Several student grievances 

were heard, but the school district‘s dress code was always upheld.  Other concerns continued to 

be the high failure rates of students, especially in junior high and high school.  At this time, 

students were regularly administered tests such as the Iowa Test of Basic Skills, and based on 

these results, students were categorized as belonging to an A group, a B group, and a C group, 

which indicated their achievement and aptitude levels.  Class scheduling took these groupings 

into account, and tracking of students was firmly established.  Although technically students 

could change from a basic or vocational track to a college preparatory track, it did not happen 

often.
777

  Students had been categorized and tracked since the early 1900s, and this system was 

firmly entrenched and had become a paradigm that was difficult to change. With the availability 

of federal monies and under the requirements of the Bilingual Education Act, the bilingual 

program continued to expand in the school district.  In 1972, as part of the reorganization of the 

district, Mr. Guerra also decided to dismantle the Migrant School at Graham School and turn that 
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campus into a sixth grade campus.  All the migrant students would be placed on their respective 

elementary campuses to be served there.
778

  That year, two more elementary campuses were 

headed by Mexican American principals, Mr. Israel Garza at Kennedy Elementary (the old North 

Elementary campus), and Mr. Alex Estrada was made principal at West Elementary School.
779

 In 

February of 1973, the junior high school principal became Mr. Genaro Rodríguez, and an 

Elementary Curriculum Director position was created to help with all the new programs created 

through the new federal Title funds. This position was held by Mr. Jesús García, Jr.
780

  

The reorganization of the elementary schools, or the complete integration of all schools in 

the Mercedes School District, was not completely in place until the 1973-1974 school year and 

subsequent years.  It included the busing of students to any campus as needed.  Dr. Daniel 

Treviño recalls that ―that year we were bused to Taylor, and it was quite interesting because we 

met students that we had never seen before.‖
781

 Before the forced integration and single-line 

campuses, one elementary school in Mercedes was the ―Anglo school.‖
782

 Dr. Treviño states 

that, ―I couldn‘t see it then, but now I could, that the students going to Travis Elementary 

perhaps were a little more affluent than the students going to West Elementary.‖
783

 Various 

interviewees expressed the same idea, that the segregation that occurred in Mercedes was based 

both on place of residence and on socio-economic status.  The students who attended South 

Elementary, and later Travis Elementary when it was built to replace South, were of the middle 

or upper class.  The segregation was not as based on ethnicity as it was based on class.
784

 

Because the reorganization required the purchase of additional school buses, the hiring of extra 
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teachers, special teacher training, and the expansion of existing campus facilities; the district 

applied for and received over three million dollars in grant money through the Emergency 

School Aid Act (ESAA) available funds.
785

   

Mr. Monte Churchill describes the grant that was written to help in the desegregation 

process and in which he participated as writer and later as director of the programs. He says: 

Yes, it would cost money and so I helped along with several people in the Mercedes 

school district at that time, and Mr. [Martin] Peña was one of the people writing that, Mr. 

Alex Solis, who was later a principal in the district, and myself; we wrote a grant and 

received, I want to say, about three and a half or four million dollars, in three different 

areas:  one was in Reading and Math, K through 12; and one was bilingual; and one was 

what they called a pilot program, to study the pre-kindergarten language dominance of 

students coming into the pre-kindergartener program; to have appropriate testing because 

at that point in time, the testing was very weak in determining language dominance; so 

Mr. Guerra said, give up the principalship now and take that over; to run three different 

programs, three million dollars; and I said, ‗Okay,‘ …little did I know I was becoming 

the first Anglo Bilingual Director in the Valley.
786

 
 

Mr. Churchill describes how they signed on Dr. Ralph Carlson from the University of Texas Pan 

American, as well as with the Psychological Testing Corporation out of New York City and with 

the assistance of some educational diagnosticians, they developed an assessment instrument to 

determine a child‘s language dominance that was later adopted by the Texas Education Agency.  

The district used the assessment to determine which children needed Bilingual Education and 

what program specifics would address the child‘s needs.
787

 

 In 1974, one of the Mercedes school board members, Mr. Rubén Hinojosa, was elected 

President of the Mexican American School Board Members Association (MASBMA).  This 

organization had been founded in 1970 by José A. Cárdenas, superintendent of the Edgewood 

Independent School District in San Antonio partly as a result of the desegregation and 

discrimination issues that school district had experienced.  In Texas in the early 1970s, only 
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about 4 percent, or 400, of the state‘s 10,000 school board members in 1,400 school districts 

were Mexican American.  In December of 1973, the organization incorporated with the financial 

support of the National Education Task Force de la Raza with the intent to promote educational 

opportunities for all public school children.
788

  Membership in the organization was open to any 

board members whose school districts had a large percentage of minority students.  In 1975, 

MASBMA sponsored a conference on the educational needs of Hispanic students.  The 

organization actively sought to implement the United States Civil Rights Commission‘s report 

Toward Quality Education for Mexican Americans. Together with the Intercultural Development 

Research Association (IDRA) of San Antonio, it trained Mexican American board members 

across the state in developing effective leadership.  Other notable members of the organization 

were Gus L. García, Alicia Chacón, Frank Madla and José Angel Gutiérrez, the founder of the 

Raza Unida Party.  The organization existed until 1992 when lack of funding caused its 

demise.
789

 

 Mercedes board member Rubén Hinojosa actively promoted membership in the 

MASBMA for his fellow board members in the Mercedes ISD.  In February of 1974, the school 

board minutes reflect that Mr. Hinojosa and Mr. Villanueva had attended a meeting of 

MASBMA and they were enthusiastic about the efforts the organization was making to promote 

equal educational opportunities for Mexican American schoolchildren.  The board approved a 

motion to join the organization as a group, however, two board members, Mr. Jack Schwarz and 

Mrs. Lucile Schwarz, declined saying they wanted to read the organization‘s constitution first.
790

  

In the April 9, 1974 school board meeting, Mr. Hinojosa reviewed the MASBMA constitution 

                                                           
788

 Teresa Palomo Acosta, “Mexican American School Board Members Association,” Handbook of Texas 
Online, http://www.tshaonnline.org/handbook/online/articles/kam01 (accessed on May 20, 2011). 

789
 Ibid. 

790
 Minutes, February 12, 1974. 

http://www.tshaonnline.org/handbook/online/articles/kam01


 

243 
 

and by-laws.  Newly elected school board member W.C. Ross III, who had replaced Jack 

Schwarz, said that ―in his experience with state organizations, each one founded tended to 

weaken those in existence, and he questioned whether this might happen in this instance.‖
791

 The 

Mercedes board voted to join the MASBMA on a trial basis for one year.  As the only dissenting 

vote, Mrs. Schwarz voted not to join the association because she felt that the purpose of the 

organization had not been clarified to her and she requested that her $50 membership fee not be 

submitted.
792

  This board incident is included here to show that some Anglo school board 

members in Mercedes, such as Mr. Ross and Mr. Savarino, were willing to support efforts to 

provide equal educational opportunities to Mexican American students through Mexican 

American organizations, but some Anglo members such as Mrs. Schwarz were not convinced it 

was necessary. 

Some community input regarding this board meeting was given in The Mercedes 

Enterprise in the April 9, 1974 edition.
793

  A local pastor, Rev. Sumerlin, wrote a letter to the 

editor wherein he declared that the MASBMA organization was ―purposeless.‖
794

 He protested 

the use of school district taxpayers‘ money to pay for membership in an organization such as the 

Mexican American School Board Members Association.  A month later
795

 an answering letter to 

the editor was posted, written by Gus L. García, an Austin Mexican American city leader who 

was known for civil rights activism.
796

 In his response, Mr. Garcia stated that the MASBMA 

organization‘s purpose was clearly stated in its Articles of Incorporation, saying that ―the 
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purpose of the organization is to work toward assuring that all children in the state of Texas 

receive and are eligible for equal educational opportunity.‖
797

 He further pointed out that school 

boards in Texas may belong to other organizations which support the local boards with fulfilling 

their responsibilities of public service.  In fact, nearly all Texas school boards belonged to the 

Texas Association of School Boards and the larger school districts belonged to the Texas 

Council of Major School Districts. These memberships were all paid with local school district 

funds and no one had protested the local boards belonging to these organizations.
798

 For the 

remainder of that year, Rev. Sumerlin did not write any more letters to the local newspaper, nor 

did anyone else protest the matter again.  In later years, however, Rev. Sumerlin did continue to 

write letters to the editor of The Mercedes Enterprise that many community members considered 

racist in connotation and to which they wrote responses.  These letters continued for many years, 

and some Mercedes residents considered Rev. Sumerlin to have been voicing ideas and 

perspectives that other Anglos in town may have felt but did not voice in public.
799

 

 During Mr. Lauro Guerra‘s superintendency which lasted until 1978, many changes were 

made.  During this time, the high school graduation plans and student ranking methods were 

changed.  Graduation course requirements were not changed, but many of the multiple tracks 

were eliminated.  Although there were three plans, the general plan, college preparatory plan and 

the honors plan, high school students had been divided up into ―A‖ and ―B‖ groups within each 

graduation plan which effectively tracked students into multiple groups depending on perceived 

academic ability.
800

  Some staff felt that this system was tracking students into pre-determined 

life choices and making life decisions for them when they were still in junior high school. During 
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this second historical period, efforts were made to decrease the number of tracks used in the high 

school.
801

 

Several interviewees recalled that in Mercedes in earlier years, the students had been 

tracked through what we would today call ability grouping.  Angel Noé González, who 

transferred from Edinburg to Mercedes when his mother died and they had to go live with 

relatives, said: 

I got to Mercedes and they put me in the 8-1 section. The 8-1s were all of those students 

that were the… the best in the junior high there in the eighth grade. The 8-1s and the 8-

2s,…the 8-2s were pretty good and then it tailed off to the 8-3s and 8-4s. I had a lot of 

friends in 8-3 and 8-4. They were the big strong athletes and the faster kids, you 

know…But, there was a lot of, a lot of difference in the instruction and in learning and 

the opportunities to learn in the 8-1s because you learned a lot from your peers. You 

learned a lot from those that are around you and if you have got the best around you, then 

you are,…you're teaming all the time.‖
802

 
 

The photograph below, Figure 4.3, was taken from a 1947 Mercedes High School 

yearbook.  It clearly shows how the eighth-grade classes were divided into four tracks, exactly as 

the interviewee, Angel González, described it.  What is remarkable about it is that the children 

are collected into these groups and photographed and put into The Bengal for everyone to see.  

Apparently the administration did not see anything wrong with divulging to the world which 

students were considered smart and in track 8-1 and which ones were academically lacking and 

put into lower tracks from 8-2 to 8-4.  The photographs are used here to illustrate the veracity of 

what the interviewee was relating, and are used in small enough format for the students to be 

unidentifiable.  Figure 4.3 follows below. 
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Figure 4.3  Eighth-Grade Groups in the Mercedes ISD, 1947.  From The Bengal, 1947. 

The earlier editions of The Bengal, even though it was a high school yearbook, often 

included pictures of the junior high students who were housed just across the street from the high 

school.
803

  The proximity of the junior high and high school continued until a new high school 

was opened in a different location in January of 1968.
804

 

In 1976, Mr. Guerra informed the board that the migrant school day was no longer legal, 

and that late entering migrant students must enter the regular school programs in session.  
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Agreements were in the process of being completed between Texas and the receiving states of 

Michigan and Washington so that migrants would not lose credits.
805

 The high school also began 

to organize college trips for students, teach students the college admission process and how to 

prepare college financial aid applications.  College trips were taken to various Texas colleges as 

well as to out-of-state colleges.
806

 State Compensatory monies as well as federal Title monies 

continued to be secured, and programs were put into place to benefit ―at-risk,‖ ―handicapped,‖ 

and ―language-deficient‖ students in the district.
807

  The school district began to be heavily 

dependent on these monies in order to hire staff, build additional classrooms, purchase 

instructional materials and provide staff development opportunities.  Central office administrator 

positions increased also because of a need to oversee the special programs and monies.  New 

positions included Bilingual Director, ESAA Director, Director of Special Services, Federal 

Programs Director, Planner/Evaluator, Plan A Director, and Vocational Supervisor.
808

 On June 

28, 1978, Mr. Lauro R. Guerra tendered his resignation as Mercedes Superintendent of Schools 

in order to become Executive Director of the Region One Education Service Center.  When he 

resigned, the Mercedes school board consisted of six Mexican American members and one 

Anglo member.
809

  

Part III.  Historical Period 1978 – 2008 

Monte Churchill recalls that period of time well, since he applied for the position of 

superintendent when Mr. Guerra resigned.  He recalls that: 

                                                           
805

 Ibid., May 7, 1976. 
806

 Ibid. 
807

 Ibid. 
808

 Ibid., June 6, 1978. 
809

 Ibid., June 28, 1978. 



 

248 
 

Mr. Rudy González and I both applied for the job. At that time I was the HR or Personnel 

Director, thirty-six years old, and Mr. Rudy González was Assistant Superintendent and 

former High School Principal in Robstown. He got the job on a 4/3 vote.
810

  
 

Mr. Churchill then worried that Mr. González would be uncomfortable knowing that Mr. 

Churchill had been his rival, but everything worked out well.  Mr. Churchill said that Mr. 

Gonzalez was ―an outstanding person … he had all the qualifications…and we meshed again as 

far as personalities … he promoted me to Assistant Superintendent.‖
811

 Unfortunately, Mr. 

González had a stroke in the middle of his second year and decided for health reasons to move to 

a smaller school district.  He applied for and got the superintendency of the Odom-Edroy ISD 

near Corpus Christi.  In 1980, Mr. Churchill applied again for the superintendency of Mercedes 

ISD and this time he was approved.  ―I applied and got it, and I stayed for seventeen years.‖
812

 

 Monte R. Churchill came to the Mercedes ISD in 1964 and became a high school World 

History and Government teacher before moving on to become the principal of the newly 

integrated sixth grade Graham School campus.  He served under Mercedes superintendents 

Lauro Guerra and Rodolfo González as a principal, ESAA Director and Assistant Superintendent 

when that position was first created at the Mercedes ISD.  He served as Superintendent of 

Schools from 1980 to 1997, then in 2004 he ran for the Mercedes School Board and has been a 

school board trustee ever since.
813

  He currently works with South Texas College and is the STC 

Mid-Valley Campus Coordinator in Weslaco, Texas.
814

 

Mr. Churchill was born in Quanah, Texas and lived in Crowell, a town of about 1700 

residents, until he graduated.  He attended Sul Ross State University in Alpine, Texas and the 
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University of Texas at Austin where he obtained a Bachelor of Arts in History with a minor in 

Spanish, and a Master of Arts in Educational Administration, respectively.
815

 Mr. Churchill says 

that he always felt that coming from very humble beginnings in Crowell, and having Mexican 

American roommates at Sul Ross State made him very understanding of and comfortable with 

the Rio Grande Valley cultural climate.  When asked what changes he had witnessed at 

Mercedes, he responded that having been a history teacher made him reflect often on this very 

topic, and that he feels that Mexican Americans in the sixties and seventies faced two main 

obstacles to their learning.  The first of these was the extreme poverty that certain residents of the 

Rio Grande Valley have always experienced.  The second challenge was the migratory lifestyle 

of many of the parents of Mexican American students.
816

 School officials had to deal with a 

population that was only in school half of the school year, ―not because of not liking school but 

because of economic conditions… that made it extremely hard for young people to matriculate in 

a regular amount of time.‖
817

   

In an effort to address this problem, a Migrant School was started, but Mr. Churchill 

admits that the school ―[was] in itself somewhat discriminatory because it was only migrants 

there, but in an effort to catch them up in a more concentrated period…they went to school the 

five days but they went to five or six [o‘clock].‖
818

  He reflects that ―it was a different era 

because of the fact that we were still a very rural agrarian [region]…and most of their parents 

were working in agriculturally related activities.‖
819

  In comparison with today, Mr. Churchill 

says that:  
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The migrant population now is almost non-existent; Mercedes had back then maybe a 

thousand migrants. It probably has fifty now … the agricultural industry has become 

mechanized and … [it‘s] just not as labor intensive as it once was.
820

   
 

When Juanita Elena Peña was interviewed, the Migrant School came up when Janie 

recalled that: 

Across the street was Graham, which was the school for migrant students, at that time, 

and there were migrant students there, and we would see them, and we would say, 

‗oh…pobrecitos (poor things)…over there, they‘re migrants.‘
821

  
 

She added that they felt sorry for them because they were isolated, and they had to go to 

school early and leave late.  Even though they didn‘t arrive for school until late fall, and then 

they left in early spring, it was still no picnic for them, because they had to go work.  ―And the 

work was horrible, back-breaking, just to be paid a few bucks,‖ she added.
822

 

 Another change that Mr. Churchill has noted is that the family structure has changed 

greatly over the years.  He commented: 

When I first came to Mercedes there was a strong family tie, partly because they worked 

as a team, literally. The family unit was the most precious thing, and over the years I saw 

the family unit breaking down somewhat. And I think…one of the strengths of the 

Mexican American culture… has always been the family, and the closeness of the family. 

We [have] adopted many of the urban problems of one-parent families…when I came to 

the Valley, you didn‘t see so much of that; by the time I left [the district] in ‘96 – ‘97, a 

large number of our students were in one-parent families … we saw a difference in 

society I guess …
823

 

 

Mr. Churchill feels that although the school district instituted many programs to help high 

poverty children, and in particular migrants, the gains that may have been achieved have not 

been sustained over the years because of the changes in family structure.  He recalls that when he 

retired as superintendent of Mercedes, the graduation classes numbered almost three hundred.  

Today he attends graduation ceremonies as a school board member, and the number of graduates 
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has dropped to about two hundred and forty on average, regardless of an increase in overall 

enrollment in the school district.  ―The dropout problem has always been there … and we have 

not done enough to address that.‖
824

 

 Monte Churchill became Mercedes superintendent in 1980, just in time to get into the: 

Ross Perot Era of wanting to make everything like in business or industry … 

accountability … but you know I think every child is a unique individual and they don‘t 

come off the assembly line like computers … you can‘t teach a child like you can fix a 

computer … they need teaching like I remember teaching was, rather than teaching to a 

test.
825

 
 

In the 1980s, Texas education was noted for the establishment of a state curriculum and the 

advent of testing programs which ensured that the curriculum was being taught.  In 1981, 

Governor Clements signed House Bill 246 which established twelve subject areas with 

―Essential Elements‖ that must be taught in every Texas classroom. The 1983 National 

Commission of Excellence in Education issued the report entitled, ―A Nation at Risk‖ that said 

that U.S. students were not as proficient as students in many other nations.  Then Governor 

White appointed a committee on public education headed by Dallas billionaire businessman H. 

Ross Perot.  His recommendations after a year of study essentially became House Bill 72, which 

outlined several reforms, including: 

 the ―no-pass, no play‖ rule in athletics and extracurricular activities,  

 required annual state assessments in English language arts and mathematics, 

 every student had to pass an exit-level test in order to receive a high school 

diploma, 

 provided pay raises for teachers, a career ladder system of pay, lower pupil-

teacher ratios in the early grades and a mandatory planning period for teachers, 
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 required teachers and administrators to pass a basic competency test, the Texas 

Examination of Current Administrators and Teachers (TECAT) to be recertified, 

 changed the system of public school finance so that property-poor school districts 

received more school funding, 

 instituted school district accountability measures through required performance 

reports, 

 required dropout reduction programs, 

 required school board members to receive annual training, 

 reduced the size of the State Board of Education from 27 elected members to 15 

appointed members.
826

 

According to the TEA Handbook, these were possibly the most sweeping changes that Texas 

public education had ever experienced.
827

 The state continued and expanded the Texas 

Assessment of Basic Skills (TABS) exam.  In 1984, a new state assessment was implemented, 

the Texas Educational Assessment of Minimum Skills (TEAMS) that tested students in reading, 

writing, and math. The Public Education Information Management System (PEIMS) collected 

public school data in a computerized format.
828

  

 Students who belonged to school clubs and organizations were impacted by House Bill 

72 in 1984, because student participation in extra-curricular activities would be curtailed if 

students were not passing their subjects.  Student clubs and organizations had always been an 

important part of student life at Mercedes High School. Indeed, Leon R. Graham in his 1938 

master‘s thesis had included a table wherein he compared club membership of 92 selected 
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students at the Mercedes High School of which 46 were ―Latin American‖ and 46 were ―English 

speaking.‖
829

  After the compilation and analysis of his data, Graham concluded that the English 

speaking students belonged to at least twice as many clubs as the Latin American students, and 

that the English speaking students were three to four times more likely to hold club office than 

the Latin American students.  He stated that the reason why English speaking students held more 

club offices than Latin American students was because ―in the senior high school division, the 

Latin American enrollment is very small and it is only natural that the English speaking children 

elect the officers from their own group.‖
830

  He concluded that: 

The English speaking children exhibited a marked superiority in extra-curricular 

activities.  With few exceptions, they dominated the school clubs, the homerooms, the 

athletic teams, assembly programs, and Interscholastic League participation.
831

 
 

Graham went on to make recommendations, stating that: 

Club sponsors must endeavor to break down the social barrier that does exist between the 

Latin American and English speaking children, they must encourage Latin American 

participation, and they must find activities in their organizations which the Latin 

Americans can perform creditably.
832

 
 

Graham did not specify how these three recommendations were to be accomplished, nor does he 

explain what he means by ―creditably.‖
833

 

 The following Table 4.8 shows the holding of Mercedes High School club or 

organization offices by A = Anglos, and by MA = Mexican American students in selected years 

for which the data was available through the Mercedes High School yearbook, The Bengal.  In 

some organizations in certain years, there were no specified officers, and the total membership 

enrollment was included in order to provide comparative numbers of Anglo and Mexican 

                                                           
829

 Graham, 65-74. 
830

 Ibid., 75. 
831

 Ibid., 87. 
832

 Ibid., 90. 
833

 Ibid. 



 

254 
 

American membership.  In the case where dashes are included the club was not featured in the 

yearbook; which most likely indicated that the club was not yet in existence, had ceased to exist, 

or was not active in that particular school year.  This table shows the trends and patterns revealed 

by a review of club and organization membership and officers through the Mercedes High 

School yearbook, The Bengal, over several decades.  Table 4.8 follows below. 

Table 4.8 Mercedes High School Club Officers, By Surname, Selected Years, 1948 - 1986 

Club 1948 1958 1960 1968 1986 

A MA A MA A MA A MA A MA 

Future Homemakers of America 5 1 11 3 15 7 1 9 0 25 

Future Farmers of America 6 0 7 2 5 0 13 26 0 62 

The Bengal (Yearbook) 18 2 26 3 11 1 1 11 0 6 

Band Twirlers 4 1 6 1 5 1 4 1 0 0 

Cheerleaders 6 0 5 1 6 1 1 5 1 7 

Band 5 0 6 1 7 2 7 0 0 14 

Thespians 7 0 8 0 8 0 6 0 2 10 

Zeta Eta Sigma 3 1 6 4 6 0 2 3 3 4 

Student Council 8 1 6 3 23 15 18 22 0 2 

Y-Teens 13 2 12 0 10 0 11 1 --- --- 

Quill & Scroll 22 2 16 3 4 2 --- --- --- --- 

Little Theater 7 0 --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

National Honor Society --- --- 7 3 6 0 3 4 4 23 

Better Speech Club --- --- --- --- 0 8 --- --- --- --- 

Key Club --- --- --- --- 6 2 4 2 0 11 

Future Business Leaders of America Club --- --- --- --- 0 7 0 7 --- --- 

Future Teachers of America --- --- --- --- 3 5 3 20 0 19 

Vocational Office Education --- --- --- --- --- --- 3 22 1 34 

Distributive Education Clubs of America --- --- --- --- --- --- 0 29 0 68 

Junior Reserve Officers Training Corps --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 0 139 

Fellowship of Christian Athletes --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 2 17 

Math Club --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 2 9 

Band Debonaires (Dance Drill Team) --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 1 19 

One-Act Play --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 5 11 

Beta Gamma Phi Environmental Club --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 2 21 

 

Source:  The Bengal, Mercedes High School Yearbooks, 1948 – 1986. 

From the table above, Table 4.8, it is evident that some organizations at Mercedes High 

School were popular and endured year after year, while others ceased to exist for a variety of 

reasons.  By 1986, the Anglo population of Mercedes High School had dwindled to the point 



 

255 
 

where very few Anglo students were members of clubs and organizations, but they still made a 

showing as officers or members in several organizations.  The short-lived Better Speech Club is 

interesting to note because not only were there no Anglo officers in 1960 in this club, none of the 

30 members were Anglo this year.  This possibly indicated that the Anglo student population did 

not feel that they needed help to better their speech.
834

  Another notable club was the Y-Teens, a 

club that maintained not only a majority of Anglo officers, but also an almost exclusive Anglo 

membership for many decades, as evidenced by a review of The Bengal for this time period.  The 

1980s also marked the beginning of many vocational clubs which are not all included in Table 

4.8, such as drafting, construction, mechanics, and cosmetology.
835

 Many Mercedes High School 

students developed social skills as well as leadership skills through membership in school clubs 

and organizations.
836

  Many of the interviewees fondly remember belonging to school 

organizations and stated that the club activities opened new horizons for them through their 

participation in club activities, club-related school trips and competitions.
837

 

The Mercedes school board was well pleased with Mr. Monte Churchill who remained 

superintendent until 1997.  During his tenure, federal and state monies increased or decreased 

according to who was in elected office at the time.  The wave of monies that sponsored many 

bilingual and bicultural enrichment programs ended when Ronald Reagan was elected President 

in 1981 and began to cut federal aid to schools.
838

  Title I Migrant, Title I Regular, State 

Compensatory and Title VII programs saw cuts of twenty to twenty-five percent.  The district 

managed to absorb staff through other monies available, but they learned that hiring staff based 

                                                           
834

 The Bengal, 1960. 
835

 Ibid., 1986. 
836

 Gonzales, Buenrostro, Peña, interviews. 
837

 Peña, Treviño, Buenrostro, Benítez, Howell, interviews. 
838

 Minutes, March 20, 1981. 



 

256 
 

on these types of monies was risky, and contingency plans had to be developed in the event that 

federal and state compensatory monies were drastically reduced.
839

   

The issue of educating undocumented immigrant children also developed during this 

time.  In 1981, a letter was written to the superintendent from board trustee David Day and 

Superintendent Dan Ives of the Harlingen ISD requesting Mercedes to support the filing of an 

amicus curiae brief in opposing free admission of illegal alien children in schools.  The board 

minutes do not show that Mercedes agreed to support this request.
840

 The Mercedes school 

district also periodically received letters from Congressman Kika de la Garza advising the 

district of the progress being made in passing legislation which would provide federal dollars to 

alleviate the burden of educating undocumented children.  The Rio Grande Valley with its high 

influx of immigrant children would be heavily burdened with educating these children compared 

to other northern school districts less affected.
841

  

The Bilingual Education Program continued to evolve as the state collected data on its 

effectiveness.  A Language Proficiency Assessment Committee and a Bilingual Parent Advisory 

Committee were now required to be appointed every year for each campus and be approved by 

the school board.
842

  The school district also maintained communication with the parents of 

bilingual children and the community through the regular printing of a newsletter entitled ―El 

Informe.‖
843

  The state‘s required data collection revealed that in 1983 Mercedes had 782 

students labeled Limited English Proficient in grades kindergarten through fifth grade enrolled in 

the Bilingual Education program, and 68 students in grades 6 through 12 enrolled in the English 
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as a Second Language (ESL) program.
844

 With a total enrollment of 4,433 students in 1983, the 

LEP and ESL population in Mercedes totaled 19 percent.
845

  

Elisa de León Gutiérrez, who graduated from Mercedes High School as Valedictorian of 

her class in 1948, spoke about the Bilingual Program which she directed for some time while 

working for the Texas Education Agency.  Elisa tells how she was recruited by Severo Gómez to 

work at TEA because the agency had been told by ―the Civil Rights people from Washington‖
846

 

that the Texas Education Agency needed to have more Mexican Americans on staff to address 

the needs of the large Mexican American student population in Texas. Severo Gómez, she says, 

was Mexican American, but he hardly spoke Spanish, so he convinced Elisa to come to work for 

him because she was very fluent in that language.  At that time there was no bilingual program, 

and she and Severo had to do the research and develop a program from scratch.  They developed 

the early program guidelines, told the school districts that they had to implement them, and then 

went around the state to monitor that implementation.
847

  At that time, Leon R. Graham, who had 

been a teacher, principal and superintendent at the Mercedes ISD, had become Deputy 

Commissioner of Education at the Texas Education Agency.  Asked about their working 

relationship, Elisa said, ―He was very nice to me when I was there, but the others…‖
848

 When 

asked about how the others treated her, she replied:  

They didn‘t treat me like one of them … but you know what, it didn‘t bother me…if they 

didn‘t want to talk to me then I didn‘t want to talk to them…why should I waste my time 

… I just did my work the best I could … and it must have been good, because our staff 

was asked to go all over and present … I went to Arkansas and helped them write their 

state [Bilingual] plan, then we went and trained their teachers … they were starting to get 

Mexican American students, too, and didn‘t know what to do about it.
849
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She still vividly remembers some of the things that she found when she monitored the 

state‘s Bilingual Program in the early years of its implementation.  She tells the story of one visit 

that has always stayed in her mind. She stated: 

Well, I went to the school and I opened the door to hang up my coat and there was a little 

boy in there … and I told the teacher ‗What‘s that little boy doing in the closet?‘ … and 

she said, ‗Well I‘ve locked him up until he learns English‖… and I told her ‗you can‘t do 

that … that‘s against the law!‘ … ‗Well, he‘s not coming out of there until he learns 

English!‘… then I went to the Principal‘s office and I told him, ‗Do you know that you 

have this terrible person over there that has a kid locked up in the closet until he learns 

English … how is he going to learn English that way? ... I want you to fire her, because I 

don‘t want her in the school doing anything more to any of these students … she‘s bad 

news‘… and he said, ‗Well, she‘s my wife.‘ And I said, ‗You poor man,‘ but then he said 

‗we‘re retiring next week and I‘m going to Wisconsin.‘ And I told him that I was going to 

another school and that when I came back if she was still in the classroom I would close 

the school down … when I came back they were both gone.‖
850

 
 

The implementation of the state‘s Bilingual Program was met with resistance by school districts 

who did not believe that it would work better than the previously employed method of English 

immersion.  The merits of the program continue to be argued today.
851

 

 Starting a bilingual program from scratch was a daunting task, but Dr. Gutiérrez said that 

she remembered her years growing up as a young child and being taken to Mexico by her mother 

when her grandmother died.  As her mother took care of many details of her grandmother‘s 

estate, it was decided that little Elisa would go to a neighborhood school run by a retired teacher.  

―I was only three or four years old, but I learned my alphabet, my numbers, all in Spanish, of 

course,‖ she recalls.
852

  When she returned to the United States, she was put in school and 

although she did not speak much English, she learned quickly and stayed at the head of her class 

all through elementary school.  She remembered her experiences, and also that many of the 
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successful Mexican American children in Mercedes had attended neighborhood ―escuelitas,‖ or 

little schools, where they learned basic language arts and mathematics in Spanish.  Her 

recollections and observations were supported by the studies she researched in writing the first 

bilingual guidelines and curriculum. These studies showed that children who had learned basics 

in their native language were better able to grasp English basics in school.
853

  Several of the other 

interviewees also remembered attending an ―escuelita‖ when they were very young.
854

 There 

were several established in Mercedes even before the district became incorporated and they 

operated for many years thereafter.  Many Mercedes residents remember teachers such as doña 

Angelita Castellanos,
855

 doña Albinita de León,
856

 and don Marco Cuéllar.
857

 

The state‘s testing program continued to evolve, with the TABS test being replaced by 

the Texas Educational Assessment of Minimum Skills (TEAMS) in 1985 and remaining the state 

test until 1990.  The state had established twenty regional service centers to assist school districts 

with programmatic changes required by state legislation every two years, and these remain in 

operation today although they have several times been threatened with being abolished.
858

 

Testing was expanded to cover more grade levels and more subject areas in 1990 with the Texas 

Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) which remained in effect for twelve years until 2002.  

Using test results and other school data such as the dropout and attendance rates, in 1993 the 

state began assigning accountability ratings and rating schools and school districts.
859

  In 1997, 

the state revised its curriculum and testing system with the adoption of the Texas Essential 
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Knowledge and Skills (TEKS), and students were tested for learning through the Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) beginning in 2003.
860

  Reports on the results of 

each campus, school district and region in Texas became available under the Academic 

Excellence Indicator System (AEIS).  These became available to the public through posting on 

the Texas Education Agency‘s website in 1997.
861

 These changes are reflected in Mercedes 

school board minutes as they evolved over time, and the Mercedes ISD now posts all test results, 

accountability ratings and other reports on its website at http://misdtx.schoolwires.com.
862

 

When Mr. Monte Churchill finally retired in 1997, the school board decided to look ―out-

of-town,‖ for the next superintendent and hired Mr. Jesús Gándara, who had been an assistant 

superintendent at the Ysleta Independent School District in West Texas.
863

  During the tenure of 

Mr. Gándara, the school district managed major construction projects at all the schools, but most 

notably at Kennedy Elementary.  A planetarium was built at that campus, which became the only 

elementary school in south Texas to have one.  Unfortunately, post-construction problems 

plagued the Kennedy Campus, and the district had to go into litigation with the construction 

company over various problems of which the most devastating was mold.  The mold problem 

effectively shut down the campus, and no students have attended there since 2006.
864

  Mr. 

Churchill remarks sadly, ―We‘ve had seven lawsuits.  We‘ve settled four of them already, and 

every one of them has turned out to be not our problems but somebody else‘s problems.‖
865

 The 

school district has won its lawsuits and recovered some monies from the construction companies, 

but Mr. Churchill says that Kennedy Elementary will have to be torn down completely because 
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of the mold problem and a new campus built there.
866

Mr. Gándara remained until 2004, and 

when he left, Mr. Churchill decided to run for the school board so that he could have a say in 

school district affairs once more, particularly in hiring a new superintendent. 

The next superintendent hired was Dr. Janice Wiley who had been an assistant 

superintendent in the neighboring school district of Weslaco.  She remained only a year and a 

half, taking a top level job at the Region One Education Service Center in 2005.  The school 

district then went through a succession of short-lived superintendents, until the board selected the 

present superintendent, Dr. Daniel Treviño, in 2010. During this time period when many 

superintendents seemed to come and go so quickly, many community members were upset about 

the quick succession of superintendents and wondered ―what Mercedes is doing wrong.‖
867

 At 

one board meeting in 2007, Ms. Lillie Pérez, a local teacher, asked to speak on the Open Forum 

section of the board meeting.  ―We are like a revolving door here with superintendents,‖ she 

stated.
868

 Addressing the then superintendent Luis Ramos, who had announced he was resigning, 

Ms. Pérez said, ―You are kind of a record at a year; the last one didn‘t last but a couple of 

months.‖
869

 At that same meeting, another community person, Mrs. Elvia Sandoval who had 

previously served as a school board trustee, came forward to speak at the Open Forum. She 

indicated that she knew why Mr. Ramos was leaving and stated:  ―Like I said, the biggest issue 

was the superintendent not being from our community.‖
870

 Three more superintendents served 

after Mr. Ramos, between 2007 and 2010.  Finally, Dr. Daniel Treviño, Jr., a former Mercedes 

graduate in 1981, was hired as the new superintendent.  Mr. Churchill, as school board member, 
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was very happy for the district to have hired the first superintendent of Mercedes to have 

graduated from Mercedes High School. He stated: 

My philosophy has always been that you should choose [the superintendent] from local 

people, because you will get a long-term commitment.  They love the town, they love the 

community, and they will do what‘s right for the community and the children.
871

    

 

The table that follows, Table 4.9, lists the superintendents who have served in Mercedes 

since its inception and which years they served.  The superintendent with the shortest tenure was 

I.V. Horner, who never actually served.  After he was hired, he contracted smallpox and was 

unable to assume his duties as superintendent.  The first few were not really superintendents, but 

were more akin to lead teachers and principals who agreed to take on district-wide duties.  Miss 

Nannie Mer Buck can be said to have been the first superintendent who had strictly district-wide 

duties, as well as being the first woman superintendent of Mercedes.  There was not another 

woman superintendent until Dr. Janice Wiley in 2004.  Some of these persons listed may have 

served as interim superintendents as well as serving as a fully contracted superintendent. Of the 

twenty-four superintendents, twenty-two have been men and two have been women; nine have 

been Mexican American and fifteen have been Anglo.
872
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Table 4.9 List of Mercedes ISD Superintendents, 1909 - 2011 

J.M. Hamlett   1909 – 1911  

J.P. Massey   1912 – 1913  

W.T. Dietel   1913 – 1914  

J.E. Briggs   1914 – 1915  

I.V. Horner   1915 – 1915  

Nannie Mer Buck  1915 – 1923  

C.W. Taylor   1923 – 1925  

H. E. Millsap   1925 – 1926  

Ernest H. Poteet  1926 – 1941  

Leon R. Graham  1941 – 1951 

L.W. St. Clair   1951 – 1958  

A. G. Greer   1958 – 1959  

Stanley Cernosek  1959 – 1963  

N. K. Fitzgerald  1963 – 1971  

Lauro R. Guerra  1971 – 1978  

Rodolfo González  1978 – 1980  

Monte R. Churchill  1980 – 1997  

Jesús Gándara   1997 – 2004 

Dr. Janice Wiley  2004 – 2005  

Eugenio Gutiérrez  2005 – 2006  

Luis Ramos   2006 – 2007  

Walter Watson  2007 – 2008  

Beto González   2008 – 2009  

Mauro Vásquez  2009 – 2010  

Dr. Daniel Treviño, Jr. 2010 – present 

Source:   Mercedes School Board Minutes, 1908 – 2011  

 

The next table that follows, Table 4.10, shows a hundred years of school board trustees 

with a snapshot taken at ten-year intervals beginning with June of 1908.   
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Table 4.10 One Hundred Years of Mercedes School Board Trustees in Ten-Year 

 Snapshots 

 

Year President Vice – 

president 

Secretary Member Member Member Member 

1908 S.P.  

Silver 

J.M. 

Johnson 

L.  

Harrison 

G.S. 

Freeman 

R.J.  

Smith 

G.K. 

Wattson 

F. J. 

Cutting 

1918 F.E.  

Bennett 

H.E. 

Barrett 

F.A. 

Blackwell 

H.T. 

Tidmore 

Dr. A.H. 

Kalbfleisch 

R. 

Swancy 

S. 

Fikes 

1928 C.H. 

Hupp 

H.T. 

Stotler 

R.H. 

Smith 

B.F. 

Byers 

J.R. 

Barry 

R.H. 

Kern 

L.H. 

Henry 

1938 R.H. 

Kern 

L.H. 

Henry 

F. 

Johnston 

W.F. 

Hoekstra 

J.B. 

Taylor 

N. 

Harrington 

J.R. 

Barry  

1948 H.D. 

Lauderdale 

T.B. 

Ewing 

C. 

Hollon 

L.H. 

Henry 

G. 

Schwarz 

J.R. 

Barry 

Dr. T.G. 

Edwards 

1958 J.B. 

Winston 

H.B. 

Watson 

J.R. 

Wade 

M. 

Schwarz 

G. 

Knapp 

J.A. 

Fernández 

E. 

Hinojosa 

1968 R. 

Villanueva  

W.C. 

Ross, III 

J. 

Bono 

R. 

Marroquín 

D. 

Morrison 

G. 

Domínguez 

J. 

Schwarz 

1978 R.  

Rentería 

J. 

Salinas 

T. 

Hernández 

J. 

Lauderdale 

H. 

Garza 

A. 

Moreno 

R. 

Noriega 

1988 D. 

Morrison 

O.R. 

Gonzales 

R. 

Noriega 

H. 

Garza 

A.L. 

Gonzales 

J. 

Salinas 

S.O. 

Calvillo 

1998 R. 

Sandoval 

R. 

Ramírez 

A. 

García 

H. 

Garza 

J.E. 

González 

A. 

Hinojosa 

E. 

Howell 

2008 D.R. 

Salinas 

M.R. 

Churchill  

B.F. 

Castillo 

D.H. 

Vogel 

G. 

Cárdenas 

O.A. 

Hernández 

R. 

McVey 

 

Source: Mercedes School Board Minutes, 1908 – 2008.   

 

 The holding of political power represented by being elected to the school board can be 

derived by looking at the surnames of the trustees.  Anglo surnames are in regular font and 

Spanish or Mexican American surnames are highlighted in bold font.  Two Anglo last names, 

Howell and McVey, are included as Mexican American since those families self-identify as 

Hispanic.
873

 The transition period begins in the 1950s, and by the 1960s, Mexican Americans 

hold a 4/3 majority on the school board.  The Mexican American majority has not been 
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relinquished over the years.  It should be noted, however, that the two groups rarely voted as a 

bloc; in other words, on some issues, both Mexican Americans and Anglos voted ―yes‖ or voted 

―no.‖ With some exceptions, each board member appears to have voted based on personal values 

and perspectives of district needs rather than as a member of an ethnic group.
874

 

One of the most pressing concerns for the Mercedes Independent School District in the 

last two decades has been the growing state and federal accountability requirements that have 

resulted from the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 2001 that 

became known as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  Both federal and state requirements 

mandate a massive assessment program that is intended to assist school districts target problem 

areas, but which in reality has turned into a punitive system, according to Mr. Churchill. 

Although the district has received Academically Acceptable and Recognized ratings in the last 

two decades, Mr. Churchill feels that there is still much work to be done concerning the high 

dropout rate.  When asked about the problems confronting Mexican American schoolchildren 

today, Mr. Churchill stated: 

We have politicized the state, and let me say this: I‘m not a big fan of graduation by test.  

I think you teach kids, and you let instructors and teachers teach them and they don‘t 

need a statewide test to tell you they know what they ought to.  [I think the testing system 

has] been a failure.  I think it has been detrimental, and I think so many of the things 

we‘re doing have been detrimental and what troubles me is that you look at the Valley 

schools now and see how many are in 7
th

 or 8
th

 grade, and then how many graduate and 

we‘re at 30 or 40 percent dropouts.
875

 
 

Since the state began issuing accountability ratings for school districts in 1996, the Mercedes 

Independent School District has been rated ―Recognized,‖ the state‘s second highest rating, in 

2010 and in 2002.  The district has been rated ―Academically Acceptable,‖ the state‘s third 

highest rating, from 1996 to 2002 and from 2004 to 2009.  Texas school districts were not rated 

                                                           
874

 Minutes, 1958 – 2008. 
875

 Churchill, interview. 



 

266 
 

in 2003 when the state changed over from the previous system to the present one.  The district 

has never attained the highest rating of ―Exemplary,‖ however; several campuses in the district 

have attained that rating, including the Mercedes High School in 2002 and 2001.
876

 

 When the current superintendent, Dr. Daniel Treviño, Jr. was asked what kind of 

educational opportunities students in the Mercedes school district had now, he answered: 

Just Saturday, we had about 24 students graduating with an Associate‘s Degree from high 

school, and that opportunity had not been in place in the last five years here in Mercedes.  

Now more than ever a high school student can finish up, maybe not have an Associate‘s 

degree, but can finish up with college credit; that‘s already in place, honored by just 

about every university in the state, … that will save parental dollars, if you may, because 

they‘re already having their [college] basics out of the way…maybe eighteen or twenty 

college credit hours as they‘re entering freshmen or sophomores at a university.
877

 

He explained that the Mercedes High School has expanded the opportunities that all students 

have by adding college level concurrent classes to the curriculum as well as Advanced Placement 

courses which allow the student to graduate from high school with college credit hours.  To help 

expand this opportunity to attain college credit hours before graduating from high school, the 

district has opened an Early College Academy where high school students can enroll in dual 

enrollment or concurrent college classes.  Through this Academy, Mercedes students earn both 

high school graduation credits and college credit hours while enrolled in the same course.
878

 

 The following two tables, Table 4.11 and Table 4.12, have been included to show the 

graduation and general enrollment trends in the last years for which information is available 
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through the Texas Education Agency‘s Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) 

website.
879

    

Table 4.11 Enrollment for Mercedes ISD by Ethnicity/Race: 1990 – 2008  

 

Year Total 

Enrollment 

White Hispanic African 

American 

Other 

1990 4708 111 4586 6 5 

1991 4846 120 4714 8 4 

1992 4823 127 4684 8 4 

1993 5035 131 4893 8 3 

1994 5033 111 4914 6 2 

1995 5083 83 4993 5 2 

1996 5103 82 5013 7 1 

1997 4968 72 4889 7 0 

1998 5024 79 4935 8 2 

1999 4986 73 4904 6 3 

2000 4938 57 4871 9 1 

2001 4918 49 4858 10 1 

2002 5086 49 5023 13 1 

2003 5250 38 5194 16 2 

2004 5329 40 5272 16 1 

2005 5336 36 5280 16 4 

2006 5256 36 5203 13 4 

2007 5272 47 5209 12 4 

2008 5483 33 5435 11 4 

  
Source: Texas Education Agency AEIS Reports at http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/perfreport/aeis/index.html. 
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Table 4.12 Mercedes ISD Graduates by Ethnicity: 1990 – 2008  

Year Total 

Graduates 

White Hispanic African 

American 

Other 

1990 268 6 262 0 0 

1991 NA NA NA NA NA 

1992 NA NA NA NA NA 

1993 183 6 177 0 0 

1994 246 0 246 0 0 

1995 238 5 233 0 0 

1996 273 4 268 0 1 

1997 260 1 259 0 0 

1998 248 6 241 1 0 

1999 263 6 256 0 1 

2000 260 5 255 0 0 

2001 279 3 275 1 0 

2002 256 6 249 1 0 

2003 252 3 248 0 1 

2004 249 4 245 0 0 

2005 239 5 231 2 1 

2006 226 3 223 0 0 

2007 228 5 222 1 0 

2008 221 0 221 0 0 

  
Source: Texas Education Agency AEIS Reports at http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/perfreport/aeis/index.html. 

 

Tables 4.11 and 4.12 clearly show that while the total population of Mercedes has 

fluctuated over the years, it has increased somewhat over the last two decades.  The Anglo 

population in 2008, however, has clearly diminished and is now less than a third of what it was 

in 1990.  The Anglo graduates from Mercedes High School have dwindled down to zero.  When 

several interviewees were asked how Mercedes had changed over the years, some answered that 

http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/perfreport/aeis/index.html
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there weren‘t as many Anglo kids as before.  When Juanita Elena Peña was asked where she 

thought they had gone, she answered: 

Harlingen … (laughs) … I‘m just saying that because everybody knows that Harlingen 

has more Anglo students percentage-wise than most other neighboring school districts, 

but actually I think the kids have grown up and moved away.  They went to college, 

didn‘t come back, or else they got married and moved away.
880

 
 

When asked about the diminishing number of Anglo graduates at Mercedes High School, she 

answered that the establishment of two magnet high school campuses within the city limits have 

probably provided some competition for high school students.
881

  The South Texas Independent 

School District which consists solely of magnet schools, established two high school campuses 

in east Mercedes; the South Texas High School for Health Professions and the South Texas 

Science Academy.
882

  The enrollment at the two high school campuses totaled 1,504 in the 2009-

2010 school year, and it is very possible that some Mercedes high school students have enrolled 

at these schools.
883

 

In any case, the numbers of Anglo students at the Mercedes ISD have dropped 

dramatically, while the number of Mexican American students has continued to rise slowly but 

steadily. Whatever the reasons may be for the changing demographics, the Mercedes 

Independent School District no longer resembles the district at its beginnings more than a 

hundred years ago.  The changes that the district has undergone have been remarkable, and ones 

that the early founders of the school district likely never anticipated or even imagined. 
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CHAPTER V 

 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the educational history of the Mercedes ISD 

during the twentieth century with a focus on the opportunities and challenges encountered by 

Mexican American schoolchildren who were served by the district.  This was accomplished 

through a review of documents and records such as previous historical studies and data on the 

area, newspaper articles, school board minutes, state education agency records, census data, high 

school yearbooks, school attendance and academic achievement records, curricular materials, 

maps, pamphlets, photographs, artifacts, museum archives, library archives, and literary works; 

and through questionnaires and interviews with students, parents, teachers and administrators 

who attended or served in the Mercedes ISD. 

Use of Conceptual Model to Collect and Organize Findings 

 As explained in Chapter Three – Methodology, the researcher developed a conceptual 

model to help guide both the collection of the data and to organize the analysis of findings.  The 

conceptual model is based on Guadalupe San Miguel‘s interpretation of Robert Murray 

Thomas‘s Political Ecology Model of Education.
884

  Thomas‘s area of expertise is Comparative 

Education, where he analyzes the educational systems of different nations and compares them 

based on a multitude of criteria or categories.  Of Thomas‘s many categories of comparison, this 

researcher has chosen, as does San Miguel in several articles and studies, six categories to use in 
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the analysis of findings.  These six areas are 1) access to public education, 2) character of the 

schools, 3) school achievement, both academic and social, 4) curriculum and instruction, 5) 

administrative practices, and 6) minority responses to discrimination.
885

   

The conceptual model also represents the chronological sequence of events, since this is a 

historical study of the Mercedes Independent School District.  It views events through both a 

macro and a micro perspective in the realization that events that happen on a national or state 

level always impact in some manner events on the local level. An example of a macro event 

impacting on the local level is the passage of the Bilingual Act of 1968, which caused local 

school districts to restructure their entire instructional programs to serve the needs of language 

minority children.
886

   The converse can certainly be true also, since some local events, such as 

the refusal of Sumner Elementary school officials to admit African-American third-grader Linda 

Brown to their all-white school, can eventually impact an entire nation.  This occurred when the 

case reached the U.S. Supreme Court as Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, with 

the court‘s ruling that segregation was unconstitutional. The ruling of this court case struck down 

Plessy v. Ferguson and required the desegregation of the entire nation.
887

  

All chronological events and the data in the six categories are looked at through the lens 

of Critical Race Theory and its offspring, Latino Critical Theory (LatCrit).  LatCrit Theory is 

grounded in five themes including the examination of oppression based on race, class, gender, 

language and immigration status; the resistance of the oppressed group to dominant ideology in 

educational institutions, the commitment to social justice and transformation, the importance of 
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experiential knowledge, and the use of an interdisciplinary approach to knowledge construction 

of Latino issues.  This theory is a good match for the topic of study and provides the needed lens 

and perspective to analyze the findings. 

Summary of Major Findings 

Access to Public Education 

The first category, access to public education, refers to the extent to which Mexican 

American children were allowed to enroll in the public schools of their choice.  In Texas, 

Mexican American students were never legally banned from attending schools with Anglo 

children, as African Americans were banned through case law.
888

  Rather than de jure 

segregation as in the case with African Americans, segregation occurring with Mexican 

Americans was de facto and based on gentlemen‘s agreements or unstated and unwritten school 

board policy.  The findings in the Mercedes ISD regarding access to public education are the 

following: 

 Initially and in later years, Mexican American children were assigned to north 

side schools or south side schools based on place of residence; however, 

exceptions were made in some instances.
889

 

 To some extent, the socioeconomic status of the family in Mercedes determined 

where schoolchildren lived, and therefore where they would attend school.
890

 

 Generally speaking, south side residents were more affluent than north side 

residents, at least for the first seventy years or so of the town‘s existence.
891
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 Mexican American children were almost one hundred percent of the school 

population at North Ward, later called North Elementary and Kennedy 

Elementary, from 1908 to 1973 when single-line elementary campuses were 

established.
892

 

 Mexican American children were not banned from South Elementary, considered 

the Anglo school, if their parents resided in the south side of town.
893

 

 In a few instances, if the parents were insistent enough, some children from 

different residential areas of town were allowed to attend South Elementary and 

later Travis Elementary on the south side of town.
894

 

 When West Elementary school was built, its school population consisted of 

almost one hundred percent of Mexican American schoolchildren, and it appeared 

to have been built to relieve overcrowding at North and South Elementary.
895

 

 When single-line elementary campuses were established in the school district, 

children from all parts of town were bused to the appropriate school according to 

their grade level.
896

 

 Mercedes Junior High and Mercedes High School served both Anglo and 

Mexican American schoolchildren at least since 1921 when the first Mexican 

American high school graduate is recorded.
897
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 There were 144 ―Mexican‖ pupils reported attending South School and High 

School (first through eleventh grades) in 1924;
898

 

Since enrollment records are unavailable to the researcher for the early 1900s, some 

mathematical estimation must be made regarding the earliest presence of Mexican American 

schoolchildren at the Mercedes Junior High.  It is likely that Mexican American schoolchildren 

attended junior high school since its establishment, although they may have dropped out and not 

graduated.  Since the first Mexican American graduated in 1921, four to six years earlier she 

would have been attending junior high, which would mean the years 1915 to 1917.  Unless the 

students transferred in from elsewhere, then Mexican Americans must have attended junior high 

as early as 1915.
899

 

Character of the Schools 

 The second category, character of the schools, refers to a description of both the physical 

facilities and the school culture or climate that existed in the various schools of the Mercedes 

Independent School District.  The researcher examined maps and reviewed testimony to 

determine whether there existed disparities or inequities in the south side schools and north side 

schools.  The data was also examined to see if there were differences in the school furniture that 

was used, in the provision of drinking fountains and restrooms, in the play areas and in the 

building materials used.  However, the differences between school campuses extend beyond the 

physical attributes of the facilities to a description of school culture and school climate.  The 

actions of the school officials and teachers on the different campuses were examined to see if 

they demonstrated differences in the attitudes and expectations toward Mexican American 

                                                           
898

 Minutes, December 11, 1924. 
899

 Ibid. 



 

275 
 

children as opposed to Anglo American children. The findings in the Mercedes ISD regarding 

the character of the schools are as follows: 

 North Elementary was a facility of wooden structures for many years; the first mention of 

brick or stucco being used at that campus was in 1930.
900

 

 South Elementary was built of stucco or brick since the 1920s.
901

 

 North Elementary was chronically overcrowded, with pupil/teacher rations of up to 94:1; 

the same applied to West Elementary when it was built in 1949.
902

 

 South Elementary in 1917 and later in 1931 maps had electricity and running water; 

North Elementary had no electricity or running water indicated in those maps.
903

 

 North Elementary in the 1950s was reportedly dark and ominous; often needed roof, 

window and plumbing repairs, and at one time had a bat infestation.
904

 

 South Elementary had a cafeteria since the 1930s. Later Travis Elementary on the south 

side had a cafeteria in the 1970s while other campuses did not.
905

 

 North Elementary, West Elementary and later Taylor (a later north side school) did not 

have cafeterias at first. These students had to be bused to South (later Travis) or else food 

was brought in. This situation continued until the 1970s and 1980s when all elementary 

schools finally had cafeterias (or cafetoriums as they later came to be called).
906

 

 While South Elementary had student desks, North Elementary had long tables and 

benches for their students for many years.
907
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 After North Elementary finally got restrooms, showers and water fountains, the plumbing 

was often in need of repair and not servicing the students.
908

 

 North Elementary students were generally not expected by their teachers and 

administrators to advance past sixth grade, and a sixth grade graduation ceremony held at 

that campus reinforced that expectation.
909

 

 Mexican Americans who attended North Elementary reported that most of their teachers 

were ―nice,‖ but the consensus of the community was that the ―best‖ teachers were those 

at South Elementary and later Travis Elementary on the south side of town.
910

 

 Mexican American students were assigned to multiple levels in elementary school, such 

as low first and high first, and many students were retained multiple times in elementary 

school and often dropped out by the sixth grade.
911

 

 The teachers, principals, central office staff and school board members at all Mercedes 

were almost one hundred percent Anglo until the 1950s when Mexican Americans slowly 

began to get hired.
912

 

 The first Mexican American school principal, Salvador Barrón, was not named until 1964 

for North Elementary.
913

  

 The first Mexican American high school principal, Martín Peña, was not named until 

1971.
914
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 The first Mexican American superintendent of schools, Lauro R. Guerra, was not named 

until 1971.
915

 

School Achievement:  Academic and Social 

 The third category, school achievement, is subdivided into academic achievement and 

social achievement.  Academic achievement is most commonly considered in studies comparing 

Mexican American education to other groups; and the data used is usually the number of 

students graduating, the number of students passing or failing their courses, and the number of 

children being retained in the same grade level for failure to achieve the required norms. 

However, students don‘t just learn academic subject matter in public education. They also learn 

socialization skills and leadership skills.  Both areas are considered in this study to determine the 

level of engagement and social achievement that Mexican American schoolchildren were able to 

secure while in school.  The findings in this category are as follows: 

 In the 1920s, the North School was only an elementary while the South School was 

expanded to include elementary, junior high and high school grade levels with many 

clubs, organizations, and activities that were not available at the North School.
916

 

 The first student to graduate from Mercedes high school did so in 1914.
917

 

 The first Mexican American high school student to graduate did so in 1921 and she 

represented a 6% minority of the graduating class that year with one Mexican American 

and 15 Anglos graduating.
918

 

 Mexican American graduates did not become the majority of the Mercedes graduating 

class until 1953 when 18 Anglos and 35 Mexican Americans graduated.
919
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 In the Mercedes graduating class of 2008, there were 221 graduates of whom 221 were 

Mexican American and none were Anglo.
920

 

 Valedictorians and salutatorians were sometimes Mexican American beginning in 

1928.
921

 

 In 1938, the failure rate for Mexican Americans in elementary grades was 42%; the 

failure rate for Anglos was 4%.
922

 

 In the 1960s, Mexican American school board members questioned the high failure rates 

at junior high and high school. In many classes up to 69% of the students were failing.
923

 

 Prior to the 1950s, large numbers of Mexican Americans dropped out of school because 

they had to work to help support the family, not because they were failing in school.
924

 

 Mexican American and Anglo students who attended junior high and high school in 

Mercedes did not belong in equal numbers to clubs and organizations until around 

1968.
925

 

 Prior to the 1960s, most clubs and organizations only had a few Mexican Americans as 

members and one or two officers.
926

 

 A few clubs and organizations, such as Y-Teens, Zeta Eta Sigma, and Thespians, retained 

an Anglo majority until the 1980s.
927

 

 Mexican Americans were the majority of members and club officers in school clubs and 

organizations by the 1980s.
928
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 School clubs and organizations in the 1980s and 1990s that were traditionally female 

such as Future Homemakers of America (FTA), Cosmetology or Cheerleading now 

included a male membership.
929

 

 School clubs and organizations in the 1980s and 1990s showed an increase of 

vocationally-oriented clubs such as Cosmetology, Office Education, Mechanics, Drafting, 

Distributive Education Clubs of America (DECA), and a new environmental club named 

Beta Gamma Phi.
930

 

 Previous high dropout rates for Mexican Americans continued to 2008; of 471 freshmen 

enrolled in 2004, only 228 graduated on time in 2008, or 48.4%.
931

 

Curriculum and Instruction 

 The fourth category is curriculum and instruction.  This category focuses on the 

curriculum, or instructional materials, that were used with Mexican American children as well as 

on the method of delivery. There are indications in some studies that Mexican American children 

were believed incapable of college and were therefore being guided into vocational training 

rather than college preparatory courses.
932

 The researcher looked at the data to see if there was 

evidence of this occurring at the Mercedes Independent School District.  The researcher also 

looked at the available curriculum to determine the degree of Americanization curriculum that 

was being used with Mexican American children, especially in the early days.  Some Chicano 

historians raise the question of the version of history that was taught to Mexican American 
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schoolchildren at varying points of time.
933

  Only recently have revisionist historians succeeded 

in publishing more balanced views of historical events which do not either completely omit the 

contributions of Mexican Americans or else denigrate the actions of Mexican Americans, in 

particular in the study of Texas history.
934

  The method of delivery of these curricular materials, 

or the instructional domain, also looks at the language needs of Mexican American children and 

the use of bicultural, bilingual instructional methods.  The justification for segregated schools 

that was used in the early years was the lack of English language skills that Mexican American 

children had upon entering school.
935

  Was this reasoning used to separate children in Mercedes 

in the early years and in succeeding time periods?  The findings in this category are as follows: 

 Elementary school Mexican American children were put in a separate school in the north 

side of town designated as ―Mexican‖ in 1908 at the beginning of the school district.
936

 

 In 1910, the school for Mexican American children was called ―Preparatory‖ which 

implied that they were not English-ready and therefore could not attend the school on the 

south side of town.
937

 

 Although the physical facilities at the north school were inferior to those of the south 

side, there is insufficient data to say that the instructional materials at the north schools 

were inferior to those of the south schools.
938

 

 Initially the teachers on the north side were paid lower salaries that those on the south 

side, which may have indicated non-certified or non-degreed teachers there.
939
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 In some integrated rooms at South and later at the junior high and high school, Anglo 

students sat at the front of the class and teachers seemed to be teaching to them only.
940

 

 All schoolchildren were tracked based on the results of testing; many Mexican American 

schoolchildren were tracked into non-college preparatory classes.
941

 

 The Mercedes ISD used Texas state-adopted textbooks as the foundation of their 

instructional resources for all one hundred years in this study.
942

   

 In 1963 the beginnings of a bilingual program were implemented in the elementary 

schools in Mercedes.
943

 

 Beginning in 1914, Mercedes teachers were required to have First Grade State 

Certificates (highest level) or have a degree of similar rank in order to teach in Mercedes 

schools.
944

  

 Teachers were sometimes hired without degrees or proper certification, particularly at 

North Elementary and later West Elementary.
945

 

 Mexican American students‘ and parents‘ perceptions of teacher quality were that the 

best teachers taught at the South School and later Travis Elementary on the south side of 

town.
946
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Administrative Practices 

 The fifth category is administrative practices.  These are broad and can include many 

areas such as the following:  the use of intelligence test results to practice tracking of students; 

the assignment of teachers by administrators and the factors that these decisions were based on; 

the development of vocational and other less academic courses of study based on the belief that 

Mexican American schoolchildren were incapable of achieving more; and the enforcement or 

lack of enforcement of federal and state laws and policies such as compulsory attendance, the 

speaking of Spanish in school, and academic requirements for graduation.  In some studies, 

administrators were revealed to arbitrarily place Mexican American students in vocational 

courses rather than college preparatory courses based on personal belief systems rather than 

data.
947

  There were also reported instances of the lack of enforcement of the compulsory 

attendance law in Texas, because school officials did not wish to deal with the ―Mexican 

Problem‖ in their school districts.
948

  Mercedes data will be examined to determine whether 

administrative practices manifested any of the above tendencies.  The findings in this category 

are as follows: 

 As mandated by school board policy, Mexican American schoolchildren were not 

permitted to speak Spanish at school until 1971.
949

 

 Some Mercedes ISD students were caught speaking Spanish at school.  Some received 

corporal punishment for this infraction.
950

 

 All schools in Mercedes had Anglo principals until 1964.
951
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 Campus administrators, teachers and counselors sometimes decided to place Mexican 

American schoolchildren on vocational or basic academic tracks as opposed to college-

bound tracks based on personal perceptions rather than on proven ability.
952

 

 Until the 1960s, south side campuses including South Elementary, Travis Elementary, 

junior high and high school had almost one hundred percent Anglo teachers placed 

there.
953

 

 Until the 1960s, most Mexican American teachers hired were placed at North 

Elementary, West Elementary and Taylor Elementary (north side schools).
954

 

 Superintendents generally tried to enforce the compulsory attendance law even though it 

frequently resulted in overcrowding.
955

 

 In an attempt to fully integrate Mercedes schools in the early 1970s, Superintendent 

Lauro R. Guerra created single-line campuses or campuses with a single grade level 

where all the town‘s schoolchildren had to attend.
956

  

 Most Mercedes schoolchildren were bused in the early 1970s in order to integrate all the 

district schools.
957

 

Minority Responses to Discrimination 

 The sixth category is minority responses to discrimination.  Frequently, Mexican 

American parents were categorized by school officials as being uncaring and unsupportive of 
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their children‘s education.
958

  They cited lack of parent involvement in school activities, 

frequently ignoring the parents‘ long working hours, lack of language proficiency and 

socioeconomic status as possible deterrents to parent-school communication.
959

  Some studies 

indicate that Mexican American parents were passive and never resisted segregation and 

discriminatory practices.
960

  Other studies indicate that Mexican American parents and 

community members actively attempted individually or through organized efforts to fight for 

equal educational opportunities for their children.
961

  The data collected on the Mercedes 

Independent School District will be analyzed for evidence of passive or active responses to 

discriminatory practices.  The findings in this category are as follows: 

 Before 1933, school board minutes and newspaper articles do not show any Mexican 

American community members complaining about discrimination or segregation; in 

1933, an incident is recorded in the school board minutes regarding alleged and 

unspecified discriminatory practices.
962

 

 Mexican American parents participated in Parent – Teacher Associations (P.T.A.) at 

North Elementary since the 1920s in order to purchase needed educational resources.
963

 

 Some Mexican American parents insisted on having their children enrolled at South 

Elementary or Travis Elementary, even if they were not officially in that residential 

area.
964
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 Some Mexican American parents who lived on the north side had their children live with 

relatives on the south side so that they could attend South Elementary or Travis 

Elementary.
965

 

 Some Mexican American P.T.A. members went to school board meetings to complain 

about facilities and other instructional needs for their children beginning in the 1950s.
966

 

 Mexican American community members formed organizations such as the Mexican 

American Chamber of Commerce and the Mexican American School Board Members 

Association when existing organizations ignored their concerns.
967

 

 The first Mexican American school board member served from 1915 to 1917 but another 

would not serve until 1954.
968

  

 Mexican American community members ran for school board elections since 1915 but 

did not form a 4/3 majority until 1965.
969

 

 Mexican American board members did not vote as a bloc, but divided their votes 

according to personal choices sometimes voting with and sometimes voting against 

Anglo votes.
970

 

 Mexican American board members did not attempt to ―get revenge‖ but instead 

attempted to achieve equity in the school system.
971

 

 Beginning in the 1960s, the local newspaper sometimes printed letters written to the 

newspaper regarding racial discrimination or segregation issues in Mercedes schools.
972
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 Many Mexican Americans and Anglos accepted the status quo in Mercedes and never 

viewed discrimination and school segregation as serious issues.
973

 

 When the Mercedes schools became fully integrated in the 1970s through the creation of 

single-line campuses and district-wide busing, many Anglo parents placed their children 

in private schools or left the community to avoid the integration.
974

 

Research Questions 

 In this qualitative historical study of the Mercedes Independent School District with a 

focus on Mexican American education and the opportunities and obstacles experienced by these 

schoolchildren as they were served by the district, the researcher sought answers to the following 

four research questions: 1) What educational opportunities and obstacles were experienced by 

Mexican Americans in Mercedes, Texas during the twentieth century? 2) What were the schools 

like that were attended by the Mexican American schoolchildren in Mercedes, Texas? 3) What 

perceptions, attitudes and reactions did the Mexican American parents and schoolchildren have 

regarding the schools they attended and the educational opportunities and obstacles they 

experienced? 4) Which individuals played important roles in the educational history of the 

Mercedes, Texas schools?  The questions are answered in the following manner based on the 

findings of the research study. 

Research Question # 1  

What educational opportunities and obstacles were experienced by Mexican Americans 

in Mercedes, Texas during the twentieth century? 

 In the early days of the Mercedes Independent School District, most Mexican American 

children were expected to attend North Elementary.
975

  They were placed in low or high grade 
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levels so that many were retained in elementary school for several years.  In 1938, North 

Elementary sixth graders were reported to be between the ages of 11 and 17.
976

 Needless to say, 

very few Mexican Americans graduated from the high school in the early days.
977

   

The data collected indicates that the elementary schools attended by Mexican American 

students were inadequate.
978

 There was severe overcrowding and the teachers were often 

inexperienced or poorly qualified.
979

  The main obstacles to the education of Mexican Americans 

in this early period was the extreme poverty of the majority of these children and the poor 

attendance that was forced upon them because of the necessity of working to help support the 

family.
980

  A few more prosperous Mexican American families who lived on the south side of 

town were able to enroll their children at South Elementary.
981

  They had the same educational 

opportunities as the rest of the Anglo children enrolled there.  They had newer facilities, a 

cafeteria, gymnasium and auditorium by the 1930s, qualified teachers and sufficient instructional 

resources.
982

   Mexican Americans finally became a majority of the graduating class in 1953 

when 35 of the 53 graduates were Mexican American.
983

   

 During the transitional years of the 1950s to the 1970s, additional elementary schools 

were built both on the south side of town and on the north side of town which served to expand 

the educational opportunities of Mexican American schoolchildren.
984

  The Mexican American 

community became more and more involved in city and school politics and became more 
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insistent on equal facilities, although complete integration did not occur until the 1973-1974 

school year when the district went to single-line campuses and district-wide busing.
985

  The 

number of Mexican American teachers, counselors, administrators and school board members 

steadily increased so that the Mexican American community had a better voice in improving the 

facilities, the teacher quality and the instructional resources.  The chief obstacle during this time 

of increased Mexican American enrollment was the lingering practice of separating students into 

the advanced, college-preparatory track or the basic or vocational track.
986

  In other words, even 

though Anglo and Mexican American children attended the same school, they were not 

necessarily placed in the same classrooms or had access to the best teachers and instructional 

materials.  High expectations for Mexican American students were still not the norm during this 

transitional period.
987

 

 Since the 1990s, Mercedes has expanded the opportunities that all students have by 

adding college level concurrent classes to the curriculum as well as Advanced Placement courses 

which allow the student to graduate from high school with college credit hours.
988

  There are new 

campuses built with state-of-the-art technology available to the teachers and the students for 

instructional purposes.
989

  Although the district is still in litigation with construction companies 

over poorly built facilities, they have managed to expand and modernize existing physical plants 

to address the needs of all students.
990

  In addition to the traditional Mercedes High School, the 

district has added an alternative high school campus as well as an Early College Academy in 

order to provide as many credit accruing options as possible in the effort to increase graduation 
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rates.
991

  The district currently has four elementary campuses in operation: Kennedy, Travis, 

Taylor and Hinojosa, the newest campus.
992

  There are very few Anglo students left in Mercedes, 

however, with the 2007-2008 school year showing only 33 Anglo children enrolled compared to 

5,435 Mexican American children district-wide. The district continues to experience a high 

dropout rate consistent with the state and national trends.
993

  The district‘s students have also 

coped well with new state testing requirements, and the district has attained the state‘s second 

highest ―Recognized‖ rating twice in the last two decades.
994

 

Research Question # 2  

What were the schools like that were attended by the Mexican American schoolchildren 

in Mercedes, Texas? 

In every description over the years of the schools on the south side of town where the 

Anglos resided, the schools were constructed of brick or stucco, had a cafeteria and an 

auditorium, as well as athletic facilities.
995

  This was not so on the north side of town for a long 

time. 
996

 North Elementary was frequently described in school board minutes and newspaper 

articles as being constructed of wood frame, with no electricity and running water for many 

years, with tables and benches instead of desks, and generally of far inferior condition to the 

schools on the south side of town.  Natividad Gonzales, interviewee who attended North Ward in 

the 1940s, said, ―it was a dark, ominous building…and there were bats…‖
997

  The school board 

minutes as late as 1940 show how North Elementary was frequently shortchanged when it came 

to physical facilities.  The July 29, 1940 board minutes indicated that although a brick addition 
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had been approved for North at an earlier board meeting, the board then decided to construct a 

frame building instead.
998

 

There is a newspaper article in December of 1950 which describes a Christmas Program 

that will be given at the North Ward School ―on the playground if the weather is favorable.‖
999

 

The article further states that ―the stage for the presentation is being furnished by Jesus Garcia 

while Abel Garcia and the Mexican Chamber of Commerce are furnishing seats for the 

evening.‖
1000

  This implies that the school had no adequate facility for any children‘s programs, 

and must, perforce, have a Christmas program conducted outdoors in the middle of winter.  If the 

Mexican Chamber of Commerce had not gotten involved, it appears that there would not have 

been a stage or seats available.
1001

  In contrast, the school board in February of that same year 

had authorized Mr. Graham, the superintendent, ―to have lights installed on the tennis courts on 

the South grammar school grounds.‖
1002

 The contrast between the two conditions portrayed 

above give a stark picture of what little importance Mercedes school officials gave to the North 

School compared to the South School in the first fifty years of the district‘s existence.    

It was not until the Mexican American community was able to hold political positions in 

the city and on the school board beginning in the 1960s that things gradually began to change.  

With Mexican Americans on the school board, particularly after they attained a majority, the 

schools serving Mexican Americans improved considerably in facility quality.
1003

  Other things 

were slower to change.  Although Mexican American teachers and administrators had begun to 

be hired at the elementary and junior high levels, the Mercedes High School had an Anglo 
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majority teaching staff well into the 1980s.
1004

  The Anglo staff was well qualified, and was 

generally well-liked by the Mexican American students attending the high school, but very few 

Mexican American role models were provided to the high school students until the last two 

decades of the twentieth century.
1005

 Generally speaking, the first Mexican American teachers in 

Mercedes were Mercedes graduates returning from college to teach in their home school.  Many 

Mercedes graduates currently work in the school district as paraprofessional staff, teachers and 

administrators.
1006

  The current superintendent Dr. Daniel Treviño, Jr. graduated from Mercedes 

High school in 1981.
1007

 

Research Question # 3 

What perceptions, attitudes and reactions did the Mexican American parents and 

schoolchildren have regarding the schools they attended and the educational opportunities and 

obstacles they experienced?  

 In the early years, Mexican Americans appeared to be complacent and to accept the status 

quo of having separate school facilities.  There was an apparent acceptance that this was the way 

things were, and that change was not likely or possible. Several interviewees felt that 

complaining about the way things were was not considered to be in good taste.
1008

  A few 

Mexican Americans decided that getting elected to the city council or to the school board was a 

way to have their concerns heard, and one, Jesús M. García, managed to get elected in 1915.
1009

  

Although the presence of one or two Mexican American school trustees on the board helped to 

put items on the agenda, they soon found out that concerns were heard but they were not acted 
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upon, or at least not in a timely manner.
1010

  In later years, as more Mexican American trustees 

were elected to the Mercedes school board, the minutes reflect lively exchanges between board 

members and the superintendent as attempts were made to address concerns at North 

Elementary, in particular the poor physical condition of the school and the serious 

overcrowding.
1011

 

Many Mexican American parents did not speak English very well, and were therefore 

reluctant to approach Anglo school administrators or board members to discuss their child‘s 

needs.  Several interviewees indicated that when their parents did not speak English well, another 

relative who did would be sent in their place to speak to school officials.
1012

 The inability to 

speak English well and therefore the reluctance to approach school officials very likely made 

Mercedes school administrators and trustees think that Mexican American parents were 

complacent and did not care about their child‘s education.
1013

 Yet even in the very early years, 

Mexican American parents proved that they were very interested in their children‘s education by 

becoming involved in the P.T.A. and participating in fund-raising activities to benefit the 

schools.  Newspaper articles as far back as 1922 showed a very active group of Mexican 

American parents at North Elementary.
1014

 

Even though some Mexican American students were allowed to attend South School, it 

was dependant on their having residency in the south side of town. In some cases, Mexican 

American parents were insistent on having their children attend South School, or later Travis 

Elementary, because it was common knowledge that the facilities and the teacher quality was 
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superior at that campus.  One of the interviewees remembers his aunt going to Travis to enroll 

her children there because the ―teachers were better‖ there.
1015

  Another interviewee said he was 

sent to live with his aunt on the south side so that he would be eligible to attend South School.
1016

  

These actions indicate that many Mexican American parents would do whatever it took to get 

what they perceived to be the best education for their children. 

Several of the persons interviewed had not thought about their school days in the 

Mercedes Independent School District in a long time.  As they responded to questions and 

reflected on their school days in Mercedes, there were various ―aha‖ moments as they realized in 

hindsight how things had been.  One interviewee who attended West Elementary school was 

bused almost every day to Travis Elementary to have lunch at that campus.
1017

  As a child, he 

never thought to question why his campus did not have a cafeteria, nor did he realize that the 

south side schools where the Anglo children attended had had cafeterias since the 1930s.  As an 

adult, he now realizes that there were some disparities and that not all schools gave equal 

educational services to the Mercedes students at various times in the school district‘s history.  

Another interviewee reacted with surprise when she realized that every one of the high school 

teachers teaching college preparatory courses had been Anglo. When she attended high school, 

she never thought to question why there were hardly any Mexican American teachers teaching 

those courses.
1018

 Some interviewees reflected that as in most situations, hindsight is 20/20, and 

that they see things now that they did not realize as they lived those moments.
1019

 

In some cases, Mexican American students and parents did not question the decisions 

made by school officials because they felt that ―teachers know best; the school knows what it‘s 
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doing.‖
1020

  One interviewee recalled going to the school counselor to ask why he had not been 

put into the English IV class, which was a college preparatory course.  He was told that he 

wasn‘t college material and that he should consider entering military service after high school.  

At that time, he did not question the counselor‘s response, thinking that undoubtedly she knew 

what was in his best interests.
1021

 In these cases, it was not a matter of being passive or 

complacent on the part of Mexican American parents and students, it was a matter of having full 

trust in the school district administrators and teachers, and in believing that they were 

knowledgeable experts and professionals who knew what was best for all students and who 

would advocate for them in their best interests. 

If there was a time when Mexican American students and the community might have 

reacted aggressively to perceived discrimination, it was during the 1960s and 1970s when civil 

rights activism was sensationally featured on national and local televisions and in newspapers 

and magazines.  School board minutes do reveal that there was some tension among Mercedes 

high school students during the late sixties and early seventies. The incident regarding Mrs. 

Moore is described in school board minutes and reveals that high school students were well 

aware of civil rights protests and walk-outs by Mexican American students at other school 

districts.
1022

  Mercedes high school students might have considered a walk-out in protest of Mrs. 

Moore getting fired, but they did not actually carry it out.
1023

  The time period of this incident in 

March of 1971 appears to have been the only time that Mercedes Mexican American students 

considered active protests against the actions of school officials.  It seems to have been 

effectively tamped down by school administrators, however, by effectively firing Mrs. Moore 
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who was considered an instigator, and this type of student protest never again surfaced during the 

history of the school district.
1024

 

Research Question # 4  

Which individuals played important roles in the educational history of the Mercedes, 

Texas schools?   

 There are several notable individuals that should be included in this study as having 

played important roles in the educational history of the Mercedes school district.  Many, but not 

all, of these individuals came from the middle income level Mexican American families who 

because they did not constantly struggle with poverty were able to become well-educated and 

therefore more empowered to be ―movers and shakers‖ in the community.  Some of these notable 

Mexican American families were the García, Hinojosa, and Fernández families who produced 

individuals who actively pushed for increased educational opportunities for Mexican American 

schoolchildren.  Leon R. Graham acknowledged these families when he mentioned in his 1938 

master‘s thesis, ―many of the Latin Americans had considerable political influence.‖
1025

   

One of the García family members, Jesús M. García, was elected to the Mercedes school 

board in 1915.
1026

 Another Mexican American would not again be elected to the school board 

until 1954.
1027

  Many García family members were well-to-do businessmen and professionals 

with dry goods stores, grocery stores, pharmacies and lumber companies in town.
1028

  Dr. Hector 

P. García, the founder of the American G.I. Forum who was instrumental in facilitating the right 

to vote for Mexican Americans through poll-tax drives and who fought for veteran‘s benefits for 
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returning WWII Mexican American servicemen belonged to this family.
1029

  Most of his brothers 

and sisters became medical doctors as he had by surmounting many obstacles such as 

discrimination, prejudice and limited access to medical schools.  The García family often 

appeared in local news stories supporting and promoting increased educational opportunities for 

Mexican Americans not only locally but also nationally.
1030

 

The Hinojosa family also produced notable individuals who actively fought to address 

Mexican American issues and needs.  Liborio Hinojosa served as P.T.A. President of North 

Elementary, was elected Mercedes school board trustee, and was also elected Mayor of 

Mercedes among other offices.  His active political involvement put considerable pressure on 

city and school officials to provide equitable educational opportunities to Mexican American 

schoolchildren.
1031

  Miss Elvira Hinojosa also served on the Mercedes School Board for many 

years and did her share to make sure Mexican Americans and their educational needs were not 

forgotten.
1032

  Another family member, the Honorable Rubén Hinojosa, graduated from 

Mercedes schools and returned to help build the H & H Meat Products family business.  He also 

served on the Mercedes school board, was President of the state Mexican American School 

Board Members Association, was elected to the Texas State Board of Education in 1974 and was 

elected to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1996 and has served there since.  In all of his 

elected positions, he has made Hispanic education a priority concern, and in his current office as 

a U.S. Congressman, he leads the Congressional Hispanic Caucus‘ task force on education and 

serves as chairman of the Subcommittee on Higher Education, Lifelong Learning and 

Competitiveness.  He has fought to improve accessibility and affordability in higher education 
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for all but especially for Hispanics.  He has continued to stay in touch with the Mercedes school 

district regarding its needs, and the family company has donated land and other resources to the 

school district on many occasions.
1033

  

Many of the members of the Fernández family were original Spanish land grant 

recipients whose proprietorship of lands in the Rio Grande Valley dated back to the mid-

1700s.
1034

  They are representative of the original ranching enterprises that characterized the Rio 

Grande Valley for many years before the coming of Anglo Americans and commercial farming 

enterprises to the region.  Several Fernández family members served as school board trustees in 

the Mercedes ISD including Joaquín J. Fernández and Santiago ―Jimmy‖ Fernández.
1035

  Many 

Fernández family members worked for the school district as teacher aides, teachers, and 

administrators, including Imelda Fernández Guerra who served as Elementary Curriculum 

Director in the late 1970s and 1980s.
1036

  Fernández family members intermarried with other 

prominent families with last names such as Champion, Chapa, Vela, Cano, Sáenz, Hinojosa, and 

Guerra who also traced their heritage to the original Spanish land grantees of the Rio Grande 

Valley.
1037

 

One important individual who belonged to prominent Rio Grande Valley families was 

Lauro R. Guerra, who as Mercedes Superintendent of Schools in the 1970s led the Mercedes 

school district through one of its most difficult periods.  Although he was not born in Mercedes, 

he had married into the Fernández family as the husband of Imelda Fernández.
1038

  He became 

the Mercedes superintendent in 1971 and integrated the entire school district through a series of 
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incremental steps which ensured a smooth transition.
1039

  According to one interviewee, he was 

able to accomplish the desegregation of the school district with a firm but understanding hand 

and with minimal disruptions.
1040

  With excellent interpersonal skills and expert planning, he 

ensured that education in the school district was greatly expanded to address the needs of 

Mexican American students.  He served as an outstanding role model in educational leadership 

for developing district administrators, and he developed, promoted and implemented 

groundbreaking new programs that addressed the needs of all students in the district.
1041

 

Although she left the school district upon graduation and never returned to live in the 

district, Dr. Elisa de León Gutiérrez impacted the Mexican American schoolchildren in Mercedes 

in a different way.  As the first Director of Bilingual Programs in the Texas Education Agency, 

she developed the curricular language program that would finally acknowledge the Mexican 

American‘s native language of Spanish as a viable and important tool in acquiring knowledge 

while the child learned English.  She not only impacted Mexican American children in 

Mercedes, but in the entire state of Texas and beyond when other states used the Texas model to 

develop their own state bilingual plans.
1042

  The academic success of thousands of Mexican 

American schoolchildren in Texas and the nation is attributable in large part to the tireless work 

she did researching, developing, writing, defending, and implementing bilingual education 

programs.  She said in her interview that she would never forget the monitoring trips she took to 

hundreds of school districts in Texas, and the horror she felt at how Mexican American children 
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were being treated. ―I realized that I had a job to do.  I had to protect those children.‖
1043

 She 

never sought accolades or extra compensation, working quietly but relentlessly to ensure that 

Mexican American schoolchildren were able to experience success in Texas school districts.   

Giving stability to the school district was Monte R. Churchill who served as Mercedes 

superintendent from 1980 to 1997 and who after retiring from school administration then served 

the district as a school board trustee from 2004 to the present.
1044

 He indicated in his interview 

that Lauro R. Guerra was his role model, and that he learned much from Mr. Guerra in 

diplomacy, in the successful implementation of new programs, and in navigating the waters of 

change.  He has until now been the Mercedes superintendent with the longest tenure at seventeen 

years.  The length of his tenure is a testament to his mastery of administrative skills in an era 

when the usual tenure of a school district superintendent is from two to five years.
1045

  He was 

able to handle the paradigm shift of the integration of schools begun by his predecessor Lauro 

Guerra, and was able to implement a succession of new programs to address the needs of the 

growing population of Mexican Americans in the Mercedes school district.  He was also the 

superintendent in charge when the state began its accountability requirements and was able to 

provide the leadership necessary to achieve ―Academically Acceptable‖ ratings for the school 

district during his tenure.
1046

 

Finally, it is indisputable that the current superintendent of schools, Dr. Daniel Treviño, 

Jr., will serve as an excellent role model for all the schoolchildren in Mercedes.
1047

  Coming 

from humble beginnings in his native Mercedes, he was able to overcome financial hardships 

and discouraging circumstances to attain the highest degree in his profession, a doctorate in 
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educational leadership.
1048

 He expresses the determination to provide all the educational 

opportunities in his power to all of the schoolchildren in Mercedes not only by his words but by 

his actions. Under his leadership, the district is undertaking the complete modernization of the 

facilities, upgrading the use of state-of-the-art technology for administrative as well as 

instructional practices, and is producing graduates who have attained college credit hours and 

Associate‘s Degrees before they even embark on their post-secondary education.  He is 

committed to the success of the district and to providing a quality education to all of the children 

in his charge.  He understands the challenges that the district now faces, but he is prepared to use 

his district team to its fullest capabilities in order to maximize educational opportunities for all 

the students and minimize any obstacles they face.
1049

  Those who work with him agree that the 

district is in very capable hands.
1050

 

Conclusions:  Emerging Themes 

 The Mercedes Independent School District came into being on June 13, 1908.  It began 

with two schools, School # 1 located on the south side of town, and School # 2 located on the 

north side of town.
1051

  The intent was clearly to separate Anglo schoolchildren from Mexican 

American schoolchildren, with many reasons given such as ―for the convenience of the children 

living in that area,‖
1052

 and ―to prepare non-English speaking children for the English-speakers 

school.‖
1053

  Few openly spoke about the segregation although the words ―Mexican School‖ 

clearly appeared on early Mercedes maps,
1054

 and occasionally the words ―Mexican School‖ 
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appeared in the official school board minutes.
1055

  If anyone objected to this arrangement, it was 

not officially recorded in the school board minutes or local newspapers, but in Leon R. Graham‘s 

1938 master‘s thesis, we have the first indications that Mexican American community members 

were not altogether enthusiastic about the arrangement.  He states that ―many Latin Americans 

had considerable political influence,‖
1056

 and that fact effectively prevented school officials from 

denying entrance to the South School to south side Mexican American families.   

This is one of the first indications of an emerging theme in this educational history of 

Mercedes ISD; that prominent Mexican American families in Mercedes were at the forefront of 

obtaining the best educational opportunities for not only their own, but all Mexican American 

children in the school district.  The Mexican American middle class businessmen and 

professionals, many of whom had been educated and had graduated from Mercedes schools, 

formed the nucleus of this group.
1057

  They often returned to the town after securing post-

secondary degrees, and the slowly growing educated middle class of Mexican American families 

eventually had sufficient numbers to impact in city and school elections.
1058

  Once Mexican 

Americans had secured city and school district political positions, the school district became 

more balanced in terms of equal educational opportunities for all children, although full 

integration did not occur until the 1973 – 1974 school year.
1059

 

 The second emerging theme in this study was the phenomenon of early acceptance of the 

status quo both on the part of the Anglos and the Mexican Americans.  Both groups expressed 

time and again, that while they lived the moments, they were unaware of differences and 
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disparities until they looked back many years later and discovered that educational opportunities 

were not always fully available to Mexican American students.
1060

  Many of the Mexican 

American alumni interviewed had ―aha‖ moments in which they were surprised to realize that all 

of their high school teachers had been Anglo, or that no school officials had encouraged them or 

advised them to attend college, or that they had been tracked since junior high or before into low-

expectation groups.  Some denied that segregation had existed in the town.
1061

  They were 

convinced that it was simply a matter of residence and natural attendance at a neighborhood 

school.  They were unaware that only certain schools in a certain part of town had cafeterias or 

auditoriums available for their use while others did not.  They were unaware that while they sat 

at tables and benches, other schools had new desks.  They did not realize that some campuses did 

not have to worry about bat infestations or leaky roofs, and that they had working restrooms and 

water fountains while theirs were always in disrepair.  They simply accepted what was, and did 

the best they could with what was available to them.  

 A third theme that emerged was the general willingness of Mexican American parents to 

do whatever they could to provide the best possible education for their children.  In many 

instances, if the parents did not speak English and were uncomfortable going to the schools to 

speak with school officials, they found someone else to go to represent them.  Sometimes it was 

an older child, sometimes a brother or sister who had been better educated, sometimes it was a 

friend or a community member who was willing to represent them and help them get solutions to 

their problems.
1062

  There were several interviewees who spoke about organizations such as the 

Woodmen of the World, known as ―Los Hacheros‖ in Mexican American circles, who met 

socially and discussed Mexican American issues and concerns including educational 
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disparities.
1063

  These organizations tried to offer scholarships to Mexican American graduates 

who might not otherwise have gotten one, and they often helped students, parents or employees 

who had school or work related issues.
1064

 The interviewees several times mentioned that they 

were sent to live with relatives on the south side of town in order to be able to attend the better 

equipped schools there.
1065

  Some parents simply approached school officials and insisted on 

admittance to the schools, but because of attendance zone maps, not many of these transfers 

would have been approved.
1066

  Many parents made financial sacrifices in order to maximize 

educational opportunities for their children.
1067

  Migrant families frequently left children with 

relatives so that they could attend school all year long, and interviewees told of parents who 

somehow came up with the money needed for them to attend college after graduation.
1068

   

When Leon R. Graham listed his findings and made recommendations in his 1938 

master‘s thesis, he stated that the school district was not reaching as many Latin Americans as it 

should, based on the high failure, retention and dropout rate that this group exhibited.  He 

recommended that:  

The ideal situation would be based on a well organized plan of compulsory attendance 

that would permit only those who actually had to work to remain out of school.  Since 

such a plan is not feasible at the present, due to the cost and the difficulty of 

administration, the next best plan must be one based on parent and pupil education.  

Parent education to convince the Latin American parents that their children should be in 

school, and pupil education to make the Latin American children desire to attend 

school.
1069
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Mr. Graham was suggesting that Mexican American parents did not care enough about 

their children going to school, and was recommending parent education to convince them.  

However, it became evident from the primary data collected, that the majority of Mexican 

American parents did want a good education for their children.
1070

  They needed no convincing 

that education was the way out of the loop of poverty that many of them were caught in.  Graham 

mentions that ― … such a plan is not feasible at the present, due to the cost …‖
1071

  One of the 

most prevalent items mentioned in school board minutes from the earliest times to the mid-

century was that the north side schools needed repairs, and these repairs were not taken care of 

for many months and sometimes years.  Meetings were held and the Anglo community 

represented made it clear that it did not feel the need to spend its hard-earned taxpayer money on 

the north side schools.
1072

  The severe and chronic overcrowding at North Elementary and later 

West Elementary, which were attended almost exclusively by Mexican Americans, contradicts 

what Graham states in the last sentence of the quote wherein he states in his recommendations, 

―parent education to convince the Latin American parents that their children should be in 

school.‖
1073

  If Latin American parents had to be convinced to send their children to school, then 

why were the north side schools so overcrowded? 

 The final theme that emerged in this study was that when the Mexican American 

community was finally able to mobilize sufficient political strength to begin to occupy city 

council and school district trustee positions, they did not embark on a plan of vengeance.  When 

the Mexican Americans on the school board finally reached a 4/3 majority in 1963, they did not 
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instantly begin removing all Anglo teachers and administrators.
1074

  They practiced restraint and 

showed common sense as they attempted to hire the best person for the job regardless of race or 

ethnicity.
1075

  In the school board minutes, as items were discussed and voted on, it became clear 

that the Mexican American school board members did not vote as a bloc.  On some items, both 

Anglo and Mexican Americans voted ―aye‖ and on some other items, both voted ―nay.‖
1076

  The 

community‘s wishes were respected, and letters to the local newspapers indicated that the 

community did not want racial or ethnic tensions to escalate to full incidents, as had occurred in 

other Rio Grande Valley school districts.
1077

  The community did make it clear, however, that 

change and reform was expected, as evidenced by the continuing election of Mexican American 

school board trustees.
1078

  When the district finally underwent full integration during the 1973 – 

1974 school year under Lauro R. Guerra‘s leadership, there were no riots, protests or walk-outs 

in Mercedes.  The integration proceeded smoothly, and no one reported retaliatory acts or 

treatment.
1079

  While it is true that many Anglo parents preferred to withdraw their children from 

public education rather than have them bused to schools on the north side of town, as far as any 

available records or testimony indicates, those Anglo children that remained did not experience 

reverse-racism.
1080

 

Reflections 

  The study of the history of an educational institution such as a school district may at first 

glance appear to be less than appropriate in obtaining a doctorate in educational leadership.  A 
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review of the titles of dissertations obtained in this field usually reveals quantitative studies in 

areas such as factors that impact student achievement, the identification of leadership qualities in 

superintendents or of leadership behaviors in principals, the effectiveness of unique curricular 

measures used in schools, or the impact of professional staff development or levels of parent 

involvement in predicting student success.
1081

  The qualitative study of the history of a particular 

school district in the Rio Grande Valley may evoke responses such as, ―Well, that‘s fine, but I‘ve 

never had anything to do with that school district; how can knowing the history of a school 

district tie in with educational leadership?‖  The response to that question is multi-layered, and 

can best be answered by first reflecting on the question, ―Why study history?‖   

 Historical inquiry in education involves an investigative gathering of facts which is 

accomplished by reviewing archival documents such as school board minutes, high school 

yearbooks, attendance records, enrollment lists and newspaper articles.  To add personal 

viewpoints and experiences to the accumulation of facts, particularly when a traditionally 

marginalized group is part of the study, persons involved with the historical subject of study are 

interviewed so that a variety of perspectives on events and incidents is gathered.
1082

  But the 

accumulation of the facts is insufficient, and only the first level of inquiry.  The most important 

dimension is the interpretative process of historical inquiry in which the researcher practices and 

hones the ability to gather and assess evidence, the ability to assess conflicting interpretations of 

events, and the ability to assess change over time.
1083

  The study of the history of an educational 

entity expands the context and answers questions which define a space, such as:  how did this 
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place get to be, who are the people that live here, and how did events shape this space?  The 

study of history provides identity to both the researcher and the researched and attempts to 

answer the questions which every individual eventually asks, such as: who am I, where did I 

come from, how did I get here, and where am I going?  The study of history helps to understand 

change; how it happens, why it happens, whether it can be directed and how best to direct it.  The 

study of history helps to give an understanding of society, its constituent parts, the dominant and 

subordinate forces within it, what forces impact society, and what forces society impacts.  The 

study of history helps us to decide what is trivial and what is important in both the short-term and 

the long-term. It helps in problem solving and decision making.
1084

  Peter N. Stearns of the 

American Historical Association sums it up by saying: 

Why study history? The answer is because we virtually must, to gain access to the 

laboratory of human experience.  When we study it reasonably well, and so acquire some 

usable habits of mind, as well as some basic data about the forces that affect our own 

lives, we emerge with relevant skills and an enhanced capacity for informed citizenship, 

critical thinking, and simple awareness.
1085

 
 

Everyone has heard the mantra, ―Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to 

repeat it.‖
1086

  Of course, this is important also as a reason to study history; to learn what works 

and what doesn‘t so that mistakes are not repeated.  This is a valid argument for the necessity of 

studying history, but after all if mankind had learned from its mistakes, we would not still have 

wars, poverty, prejudice and all the other ills that beset humanity. 
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 The study of the history of a school district, therefore, incorporates all of the tenets 

mentioned above, but it requires clarification in the application of how the study of the history of 

a school system benefits the field of educational leadership.  Consider the study of a hundred 

years of the history of the Mercedes Independent School District.  This study is perforce a study 

of those who have led it, the challenges they confronted, how they handled change from without, 

how they effected change from within, how they solved problems, and how they came to make 

the decisions that they did.  It is a study of the operational dynamics of a school system, and as 

such it identifies: 

 the purpose of the organization; 

 who the movers and shakers are; 

 how the organization was and is structured; 

 how the organization has accomplished its goals; 

 how the community exerts pressure on the leaders and how the leaders exert pressure on 

the community; 

 how a leader decides whether change is important; 

 how a district leader plans for the future; 

 how the leader sets goals and conducts long term planning; 

 how new federal and state requirements are implemented; 

 how the money is managed and how school funding affects student learning; 

 how a financially efficient school system is effected; 

 how taxpayers can be convinced that raising taxes is needed; 

 how bond elections get passed and how they do not; 

 how curricular choices are made; 
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 how instruction is improved; 

 how parental and community concerns are handled; 

 how the media is handled; and  

 how the educational needs of all of the students are met. 

In studying a hundred years of the Mercedes Independent School System, all of the above were 

observed at one time or another.  Because this study was conducted using the lens of LatCrit 

Theory, these factors were seen in the context of the education of Mexican American students in 

the school system. 

Studying a hundred years of school district history can only be a survey and not an in-depth 

study of any of the above factors.  However, it is sufficient enough to give the researcher and the 

reader a very good idea of what all of the above looked like in one particular school district.  The 

development of educational leadership is based on these very factors that were revealed in this 

historical study.  A hundred years of educational leadership were studied in the viewing of the 

actions of twenty-four superintendents and hundreds of school board members and others.  

Whether you study the history of education because as a practitioner you wish to apply the 

lessons learned to a new context, or whether you study the history of education because you wish 

to prepare educational leaders as an academician, the study of the history of an educational entity 

such as a school district provides myriad examples in the exercise of educational leadership. 

Recommendations 

 A study such as this where a hundred years of history are reviewed can only bring up 

more questions that should be answered.  Most obviously, a biographical study of some of the 

different outstanding personages who became superintendents of the Mercedes School District 

would be recommended.  For example, the first true superintendent, Nannie Mer Buck, can be 
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studied simply as having been the first administrator who truly had only district-wide duties.
1087

  

She can also be studied as a woman superintendent in a traditionally male dominated profession.  

Consider her accomplishments.  As evidenced by the multiple newspaper stories during her 

administration, she was a master of public relations.
1088

  She put out story after story on the 

accomplishments of the school district, on its needs, its future plans and the celebration of 

student achievements.
1089

  Even when the state reports contained negative items or 

recommendations for improvement, she managed to find the positives and promote those to the 

local newspapers.
1090

  She organized curriculum and instruction and ensured that state standards 

for accreditation were met, and she recruited and hired only the most qualified teachers.  She 

developed the first teacher contracts that specified pay, teacher responsibilities and even sick 

leave days and she set up procedures for teacher complaints or grievances.
1091

  When she 

married, she was forced to step down from her position because newly married women were not 

permitted to teach or otherwise hold educational positions in the school district at that time.
1092

   

 There were certainly other individuals that could serve as role models for educational 

leadership studies; individuals such as Leon R. Graham who served as teacher, principal and 

superintendent of the Mercedes ISD before going on to work at the Texas Education Agency; 

Elisa de León Gutiérrez who was the Texas Education Agency‘s first Bilingual Director; Lauro 

R. Guerra who was the first Hispanic superintendent of schools at Mercedes; Monte R. Churchill 

who served the longest term as superintendent of Mercedes schools; and Dr. Daniel Treviño, Jr. 

who is the current superintendent and an excellent role model for Mexican American students in 
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his district.  Their biographies would be important in taking a closer look at the educational 

leadership qualities necessary to effect change and increase the educational opportunities of all 

students. 

 As presented at the very start of this study, the educational history of the Rio Grande 

Valley is insufficiently known.  There have been educational historical doctoral dissertations 

completed at the University of Texas – Pan American on only two school districts in the lower 

Rio Grande Valley:  the Weslaco Independent School District and the Edinburg Consolidated 

Independent School District, and the latter focused only on a specific time period.
1093

 This 

researcher‘s study completes only three educational leadership doctoral dissertations that have 

been conducted on any of the thirty-two public school districts in the lower Rio Grande 

Valley.
1094

  A comprehensive historical educational study of the entire lower Rio Grande Valley 

would be invaluable to add to the knowledge of borderlands school districts, their unique 

challenges and issues and how they have solved the problems that they all confront. A 

comparative study of two or three school districts in this region that vary greatly in 

demographics would also provide insight into how different districts handled similar issues in 

unique ways.  It can only be hoped that other doctoral students will take up the challenge to 

further complete the historical study of school districts in the lower Rio Grande Valley. 
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The University of Texas – Pan American 

Informed Consent Form – Interview 

A Study of Mexican American Education in the Mercedes Independent School District, 1908 – 2008:  

Opportunities or Obstacles? 

This research survey is being conducted by Beatrice de León Edwards from the University of Texas 
– Pan American/UTPA, under the supervision of Dr. Martha Tevis. We are conducting a research 
study about the history of the Mercedes Independent School District with a focus on the 
educational opportunities or challenges faced by Mexican American schoolchildren in this school 
district in the twentieth century.  As part of this study, we are interested in the views of persons 
who attended and/or graduated from Mercedes ISD schools and/or who have a relationship with 
the Mercedes ISD as current or former parents, teachers, administrators or school board 
members. 

We have invited you here today so that we can conduct an interview about issues related to this 
topic. The interview is expected to last approximately 30 to 45 minutes. Your individual responses 
will be treated confidentially. Your participation is completely voluntary; although you have 
shown interest in participating in this study, you are free to withdraw from the interview at any 
time and can choose not to answer specific questions.  

In order to ensure the accuracy of recorded statements, we will be recording the session on audio 
tape and later transcribing the tapes. The tapes will not be marked with your names and will be 
securely stored at UTPA. The recordings themselves will only be used for research purposes and 
will not be given to anyone not directly involved in the research. After 5 years, the tapes will be 
destroyed or erased. 

Your responses may be quoted in whole or in part in publications or presentations based on this 
research. If quotes are used, your real name will be replaced by a made up name (pseudonym) 
and any additional information that might directly identify you will be excluded, unless you give 
the researcher permission to use your real name and identifying information. 

You must be at least 18 years old to participate in this research. If you are under 18, please let the 
researcher know before the session begins. 

Researcher contact information:  Name: Beatrice de León Edwards 
     Dept: Educational Leadership 
     The University of Texas-Pan American 
     Phone: 956-665-7173, Email: beatricedeleon@yahoo.com  
 

Approved by: UTPA IRB 

Expires: NA 

IRB#2011-037-04 

mailto:beatricedeleon@yahoo.com
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Faculty Advisor    Name: Dr. Martha Tevis 
contact information:   Dept: Educational Leadership/Curriculum & Instruction 
     The University of Texas-Pan American 
     Phone: 956-665-3434, Email: mtevis@utpa.edu  

 

This research has been reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board for Human 

Subjects Protection (IRB). If you have any questions about your rights as a participant, or if you 

feel that your rights as a participant were not adequately met by the researcher, please contact 

the IRB at 956-665-3002 or irb@utpa.edu. You are also invited to provide anonymous feedback to 

the IRB by visiting www.utpa.edu/IRBfeedback 

Please keep this sheet for your reference. 

  

mailto:mtevis@utpa.edu
http://www.utpa.edu/IRBfeedback
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The University of Texas – Pan American 

Informed Consent Form – Focus Group 

A Study of Mexican American Education in the Mercedes Independent School District, 1908 – 2008:  

Opportunities or Obstacles? 

This research survey is being conducted by Beatrice de León Edwards from the University of Texas 
– Pan American/UTPA, under the supervision of Dr. Martha Tevis. We are conducting a research 
study about the history of the Mercedes Independent School District with a focus on the 
educational opportunities or challenges faced by Mexican American schoolchildren in this school 
district in the twentieth century.  As part of this study, we are interested in the views of persons 
who attended and/or graduated from Mercedes ISD schools and/or who have a relationship with 
the Mercedes ISD as current or former parents, teachers, administrators or school board 
members. 

We have invited you here today so that we can conduct a focus group about issues related to this 
topic. The focus group is expected to last approximately 30 – 45 minutes. Your individual 
responses will be treated confidentially. Statements made by other group members should also 
be treated confidentially and should not be shared outside of this group. Your participation is 
completely voluntary; although you have all shown interest in participating in this group, you are 
free to withdraw from the focus group at any time and can choose not to answer specific 
questions.  

In order to ensure the accuracy of recorded statements, we will be recording the session on audio 
tape and later transcribing the tapes. The tapes will not be marked with your names and will be 
securely stored at UTPA. The recordings themselves will only be used for research purposes and 
will not be given to anyone not directly involved in the research. After 5 years, the tapes will be 
destroyed or erased. 

Your responses may be quoted in whole or in part in publications or presentations based on this 
research. If quotes are used, your real name will be replaced by a made up name (pseudonym) 
and any additional information that might directly identify you will be excluded, unless you give 
the researcher permission to use your real name and identifying information. 

You must be at least 18 years old to participate in this research. If you are under 18, please let the 
researcher know before the session begins. 

  

Approved by: UTPA IRB 

Expires: NA 

IRB#2011-037-04 
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Researcher contact information:  Name: Beatrice de León Edwards 
     Dept: Educational Leadership 
     The University of Texas-Pan American 

Phone: 956-665-7173, Email: beatricedeleon@yahoo.com  
 
Faculty Advisor    Name: Dr. Martha Tevis 
contact information:   Dept: Educational Leadership/Curriculum & Instruction 
     The University of Texas-Pan American 
     Phone: 956-665-3434, Email: mtevis@utpa.edu  

 

This research has been reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board for Human 
Subjects Protection (IRB). If you have any questions about your rights as a participant, or if you 
feel that your rights as a participant were not adequately met by the researcher, please contact 
the IRB at 956-665-3002 or irb@utpa.edu. You are also invited to provide anonymous feedback to 
the IRB by visiting www.utpa.edu/IRBfeedback 

Please keep this sheet for your reference. 

  

mailto:beatricedeleon@yahoo.com
mailto:mtevis@utpa.edu
http://www.utpa.edu/IRBfeedback
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The University of Texas – Pan American 

Informed Consent Form – Telephone Interview Consent Script 

A Study of Mexican American Education in the Mercedes Independent School District, 1908 – 2008:  

Opportunities or Obstacles? 

Researcher: Thank you for agreeing to this telephone interview today.   

The title of the study being conducted is "A Study of Mexican American 

Education in the Mercedes Independent School District, 1908 – 2008: 

Opportunities or Obstacles?”  

I will be asking you questions relating to your experiences with the Mercedes 

Independent School District as a former student, parent or school official.  

Although I have specific questions to ask you, I may also ask you to clarify your 

response, or to extend it for more information. 

Before we start the interview, there is some important information that I must 

give you.  Please listen closely and feel free to stop me at any time to ask me to 

repeat the information or clarify it for you. 

This research survey is being conducted by Beatrice de León Edwards from the 

University of Texas – Pan American/UTPA, under the supervision of Dr. Martha 

Tevis. We are conducting a research study about the history of the Mercedes 

Independent School District with a focus on the educational opportunities or 

challenges faced by Mexican American schoolchildren in this school district in 

the twentieth century.  As part of this study, we are interested in the views of 

persons who attended and/or graduated from Mercedes ISD schools and/or who 

have a relationship with the Mercedes ISD as current or former parents, 

teachers, administrators or school board members. 

This telephone interview is expected to last approximately 30 minutes. Your 

individual responses will be treated confidentially. Your participation is 

completely voluntary; although you have shown interest in participating in this 

study, you are free to withdraw from the interview at any time and can choose 

not to answer specific questions.  

Approved by: UTPA IRB 

Expires: NA 

IRB#2011-037-04 
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In order to ensure the accuracy of recorded statements, we may be recording 

the session on audio tape and later transcribing the tapes. The tapes will not be 

marked with your names and will be securely stored at UTPA. The recordings 

themselves will only be used for research purposes and will not be given to 

anyone not directly involved in the research. After 5 years, the tapes will be 

destroyed or erased. 

Your responses may be quoted in whole or in part in publications or 

presentations based on this research. If quotes are used, your real name will be 

replaced by a made up name (pseudonym) and any additional information that 

might directly identify you will be excluded, unless you give the researcher 

permission to use your real name and identifying information. 

You must be at least 18 years old to participate in this research. Are you at least 

18 years old? 

Researcher: I would also like to provide you with important contact information.  If you have 

any questions about the research, you can contact the researcher Beatrice de 

León Edwards at the Educational Leadership Doctoral Program office at the 

University of Texas-Pan American.  The telephone number there is 956-665-

7173; if you prefer, you may also email the researcher at 

beatricedeleon@yahoo.com.  

You may also contact the faculty advisor for this study, Dr. Martha Tevis, for any 

questions on this research at the Curriculum & Instruction Department at the 

University of Texas-Pan American.  Her number there is 956-665-3434; or if you 

prefer, you may also email her at mtevis@utpa.edu.  

I also want you to let you know that this study has been reviewed by our 

university’s human subjects ethics committee, called the IRB.  If you have any 

questions about your rights as a participant, or want to voice any concerns about 

the way this research was conducted, you can contact the IRB directly at 956-

665-3002.  You may also email the IRB at irb@utpa.edu.  

Please let me know if you have any questions regarding the information I have 

given you so far.  Is there anything you would like me to repeat? 

 

Researcher will proceed to ask the following questions. Interviewee may expand upon the 

answer as he/she wishes, but will be guided back to the questions if he/she digresses too much. 

mailto:beatricedeleon@yahoo.com
mailto:mtevis@utpa.edu
mailto:irb@utpa.edu
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Some questions may be skipped if the interviewee sufficiently answered them in a previous 

response. Additional questions may be asked by the researcher to gain clarification or to expand 

responses. 

Researcher (allowing interviewee time to answer each one): 

1. State your name and give some basic biographical information about yourself (place of 

birth, parents’ and siblings’ names, where you lived in Mercedes, current and past 

career information) 

2. Tell about your educational experiences in the Mercedes Independent School District 

(which elementary schools were attended, when you graduated or left school, who 

were your teachers, what subjects did  you study, who were the other students in your 

school/class) 

3. Describe the schools that you attended in Mercedes (both physical facility description 

and school culture/climate). 

4. Were you encouraged by your teachers, counselors, administrators, parents to go on to 

college? 

5. Was there communication between you and your parents and school officials such as 

counselors or administrators? 

6. Did you belong to any school organizations or clubs and were you ever an officer in 

these clubs? 

7. What changes have you seen in your home town schools (Mercedes ISD) over the years? 

8. Did you feel that you were given extra opportunities in school to further your 

education? 

9. Did you feel that you were forced to overcome challenges in school to further your 

education? 

10. Did you feel that you were treated differently from other students by the teachers, 

counselors or administrators in your school?  How did you or your parents respond to 

being treated differently (if it happened)? 

Researcher: Thank you very much for agreeing to this interview.  Your participation in this 

study is greatly appreciated and will serve to expand the body of knowledge on 

this topic.  Do you have any questions for me about this research or the contact 

information? 

 If you later recall additional information that may be helpful to the purpose of 

this study, please feel free to contact the researcher Beatrice de León Edwards at 

956-665-7173 or email her at beatricedeleon@yahoo.com.  Thank you. 

  

mailto:beatricedeleon@yahoo.com
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The University of Texas – Pan American 

Informed Consent Form – E-Mail Correspondence Interview 

A Study of Mexican American Education in the Mercedes Independent School District, 1908 – 

2008:  Opportunities or Obstacles? 

Email used for recruitment (letter of introduction): 

Greetings: 

My name is Beatrice de León Edwards and I am currently conducting a research study (doctoral 

dissertation) entitled:  A Study of Mexican American Education in the Mercedes Independent 

School District, 1908 – 2008:  Opportunities or Obstacles?   

The purpose of the study is to investigate the educational history of the Mercedes ISD during the 

twentieth century with a focus on the opportunities and challenges encountered by Mexican 

American schoolchildren who were served by the school district.  As a former student and/or 

graduate of the Mercedes ISD schools, I believe that your educational experiences with the 

Mercedes ISD would greatly assist me in completing this study [alternate sentence:  As a previous 

parent, teacher, administrator or school board member in the Mercedes ISD, I believe that your 

experiences with the Mercedes ISD would greatly assist me in completing this study]. 

I would like to invite you to participate in this study through an email “interview” correspondence 

where I email you some questions and you respond to the best of your recollection. 

If you are interested in participating, please reply to this email.  If you wish, you may also call me 

at 505-288-8299 (cell phone) or 956-665-7173 (work) for additional information on the study. 

Sincerely, 

Beatrice de León Edwards 

Email used for interview after participant accepts invitation: 

Greetings: 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in the research study (doctoral dissertation) entitled:  A 

Study of Mexican American Education in the Mercedes Independent School District, 1908 – 2008:  

Approved by: UTPA IRB 

Expires: NA 

IRB#2011-037-04 
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Opportunities or Obstacles?  As previously explained, the purpose of the study is to investigate 

the educational history of the Mercedes ISD during the twentieth century with a focus on the 

opportunities and challenges encountered by Mexican American schoolchildren who were served 

by the school district.   

Through email correspondence, I will be asking you questions relating to your experiences with 

the Mercedes Independent School District as a former student, parent or school official.  

Although I have specific questions to ask you, I may also ask you later to clarify your response, or 

to extend it for more information. 

Before we begin, there is some important information that I must give you.   

Your email responses will be treated confidentially; however, you should know that we cannot 

guarantee the security of e-mail transmissions. Your participation is completely voluntary; 

although you have shown interest in participating in this study, you are free to withdraw from the 

e-mail correspondence interview at any time and can choose not to answer specific questions.  

Your e-mail response printouts will not be marked with your name and will be securely stored at 

UTPA. The e-mail response printouts will only be used for research purposes and will not be given 

to anyone not directly involved in the research. After 5 years, the e-mail response printouts will 

be destroyed. 

Your e-mail responses may be quoted in whole or in part in publications or presentations based 

on this research. If quotes are used, your real name will be replaced by a made up name 

(pseudonym) and any additional information that might directly identify you will be excluded, 

unless you give the researcher permission to use your real name and identifying information. 

You must be at least 18 years old to participate in this research. If you are under 18, please let me 

know before we begin this e-mail correspondence interview. 

I would also like to provide you with the following important contact information. If you have any 

questions about the research, you may contact the following persons: 

Researcher contact information:  Name: Beatrice de León Edwards 
     Dept: Educational Leadership 
     The University of Texas-Pan American 
     Phone: 956-665-7173, Email: beatricedeleon@yahoo.com  
 
Faculty Advisor    Name: Dr. Martha Tevis 
contact information:   Dept: Educational Leadership/Curriculum & Instruction 
     The University of Texas-Pan American 
     Phone: 956-665-3434, Email: mtevis@utpa.edu  
 

mailto:beatricedeleon@yahoo.com
mailto:mtevis@utpa.edu
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You should also know that this research has been reviewed and approved by the Institutional 

Review Board for Human Subjects Protection (IRB). If you have any questions about your rights as 

a participant, or if you feel that your rights as a participant were not adequately met by the 

researcher, please contact the IRB at 956-665-3002 or irb@utpa.edu. You are also invited to 

provide anonymous feedback to the IRB by visiting www.utpa.edu/IRBfeedback 

Please keep this email for your reference. 

Please answer as many of the following questions as you can.  Feel free to give extensive details 

on each, but remember that you may also choose not to answer specific questions. 

1. State your name and give some basic biographical information about yourself (place of 

birth, parents’ and siblings’ names, where you lived in Mercedes, current and past 

career information) 

2. Tell about your educational experiences in the Mercedes Independent School District 

(which elementary schools were attended, when you graduated or left school, who 

were your teachers, what subjects did  you study, who were the other students in your 

school/class) 

3. Describe the schools that you attended in Mercedes (both physical facility description 

and school culture/climate). 

4. Were you encouraged by your teachers, counselors, administrators, parents to go on to 

college? 

5. Was there communication between you and your parents and school officials such as 

counselors or administrators? 

6. Did you belong to any school organizations or clubs and were you ever an officer in 

these clubs? 

7. What changes have you seen in your home town schools (Mercedes ISD) over the years? 

8. Did you feel that you were given extra opportunities in school to further your 

education? 

9. Did you feel that you were forced to overcome challenges in school to further your 

education? 

10. Did you feel that you were treated differently from other students by the teachers, 

counselors or administrators in your school?  How did you or your parents respond to 

being treated differently (if it happened)? 

Thank you very much for agreeing to participate in this study.  Your responses will assist me 

greatly in completing the research study and expanding the body of knowledge on this topic. 

Sincerely,  

Beatrice de León Edwards 

http://www.utpa.edu/IRBfeedback
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

Interview Questions for Mercedes Alumni 

 

Interview Questions for School Officials 
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR MERCEDES ALUMNI 

1. State your name and give some basic biographical information about yourself (place of 

birth, parents‘ and siblings‘ names, where you lived in Mercedes, current and past career 

information) 

 

2. Tell about your educational experiences in the Mercedes Independent School District 

(which elementary schools were attended, when you graduated or left school, who were 

your teachers, what subjects did  you study, who were the other students in your 

school/class) 

 

3. Describe the schools that you attended in Mercedes (both physical facility description and 

school culture/climate). 

 

4. Were you encouraged by your teachers, counselors, administrators, parents to go on to 

college? 

 

5. Was there communication between you and your parents and school officials such as 

counselors or administrators? 

 

6. Did you belong to any school organizations or clubs and were you ever an officer in these 

clubs? 

 

7. What changes have you seen in your home town schools over the years? 

 

8. Did you feel that you were given extra opportunities in school to further your education? 

 

9. Did you feel that you were forced to overcome challenges in school to further your 

education? 

 

10. Did you feel that you were treated differently from other students by the teachers, 

counselors or administrators in your school?  How did you or your parents respond to 

being treated differently (if it happened)? 
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR SCHOOL OFFICIALS 

1. State your name and give some basic biographical information about yourself, such as 

place of birth, where you were educated and some career information. 

 

2. Tell about your involvement with the Mercedes ISD; how you came to work there, a 

description of the type of jobs you had there and the people you worked with. 

 

3. Describe the school district climate and culture at the time that you worked there, in 

particular the relationships between Anglo and Mexican Americans. 

 

4. What do you feel were the most pressing problems that Mercedes students, parents and 

community faced during the time period when you were there. 

 

5. How has the Mercedes ISD changed over time?  Physical facilities, district climate and 

culture, students, parents, community? 

 

6. What do you feel are the most pressing problems that Mexican American students face 

today regarding education? 

 

7. How did you affect students through your job as teacher/principal/assistant 

superintendent/superintendent/school board trustee in the Mercedes ISD?   

 

8. What changes did you make to increase educational opportunities for all students? 

 

9. What challenges did you face as a teacher/administrator/school board trustee? 

 

10. Include any other information that I did not ask about but that you feel is pertinent to the 

topic. 
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BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 
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Advanced Placement Spanish Language and Literature, and taught Spanish 1303 at the 
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and one granddaughter, Citlalli. 
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