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ABSTRACT 
 

This study examines the educational self-determination of Navajos, Chicanas/os, and, 

Puerto Ricans, through a comparative lens of community activism and the founding of 

their own institutions of higher education. These colleges emerged within their own 

historical contexts in the late 1960s and evolved throughout the 1970s.  In comparing 

these historical case studies, I argue educational self-determination was more widespread 

than has been recognized by scholars. In addition, the push for educational self-

determination was intergenerational, involved a wide spectrum of activist strategies, and 

changed over time. The founders of these colleges sought to disrupt the culture of 

exclusion in the U.S. schools by incorporating the language and culture of the 

communities they served while at the same time empowering them with new 

opportunities in higher education. This dissertation will contribute to the historiography 

of educational self-determination among communities of color. 
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Introduction 
 

In March of 1971, the president of Navajo Community College produced a 

position paper entitled “Navajo Control,” that resulted in the removal of all Anglos from 

decision-making positions at the school and replaced them with Navajo-led committees 

to take full control of the college. The action resulted in an outcry from Anglo allies and 

faculty, but exemplified the nationalistic tenor taking shape in the educational struggles 

on the Navajo reservation. At the same time, the Chicana/o founders of Colegio Jacinto 

Treviño in South Texas experienced a dramatic split between academic activists who 

acquiesced their decision-making positions to militant nationalists who took control of 

the school. It resulted in one of the most profound institutional evolutions of the college, 

solidifying the role that militant activism played throughout the history of the school. 

That same month, Puerto Rican students staged a two-day boycott at Hostos Community 

College in the South Bronx to demand the resignation of the college president and the 

introduction of bilingual classes. Their demonstration not only changed the institutional 

structure at the college, but also revealed that the Puerto Rican community had the power 

in numbers to shape the institution. These events provide insight into the character and 

context at each school and show how the struggle for educational self-determination 

shaped the identities of these institutions. My goal in comparing the three schools is to 

shed light on the role of community activism in establishing and shaping institutions of 

higher education to show that educational self-determination was more widespread than 

scholars have acknowledged. In addition, this study seeks to answer why these schools 

emerged at a similar historical moment. What were the origins of educational self-

determination? And most importantly, why did the Navajo Community College and 
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Hostos Community College continue to thrive, while Colegio Jacinto Treviño closed only 

after six years of existence? 

This dissertation examines the historical experiences and educational struggles of 

Navajos on the reservation located in portions of Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah, 

Chicanas/os in South Texas, and Puerto Ricans in New York City, between the 1950s and 

1970s. It compares the context for the founding of Navajo Community College, Colegio 

Jacinto Treviño, and Hostos Community College; and the role of the community, 

language and culture, and activism.1 The context of the 1950s and 1960s shows Navajos, 

Chicanas/os, and Puerto Ricans shared parallel and overlapping histories. They endured 

many harsh realities in social, political, and economic arenas, yet they responded in 

creative ways. This study provides a brief historical background for each group, while 

providing an in-depth look at the contextual forces that created the need for educational 

self-determination.2 By comparing the role of the community, it shows that the struggle 

																																																								
1	Unlike Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs), 
the ethnic colleges in this study were established in different contexts and provided viable alternatives to 
mainstream institutions of higher education. Religious and philanthropist groups in the U.S. north began 
establishing HBCUs in the 1830s to serve free Blacks, but most were established by the Freedman Bureau, 
a federal government agency, in the late 19th century to educate recently freed Blacks who could not attend 
white institutions of higher education. HBCUs were established as part of the special relationship with the 
African American community and federal government’s responsibility to their well-being by providing 
institutional and financial assistance. Contrastingly, HSIs were not established to serve a specific 
population. Since 1992, those institutions that enroll at least 25% of Hispanics, receive federal assistance, 
including tax-exemptions and provide student financial aid are classified as HSIs. In addition, neither 
HBCUs not HSIs were established by the communities of color they intended to serve. Blacks and 
Hispanics did not have decision-making in their founding and development, and HBCUs did not originally 
include Black culture into its curriculums, nor did the classification of HSIs result in the incorporation of 
Latina/o culture or language in college courses.  For more on HBCUs and HSIs, see Julian B. Roebuck and 
Komanduri Srinivasa Murty, Historically Black Colleges and Universities: Their Place in American Higher 
Education (Westport, Conn: Praeger, 1993); and Jamie P. Merisotis and Colleen T. O'Brien. Minority-
Serving Institutions: Distinct Purposes, Common Goals (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998). 
2 Scholars have produced an impressive number of historical works on Navajo, Mexican American, and 
Puerto Rican communities and their relationship with the United States in the 19th and early 20th century. 
The listing of books below is not comprehensive, but provides an excellent starting point for further 
reading. For works on the history of Navajos, see Peter Iverson, The Navajo Nation (Westport, 
Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1981); and Diné: A History of the Navajos (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 2002); and David E. Wilkins, The Navajo Political Experience (Lanham, Maryland: 
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for educational self-determination was intergenerational, and involved the participation of 

a diverse set of historical actors - young and old, students and parents, from young 

militants to liberal professional class, from educational advocates to community leaders 

and activists.3 This study shows that language and culture not only played a central role 

among the social identities of the founders, it also shaped the institutional identities of the 

colleges. By comparing the role of activism in this study, it shows how communities of 

color utilized a wide-range of activist strategies, from conventional actions to 

confrontational militancy, in their struggle for educational self-determination.4 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Rowman & Littlefield, 2003). For ethnic Mexicans and Mexican Americans in South Texas, see Arnold de 
León, The Tejano Community, 1836-1900 (Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1997); David 
Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-1986 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1987); and Armando C. Alonzo, Tejano Legacy: Rancheros and Settlers in South Texas, 1734-1900 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1998). For historical works on Puerto Ricans in New York 
City, see Virginia E. Sánchez Korrol, From Colonia to Community: The History of Puerto Ricans in New 
York City (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994); José Ramón Sánchez, Boricua Power: A 
Political History of Puerto Ricans in the United States (New York: New York University Press, 2007); and 
Lorrin Thomas, The Puerto Rican Citizen: History and Political Identity in Twentieth-Century New York 
City (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010). 
3 I refer to the liberal professional class as a subgroup within each community discussed in this study. They 
represent a class of people defined by their educational capital rather than their economic capital. Most 
were college educated, older in age, exemplified upward mobility, and worked to benefit their own 
communities.  
4	I use Salvador Vidal Ortiz’s definition of people of color to describe communities of color in this study. 
The term, according to Ortiz, “suggests a social relationship among ethnic and minorities,” and, he 
acknowledges, has begun to replace terms such as ethnic and minority groups. In addition, Ortiz argues, 
“One of the developments of the term [communities] of color is precisely its flexibility in accommodating 
various groups similarly disadvantaged, even if their disadvantages are based on different variables (e.g., 
access education, housing, employment, immigration, English proficiency.)” It is indeed this flexibility that 
allows me to refer to Navajos, Chicanas/os, and Puerto Ricans in this study as communities of color. See 
Salvador Vidal Ortiz, “People of Color” in Encyclopedia of Race, Ethnicity, and Society, edited by Richard 
T. Schaefer (Thousand Oaks: SAGE, 2008), 1037-1039. In this dissertation, I use Navajo and Diné 
interchangeably. The terms ethnic Mexican, Mexican American, and Chicanas/os are temporal terms. In 
this dissertation I refer to Spanish-speakers of Mexican origin who lived in the geographic areas of South 
Texas and throughout the Southwest, after the U.S-Mexican War and into the early 20th century as ethnic 
Mexicans. I use the term Mexican American more broadly for Spanish-speakers living in this same 
geographic area when dealing with much of the 20th century, especially during the 1960s and 1970s – the 
main period in this study. I use the term Chicanas/os when discussing the activist groups within Mexican 
American communities throughout Texas and the Southwest during the 1960s and 1970s. I use the term 
Puerto Rican to refer to all people from or with origins from Puerto Rico. The terms Anglo or white will be 
used interchangeably to refer to the non-Navajos, -Chicanas/os, and -Puerto Ricans populations in this 
study. I use the terms African American and Black to identify those of African origin.  
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The 1960s and 1970s, the central epoch of this dissertation, saw the emergence of 

Third World struggles, the women’s liberation movement, and mass protests for equal 

and civil rights in urban areas and college campuses throughout the United States. The 

participants of these struggles strove to chart their destinies toward greater self-

determination. Institutional self-determination, a fundamental theme in this study, 

emerged in part, according to George Mariscal, as “a critique of traditional liberalism that 

exposed contradictions and hypocrisies of a system that had promised equality to all 

groups but refused to deliver it.”5 Activists used ethnic nationalism and militancy as the 

central vehicle to critique these contradictions and achieve self-determination. These 

same mechanisms shaped the processes of educational self-determination. While the 

Navajo, Chicana/o, and Puerto Rican organizers of these institutions caught the wave of 

Third World liberation struggles they also straddled gender identity politics of the times. 

Women sought for their concerns and efforts to be recognized, to be treated as equal, and 

to participate in the struggles to improve their communities.6 The activist women in this 

study participated in establishing and developing these colleges by creating and 

advancing the curricula, as professors, and as community liaisons. Despite their 

participation, the men in these school histories controlled the top positions. This 

eventually led to gender conflict at some points in time. These conflicts, however, did not 

cause the undoing of these colleges nor was it a source of major clashes, but it reflected 

the structural undercurrents of most social movements and activist organizations of the 

																																																								
5	George Mariscal, Brown-Eyed Children of the Sun: Lessons from the Chicano Movement, 1965-1975 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005), 9.	
6 Ramon Gutierrez, "Community, Patriarchy and Individualism: The Politics of Chicano History and the 
Dream of Equality," American Quarterly, 45 no. 1 (March 1993): 46-47. 
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1960s and 1970s. These themes bled into the processes of educational self-determination 

and shaped the politics of collectivism and individualism at each school. 

In the 1960s, communities of color pursued two types of educational struggles, 

school change and educational self-determination.  School change, the most common 

form of activism, emerged in the early 20th century and has been successful in improving 

the educational conditions for students of color. Educational self-determination, the focus 

of this study, has appeared in instances and isolated efforts among communities of color 

since the late 19th century, but the 1960s saw a widespread emergence of these 

phenomena. Rather than change existing educational institutions Navajos, Chicanas/os, 

and Puerto Ricans sought to change the culture of education by creating their own 

colleges. For this study, I have identified five central tenets that represent educational 

self-determination from the few historical works that have examined this type of struggle. 

The tenets include local control of the educational institution, power over the majority if 

not all decision-making positions, establishing and implementing a culturally and locally 

relevant curriculum, holding the authority to hire and replace faculty and administrators, 

and a commitment to hold themselves accountable to the communities they served.7 

Navajos, Chicanas/os, and Puerto Ricans utilized or pursued these tenets at different 

points and with varying degree within the founding and development of each school. 

 

 
																																																								
7 Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., Chicana/o Struggles for Education: Activism in the Community (College 
Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2013), 122-123; Carlos S. Maldonado, Colegio Cesar Chavez, 
1973-1983: A Chicano Struggle for Educational Self-Determination (New York: Garland Publishing, 2000) 
12-18; Schuyler Houser, Underfunded Miracles: Tribal Colleges (Department of Education, Washington, 
D.C.: Indian Nations At Risk Task Force, 1991) 2; Teresa McCarty, A Place to Be Navajo: Rough Rock 
and the Struggle for Self-Determination in Indigenous Schooling (Mahwah, New Jersey: Routledge, 2002), 
xvi; and Deborah House, Language Shift Among the Navajos: Identity Politics and Cultural Continuity 
(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2002), 69. 
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Thesis 

In this study, I argue that educational self-determination was widespread, 

intergenerational, involved wide-ranging forms of activism, and evolutionary. The 

context of the 1960s among multiple communities of color in different parts of the 

country shows that the emergence of Navajo, Chicana/o, and Puerto Rican institutions of 

higher education occurred simultaneously. Each group dealt with its own realities, and 

sought ways to improve its educational conditions. In founding these schools Navajos, 

Chicanas/os, and Puerto Ricans helped to foster a national climate for social change and 

had a hand in shaping a structure of opportunity while also drawing from it. The struggle 

for educational self-determination was intergenerational. On the Navajo reservation, a 

liberal professional class of educational activists, most of them older and traditional in 

beliefs, established Navajo Community College in the late 1960s. A collective of young 

Chicanas and Chicanos, most of them in their early 20s, founded Colegio Jacinto Treviño 

in South Texas in the early 1970s. Older members of the Puerto Rican liberal 

professional class helped to establish Hostos Community College in the South Bronx, 

while community activists, leaders, and students of all ages and identities later shaped the 

institutional identity of the college. The activism involved in the struggle for educational 

self-determination at these colleges varied from conventional to militant strategies. These 

institutions evolved dramatically in their first years of operation due to administrative 

changes, power struggles, and when institutional practicalities and local realities 

confronted ideological goals.  
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Methodology 

Central to this study is the comparative research method. Many comparativists 

assert the method is best suited to compare the histories of nation-states and multiple 

societies.8 Comparative historical research, I argue, is a useful tool for describing 

numerous institutions, social movements, and communities of color within a similar 

historical timeframe to highlight the motivations of multiple struggles toward parallel 

ends. Comparative historical research can be useful for identifying commonalities, 

continuities, and differences. Scholar Stefan Berger has asserted comparativists are 

motivated to learn from the actions and experiences of others; it allows scholars to 

identify problems not evident from observation of a single context; and to differentiate 

between good causal explanations from bad ones.9 Most significant for my study was 

identifying problems not evident from looking at one context; it allowed me to learn that 

the struggle for educational self-determination was more widespread than previously 

acknowledged. Another scholar, Jürgen Kocka, while describing the merits and functions 

of comparative historical research and the type of literature it produces, identifies four 

major functions of comparative histories: heuristic, descriptive, analytical, and 

paradigmatic. Most pertinent for my study are the first three, the heuristic function 

identifies historical questions or problems one might miss when looking at one 

																																																								
8	See Todd Landman, Issues and Methods in Comparative Politics An Introduction, London: Routledge, 
2003; James Mahoney, and Dietrich Rueschemeyer Comparative Historical Analysis in the Social 
Sciences. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2003; Matthew Lange, Comparative-Historical 
Methods, Los Angeles: Sage, 2013; and Theda Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions: A Comparative 
Analysis of France, Russia and China, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Cambridge University Press, 2015 
(1979).	
9 For more, see Stefan Berger, “Comparative History,” in Writing History: Theory & Practice, edited by 
Stefan Berger, Heiko Feldner, and Kevin Passmore (London: Arnold, 2003), 161-181. 
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institution; the descriptive function clarifies profiles of an institution by contrasting with 

another; and the analytical function is useful for asking and answering causal questions.10  

To complete this study, I utilized oral histories and archives. I conducted my own 

interviews, and incorporated others I found online. My research agenda comprised of 

visiting and investigating twenty-six collections housed at twelve separate repositories in 

New York City, throughout Arizona, and in Texas. In New York City, the archive at 

Hostos Community College holds two large and incredibly useful collections, the Gerald 

Meyer Collection, 1972-2006; and the Institutional Records, 1969-1985. At the Center 

for Puerto Rican Studies at Hunter College in Harlem, I explored and collected data from 

the Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund Papers, the ASPIRA Papers, the 

United Bronx Parents Papers, the Records of the Centro de Estudios Puertorriqueños, and 

Spanish language newspapers, specifically El Diario/La Presna. On my second research 

trip, I visited the City University of New York Graduate Center, where I located 

numerous sources that provided insight on the New York City Board of Higher 

Education. I also visited LaGuardia Community College, at the time temporarily storing 

the City College Papers, where I found early evidence of community involvement in the 

founding of Hostos Community College.  

The archival research for Navajo Community College included fourteen 

collections located in six separate facilities throughout the state of Arizona. In Tucson, 

the Special Collections at the University of Arizona Libraries held the Papers of Morris 

K. Udall, 1920-1995, this collection included congressional bills related to the school.  

The Arizona State Museum, also in Tucson, housed the Edward H. Spicer Papers, 1911-

																																																								
10 For more insight to the functions of comparative histories, see Jürgen Kocka, “Comparison and 
Beyond,” History and Theory 42 (February 2003): 39-44. 
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2000, which included the anthropologist’s research on Navajo education including data 

on the college. In Tempe, the Arizona Collection at the Arizona State University housed 

the Eldon Rudd Papers, 1962-1987; the Personal and Political Papers of Senator Barry M. 

Goldwater, 1880’s-2008; the Richard F. Harless Papers, 1932-1984; and John J. Rhodes 

Papers, 1953-1983, which contained congressional papers, correspondences, quarterly 

reports, and legislation related to the school. The Labriola Center, also at the Arizona 

State University houses the Peter Iverson Collection, 1898-2002, which included 

extensive historical records on the school. In Phoenix, the Arizona State Library holds the 

Governor John R. Williams Papers, 1941-1975, which contained the Office of Economic 

Opportunity data and correspondence papers.  The Cline Library at Northern Arizona 

University in Flagstaff held the Raymond Nakai Collection, 1963-1988; the Virginia 

Brown, Ida Bahl, and Lillian Watson Collection, 1922-1994; the Sam Steiger Collection, 

1970-1976; the Eugene M. Hughes Presidential Papers, and the Arizona Daily Sun 

Clippings. Unfortunately, the Special Collections at Navajo Community College (today 

called Diné College) was not ready for public viewing of its archive holdings; I hope to 

visit the archive in the future. 

In Texas, the Benson Latin American Collection at the University of Texas, 

houses the Juarez Lincoln University Records, 1969-1978 and the Martha Cotera Papers, 

which provided some early insight on Colegio Jacinto Treviño. In Edinburg, the 

University of Texas Pan American holds the Kika de la Garza Papers, and microfilm 

collections of local newspapers, including The Monitor, which provides thorough 

coverage on the Chicana/o school. Over the past seven years, I have amassed the largest 

collection of the Colegio. I received several boxes from family members who were 
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involved at the school, and found numerous articles from Chicana/o newsletters and 

mainstream newspapers from around the state and country.  

Historiography  

While this study borrows from a broad corpus of historiographical works, it builds 

on the historiography of education for Navajos, Chicanas/os, and Puerto Ricans. For the 

history of Mexican American education, Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., in 1986, introduced 

the idea that most works fall into one of two interpretative models: educational plight or 

educational struggle. Similar interpretative frameworks, I argue, can be applied to the 

historiography of educational histories for most communities of color, including Navajos 

and Puerto Ricans.  Historical works that emphasize the “plight” model focuses on the 

discriminatory practices that educational institutions imposed on students of color, and 

those works that utilize the “struggle” model spotlight the role of communities of color 

and their participation in a wide-range of campaigns to create educational change for 

equal schools.11  These themes are common among the educational experiences of 

communities of color. For instance, K. Tsianina Lomawaima has similarly argued that the 

history of Indian education can be divided between “education for Indians” and 

“education by Indians.” The former, she asserts, is “dedicated to eradicating Native 

knowledge and values,” and the latter, dedicated “to perpetuating family values, 

language, religion, politics, economies, skills, sciences, and technologies.”12 While most 

works can fit into one of these two interpretations, not all studies fit neatly into them. For 

instance, historical overviews, or long range studies, may address both the plight of 

																																																								
11 Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., “Status of the Historiography of Chicano Education: A Preliminary 
Analysis,” History of Education Quarterly 26 no. 4 (Winter, 1986): 524. 
12 K. Tsianina Lomawaima, “American Indian Education: by Indians versus for Indians.” in A Companion 
to American Indian History, edited by Philip Deloria and Neal Salisbury (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 
2002), 422. 
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communities of color throughout most of the 20th century and their struggle during the 

eras of protest.13 Also, while many historical works on Indian boarding schools 

emphasize the plight of American Indian youths and their communities, more recent 

studies have provided nuanced interpretations of their agency within their schooling 

experiences.14  

The educational plight model grew, in part, out of the early works within the field 

of social history written by scholars of color to insert new voices and their historical 

experiences to counteract master narratives. Since the mid-20th century, historians have 

written extensively on how American Indians in general, and Navajos in particular have 

endured over a century of U.S.-imposed systems of education.15 For most of the 20th 

																																																								
13 For Mexican American history of education overviews, see Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., and Richard R. 
Valencia, “From the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo to Hopwood: The Educational Plight and Struggle of 
Mexican Americans in the Southwest,” Harvard Educational Review 68 no.3 (Fall 1998): 353-412. San 
Miguel and Valencia’s overview is the most comprehensive synthesis of historical writing to date, covering 
from 1848 to the 1990’s, and provides both plight and struggle approaches to Chicana/o history of 
education, they argue Mexican Americans have been determined in their campaign for equal educational 
opportunities. Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., and Rubén Donato, “Latino Education in the Twentieth-Century 
America: A Brief History.” In Handbook of Latinos and Education: Theory, Research and Practice, edited 
by Enrigue G. Murillo, Jr. (New York: Routledge, 2010), 27-62, provides a 20th century scope on 
Chicana/o education, and argues that education was an instrument of societal reproduction of 
discrimination and schools the site of Mexican American contestation. For an American Indian history of 
education overview, see Jon Allan Reyhner and Jeanne M. Oyawin Eder, American Indian Education: A 
History (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2004). They argue that educational efforts to force 
cultural assimilation were met with Indian resistance as well as adaptation.  For a Puerto Rican history of 
education overview, see Sonia Nieto, “Puerto Rican Students in U.S. Schools: A Brief History,” in Puerto 
Rican Students in U.S. Schools (Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2000). Nieto argues 
that the participation of the community in educational organizations, commissions, report writing, and 
research improved the schooling conditions for their children. 
14 See Michael C. Coleman, American Indian Children at School, 1850-1930 (Jackson: University Press of 
Mississippi, 1993); K. Tsianina Lomawaima, They Called It Prairie Light: The Story of Chilocco Indian 
School (Lincoln: University of Nebraska, 1994); David Wallace Adams, Education for Extinction: 
American Indians and the Boarding School Experience, 1875-1928 (Lawrence, Kansas: University Press of 
Kansas, 1995); Brenda J. Child, Boarding School Seasons: American Indian Families, 1900-1940 (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2000); and Clifford E., Trafzer, Jean A. Keller, and Lorene Sisquoc, 
Boarding School Blues: Revisiting American Indian Educational Experiences (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2006). 
15	Navajos	in	the	1950s	and	1960s	are	reacting	to	a	legacy	of	forced	assimilation	and	missionization	
imposed	during	the	Spanish,	Mexican,	and	Anglo	American	periods	of	colonization.	However,	it	is	in	
the	context	of	the	late	1960s,	with	the	emergence	of	the	War	on	Poverty	legislation	and	a	national	
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century, boarding schools have been the central site of educational plight for Navajos. 

For example, scholars have noted how educators at boarding schools punished and 

ridiculed Native children for speaking their home language; attempted to change their 

identities by altering their dress and names; disparaged their culture and family traditions; 

and excluded their parents from having a say over their children’s education.16 

Fortunately, according to Peter Iverson, the scholarship of American Indian education has 

moved away from “victimization to a more nuanced rendition of Native experience.”17  

At the turn of the 20th century, when Mexican American children began entering 

public schools in larger numbers, and until the 1960s, Anglo educators imposed a wide 

range of explicit forms of discrimination. While the 1970s and 1980s saw a widespread 

development of historical works in the field of Mexican American education, pioneering 

scholars like George I. Sanchez and Hershel Manuel produced contemporary studies in 

the 1930s and 1950s that publicized and reproached the practices of segregation and 

biased IQ testing for ethnic Mexican students in schools throughout the Southwest.18 By 

																																																																																																																																																																					
momentum	of	heighted	activism,	that	Navajos	fulfilled	their	strategy	for	educational	self-
determination.		
16 In Evelyn C. Adams, American Indian Education: Government Schools and Economic Progress (New 
York: King’s Crown Press, 1946), one of the earliest historical overviews on Indian education, she argues 
that despite the detrimental effects of education, school authorities provided sympathetic albeit paternalistic 
concerns for Indian students. In Estelle Fuchs and Robert J. Havighurst, To Live on This Earth: American 
Indian Education (Garden City, New York: Anchor Press/Doubleday, 1973), they provide a historical 
context on the status of Indians in public schools in the late 1960’s, and attest to schools’ negative impact 
on Native children. They argue that schools continue to fail them. In David Wallace Adams, Education for 
Extinction: American Indians and the Boarding Experience, 1875-1928 (Lawrence, Kansas: University 
Press of Kansas, 1995), he argues that boarding schools sought to acculturate Indian students by destroying 
their culture. In Dolores Huff To Live Heroically: Institutional Racism and American Indian Education. 
Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997), she expands on these ideas of cultural destruction and 
claims the negative effects are based on institutionalized racism in public schools. 
17 Peter Iverson, “American Indians in the Twentieth Century,” in A Companion to the American West, 
edited by William Francis Deverell (Oxford: Maxwell, 2004), 338-339. 
18 Although the scholarship of Hershel and Sanchez are contemporary studies, several of these works are 
grounded in historical context of displaced ethnic Mexicans. In Manuel Hershel, The Education of Mexican 
and Spanish –Speaking Children in Texas (Austin: University of Texas, 1930) in Education and the 
Mexican American, edited by Carlos E. Cortez (New York: Arno Press, 1974), he dispels the myth of the 
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the early 1970s, scholars began examining the detrimental practices in public schools, 

resulting in low academic achievement and high dropout numbers, such as segregation, 

unfair IQ testing, tracking, exclusion of Mexican American parents participation in 

schools, and discrediting the value of the Spanish language and their cultural heritage. 

Historians who utilize the educational plight model look at how schools, including school 

officials, imposed formalized, informal, and subtle discriminatory practices.19 Puerto 

Ricans endured similar forms of discriminatory practices in U.S. schools, especially in 

New York City, when they began enrolling in larger numbers between the 1940s and 

1960s. In the 1990s, scholars began writing historical works dealing with school 

																																																																																																																																																																					
“Mexican Problem” used to explain the low achievement of ethnic Mexican students, and accuses school 
officials of discriminatory practices, such as differential treatment, inferior schooling, and segregations of 
ethnic Mexican children. In George I. Sanchez, Concerning Segregation of  Spanish-Speaking Children in 
the Public Schools (Austin: University of Texas, 1951) in Education and the Mexican American, edited by 
Carlos E. Cortez (New York: Arno Press, 1974), argues that segregation defeated the purpose of education, 
created unnecessary obstacles, and the practice was contrary to American educational principles. Sanchez 
also produced numerous pioneering articles that uncovered the biases in IQ testing, that resulted in the 
placement of ethnic Mexican children in segregated classes.  
19 Published in the 1970’s, Thomas P. Carter, Mexican Americans in School: A History of Educational 
Neglect (New York: College Entrance Examination Board, 1970); and later Thomas P. Carter and Roberto 
D. Segura, Mexican Americans in Schools: A Decade of Change (New York: College Entrance 
Examination Board, 1979), argued that school officials not only blamed Chicanas/os in the Southwest for 
low achievement despite imposed patterns of discrimination, but also neglected the concerns of these 
students. Scholars have shown how intelligence testing, paternalistic school reforms, and the role of 
education perpetuated low academic achievement. Amado M. Padilla, “Early Psychological Assessments of 
Mexican American Children.” Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences 24 no. 1 (January 1988): 
111-116, reviews the origins of psychological assessments of intelligence testing for Mexican American 
children from 1923 to 1939, and argues that, despite biased evaluations and correcting testing methods by 
contemporary researchers, the inaccurate analyses of these early years continued throughout the 20th 
century. Lynne Marie Getz, Schools of Their Own: The Education of Hispanos in New Mexico, 1850-1940 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1997), examines Anglo-enforced reforms and how 
Hispanas/os resisted, accommodated, and preserved their cultural identity in New Mexico from the 1850’s 
to 1930’s. Getz argues that the educational reforms fell short in preparing Hispana/o students for their 
educational and economical futures due to the inherent biases in tracking them into vocational education. 
Gilbert Gonzalez,Chicano Education in the Era of Segregation (Philadelphia: Balch Institute Press, 1990); 
and Rubén Donato, Mexicans and Hispanos in Colorado Schools and Communities, 1920-1960 (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 2007), have examined numerous practices of discrimination in 
California and Colorado schools, including segregation, Americanization, and vocational tracking, and 
similarly argue social, political, and economic trends in society were reinforced in schools.  
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segregation, biased IQ testing, tracking, and the exclusion of the Spanish language and 

Puerto Rican parents from participating in their children’s schooling.20  

By the mid-1980s, as many education historians in general embraced a revisionist 

interpretation of U.S. history scholars began to produce works emphasizing the 

educational struggle model to highlight the human agency of communities of color.21 

Works that emphasized educational plight continued to be published alongside those 

focusing on community struggles; however, a large trend to underscore the agency, 

resistance, and contestation among communities of color began and continues to 

overshadow the educational plight model. Since the 1970s, the historical literature on 

American Indian education, including works on Navajos, have highlighted what Native 

communities have done for their own children, such as preserving family values, 

language, skills, culture, and oral systems of knowledge.22 In the 1980s, historians began 

																																																								
20 In Sonia Nieto, “A History of the Education of Puerto Rican Students in U.S. Mainland Schools: 
‘Losers,’ ‘Outsiders,’ or ‘Leaders’?,” in Handbook of Research on Multicultural Education, edited by 
Cherry A. McGee Banks and James Banks, (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1995), 338-411, provides a 
historical context of colonialism, migration, and educational discrimination. Highlighting the rhetoric of 
published reports, she argues school officials perpetuated negative perceptions of Puerto Rican students, 
and despite the inclusion of professional Puerto Ricans in writing later studies and reports, low 
achievement among students continued. In Pablo Navarro-Rivera, “Acculturation Under Duress: The 
Puerto Rican Experience at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School 1898-1918,” Centro: Journal for Puerto 
Rican Studies 18 no.1 (Spring 2006): 222-259, he writes about Puerto Rican youths in boarding schools 
during the early 20th century, and argues assimilation left detrimental lasting marks on students.. In Lourdes 
Diaz Soto Language, Culture, and Power: Bilingual Families and the Struggle for Quality Education 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997), she argues the community’s struggle against the 
dismantling of bilingual education fell short due to a discriminating, all-Anglo school board. While some 
new works have been published about Puerto Ricans in New York and Chicago, none specifically focus on 
educational struggles. 
21 The scholarship on social histories emerged in the 1960s, as scholars – many of them from communities 
of color as well as women – began producing new works that included their stories, focused on histories 
from below. They began to unearthed histories of resistance, adaptation, and cultural resilience. For an 
overview of historical interpretations, see Introduction to Francis G. Couvares, Martha Saxton, Gerald N. 
Grob, and George Athan, Interpretations of American History: Patterns and Perspectives, Vol. II: From 
Reconstruction, 7th Edition (New York: The Free Press, 2000), 1-21. 
22 While no one monograph focuses on the long history of educational struggles on the Navajo reservation, 
Jon Allan Reyhner and Jeanne M. Oyawin Eder (2004) and Margaret Connell Szasz (1979) devote a good 
deal of attention to the founding of Navajo schools. In Margaret Connell Szasz, Education and the 
American Indian: The Road to Self-Determination, 1928-1973 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico 



	 15 

writing about the Mexican American community, and their efforts to challenge and 

counteract discrimination in school settings. These scholars examine the struggles for 

integration, bilingual education, access to school, academic tracking, critiquing I.Q. 

testing, the use of the courts and legislation for educational change, and direct action 

methods, like school walkouts.23 For Puerto Ricans, most of the scholarly attention is 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Press, 1999), she focuses on positive, yet paternalistic, federal policies by the U.S. government since the 
Merriam Report of 1928, and argues American Indians after World War II sought control of their 
economic, educational, and political destinies. In David H. DeJong Promises of the Past: A History of 
Indian Education in the United States (Golden, Colorado: North American Press, 1993), he provides a 
historical overview from pre-contact to modern times, and argues Indian have long participated in shaping 
their educational destinies. Ruth Spack America's Second Tongue: American Indian Education and the 
Ownership of English, 1860-1900 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska, 2002) explains how Euro-Americans 
attempted to eliminate ‘native’ languages through English-only policies in boarding schools, but argues that 
despite these attempts Indians have maintained their languages.  
23 In his seminal work, 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), he 
argued that their struggle for equal education aimed to eliminate the exclusionary and discriminatory 
character in schools, promoted educational aspirations, and created institutions for Mexican Americans. 
Mexican Americans, San Miguel argued, challenged segregation, the lack of educational concerns by 
Anglos, inferior school facilities, and sought to dispel the myth that Mexican Americans were indifferent 
towards education. Similarly, in Ruben Donato The Other Struggle for Equal Schools: Mexican Americans 
During the Civil Rights Era (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997), he argues that 
Chicanas/os in California were not passive actors and describes the Mexican American struggle for equal 
education during the 1960’s and 1970’s. He examined the development of community mobilization during 
the Chicano Movement struggle, and argued that the African American struggle for desegregation 
overshadows the equally important narrative of the Chicano Movement’s fight for educational equality. In 
Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., Brown, Not White: School Integration and the Chicano Movement in Houston 
(College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2001), he provides a case study of educational struggles in 
Houston in the mid-1960s and argued school walkouts created a new awareness of community political 
mobilization, increased parental participation in school affairs, and encouraged parents to raise questions 
about their children’s education. The scholarship on legal struggles for equal schools and quality education 
has increased in the past 20 years, especially for the segregation court case Mendez v. Westminster (1946). 
Most scholars argue the case was a turning point in desegregation struggles, provided a precedent for 
Brown v. Board of Education, and contributed to a climate of educational change. For more on the Mendez 
case, see Gilbert G. Gonzalez “The Rise and Fall of De Jure Segregation in the Southwest,” in Chicano 
Education in the Era of Segregation (Philadelphia: Balch Institute Press, 1990); Vicki L. Ruiz, “‘We 
Always Tell Our Children They Are Americans’: Mendez v. Westminster and the California Road to 
Brown v. Board of Education,” College Board Review no.200 (Fall 2003): 20-27; Richard Valencia, “The 
Mexican American Struggle for Equal Educational Opportunity in Mendez v. Westminster: Helping to 
Pave the Way for Brown v. Board of Education,” Teachers College Record Teachers College Record 107 
no.3 (March 2005): 389-423; and Jennifer McCormick and César Ayala, “Felicita ‘La Prieta’ Mendez and 
the End of Latino Segregation in California” Centro: Journal of the Center for Puerto Rican Studies 19 
no.2 (2007): 13-35. Richard R. Valencia, Chicano Students and the Courts: The Mexican American Legal 
Struggle for Educational Equality (New York: New York University Press, 2008) provides a sweeping 
examination of the legal history of Mexican Americans contesting discrimination in the courts and argues 
they have long participated in legal struggles to end race-based discrimination in schools. The walkouts of 
Texas and California in the late 1960’s and 1970’s have also received a great deal of scholarly attention. 
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focused in the mid-20th century, specifically on the events and reforms in New York City 

during the 1960’s and 1970’s, yet much of this work in the past two decades is 

piecemealed into articles, chapters, or edited works, and written by educators and social 

scientists. Currently, there is not a book-length monograph documenting Puerto Rican 

education in the United States.24 The scholarship on Mexican American education has 

grown exponentially among the three historiographies since the 1980s.  

Within the educational struggle framework exists two submodels: school change 

and educational self-determination. Most of the scholarship on Mexican Americans and 

Puerto Ricans focuses on the struggles for school change; while only a small number 

																																																																																																																																																																					
These works places walkouts within the historical context, identify the organizations that played key roles, 
and analyze the successful aspects and the limitations of school walkouts. Most scholars argue it helped 
unified the Chicana/o community; they built of previous educational struggles; heightened the political 
consciousness of Chicanas/os; and contributed to the climate of change and empowerment among Mexican 
Americans. For more about walkouts, see John Shockley, “The Second Revolt,” in Chicano Revolt in a 
Texas Town (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1974); Juan Javier Inda “La Comunidad en 
Lucha: The Development of the East Los Angeles High School Blowouts” (Stanford: Stanford Center for 
Chicano Research, 1990); Armando Navarro, “MAYO: Protagonists for Educational Change,” in Mexican 
American Youth Organization: Avante Garde of the Chicano Movement (Austin, Texas: University of 
Texas Press, 1995); Francisco A. Rosales, “The Fight for the Educational Reform,” in Chicano: The 
History of the Mexican American Civil Rights Movement (Houston, Texas: Arte Público Press, 1996); 
Miguel A. Guajardo and Francisco J. Guajardo, “The Impact of Brown on the Brown of South Texas: A 
Micropolitical Perspective on the Education of Mexican Americans in a South Texas Community,” 
American Educational Research Journal 41 no.3 (2004):501-526; and Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., “‘The 
Community is Beginning to Rumble’: The Origins of the Chicano Educational Protest in Houston, 1965-
1970,” in Urban Education in the United States: A Historical Reader, edited by John L. Rury (New York: 
Palgrave MacMillan, 2005), 257-273. 
24 In Isaura Santiago-Santiago A Community's Struggle for Equal Educational Opportunity: Aspira V. 
Board. of Education (New Jersey: Office for Minority Education, Monograph Number Two, 1978), she 
argues that the Puerto Rican community in New York City successfully utilized the judicial system to 
implement the bilingual education program for their children; and in Isaura Santiago-Santiago, “‘Aspira V. 
Board of Education’ Revisited,” in American Journal of Education American Journal of Education 95 no.1 
(November 1986): 149-199, her follow-up, she argues their continual efforts provided the impetus for the 
success of the bilingual education program throughout the 1980’s.24 In Sandra Del Valle, “Bilingual 
Education for Puerto Ricans in New York City: From Hope to Compromise,” Harvard Educational 
Review 68 no.2 (Summer 1998): 193-217, she addresses the limitations in court battles due to the lack of 
legal precedents, but argues it brought national attention to the struggle for bilingual education, while 
Anthony De Jesus and Madeline Perez, “From Community Control to Consent Decree: Puerto Ricans 
Organizing for Education and Language Rights in 1960’s and 1970’s New Your City,” Centro: Journal for 
Puerto Rican Studies 21 no.2 (2009): 7-31, argue that community mobilizing and political participation in 
New York City’s public school system resulted in unprecedented language rights policies. These authors 
assert that the struggle for community control and establishment of bilingual education not only improve 
educational conditions, but served as tools for political organizing.  
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deals with educational self-determination. Historical works that look at school change 

examine the historical actors who pursued educational reforms in existing institutions of 

education through legislation, litigation, the creation of advocacy groups, and also 

through militant action such as walkouts. The few works that examine educational self-

determination look at the community control movements and their efforts to create 

independent institutions of education. Most of the works on Mexican American education 

has focused on the wide-ranging efforts of community activism to change existing 

institutions of education throughout the 20th century; while the few works that focus on 

educational self-determination are centered on the 1960s and 1970s.25 Much of the 

scholarship on Puerto Rican education focuses on the struggle for bilingual education and 

the school decentralization movement of the 1960s. A number of studies on educational 

self-determination, most of them article-length, has focused on the struggle to save 

Hostos in the 1970s. Most of these overlook the role of the community in founding and 

developing the institutional identity of the school.26 For Native Americans, the broader 

																																																								
25 Several contemporary studies of the early 1970s, including Joan Kalvelage, “Cinco Exemplos.” 
Edcentric 4 no.7 (October-November, 1972): 28-42; and H. Homero Galicia and Clementina Almaguer, 
Chicano Alternative Education (Hayward, California: Southwest Network, 1973), provide invaluable 
insight to the character, governance, and curriculums at numerous Chicana/o colleges, including Colegio 
Jacinto Treviño. In Michael A. Olivas, “Indian, Chicano, And Puerto Rican Colleges: Status And Issues,” 
Bilingual Review/La Revista Bilingüe 9, no. 1 (1982): 36-58, the first comparative examinations of Indian, 
Chicana/o, and Puerto Rican colleges, he addresses the shortcomings of legislative efforts to rectify these 
groups’ historic educational plight and the lack of federal assistance to help these schools succeed. Carlos 
S. Maldonado, Colegio Cesar Chavez, 1973-1983: A Chicano Struggle for Educational Self-Determination 
(2000), provides the first monograph study on Chicana/o educational self-determination; and Guadalupe 
San Miguel, Jr.’s recent work, Chicana/o Struggles for Education: Activism in the Community (2013), 
devotes a chapter on private and independent Chicana/o colleges. Carlos Cantú, “Colegio Jacinto Treviño: 
The Rise and Fall of the First Chicano College,” South Texas Studies19 (2009): 33-51, provides a history 
on the Colegio focused on internal conflict, and Carlos Cantú, “Alternative Chicano Education in Texas,” 
The Journal of South Texas 26 no.2 (Fall 2013) 29-49, provides a comparative study of Colegio Jacinto 
Treviño and Juarez-Lincoln University, another Chicana/o college. In addition, numerous theses and 
dissertations, contemporary studies, and articles in Chicana/o newsletter from the 1970s on Chicana/o 
alternative schools have also been written.  
26 For more works on Hostos Community College, see Barry Castro, “Hostos: Report from a Ghetto 
College,” (Harvard Education Review 44 no.2 (May 1974) 270-294; Carlos Rodríguez-Fraticelli, "Hostos 
Community College and the Puerto Rican Struggle for Equity in Education," Centro: Journal for Puerto 
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body of works focuses on their educational plight; however, Navajo educational self-

determination has received the most attention of the three groups in this study, with the 

majority of the articles, book chapters, monographs, and dissertations focused on the 

Rough Rock Demonstration School, the first Navajo-controlled contract school, and 

Navajo Community College, both founded in the second half of the 1960s.27 While 

scholars place these two schools in context of the Civil Rights Movement, most works 

downplay or ignore the role of ethnic nationalism among the Navajo founders of these 

schools; and for some reason, most scholars resist to call them activists and their 

educational struggle a form of activism.28  

As early as 1986, historian Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., argued “new studies 

comparing and contrasting the educational experiences of Mexican Americans with other 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Rican Studies 21 no.2 (1988): 23-32; Gerald Meyer, “Save Hostos: Politics and Community Mobilization 
to Save a College in the Bronx, 1973–1978,” Centro: Journal for Puerto Rican Studies 15 no.1 (Spring 
2003): 72-97; and Ramon J. Jimenez, “Hostos Community College,” Centro: Journal for Puerto Rican 
Studies 15 no.1 (Spring 2003), 98-111. For a study of community control struggles for York College, 
another CUNY school, see Robert D. Parmet, Town and Gown: The Fight for Social Justice, Urban 
Rebirth, and Higher Education (Madison, N.J.: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2011). 
27 Norman Oppelt The Tribally Controlled Indian Colleges: The Beginnings of Self Determination in 
American Indian Education (Tsaile, Arizona: Navajo Community College Press, 1990), examines the 
historical development of Tribally Controlled Colleges (TCC’s) since 1968 and argues their 
accomplishments have contributed to educational success and helped to maintain language and culture. 
Wayne Stein, Tribally Controlled Colleges: Making Good Medicine (New York: Peter Lang, 1992), 
similarly presents the first years of the existence of multiple TCC’s, and argues these schools represent a 
new and growing phenomenon in the history of American Indian education. Teresa McCarty, A Place to Be 
Navajo: Rough Rock and the Struggle for Self-Determination in Indigenous Schooling (Mahwah, New 
Jersey: Routledge, 2002), she highlights the struggles in founding Rough Rock Demonstration School and 
its success; and argues it set a precedent in the struggle for educational self-determination.Wade Cole, 
Uncommon Schools: The Global Rise of Postsecondary Institutions for Indigenous Peoples (Stanford, 
California: Stanford University Press, 2011), provides a comparative study of the emergence and 
transformation of TCC’s for indigenous people around the world and argues that because of their claims to 
sovereignty they are allowed to create and control their own schools and include cultural content in their 
curriculums. In Margaret Szasz (1999), Peter Iverson (1981 & 2002), and Jon Allan Reyhner and Jeanne 
M. Oyawin Eder (2004) have also devoted attention to and provide important insight on the founding of 
Rough Rock and Navajo Community College as part of their broader studies. 
28	I use the term ethnic nationalism, a major theme in this dissertation, to refer to cultural pride, and it 
encompasses more than ideology,	traditions, beliefs, culture, and language. It served as a vehicle to inspire 
and energize the communities of color in this study, and as a tool to mobilize disaffected historical actors 
and to move them to create social change and educational self-determination.	
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minority and immigrant groups are needed.”29		Comparative studies, according to San 

Miguel, “would provide a greater understanding of the differential experiences […] and 

add a new dimension to the diverse character of our American educational heritage.”30 

Twenty-five years later, Wade Cole made a similar call, asserting the scholarship on 

minority-serving colleges and universities in the United States including ethnic colleges 

like the ones in this study “remains fundamentally limited by a tendency to treat 

institutions for different minority groups in isolation.”31 Educational historians have also 

urged for more scholarship on the histories of communities of color and higher 

education.32 Victoria-Maria MacDonald has called for more studies of Latinas/os in 

higher education, she asserts, “the Latino journey to higher educational equity and access 

has been largely omitted from the historical record.”33 Although more works on the 

Navajos and self-determined higher education has emerged in the last 20 years, a similar 

assertion cannot be extended to other Native groups. My work seeks to fill some of these 

gaps. 

Organization of Dissertation 

This dissertation is organized into three historical case studies, one for each 

school, followed by a comparative chapter, and closes with a brief conclusion. The first 

case study describes the founding of Navajo Community College; the second case study 

chronicles the establishment and closing of Colegio Jacinto Trevino; and the third case 

study recounts the history of Hostos Community College. The purpose of these historical 
																																																								
29 San Miguel, “Status of the Historiography of Chicano Education: A Preliminary Analysis, (1986), 536. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Cole, Uncommon Schools, 156. 
32 Victoria-Maria MacDonald, John M. Botti, and Lisa Hoffman Clark, “From Visibility to Autonomy: 
Latinos and Higher Education in the U.S., 1965-2005,” Harvard Educational Review 77 no.4 (Winter 
2007): 477.  
33 MacDonald, Botti, and Clark, “From Visibility to Autonomy,” 477. 
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case studies is to describe the role of the community in establishing, developing, and 

shaping the institutional identities of their own colleges. In each case study, I introduce 

the context for the founding of the three schools, and provide insight on the role of 

community activism in educational struggles. Each case study identifies the origins of the 

idea for educational self-determination and introduces the founders of the three colleges. 

They describe the chronological development at each school, and shows how the 

community responded to these colleges.  The founders of these schools incorporated the 

role of language and culture at different times and with varying degrees. The case studies 

identify the significant institutional evolutions at each school between the late 1960s and 

to the close of the 1970s, the most turbulent periods in the history of each college, and 

each one illustrates how they changed over time or, in the case of the Colegio, closed. 

The comparative chapter examines the similarities and differences among Navajo 

Community College, Colegio Jacinto Treviño, and Hostos Community College. This 

chapter compares the historical contexts for Navajos, Chicanas/os, and Puerto Ricans; 

and the role of the community, language and culture, and educational activism. The 

purpose of this chapter is to examine the diverse history of educational self-determination 

and to show it was a nationally widespread phenomenon, intergenerational, involved a 

wide range of activism; and evolved over time. The dissertation concludes with a concise 

summary of my major findings, how my work contributes to the historical literature of 

educational self-determination, provides examples for further research, and explains how 

the use of the comparative method can increase understanding of educational struggles.    
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Case Study 1: Navajo Community College, 1968-1979 

Introduction 

Navajo education activists founded Navajo Community College as part of their 

enduring struggle for tribal self-determination. They established the first tribally 

controlled institution of higher education in the country during a period of dramatic 

changes on the reservation. Navajos had long adapted to the changing realities on the 

reservation and persistently contested a legacy of assimilationist policies, as imposed by 

the Bureau of Indian Affairs; however, by the late 1950s and throughout the 1960s 

educational activists asserted their intellectual agency and paved the way for local control 

of educational institutions. A cohort of Navajo education activists, advocates, and 

influential allies, many of them World War II veterans, older traditionalists, and 

professionals established Navajo Community College. Traditionalists placed a high value 

on their beliefs, culture, and language; and they sought to maintain their traditions as an 

integral part of their identity. These individuals left the reservation to attend college and 

returned as professionals to serve as educational leaders for their people and sponsored 

progressive ideas that promoted their Navajoness. This case study provides a brief 

historical context of Navajos on the reservation in the 1950s and 1960s, describes the 

discriminatory conditions in reservation schools and how the pursuit for Navajo 

educational self-determination confronted and overcame these conditions; it examines the 

founding of Navajo Community College in the late 1960s; and shows how those in 

positions of power throughout the 1970s shaped the institutional identity of the college, 

including the role of language and culture. The first 10 years of the college, the focus of 

this case study, underscores its most tumultuous and transformative period at the school. 
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It shows the strengths and range of Navajo activism in educational self-determination, 

and how the school leaders developed a delicate balance of adaptation between life on the 

reservation and the outside world to shape the institutional identity of Navajo Community 

College. 

Laying the Groundwork for Navajo Community College: The Navajo Struggle for 
Educational Self-Determination, 1950s and 1960s  

 

In their pursuit for educational self-determination, Navajos established their own 

college on the reservation, and ushered in a national tribal movement for control of their 

own education. Navajo Community College represented a rejection of a legacy of forced 

assimilation and introduced a new trajectory in educational struggles. This section 

identifies the historical factors that led to the founding of Navajo Community College; it 

describes the educational plight endured by the Navajos in BIA and state-run schools; 

and examines how Navajos contested the BIA and advocated for community-controlled 

education.  

Historical Context 

Navajo Community College was the first institution of higher education 

intentionally located on an Indian reservation. Navajos have lived in the sprawling semi-

arid region surrounded by sacred mesas, mountains, and vital rivers and tributaries for 

over 500 years. The Navajo Nation, a semi-isolated area covering over 24,000 square 

miles, roughly the size of West Virginia, is one of the largest reservations in North 

America. It occupies the northeast quadrant of Arizona, and portions of southeastern Utah 

and northwestern New Mexico.1 In 1950, the reservation was home to 69,167 Navajos, 

																																																								
1 Peter Iverson, Diné: A History of the Navajos (University of New Mexico Press: Albuquerque, 2002), 1-
2. 
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and by 1970, their numbers increased to 95,104, making it one of the fastest growing 

tribes in the continental United States.2 As a result, Navajos have been the focus of 

numerous studies and reports documenting the impoverished conditions on the 

reservation.3  

Although the Navajos are considered one of the largest and wealthiest tribes in 

North America, the Navajo Nation remains one of the poorest and educationally 

underserved communities in the United States. Throughout the 20th century, Navajos 

experienced widespread poverty, illiteracy, alcoholism, and devastating housing and 

health conditions. Unemployment and underemployment has remained a severe problem 

on the reservation for most of the 20th century. The 1950s saw the expansion of 

industries, including lumber, coal and oil; and basic utilities like electricity and 

sanitation, irrigation, tourism, road construction, and public health services. Tribal 

leaders made efforts to expand opportunities for Navajos, but they were limited and could 

not keep up with employment needs. In the 1960s, for example, the average annual 

family income on the reservation was less than $800, while the American annual average 

was around $5,000; and over 60% of the Navajos living on the reservation remained 

																																																								
2 Navajo Tribal Council, 2009-2010 Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy: The Navajo Nation, 
(Window Rock, Arizona Division of Economic Development, 2009), 78. 
http://www.navajobusiness.com/pdf/CEDS/CED_NN_Final_09_10.pdf  
3 Donald A. Erickson and Henrietta Schwartz, Community School at Rough Rock: A Report Submitted to 
the Office of Economic Opportunity (Springfield, Virginia: Reproduced by the Clearing House for Federal 
Scientific & Technical Information, 1969); McCabe, Carol J., Hester Lewis, Paul Alexander, and Lawrence 
B. Glick. The Navajo Nation: An American Colony: A Report of the United States Commission on Civil 
Rights, (Washington, D.C.: United States Commission on Civil Rights, 1975); and Estelle Fuchs and 
Robert J. Havighurst, To Live on This Earth: American Indian Education (Garden City, New York: Anchor 
Press/Doubleday, 1973). Houser, Schuyler Underfunded Miracles: Tribal Colleges. Department of 
Education, Washington, D.C.: Indian Nationals At Risk Task Force, 1991.  
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unemployed.4 In many ways, these conditions were symptomatic of the consequence of 

colonization and American federal policies.  

Successive waves of colonization left a lasting mark on the cultural and 

socioeconomic conditions for the Navajos.5 The Spanish in the 16th century, and Mexico 

and then the United States in the 19th century, enacted efforts to “Christianize” and 

“civilize” the Navajos by stripping them of their identity, culture, and language. Through 

the use of religion, disruptions in the political economy, labor exploitation, and 

compulsory education, colonizing powers have attempted to alter the Navajo way of life 

to serve their interests. However, Navajos have resisted Spanish, Mexican, and American  

imposed policies, and more importantly, Navajos have maintained and cultivated an 

identity that has adopted useful elements of outside cultures that have been helpful to 

improve their quality of life. According to historian Peter Iverson, “The Navajos have 

always brought in new people, new ideas, and new elements and over time, made them 

Navajo.” For example, when the Spanish introduced livestock to the Navajo they 

incorporated the animals into their ceremonies, prayers, and songs and made them theirs. 

More recently, rodeo competitions and basketball events are now considered “traditional” 

pastimes.6  Despite ongoing adaptation and cultural maintenance, the federal government, 

through the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), imposed paternalistic policies on the Navajo 

reservation.   

																																																								
4 Fuchs and Havighurst, To Live on This Earth, 266; and Charles L. Glenn, American Indian/First Nations 
Schooling: From the Colonial Period to the Present (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 149. 
5 Before colonization, Navajo had their own form of education, it was not separated from daily life; instead 
it was part of their childhood socialization and everyday affairs. See, Teresa L. McCarty and Fred Bia, A 
Place to Be Navajo: Rough Rock and the Struggle for Self-Determination in Indigenous Schooling. 
(Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2002), 32. 
6 Peter Iverson, Diné: A History of the Navajos, 3. 
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The BIA, a department of the U.S. government established in 1824, served as the 

agency responsible for the many needs of native tribes, including building roads, housing, 

and education. Despite sympathetic periods in the relationship between the BIA and 

Navajos, representatives from the agency maintained a superior attitude toward Native 

Americans throughout much of the 20th century. Although numerous reports and studies 

exposed the atrocious conditions of Navajo education in BIA schools, little was done. 

Delays in reforms and inadequate funding worsened throughout the 20th century. Lack of 

concern at the national level, frequent changes and inconsistent policies by top BIA 

administrators, their lack of knowledge and unwillingness to understand Diné culture, 

and even simply ignoring facts presented in these studies help to explain the woeful 

neglect of BIA schools.7 Navajos not only resisted the BIA’s authority, but also sought to 

take over many of its functions.8 Navajos contested the BIA’s policies of assimilation; 

and by the 1950s and 1960s, as will be shown, Navajos called for an end to the 

paternalistic character of the BIA and demanded more control of their own social, 

economic, political, and educational destinies. 

At the end of the 1940s, as a result of a new social awareness among returning 

World War II veterans, the overall staggering improvements to unemployment, the 

discovery of mineral deposits on the reservation, and the expansion of formal powers 

within the Navajo Tribal Council affirmed the need for more skilled and educated 

																																																								
7 Hildegard Thompson, The Navajos’ Long Walk for Education: A History of Navajo Education = Diné 
Nizaagóó Liná Bíhoo'aah Yíkánaaskai: Diné Óhoot' Aahii Baa Hane' (Tsaile Lake, Arizona: Navajo 
Community College Press, 1975), 88. 
8 Peter Iverson, The Navajo Nation (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1981), 120; and Margaret 
Connell Szasz, Education and the American Indian: The Road to Self-Determination Since 1928 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,1999), 158.  
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Navajos.9 Navajos who served in the Second World War or worked in military factories 

in urban areas, returned home with a new outlook on the importance of a formal 

education and training.10 Prior to the war, many Navajos lacked faith in American 

institutions and distrusted an educational system that ignored their needs and excluded 

their language, culture, and community. During the war, the U.S. Army established 

remedial reading and writing programs for Navajos as part of the basic training because 

many individuals who enlisted had not received proper schooling. This experience 

motivated Navajo servicemen to urge their families back home to seek an education. 

They realized their lack of education and inability to speak English hindered their 

opportunities in the labor market. And while Navajo Code Talkers were celebrated for 

helping win the war, Navajos recognized their lack of education had deterred 

advancement in military careers. They returned home with an awakened interest in 

education and demanded new schools as well more control over their institutions.11 

Navajos had called for tribal autonomy throughout the 20th century but in the 1950s they 

advanced their struggle for self-determination due to significant changes in the political 

economy on the reservation.  

The 1950s saw new mineral exploration, an expansion of the powers of the tribal 

government, and increased demands for new jobs and workforce professionalization. The 

discovery of oil on the reservation in the 1920s provided a significant increase in revenue 

for the tribe and led to the founding of the Navajo Tribal Council in 1923; however, the 

																																																								
9 McCarty and Bia, A Place to Be Navajo, 59. According to McCarthy, 3,700 Navajos enlisted in the army, 
and 10,000-12,000 worked in military factories in mostly urban areas. 
10 Ibid., 60. Returning Navajo veterans and former factory workers returned to the reservation with a new 
understanding of the role of formal education for their community, especially their youth. 
11 Ruth Roessel, Navajo Studies at Navajo Community College (Many Farms, Arizona: Navajo Community 
College Press, 1971), 37; and Thompson, The Navajos' Long Walk for Education, 74, 77.   
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new political body had little influence on the daily life of most Navajos. It was created to 

manage contracts with American oil companies who wanted to purchase their resources 

and negotiate land leases.12 In the 1950s, with the expansion of exploration and new 

mineral findings on the reservation, Navajos needed a more formalized and sophisticated 

leadership. The Navajo Tribal Council expanded their powers and responsibilities, 

including the introduction of a judicial, executive, and legislative body of governance; 

and established specialized committees to deal with the changing economy.13 In 1955, 

they formally recognized Navajo community chapters for each of the seventy-four 

election communities throughout the reservation composed of members from local areas 

who met to discuss everyday problems.14 By 1970, they established over 100 chapters.15 

The new mineral findings created a demand for a professional Navajo workforce 

to manage the burgeoning mining industry.16 Navajo leaders recognized the importance 

of a college education for employment on and off-the reservation.17 Despite valuable 

resources, including energy resources like oil, natural gas, coal, and uranium, and an 

expansive forestry industry; and a surplus of labor for basic infrastructure on the 

reservation, there was a shortage of skilled workers and a high demand for technicians 

																																																								
12 Norman Oppelt, The Tribally Controlled Indian Colleges: The Beginnings of Self Determination in 
American Indian Education (Tsaile, Arizona: Navajo Community College Press, 1990), 32; Hildegard 
Thompson, The Navajos’ Long Walk for Education, 30; and Carol J. McCabe, Hester Lewis, Paul 
Alexander, and Lawrence B. Glick, The Navajo Nation: An American Colony: A Report of the United 
States Commission on Civil Rights (Washington, D.C.: United States Commission on Civil Rights, 1975), 
17. 
13 Irving W. Stout, A Manual for Navajo Community School Board Members (Tempe: Arizona State 
University, 1969), 17. http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED040816.pdf 
14	David E. Wilkins, The Navajo Political Experience (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2003), 
147-149. The federal government initially introduced the idea for chapters throughout the reservation in 
1927 to more easily disseminate official news and grazing policies. The Navajo Tribal Council passed 
several resolutions in the 1950s to finance the chapters, designated chapter officials, and authorized their 
duties. Each chapter has a president, vice-president, and secretary.  	
15 McCabe, Lewis, Alexander, and Glick, The Navajo Nation: An American Colony, 17. 
16 Oppelt, The Tribally Controlled Indian Colleges, 32. Also see http://www.navajo-nsn.gov/history.htm  
17 Ruth Roessel, Navajo Studies at Navajo Community College, 41. 
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and management personnel.18 According to scholar Ernest L. Boyer, “there was 

frustration that few tribal members had the skills needed to provide leadership.”19 By the 

late 1950s, a new brand of Navajo advocacy emerged on the reservation. They began to 

negotiate and assert their rights more insistently; and demanded broad reforms, 

specifically for decision-making representation in local institutions.20 Navajo leaders 

recognized higher education as a key to tribal self-determination and economic 

empowerment. Protracted improvements in poverty, the need for a professionalized 

workforce and educated leadership, and demands for employment opportunities and 

practical training for jobs on the reservation provided the context for educational change 

in the 1960s. Although great social, economic, and political changes took place on the 

reservation following World War II, adaptation was not new to the Navajos. According to 

Ruth Roessel, an educational activists and co-founder Navajo Community College, 

“Throughout their long history [Navajos] had been making adjustments and changes as 

they faced new situations and conditions.”21 The struggle against colonization and for 

educational self-determination was part of ongoing process tribal autonomy. A legacy of 

discriminatory conditions in education provided the catalyst for educational self-

determination in the 1950s and 1960s.  

Plight: Discrimination in Navajo Education  

Discrimination in Navajo education began in the 19th century, when the federal 

government committed itself to educate Navajos. The BIA constructed the first school for 

																																																								
18 McCabe, Lewis, Alexander, and Glick, The Navajo Nation: An American Colony, 20-21. 
19 Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, Tribal Colleges: Shaping the Future of Native 
America (Princeton, New Jersey: The Foundation, 1989), 2. 
20 Stout, A Manual for Navajo Community School Board Members, 17.  
21 Ruth Roessel, Navajo Studies at Navajo Community College, (Navajo Community College Press: Many 
Farms, Arizona, 1971): 37. 
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Navajos in 1880, established compulsory education for Navajos in 1887, and in the early 

1900s built boarding schools on and off the reservation. The BIA began establishing day 

schools on the reservation in 1930.22 The formal education system of the 1920s and 

1930s aimed at “civilizing” and “Christianizing” Navajos. Through the use of boarding 

schools the BIA made deliberate and persistent efforts to erase everything Navajo. The 

BIA removed Navajo youth from their homes, and enrolled them in far way boarding 

schools, where they stayed for years with little or no contact with their parents.23 Still, in 

the late 1940s three-fourths of Navajo school-aged youth did not attend schools because 

of the lack of facilities on the reservation; and as a result many teenaged Navajos entered 

adulthood without an education.24 

Since the 1890s, with intermittent eras of sympathetic leadership, the BIA 

imposed paternalistic educational policies as a way to assimilate Navajos. BIA school 

officials enacted assimilationist policies and exclusionary practices. As a result of strict 

policies, agency officials removed Navajo children from their home culture, and were 

sometimes taken by force from the reservation. Throughout the 20th century, most Navajo 

children were sent to BIA boarding schools; however, some also attended state-run public 

schools and educational institutions established by religious groups and missionaries. 

These schools, like most educational institutions established for Native American 

children, historically functioned to strip Navajos of their culture, language, and identities. 

The BIA system of education, I argue, did little to prepare Navajos to survive in the real 

world, aimed to assimilate them, and perpetuated federal dependence; while at the same 
																																																								
22 Robert A. Roessel Jr., Navajo Education, 1948-1978: Its Progress and Its Problems (Rough Rock, 
Arizona: Navajo Curriculum Center, Rough Rock Demonstration School, 1979), 91; and McCabe, Lewis, 
Alexander, and Glick, The Navajo Nation: An American Colony, 58. 
23 Thompson, The Navajos' Long Walk for Education, 25-28. 
24 Ibid., 11. 
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time affecting the Navajo youth’s sense of belonging and stifled participation in the 

socioeconomic growth on the reservation.  

The Navajos dealt with a multiplicity of school systems, which created a wide 

range of complicated problems. They attended the public school systems of Arizona, 

Utah, and New Mexico; BIA schools; and a variety of private and religious schools. 

Consequently, this complicated the hiring requirements of teachers; the schools lacked a 

centralized curriculum, and school leaders implemented inconsistent policies.25 School 

officials made little effort to coordinate their energies, and this contributed to a lack of 

uniform criteria for teacher certification, disparate salaries, and resulted in no single 

authority being responsible for supervising the millions of dollars in federal monies spent 

on the education of Navajo students on the reservation.26 The BIA, the entity responsible 

for schooling the largest number of Navajo youth, continued to provide inadequate school 

facilities, failed to deliver a quality education, and disregarded the recommendations 

from the community.  

The BIA boarding schools provided one of the worst forms of education because 

they “crushed” the spirit of the child and defeated the whole purpose of education.27 At 

these schools, the BIA forced Navajo children to change their traditional clothing, they 

changed their names, youth who could not or did not speak English were punished, boys 

had their long hair cut, and only Anglos taught classes.28 When some students came home 

from boarding schools they were again immersed in the Navajo culture, but when they 

returned to school they identified themselves as a different person, with a different name 
																																																								
25 Ibid., 58-59. 
26 Ibid., 126. 
27 Dick Hardwick, “Kennedy Hits BIA Schools; Calls for Increased Efforts,” Navajo Times, April 4, 1968, 
1. 
28 McCarty and Bia, A Place to Be Navajo, 39-45. 
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and a different language. Young Navajos lost their fluency of the language and created 

communication problems between the generations.29 Navajo children experienced strict 

discipline and highly regimented schedules, separation from their families, and learned 

skills not helpful on reservation. Boarding school officials imposed vocational training 

that had little importance for life on the reservation. They were coerced into rejecting 

Navajo culture and kept from speaking their home language.30 BIA boarding schools 

produced programs that did not benefit Navajos; they ignored Indian culture and the 

realities on the reservation.31 They also forced Navajo youth to go to church on 

Sundays.32 Teachers at boarding schools were poorly prepared, underpaid, and saw a high 

turnover due to the low wages and isolation. However, some were devoted teachers and 

sensitive to the Navajos’ educational needs.33 The effort in the first half of the 20th 

century to educate Navajo children was a disaster; only a small number excelled at 

boarding schools.  

A major problem in the education of Native youth was the lack of Navajo teachers 

and school administrators. In the 1960s, Navajos represented less than 5% of the teachers 

in BIA schools and public schools on the reservation, and less than 10% of administrative 

personnel, including consultants, counselors, assistant principals, and principals.34 Just as 

students were punished speaking their home language, teachers too were reprimanded for 

teaching in the Navajo language; because Arizona law (A.R.S. 15-202) required “All 

																																																								
29 McCabe, Lewis, Alexander, and Glick, The Navajo Nation: An American Colony, 61-62. 
30 Jon Allan Reyhner and Jeanne M. Oyawin Eder, American Indian Education: A History (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 2004), 229. 
31 “Relocation Program Challenged, Need for Day Schools on Navajo,” Navajo Times, June 27, 1968, 2; 
and Hardwick, “Kennedy Hits BIA Schools; Calls for Increased Efforts,” 1. 
32 McCarty and Bia, A Place to Be Navajo, 45. 
33 Thompson, The Navajos' Long Walk for Education, 35. 
34 Ruth Roessel, Navajo Studies at Navajo Community College, 42-43. 
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schools be conducted in the English language.”35 Due to the lack of Navajo teachers in 

schools on and near the reservation, school officials made use of Navajo teacher aides in 

the early grades to assist the children who did not understand the English spoken by their 

teachers. Unfortunately, they did not teach, they could only translate and interpret. In 

addition, BIA authorities cited the lack of qualified Navajo teachers as the reason for not 

producing and developing bilingual and bicultural curriculums.36  

Despite there existed no policy for excluding Indian parents from being involved 

in their children’s schooling, the BIA operated Navajo education with minimum input 

from the tribal community, and held a cavalier “we know best” attitude. BIA educators 

developed and administered educational programs with limited and only token 

participation of the Navajo community.37 The schools on the reservation were Anglo 

designed, Anglo controlled, and lacked any cultural identification with the people it 

served. Navajos were obliged to depend on the BIA despite repeatedly disappointing 

outcomes. Throughout most of the 20th century, these schools did little, as evidenced by 

low achievement numbers, to improve the educational status of Navajo students.38 

Anglos school teachers and administrators overwhelming maintained the decision-

making authority, while Navajos who mostly worked as teacher aides and maintenance 

people had no such authority.39 Since the 1930s Navajos parents were invited as token or 

nominal positions on school board but most were selected, not elected and served in 

																																																								
35 J. O. Maynes, House Bill No. 1, Special English Classes: Evaluation (Bethesda, Maryland: Arizona 
State Department, 1970), 4. 
36 McCabe, Lewis, Alexander, and Glick, The Navajo Nation: An American Colony, 62-66. 
37 Robert A. Roessel Jr., Navajo Education, 1948-1978, 26, 36 
38 McCabe, Lewis, Alexander, and Glick, The Navajo Nation: An American Colony, 58. 
39 Ibid., 69. 
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advisory rather than administrative roles.40 As a result of their exclusion from the 

decision-making positions, Navajo parents experienced alienation – they were treated like 

strangers – and felt unwelcomed in the Anglo education system. They were willing to get 

involved when they felt welcomed and when language was not a barrier, but most schools 

did not provide interpreters or community liaisons for parents. Navajo parents saw 

schools as institutions apart from the community, and themselves, although concerned for 

their children’s experience and needs, not a part of the school system. Instead, Navajo 

parents deliberately dissociated themselves from a school system that placed little value 

on their concerns, contributions, and culture.41 The result has been a variety of 

educational policies unrelated to the Navajo community.   

The BIA largely ignored and excluded the Navajo language and culture from the 

curriculum for Native students.42 In the 1930s and early 1940s the top BIA leaders 

headed by Commissioner Willard Beatty developed and printed course materials that 

included the culture and traditions of numerous Indian tribes written in both English and 

the particular native language. Until the 1950s, these books were available and could be 

found in most BIA schools; however, teachers rarely used them. In the late 1940s the 

BIA came to strongly emphasize the national trend of acculturation –“what is white is 

right” – and they pushed to eliminate the Indian “character.”43 BIA officials used 

education to eliminate what it saw as obstacles toward their mission to assimilate Navajos 

																																																								
40 Thompson, The Navajos' Long Walk for Education, 148-149. Few parents were elected to school boards 
and only a small number participated in PTA organizations; for example in early 1950s, community 
members in Church Rock, New Mexico organized an all-Navajo PTA group. Still, this type of participation 
was extremely limited. 
41 McCabe, Lewis, Alexander, and Glick, The Navajo Nation: An American Colony, 78-79. 
42 Carol J. McCabe, Hester Lewis, Paul Alexander, and Lawrence B. Glick, The Navajo Nation: An 
American Colony: A Report of the United States Commission on Civil Rights, United States Commission on 
Civil Rights: Washington, D.C. (1975): 126-127. 
43 Robert A. Roessel Jr., Navajo Education, 1948-1978, 44-45. 
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into the Anglo American way of life. According to Robert Roessel, an educational 

activist and proponent of the Navajo-controlled education movement, BIA education on 

the Navajo reservation “was the weapon used by non-Navajos to teach Navajo young 

people to become Anglos – to reject their own heritage and culture and accept the identity 

and culture of the dominant society.”44  

In the 1950s, Anglos developed curriculums with little input from Navajo 

consultants and parents.45 The textbooks used in schools on the reservation exacerbated 

cultural difference and ignored Navajo individuals. History textbooks were written by 

Anglos and highlighted the Anglo point of view and their contributions to the making of 

the United States while omitting the Navajo’s role and their side of the story.46 Navajo 

students were “culturally shortchanged” by an educational system that paid no account of 

the Navajo culture and way of life. The language, history, and culture of the Navajos 

were excluded in the educational process.47  

As a consequence, Navajos distrusted education, BIA practices contributed to a 

loss of Navajo self-identity, and schools did not prepare them to make a living on the 

reservation. The Navajo community has largely “disdained school.”48 Navajos saw much 

of their traditional teaching done at home completely scorned by the Anglo education 

system; and their children pressured into thinking that the “American Way” is the right 

way of education.49 Parents feared they would “lose” their children, and often their fears 

were justified. Many times Navajo children broke away from their home and family 

																																																								
44 Ibid., 17.   
45 McCabe, Lewis, Alexander, and Glick, The Navajo Nation: An American Colony, 63 
46 Ibid., 69-70. 
47 Ibid.,, 84, 127-128. 
48 “Building a Bridge,” Navajo Times, June 27, 1968, 2. 
49 McCabe, Lewis, Alexander, and Glick, The Navajo Nation: An American Colony, 65. 
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culture after years of receiving a “white man’s” education, yet they were unable to cope 

in either culture.50 The efforts to separate students from their tribal culture generated 

apprehension and suspicion on the part of Navajo parents towards American institutions 

of education and the intentions of school officials. This type of education not only 

hindered their employment opportunities on and off the reservation, it also cut short their 

educational opportunities in higher education. 

For Navajos that finished high school and pursued a higher education, they 

confronted a different set of challenges in colleges and universities, including involuntary 

cultural assimilation, separation of family and home culture, and an impersonal teaching 

and learning environment. In the 1950s and 1960s the number of Navajos enrolling in 

higher education increased but unfortunately most did not complete their studies and 

graduate. Robert Roessel acknowledged, “many Navajos that go to college off-

reservation fail and come home”51 In the late 1960s, around 1,700 Navajos graduated 

from high school each year and a clear majority of those students, roughly 1,400 enrolled 

in colleges throughout the country but mostly in the Southwest. Success in institutions of 

higher education was limited, almost 90% did not complete their college courses.52 The 

median education completed by the Navajos remained at a fifth grade level, and four out 

of every five Navajo student dropped out of school before reaching the 12th grade. By 

1970, only 4,576 completed high school, and only 325 finished college.53  

Throughout much of the 20th century, the BIA failed to provide Navajos with a 

quality education, and disregarded the recommendations from educational professionals 

																																																								
50 “Building a Bridge,” Navajo Times, June 27, 1968, 2. 
51 “Plans Made for College,” Navajo Times, April 4, 1968, 1. 
52 Fuchs and Havighurst, To Live on This Earth, 266-267. 
53 McCabe, Lewis, Alexander, and Glick, The Navajo Nation: An American Colony, 58, 72. 
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and the Native American community. The paternalistic education system functioned to 

assimilate them, but fortunately, the BIA did not succeed in stripping language and 

culture from the Navajos. In the 1960s, Navajos found powerful ways to resist and 

circumvent the BIA’s authority in education. This period, the 1950s and 1960s, marked a 

major shift toward self-determined education and tribal autonomy on the reservation.54 

Struggle: Navajo Educational Self-Determination 

  Navajo educational activism was informed by the pursuit for tribal self-

determination. Before education became the responsibility of the federal government, 

Navajo parents and extended families passed on knowledge to them; teaching them 

creation stories, the relationship between the physical and spiritual world, and preparing 

their children for life and to survive in their society.55 Although Navajos continued to 

supplement their children’s education in the Navajo way of life and resisted 

assimilationist policies throughout the 20th century, starting in the 1950s they began to 

pursue a path toward educational self-determination, an anticipated component for 

complete tribal autonomy. The period from late 1940s and throughout the 1950s, was 

characterized by an upsurge in Navajo interest toward education, a “great awakening” for 

demands of a quality education began to take shape, even among the most isolated 

communities on the reservation.56 Navajos, led by an emerging professional class, saw 

education as a route out of poverty and unemployment; the key to their success rested in 

controlling their educational destiny. I argue the Navajos, not the BIA, had a better 

understanding of their community’s needs, advocated for their best interest, and 
																																																								
54 Iverson, Diné: A History of the Navajos, 223. 
55 Thompson, The Navajos’ Long Walk for Education, 25. 
56 Thompson, The Navajos’ Long Walk for Education, 14, 121. For example, community leaders renovated 
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promoted social, political, economic, and educational self-determination on the 

reservation. By the mid-1960s, Navajos educators sought to replace many of the 

educational functions of the BIA, to control their own schools, and to incorporate Diné 

culture and language into educational settings.57 Their activism in education was part of 

an on-going struggle for Navajo self-determination. 

An emerging political awareness contributed to the rise of a small yet important 

Navajo professional class of activists and advocates responsible for educational changes 

on the reservation. This political awareness among Navajos emerged as a response to the 

termination policies of the 1950s. Navajos, for the most part, escaped the termination 

policies, which called for a formal end to federal services, recognition of tribal 

governments, and encouraged Indian relocation off the reservation.58 Still, Navajos 

benefited from the political awareness that developed among many tribes throughout the 

United States in the struggle against termination and it became a powerful tool in the 

hands of educational leaders.59  

As a result of the emerging professional class and the expanded political 

responsibilities of the Navajo Tribal Council in the 1950s, Navajos leaders established 

specialized committees and created community action groups to deal with detrimental 

problems on the reservation. The Navajo Education Committee, established by the 

Navajo Tribal Council in 1938 but increased their responsibilities in the 1950s, developed 
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on-reservation education policies and programs, and prepared plans, budgets, and 

proposals to submit to the BIA.60 They pursued various avenues for educational self-

determination and complained their educational plight under the authority of the BIA-

operated educational programs was the result of minimal input from Navajo leaders.61 

The Navajo community demanded broad school reforms, including representation in 

decision-making positions.62 The Education Committee in the 1950s education activists 

became more vocal and politically astute, and grew more knowledgeable on educational 

matters.63  

One of the Education Committee’s first accomplishments was to establish the 

Navajo College Scholarship to provide educational opportunities for their youth. In 

January of 1953, the Navajo Tribal Council passed a resolution to establish the 

scholarship for high school graduates financed from royalties derived from the oil 

deposits on the reservation.64 In its first year, 1953-54, they granted 35 scholarships; and 

the next year they awarded 83 scholarships. By 1960, granted over 300 scholarships and 

in the early 1970s they began awarding almost 2000 scholarship each year.65 The 

recipients of the scholarships needed to maintain a minimum of a “C” average, and 

agreed to return to the reservation after graduation to work for at least the equal number 

of years the tribe provided them funding.66 Unfortunately, Navajo youth faced a 
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numerous obstacle in higher education, as noted earlier, and many struggled to stay in 

college.  

As a result of community demands for local schools in isolated locations, the BIA 

developed the NEEP program.67 Ironically, the NEEP, a BIA produced program, helped 

to shape Navajo educational activism and influenced the push for community control. On 

September 2, 1954, the Navajo Tribal Council unanimously passed the resolution for the 

Navajo Emergency Education Program (NEEP). The purpose of NEEP was to establish 

temporary day schools in isolated communities, with the goal to serve 7,841 out-of-

school youth, but instead accommodated 8,914 students; putting to rest the idea that 

Navajos would not take advantage of schools if made available to them even in isolated 

communities.68 With the assembly of 42 temporary trailer and quonset (hut) day schools, 

NEEP greatly reduced the number of out-of-school children. The temporary structures 

were quickly assembled and their physical amenities varied in physical conditions.69 The 

quality of these schools and their educational services deteriorated over time.70 

Despite these problems, the temporary day schools served many important 

functions. The NEEP represented the first extensive school construction in small and 

isolated communities; it brought education to those areas of the reservation which never 

before had been served by schools; and most significantly, NEEP opened the door to the 

“involvement of many more Navajo parents in the process of education.”71 Teachers at 

the trailer schools encouraged parental and community participation, and many 
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volunteered their time. These aspects of community development and parental 

participation became “remembered examples” that helped spark Navajo interest in 

educational involvement in the following years. Ironically, according to Roessel, “the 

most inexpensive educational plan developed by the BIA – trailer schools – perhaps has 

been the most influential in terms of meeting the desire of the Navajo people for local 

schools responsive to, and controlled by, the local Navajo people.”72 These experiences 

with the trailer schools, according to Robert Roessel, “did much to awaken the 

philosophy and objectives of Navajo control over Navajo education.”73 However, 

Navajos quickly realized that regardless of well-intentioned educational programs 

initiated by the BIA, such endeavors were not theirs.74 

A new brand of Navajo educational activism emerged in the 1950s to address the 

devastating educational conditions on the reservation. This group included policymakers, 

cultural experts, and educators. They began to address local issues and also networked 

with Native leaders from across the country; they began to lobby and influence federal 

policy. Dillon Platero, chair of the Navajo Education Committee, “the person who 

brought authority, concern and vision to Navajo education;” helped to usher in what a 

recent former Diné College (Navajo Community College) president Ferlin Clark called “a 

new type of political and educational renaissance.”75 According to Robert Roessel, 

“Under [Dillon Platero’s] leadership the Education Committee of the Navajo Tribal 

Council came into prominence.”76 
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The debate over the construction of new schools in isolated communities on the 

reservation versus off-reservation school facilities proved a major point of contention for 

the between the Navajo Education Committee and the BIA; and catapulted its leadership 

into a more aggressive role. The Navajo Education Committee, along with Navajo 

parents and community leaders saw the BIA spending large amounts of money to build 

and renovate educational facilities off the reservation; while very little money was spent 

on school construction on the reservation.77 They argued the BIA had excluded them 

from meetings and demanded to be involved in the planning of new school construction. 

At a meeting in June 1959 between the Dillon Platero, Allen Yazzie and BIA Area 

Directors of Schools the discussion became heated. According to Charles E. Morelock, 

Assistant Area Director of the Gallup Area: 

I have never in my experience of working with the Education Committee 

experienced the feelings towards us they expressed. Bureau officials took 

a verbal beating. I have seen Navajos take Bureau officials apart in public 

when they wanted to get something on the record for their constituents in 

their local areas, but not in an informal meeting where no record would 

serve their purpose. I am disturbed about this changed feeling that seems 

to be growing among them.78   

In 1960, at a meeting held at Window Rock, a large Navajo population center, attended 

by professors and BIA administrators, Dillon Platero defended the Education 

Committee’s “strong desire” to build local schools and bring their children back to the 

reservation:  
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We want to be able to visit the schools our children attend and talk to the 

teachers or principals; we want to be able to watch our sons and daughters 

participate in sports and other activities; we want to have our children at 

home at night! Is this wrong? Don’t other Americans enjoy these kinds of 

benefits from their educational system? Why shouldn’t we?79 

This exchanges were an indication of a “growing breakdown” of the cooperation of 

between Navajo activists and the BIA.80 By the early 1960s, the Navajo Education 

Committee began to call for community-control education. 

The far-reaching Civil Rights Movement of the late 1950s and 1960s helped 

change the national climate for social change, publicized the plight of minorities 

throughout the nation, and influenced altruistic federal legislation. Navajos took 

advantage of the nation’s tenor for sweeping reforms and the new social legislation. 

According to historian Margaret Szasz, “In the sixties, interest in Indian culture and self-

determination was spurred by the increasing attention given to minority groups.”81 The 

social movements of the 1960s called for community-controlled institutions and their 

participants created their own, and Navajos took advantage of this nationwide 

phenomenon.82 Community-controlled education, after all, had long been an anticipated 

component for complete tribal autonomy. The 1960s marked a major shift in Navajo 

education and self-determination.83  
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This transition was motivated by the Navajos’ political awareness and their fervor 

to end the paternalistic role of the BIA, and led to a new brand of activism. Militant 

activism did occur on the reservations contrary to the claim that Indian militancy 

occurred mostly in big cities and college campuses. On college campuses and urban 

settings, according to Bradley Glenn Shreve, “The Native students activists [men and 

women] of the 1960s never broke ideologically from the past, but they did have the same 

sense of urgency as others [communities of color] of their generation, using the same 

tactics and rhetoric as SNCC and SDS.” Shreve counters that Indian activism and the Red 

Power movement did not strictly originated in urban settings. He argues, “The young 

Native leaders who first articulated Red Power as an ideology and took direct action to 

advocate that ideology came primarily from reservations and urban areas.”84 The local 

newspaper reported how “Indian militancy got its start in Gallup in 1960 when a group of 

young Indians met during the annual Ceremonial to form the National Indian Youth 

Council [an intertribal youth organization].” The movement, similar to Black Power 

Movement, pushed for equal rights and a better life. In the fall of 1968, militant Navajos 

picketed outside the Council Hall. The youths were picketing against their elders; they 

demonstrated their interest in tribal government. This shocked some Navajo elders, but 

they understood that the youth were acting out against wrongs, as other youth around the 

country were doing during this time.85 

However, the Navajo activists involved in educational struggles on the reservation 

in the 1960s, did not utilize the confrontational tactics commonly used in the Black and 

Brown Power movements to contest school discrimination, such as mass demonstrations 
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and boycotts.86 Navajos education activists were not militants, but they were nationalists. 

By 1960 Navajos had developed a strong nationalistic spirit and it continued to grow each 

year.87 According to scholar Wayne Stein, “the movement toward Indian self-

determination was…moving quickest on the Navajo reservation.”88 They campaigned for 

a nationalist, grassroots movement in education. Navajos advocating for community-

controlled education pursued conventional tactics, such as letter writing campaigns, 

lobbying political leaders, and the use of the media to influence local and national 

opinion. These tactics had been used for years by other reformers and activist, but to 

older Navajo leaders this was a new phenomenon.89 The pursuit for Navajo-controlled 

institutions of education, despite its conservative appearance, was extremely 

unprecedented and revolutionary. The type of activism in education that emerged on the 

reservation in the early 1960s was uniquely Navajo.  

In the early 1960s, during the chairman (presidential) election campaign on the 

reservation, Raymond Nakai, a well respected Navajo politician, promised to fight for 

Navajo control of education. After Nakai won the election in 1963, Navajo leaders, 

including Allen Yazzie, chair of the Navajo Education Committee, and Guy Gorman, a 

member of the committee, along with other Navajo educators, began calling for the 
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takeover of BIA schools.90 By the mid-1960s, the Navajo education leadership became a 

powerful force.91  

While the broader Civil Rights Movement played a significant role in creating a 

climate for social change, it was the War on Poverty social legislation that provided the 

framework for Navajos to assert their campaign for educational self-determination. 

During the Kennedy-Johnson administration, new national attention favoring changes in 

education for minorities. Newly enacted innovative federal laws provided the funding to 

develop creative programs for improving the quality of education on the reservation.92 

The Office of Economic Opportunity, one of the new agencies created by the 1964 War 

on Poverty legislation, provided the most significant influences on Navajo education 

activism. Prior to 1964, all funding and institutional recommendations for the Navajo 

reservation went through the BIA. After 1964, BIA officials expected that programs and 

funds to be channeled through their agency; however, the OEO provided Navajos the 

opportunity to circumvent the BIA’s authority.  After identified the real source of power, 

Navajo leaders began to deal directly with the Office of Economic Opportunity. The 

Office of Navajo Economic Opportunity, an outgrowth of the OEO, established in May 

of 1965, helped to develop and coordinate all Navajo programs on the reservation, and 

provided unprecedented power for Navajo-controlled education and independence from 

the control of the BIA.93 No longer did the BIA dictate to the Navajos what they could or 

could not do, no longer did it monopolize tribal affairs, nor would it be the exclusive 

																																																								
90 Stein, Tribally Controlled Colleges: Making Good Medicine, 5. The Navajo Education Committee was a 
standing (permanent) committee established in the mid-1950s. It oversaw and implemented educational 
initiatives on the Navajo reservation. 
91 Robert A. Roessel Jr., Navajo Education, 1948-1978, 36. 
92 Thompson, The Navajos’ Long Walk for Education, 21. 
93 “Shriver Backs President’s Indian Message to Congress,” Navajo Times, March 28, 1968, 10; and 
Robert A. Roessel Jr., Navajo Education, 1948-1978, 47.  



	

	 46 

funding allocator. OEO authorities preferred direct contact with Navajos, and proposals 

that dealt with local control and “maximum feasible participation of the poor.”94 The 

Navajos leveraged power over the BIA.95 

The OEO helped the Navajos to create their own educational institutions, 

encouraged Navajo culture in curricula for reservation schools, and increased the 

employment of Navajo teachers.96 In 1965, the OEO began providing funds for Navajo 

demonstration projects. The Navajo Education Committee, led by Yazzie, Gorman, and 

Dillon Platero, a young Navajo educator, initiated negotiations with the Office of Navajo 

Economic Opportunity to establish Lukachukai Demonstration School, the first Navajo-

directed educational program, at a newly built BIA elementary school in Lukachukai, 

Arizona. Local communities, steered by the Navajo Education Committee, “enter into a 

contract with the BIA to operate all or part of an educational program.” As part of the 

contract, the BIA turned over federal money to the elected community board to operate 

the school.97 The major characteristic of contract schools, or contract education, was local 

control; “each contract school board is elected by the community served by the school.”98 

The Navajo Education Committee, with the encouragement from the OEO, called 

for the hiring Navajos and integration of Diné culture and language into the curriculum. 

The BIA had already hired the staff and teachers; and despite resistance from the already 
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hired personnel, Navajos were included on the staff and elements of Diné culture were 

incorporated into the curriculum.99 Lukachukai Demonstration School opened in the fall 

of 1965. At the dedication of Lukachukai Demonstration School, Chairman Raymond 

Nakai acknowledged Navajo parents had been left out of their children’s education; he 

recognized families saw schools with suspicion, as something that separated their 

children from their home culture. “Education is something which is difficult for Navajos 

to understand,” Nakai asserted, “because so many of them did not have the opportunity to 

attend and the school is looked at as something which Navajos have no control over.”100 

Nakai expected the new school to “develop programs which will make the community 

and the parents a vital force in Navajo education [and] make the Navajo children proud of 

who they are and knowledgeable about their community, tribe, and history.”101  

The effort for Navajo-controlled education at Lukachukai fell short on its 

expectation. The community’s role was limited to non-instructional positions and the BIA 

retained control of classroom instruction. All teachers were BIA employees.102 

Lukachukai was not successful because the staff had already been hired and the effort to 

change the course of direction from a regular BIA-staffed school to a Navajo-controlled 

institution was met with Anglo resistance. Akin to the NEEP program, the shortcomings 

at Lukachukai served as a learning experience for Navajo advocates of community-

control; and the Navajo Education Committee implemented new strategies in their 

campaign for educational self-determination.103  
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In 1965, the Navajo Education Committee, led by Allen Yazzie, and committee 

members Guy Gorman, and Ned Hatathli, prominent Navajo educators, assembled 

Demonstration in Navajo Education, Inc. (DINÉ, Inc.), a private, non-profit organization, 

to mediate contracts and allocate school operating funds from the OEO for future 

contractual projects. The new organization helped forged legal agreements with the BIA 

to receive and allocate funds from the government, provided the structure for a more 

flexible operation, and for the purpose of acquiring school buildings.104 DINE, Inc. 

provided the advocates of community-control education with new advantages.  

In 1966, Navajos achieved a major success in their campaign for community-

control education. With funding from ONEO, the management of DINE, Inc., and 

cooperation with BIA, the Navajo Education Committee established a community-

controlled elementary school at Rough Rock, Arizona. DINE, Inc. received $335,000 

from the OEO to develop the curriculum and community development projects and 

$307,000 from the BIA for operational funds; the Navajo organization provided training 

for the community to navigate their new experiences on the local school board.105 The 

BIA built the school at Rough Rock, a remote area of northeastern Arizona to provide 

isolated Navajos with access to education. This was an old Navajo community, traditional 

in customs and values. The roads to the school were unpaved and depending on seasonal 

rainstorms could at times be inaccessible because federal and state agencies provided 
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minimum maintenance on road repairs.106 The Navajo Education Committee founded 

Rough Rock Demonstration School (RRDS) on July 1, 1966; which they called Diné 

Bi’ólta’, meaning “The People’s School.”107 The school board selected Robert Roessel, 

an Anglo advocate of Navajo controlled institutions, as principal of the school because he 

was a professor of education and had taught and served as principal at other Navajo 

schools.108 The founding of RRDS grew out of the community’s desire to have a voice in 

the decision-making of their children’s education.109 

The goal of this school was to involve the community, provide a culturally-

relevant education for Navajo students, and to demonstrate that the community could 

establish its own schools.110 The school founders prided themselves on involving the 

Navajo people and in establishing a Navajo cultural curriculum; the school served as the 

center of the community.111 The school opened job opportunities for Navajos, and 

according to scholar Teresa McCarthy, “cultivated the talents and resources of an entire 

community;” organized around the idea of kinship, family, and communalism.112 In 

several ways, according to Teresa McCarty, “the school and its bilingual/bicultural 

program reunited the generations, knitting families and the community back together 

through an intergenerational education enterprise and a local opportunity structure in 

which young people especially, could build their lives.”113 The school provided new 
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employment and career opportunities for Navajo educators, and native youths attended 

schools near their homes.  

Rough Rock Demonstration School represented a success in community-

controlled education. Most of the student-body was Navajo; they taught the importance 

of ceremonies, incorporated the Navajo language, social living, arts and crafts in the 

classroom.114 The school put Navajos in administrative roles at the school. Before the 

Lukachukai and Rough Rock Demonstration Schools, there were only a handful of 

Navajos in administrative roles.115 Navajos controlled the school board, they represented 

85% of the faculty and staff, and they spoke the Navajo language at school board and 

PTA meetings .116 RRDS stood in stark comparison to BIA schools, where, according to 

Navajo Chairman Raymond Nakai, “it [had] been impossible to have a real school board 

to make basic decisions in the operation of the school. […] In the past, Navajos may have 

been called upon to help repair the roads so the school buses could operate, or help put up 

fences around the school, but rarely have Navajos been equal partners in the 

responsibilities of education.”117 RRDS undertook programs that the BIA could not 

achieve, including instruction in the Navajo language, community involvement in the 

school, and the development of a Navajo-centered curriculum.118 

After 1966, Navajo communities throughout the reservation made unprecedented 

gains in educational self-determination. The founding of Rough Rock Demonstration 
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School inspired a climate for educational change among Navajos, and directly and 

indirectly influenced the simultaneous emergence of more community schools, and in the 

early 1970s, youths began leading protests to accelerate educational reform. According to 

Howard Gorman, member of the Navajo Community College Board of Regents, 

“Nothing, absolutely nothing can prevent Navajo people from controlling Navajo 

education.”119 The movement for Navajo control of education empowered an entire 

population and the creation of Rough Rock Demonstration School laid the groundwork 

for the Navajo Community College. The leaders of Navajo educational self-determination 

began setting their sights on a more ambitious endeavor, the creation of their own 

college. 

Establishing Navajo Community College, 1966-1971 

In the 1960s, Navajo educational activists played a historic role in establishing 

Navajo Community College (NCC) on the reservation, the first institution of higher 

learning controlled by Native Americans in modern times.120 Founded amidst the social 

movements of the 1960s and the national upsurge in activism for community-controlled 

institutions, Navajos took advantage of these nationwide phenomena. As part of their 

struggle for educational self-determination, the founders of NCC attempted to end and 

reverse a legacy of forced assimilation. NCC came to realization as a logical progression 

from the promising results achieved by the same founders and organizers of Rough Rock 
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Demonstration School.121 Emerging from the grassroots leadership and with support from 

communities throughout the reservation, educational activists among the Navajo 

professional class utilized unprecedented political power to establish the school. They 

founded the school to bring higher education to the Navajo reservation. This chapter will 

discuss the school’s origins and founders; the early developments in its founding; 

describes the origins of Navajo Studies, and how the early administrations contributed to 

the institutional identity of the school.   

The Origins 

The Idea 

Since the 1950s, the idea for a tribal college, an institution located on or near an 

Indian reservation and controlled by Native Americans, had circulated widely and 

independently throughout the United States.122 Young Native activists and traditionalists 

favored the idea. In 1952, Raymond Nakai, long before he became Chairman of the 

Navajo Nation, “voiced the need for a college to be located on the reservation;” and 

continued to promote the idea for a tribal college during his residency as a morning radio 
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broadcaster for KCLS in Flagstaff from 1953 through 1962.123 In 1960, historian and 

activist Jack D. Forbes, of Powhatan-Renape/Delaware-Lenape descent, began 

advocating for the creation of an Indian university for the purpose of instilling pride in 

Indian culture, to train Native teachers, and to offer courses on Indian history, law, and 

religion.124 In March 1964, a handful of Lakota Indians took over Alcatraz and called for 

the use of the island to establish a cultural center and an American Indian university. 

Richard McKenzie, a Lakota leader in the Alcatraz takeover that lasted only several 

hours, demanded that Indians needed a university of their own.125 Jack Forbes, in 1966, 

produced the first written proposal for an inter-tribal, four-year college designed to meet 

the needs of Native Americans. He later helped found D-Q University in Davis, 

California in 1971, but not before the Navajos inaugurated the tribal school movement in 

the mid-1960s.126  

The success at Rough Rock Demonstration School (RRDS) energized Navajo 

educational activists to found their own college. The same individuals who supported and 

established RRDS explored the possibility of a community college on the Navajo 

reservation. According to Ruth Roessel, a founding member of NCC, they decided to 

establish a college on the reservation “geared to meet the particular educational needs of 
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its residents.”127 Formal education in mainstream institutions, including primary, 

secondary, and higher learning levels, had failed them because schools had been planned 

by Anglos to meet the goals and the needs of white, middle-class students, not those of 

the Navajos or other Native groups. According to Robert Roessel, “Education has cheated 

the Navajo […] For years, the white man’s schools – and that’s what they call them – 

have educated the Indianness out of these people, taught that the Hogan is dirty, that their 

parents are ignorant.”128 Throughout the 20th century, tribal leaders saw a large number of 

Navajo students return home from college after their freshman year. According to Guy 

Gorman, a founder of NCC, “[Navajos] watched so many of their children – including 

those who had done very well at Indian schools – failed to make the necessary 

adjustments required at off-reservation colleges and universities.”129 Every year, the top 

graduating class from BIA high schools received college scholarships awarded by the 

tribe, and each year 90% of their top students dropped out of college.130	Navajo youths 

had disappointing experiences in tradition institutions of higher education. Their 

inflexible standards, values of individualism, and unwelcoming settings kept many 

Native Americans away. In the late 1950s Navajos began strategizing for a Navajo-

controlled higher education institution. 

The 1950s and 1960s, as noted earlier, saw a period of great economic growth and 

expansion of industry on the reservation; as a result, Navajos increased their attention 

toward and demands for higher education to manage the emergence and development of 
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tribal enterprises.131  In 1959, Dillon Platero, the Chairman of the Education Committee 

at the time, requested a survey to determine the feasibility of a community college on the 

reservation but the committee had no money to fund it. In 1961, the Education 

Committee requested Arizona State University to develop a comprehensive vocational 

program to be located on the reservation, but the project also did not materialize. 

Throughout the early 1960s, the Navajo Education Committee, including Dillon Platero, 

Allen Yazzie, and Guy Gorman, continued to strongly promote the idea for higher 

education on the reservation.132 Having firsthand experience in mainstream institutions, 

they viewed the setting of traditional colleges and universities as cold, unwilling to 

understand Navajo culture, and lacking empathy towards their unique situation. They 

were convinced an institution of higher education on or near the reservation could 

provide a nurturing learning environment. By the mid-1960s, with the advent of new 

social legislation and widespread educational changes for minorities throughout the 

nation, they pursued new avenues.  

But why establish a community college, and not a 4-year college? The late 1960s 

and throughout the 1970s saw a dynamic expansion in higher education with the 

founding of new community colleges instituted throughout the United States at an 

unprecedented rate. In the late 1960s, there existed 739 community colleges in the 

country, and by 1978 the number increased to 1,047.133 Throughout the nation, 

educational experts promoted the flexibility of the community college model to meet the 
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unique needs of diverse communities.134 Community colleges serve as comprehensive 

institutions and tend to address the demands of local population; typically, they reflect the 

needs, values, and aspirations of the community they serve. They can offer more 

flexibility in curriculum providing both vocational training and transfer academic 

education; most have open admission; they are smaller in size meaning more intimate 

classes, and can provide specialized programs and teaching methods for their students, 

including extensive remedial courses.135  Founded amidst this emerging trend, the 

community college movement greatly influenced the planners of NCC.  

The Founders 

The educational activists involved in founding the college were prominent leaders 

in the small, yet influential Navajo professional class. They shared the same goal for 

educational determination, and many Navajos considered them “the best minds” on the 

reservation.136 Raymond Nakai, who promised to fight for Navajo control of education 

during his Chairman campaign, won the presidential election in 1963. With the 

encouragement of Nakai, the Navajo Education Committee including its Chair, Allen 

Yazzie, and Guy Gorman, a committee member, along with likeminded activists, began 

their effort to establish community-controlled schools.137  

The founders shared several common bonds. Most attended BIA schools in their 

youth, all were college educated, and their ages ranged from early 40s to early 50s. Ned 

Hatathli attended Tuba City Boarding School, served in the Navy during World War II, 
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and later received his PhD in Education from Northern Arizona University in Flagstaff; 

he was the first Navajo to earn his doctorates.138 He served in numerous important roles 

and positions, including the Education Director for the Navajo Irrigation Project; Director 

of Resources for the Navajo Tribe; and represented the Coalmine Mesa, a chapter agency 

on the reservation, in the Navajo Tribal Council.139 Robert Roessel, a compassionate 

Anglo who dedicated much of life Indian education, grew up in Webster Grove, 

Montana, received his bachelors in anthropology at Washington University, St. Louis, a 

masters degree in educational administration from the University of Chicago, and 

established the Center for Indian Education at Arizona State University. He taught and 

became a school principal at BIA schools, served on the board of directors for Lukchukai 

Demonstration School, and helped develop Rough Rock Demonstration School.140 Ruth 

Roessel, formerly Ruth Wheeler, attended a BIA boarding school in New Mexico, earned 

a bachelor’s and master’s degree in Education from Arizona State University, taught and 

served as principal at various reservation schools, and is considered a pioneer in the 

development of Navajo Studies as an academic discipline.141 Allen D. Yazzie attended 

school on the reservation, during World War II he served in the Army infantry and fought 

in multiple campaigns, and earned his bachelor’s elementary education at the Northern 

Arizona University. Yazzie served as chair on many important committees, including the 

Navajo-Hopi Negotiating Committee, the Navajo Scholarship Committee, the Navajo 
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Education Committee, and DINE, Inc. for the Rough Rock Demonstration School; he 

also represented the Forest Lake in the Navajo Tribal Council.142 Dillon Platero served as 

Director of Navajo Community Development Program between 1954 and 1965; Chair of 

the Education Committee; founded Navajo Times in 1959 and served as its first editor; he 

was a member of the Navajo Tribal Council; and in the late 1960s became the director at 

the Rough Rock Demonstration School.143 Guy Gorman served in World War II as a 

Navajo code talker, a policy maker in the Navajo Tribal Council, served as Vice 

President of the Education Committee and helped found DINE, Inc. for the Rough Rock 

Demonstration School. Many considered him a passionate educational activist.144 These 

individuals utilized conventional forms of activism and played varying roles in 

establishing the college.  

Early Development  

Not until the creation of the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO), as part of 

the War on Poverty legislation, and the subsequent founding of the Office of Navajo 

Economic Opportunity (ONEO) on the reservation did the dream for their own college 

come closer to a reality. In 1965, Allen Yazzie, Guy Gorman, and Dillon Platero drafted 

the initial proposal for the OEO to fund a feasibility study for a tribal college; and later 

that year they secured the funding.145    

In February 1966, the Bureau of Educational Research and Services at Arizona 

State University completed the feasibility study and found there existed a need for a 
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community college on the reservation.146 Dr. Robert Ashe of the Arizona State University 

carried out the study through the funds allocated by the ONEO; and concluded the 

establishment of an institution of higher education on the reservation “was desirable, 

practical, and necessary.”147 The study showed enough Navajo students were graduating 

from high school each year, the idea had enough community interest, and that it was 

financially achievable.148  

Throughout the founding history of the school, its organizers met and established 

numerous allies, but they also confronted many critics. For instance, the Navajo activists 

found important allies in Washington D.C. including Dr. Sanford Kravitz and Richard 

Boone of the OEO, who strongly supported Navajo educational self-determination, 

encouraged the funding for the college go directly to them in order to bypass the BIA.149 

When the editors of The Albuquerque Tribune heard about the OEO providing the money 

for the feasibility study, they disapproved of the idea and its funding. They wrote 

negative articles and accused the founders of the prospective college of planning a 

“segregated” institution using the Civil Rights argument for integration against the 

Navajo college.150  According to Yazzie Begay, a supporter of the school and later a 

member of the NCC Board of Regents, “We are not attempting to build walls […] We are 

trying to knock walls down. We only want what millions of other American already 
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enjoy, and that is our own college designed to serve our own needs.”151  

In 1966, the founders began to conceptualize the design and institutional identity 

of the college. Allen Yazzie, Guy Gorman, and Ned Hatathli held formative late night 

meetings where they discussed their visions of the community college. According to 

scholar Wayne Stein, at these meetings they discussed the college’s “philosophy and 

curriculum, the need for action, finding the necessary funds, and who were the right 

people to put into governance and administration.”152 They decided Navajo culture to be 

the centerpiece of the curriculum, and the students the focus of the school. They brought 

Robert Roessel into the decision-making process to help secure funding for the school. 

They trusted Roessel because he had strong ties to the Navajo people; he was, after all, 

married to Ruth Wheeler, a Navajo from an influential family.153 In addition, he had 

strong writing skills, educational expertise, and proved himself a strong advocate for 

Navajo controlled education. Early on they decided Guy Gorman was to serve as Chair of 

the Board of Regents and for Ned Hatathli to lead as president.154 The founders planned 

that an all-Navajo Board of Regents should control the college. According to a school 

official, “There would be no outside control.”155 

Over the next two years, the school planners sought funding and support, 

established the governing body, and found a home for Navajo Community College. The 

first goal for the founders was to secure funds by identifying the sources and federal aid 
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to help them get the school off the ground. They understood they needed steady funding 

to establish, develop, and continue to grow the college. Aid came from one-time grants, 

modest donations from the community, federal money, and from private donors.  Ned 

Hatathli and Robert Roessel made trips to Washington D.C. and negotiated contracts and 

agreements with politicians. They found important allies like Representative Wayne 

Aspinall, chair of the House Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs, to support their 

cause.156 Aspinall became a staunch supporter; he advised them, gained allies for them; 

and shared their goals. He later helped lead the campaign for legislation to help fund the 

growing college.  

By early 1968, Robert Roessel with the help of the Navajo education activists 

secured funding from the OEO, the Navajo Tribal Council, corporations, private 

agencies, and philanthropists from around the country. The OEO provided $450,000 

annually for three years; the Navajo tribe provided $250,000, and $60,000 from the 

Donner Foundation, with a provision to provide $100,000 the following year.157 The 

same type of OEO grants that funded Rough Rock Demo School also financed the 

college.158 The OEO provided almost half of the operating costs for NCC in its first three 

years, but the founders understood the agency was not meant to provide permanent 

funding. NCC received no state funding from Arizona, New Mexico, or Utah; and the 

founders had to raise money every year to keep the school open. Financial stability 

remains a major challenge for NCC. Navajo leaders acknowledged the financial and legal 

barriers ahead of them, but negotiated the help of the “upper echelon” of the “white 
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man’s world” for help.159 With the leadership and funding in place, the school organizers 

began making plans to bring their idea to life.  

In April and May of 1968, the founders held formal meetings, public 

announcements, and conferences to introduce the idea of the school and to gain support 

from all interested parties including federal bureaucrats, politicians, university and 

community college professors, business leaders, tribal leaders, and the general public. In 

the early spring, Raymond Nakai, Chairman of the Navajo Tribal Council, called a public 

meeting with distinguished community and business leaders, both Indians and Anglos, 

from Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah to discuss the plans to establish its own college 

later that summer.160 For most of the attendees, the idea of Navajo control of education 

was new. Some viewed the Navajos as inexperienced and unqualified to administer their 

own schools.161 According to Ruth Roessel, one of the business leaders in attendance 

mockingly exclaimed, “Good God, Mr. Chairman, you don’t mean to tell me that you 

think the Navajos can operate a junior college?” Several men at the meeting laughed.162 

Nakai replied, “We’re not asking for your permission but rather telling you what we are 

going to do.”163 The act of founding an Indian college, according to researcher Norman 

T. Oppelt, indicated that Navajos were “for the first time in their long contact with 

whites, able to have a significant voice in the planning and control of some of their 

institutions of higher education.”164 
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In April of 1968, at the 11th Annual Navajo Education Conference, sponsored by 

the Educational Committee, Robert Roessel announced the idea for the college to 

academics and education professionals.165 The Navajo Education Conference served as a 

forum for educators, advocates, and education professionals from all levels of schooling 

to come together to exchange ideas and discuss new teaching materials, strategies, and 

techniques for Navajo students.166 Roessel utilized this platform to detail the plans for a 

community college on the Navajo reservation.  Roessel said, “the college will be 

patterned after the Rough Rock and will be controlled by the Navajo people,” and set to 

open in 1969. He elaborated on the Navajo’s desire for the school, “This is the dream the 

Navajos have been dreaming for 20 years;” and criticized those who felt this was not the 

right time or place for a school, stating, “I think the Navajo feel to the contrary.”167  

The founders also realized they needed to make the idea about the college 

palatable to the broader Navajo community who were antagonistic toward formal 

education and what schools had represented to them in their past.168	Some Navajos were 

suspicious of educational endeavors on the reservation because historically speaking, 

schools had functioned to strip Native Americans of their culture. They convinced many 

in the Diné community that Navajo Studies was to be a central feature of the school, the 

institution under the direction and control of Navajos, committed to student success and 

reflect the values and wishes of the community it served.169  

The founders of the college made many efforts to gain support from politicians, 
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local business owners, education experts, and the community at-large (both Navajos and 

non-Navajos). They negotiated support from the immediate and surrounding community; 

and the idea for NCC received endorsements from politicians, other tribes, other colleges, 

higher education associations, like the Arizona Junior College Board, and religious 

organizations.170 These types of meetings and conferences, according to scholar Wayne 

Stein, provided “public recognition of their efforts from state, business, and tribal leaders; 

it built consensus that a tribally controlled college was a sound idea; and it provided 

assurance that the time to found a college had come.”171 

In June and July, the school organizers developed the governing body and 

officially founded the college. On June 13, 1968, the founders chose the name for the 

college and appointed an interim Board of Regents including Guy Gorman as President; 

Carl Todacheene as Vice President, and Chester Yellowhair, Secretary-Treasurer.172 They 

officially founded Navajo Community College in July 1, 1968 and soon after the Navajo 

Tribal Council formally confirmed the appointments of the Board of Regents. The role of 

the Board of Regents was to establish policy, help select staff and faculty, have a say in 

the design of the curriculum, and confirm the appointments of the administration – many 

of the tenets of educational self-determination.173 The Regents appointed Robert Roessel 

to be president of the college and he resigned from the directorship at Rough Rock 

Demonstration School. They appointed Ned Hatathli and Allen Yazzie to share the vice 
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president seat, with the intention of Hatathli moving into the role of president a year 

later.174 The founders decided each reservation agency, similar to county territories, was 

to elect their own representatives to sit on the Board.175 In the first year Yazzie Begay 

represented the Chinle Agency; Tuba City Agency selected Chester Yellowhair; the 

Shiprock Agency chose Carl Todacheene; the Crownpoint Agency elected Wilson Skeet; 

and Howard Gorman represented the Fort Defiance Agency. Allen Yazzie, Guy Gorman, 

and Dillon Platero were members-at-large.176 The Board also reserved a spot for the NCC 

student body president.177  

The founders of NCC decided the role of the students was critical, and provided 

opportunities for their participation in the governance of the institution. They intended 

the Regent seat reserved for the student body president to assist in identifying student 

needs, concerns, and interests.178 In September 1968, the Navajo Youth Organization, a 

group created for students enrolled at NCC, participated in workshops, exchanged ideas 

about the subjects the school planned to offer, and made recommendations. The founders 

reasoned that the school would benefit from the “best thinking” of the young and adult 

Navajos.179  

While the President and the NCC administration made decisions about the daily 

operations at the school, the Board of Regents established college policy, including 

drafting the purpose of the college and defining its objectives:  
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1. To provide academic foundations for students who plan to transfer to a senior 

college or university. 

2. To provide vocational-technical training programs for students. 

3. To provide adult education courses for individuals who desire to further their 

education.  

4. To provide a program of community service and community development. 

5. To provide assistance and consultation, upon request, to public, church, Bureau of 

Indian Affairs schools and other organizations and institutions in the area which 

Navajo Community College serves. 

6. To foster in its Indian students the development and preservation of healthy pride 

in their heritage.  

7. To serve as a center for development of Indian cultures, with special emphasis on 

the Navajos.180 

The policy goals of the course offerings, as intended by the Board of Regents, 

were advanced in the philosophy of the school. According to the philosophy statement of 

NCC: 

1. For any community or society to grow and prosper, it must have its own means 

for educating its citizens. And it is essential that these educational systems be 

directed and controlled by the society it is intended to serve.  

2. If a community or society is to continue to grow and prosper, each member of that 

society must be provided with an opportunity to acquire a positive self-image and 

a clear sense of identity. This can be achieved only when each individual’s 
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capacities are developed and used to the fullest possible extent. It is absolutely 

necessary for every individual to respect and understand his culture and his 

heritage; and he must have faith in the future of his society. 

3. Members of different cultures must develop their abilities to operate effectively, 

not only in their own immediate societies but also in the complexities of varied 

cultures that make up the larger society of man.      

4. In light of the difficulties experienced by traditional educational programs in 

meeting the needs of individuals and societies, it is important that Navajo 

Community College make every possible effort to search out and test new 

approaches in dealing with old problems. It also is important to build the capacity 

of the college so that it can respond effectively to problems arising out of rapidly 

changing conditions.  

5. To assure maximum development and success of individual students, Navajo 

Community College accepts the responsibility for providing individualized 

programs and the fullest possible support to students to assist them in working out 

problems of adjustments.181   

The Board of Regents hired Navajos to fill key faculty, staff positions, and made 

official appointments. The Board named Bahe Billy, one of the first Navajo Ph.Ds., as the 

head agricultural instructor. They hired Edison Becenti as the livestock instructor. 

Kenneth Begay, an internationally recognized silversmith, was hired to teach his skill to 

other Navajos and as the arts and crafts shop manager. The Regents hired Willie Morgan, 

a distinguished authority on Navajo translation, as a language instructor. Tom Begay was 
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hired as the comptroller for NCC.182 While the school planners established the governing 

system and began articulating its policies and goals, they began looking for a home for 

NCC. 

The school founders needed a home for the college but realized that a new facility 

would have to come later. In cooperation with the BIA, the school organizers found a 

temporary home in the new high school in Many Farms, Arizona where they planned to 

share the dormitories, dining facilities, classrooms, and faculty housing.183 The BIA 

agreed to share the facilities in the newly built Many Farms High School.184  According 

to President Roessel “changes within the BIA were for the better, particularly in the area 

of accepting suggestions and ideas from the Native Americans themselves. Listening to 

the Indians […] allowed the Bureau to become more attuned to Indian needs.”185	The 

founders negotiated with the BIA for the temporary use of the unoccupied facilities of the 

Many Farms High School until they could build a brand new structure.186  

From the start, NCC was an independent institution; meaning unlike later tribal 

colleges, it had no formal affiliation to a sponsoring higher education institution. 

Although the founders sought the assistance from staff and professors of Northern 

Arizona University, Arizona State University, the BIA’s Many Farms High School, the 
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college had no affiliation ties these institutions.187  Wilbur Dixon, the Navajo Director of 

Public Services who supervised public works development, spoke to the staff of Navajo 

Community College in early December of 1968, and called attention to the challenge 

before them. Dixon explained, “Though I do not know in just what direction this 

institution is headed, I should think that it keep in mind the following principles that have 

enabled our whole nation to be what it is: namely, equality in self-determination; be free 

from political control and also adequately supported; a board of education responsible 

only to its people; people with principles; and efficient administrative leadership.”188 

The founders shaped the design of the school with a bold Navajo philosophy of 

education. The idea was not to replicate a Western philosophy of education, but instead 

start from scratch to create a decolonization model of education – a Navajo model of 

learning. Because it had never been before, and had no model to work from, according to 

Robert Roessel “there was no place that the Navajo Tribe could look for assistance [...] 

there was really nothing to give guidance in terms of the early development of the 

concept. It had to be kind of chiseled out of a rough block of stone...”189	Although they 

adopted and adapted some Westernized concepts in the design of the college, they 

decided their education was to come from the Navajos and therefore a reflection of their 

perspective. They looked to their culture, history, creation stories, and knowledge, and in 

these contexts and traditions they found Navajo education. 	

The Origins of Navajo Studies  
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The development of the Navajo Studies program at NCC helped pioneer the 

movement for Navajo language, culture and history inclusion in reservation schools, and 

promoted the overall credibility of Indian Studies. As an institution, NCC represented a 

unique break from the past. According to Estelle Fuchs, scholar of Navajo education, “It 

is, first of all, an example of Indians taking responsibility for their own education; it is 

potentially the source of knowledge and skills much needed on the reservation; and it 

provides a learning environment that respects the integrity, values and heritage of the 

Indian peoples.”190 Its founders envisioned Navajo Studies to embody the spirit of NCC, 

and served as a model to promote the role of language and culture in Navajo education 

throughout the reservation. 

The Roots of Navajo Studies 

The origins of Navajo Studies did not begin at NCC but has long been a part of 

the Navajo tradition of passing down knowledge from generation to generation. Ruth 

Roessel, a foundational figure in the advancement of Indian Studies, argued the roots of 

Navajo Studies goes back centuries before the “white man” set foot on the continent, and 

it served as the cornerstone of Navajo life. According to Ruth Roessel, “Indian Studies is 

the teaching of the traditions and values and culture of a group of people, and surely this 

has gone on for generations and centuries throughout the length and breadth of this 

hemisphere.”191 Ruth Roessel was responsible for the development of Navajo Studies at 

NCC and served as the director of the program.192  
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Indian Studies as an academic discipline was introduced on college campuses 

throughout the United States in the late 1960s and during the 1970s. The Navajo Studies 

program at NCC differed from others because it was founded at the only institution of 

higher education located on an Indian reservation, controlled by the Navajo people.193 

Robert Roessel, a founder of NCC and husband to Ruth Roessel, argued Navajo culture 

had remained more intact than among other tribes due in part to the relative isolation of 

the reservation and limited contact with Anglo society prior to the World War II 

period.194 In the mid-1950s and early 1960s, according to Roessel, there emerged a  

“resurgence,” “a rebirth,” and “a renewal of interest in Indian Studies among most Indian 

people.”195  

Navajo youths in the early 1970s desired to have their language and culture taught 

in the schools. They hungered to learn as much as possible about their culture and 

language, and demonstrated an intense pride about being Navajo. Despite the increased 

interest, only a small number of schools on the reservation incorporated Navajo language, 

culture, and history into their curriculums. In 1971, less than 10% of schools taught 

Navajo education or some form of Navajo Studies.196 The purpose and goals of Navajo 

Studies at NCC served not only as a critique of white education but also as a way to 

reverse a history of forced assimilation and language and cultural exclusion in schools.197 

Critique of White Education 
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The founders of NCC, like Navajo youths, resented the effects of forced 

assimilation and the disadvantages produced by a white education. Throughout most of 

the 20th century, the Anglo system of education, or white education, was considered the 

“hope and solution” for the problems of poverty and illiteracy among Navajos.198 Anglos 

imposed a white education to teach Navajos how to cope in white society; it taught them 

the history of white historical figures and excluded the roles and contributions of Navajos 

and other Native Americans. A white education, for many Navajos, meant a loss of one’s 

identity. Still, white education failed to remake Navajos “in the white man’s image.”199 

By the late 1960s, many Navajos recognized the irreparable damage white 

education had done to their collective cultural identity. Forced assimilation, a mainstay of 

white education, had made many Navajos ashamed to be Indian. Ruth Roessel argued 

that too often Navajos blamed Anglos and non-Indians for “taking away” their culture, 

but “it usually was our parents and grandparents who learned [this from Anglo society] 

and felt they were helping us by not teaching us our language and culture.”200 Navajo 

parents, drawing from their own painful experiences in schools, refused to teach their 

children the Navajo language because they had been punished for not speaking English. 

For these reasons, some Navajo teachings and traditions fell into disuse and many elders 

died taking with them the rich cultural heritage and knowledge of Indian life.201 As a 

result, according to Ruth Roessel, “Navajo youth are unhappy with their own parents for 
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not teaching them when they were young to speak Navajo and for not teaching them 

about Navajo culture.”202  

The effects of a white education had left its mark on the Navajo community, but 

the founders of NCC concluded to counter these effects by promoting an inclusive 

education. Ruth Roessel described white education as “either-or.” “Navajo students either 

could be contributing successful citizens by throwing off their own culture and accepting 

the white man’s [education] or be failures, as well as heathens, by keeping their own 

culture.” Ruth Roessel desired the Navajo Studies program at NCC to represent a “both-

and” type of Navajo education, “which enables the Navajo student to learn positive 

aspects of both the Navajo culture and the white man’s way.”203 Despite the founders’ 

nationalistic calls for Navajo control and the centrality of Navajo Studies at NCC, they 

also believed in an adaptive form of education. The founders sought to incorporate the 

positive aspects of Anglo education but prioritized Navajo teachings and knowledge in 

their curriculum. They wanted Navajos Studies to show a balance of the Navajo and 

white world, not a one-sided education.204 

The Navajo and Indian Studies Program 

From the beginning, the founders and Board of Regents envisioned Navajo 

Studies to represent the cornerstone of the NCC curriculum, and they wanted their 

students to be proud to be Navajo. The founders and Regents acknowledged their form of 

Navajo education was not a “back-to-the-blanket movement,” but instead they “wanted 

the Indians to live in the 21st century […] but the way to do it is to give them confidence 
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in themselves.”205 The school officials prescribed a general Indian Studies component as 

a companion piece to Navajo Studies, and named the program the Navajo and Indian 

Studies. The founders favored an integrated curriculum in order to encompass a broad 

perspective of Indian affairs, Native life, and cultures. According to Ruth Roessel, “We 

must strive hard to reflect in our course offerings not fragments, but, rather, substantial 

and connected areas of learning.”206 The objectives of the Navajo Studies Program was 

“to learn and respect the Navajo history;” “understand current problems […] facing 

Navajos; “develop a positive self-image [and] confidence in one’s future;” “provide a 

foundation for the entire curriculum at NCC, [by developing] publications by Indians 

about Indians and for Indians;” and “to build bridges between the old and young.”207  

As an integral component of the curriculum, Navajo Studies courses were 

required of all students as part of their core classes; some were taught in the Navajo 

language; and Navajo culture was integrated into numerous classes.208 For example, the 

English curriculum featured Indian literature; Economic classes addressed Indian 

commercial development; and Science courses included reservation resources.209 The 

founders acknowledged that these courses were biased toward the Navajo point of view. 

“If the Navajo people are indeed a people between two worlds,” the founders disclosed, 

“then they should learn about two worlds, but they should learn about their world 
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first.”210 “In a sense,” the founder maintained, “what we are trying to do is to take the 

best from the Indian culture. We believe we can learn from the white man but we also 

believe we can teach the white man, too.”211  

Obstacles 

As part of their pioneering efforts, the proponents of Navajo Studies ran into 

obstacles and learned how to overcome them. These obstacles included the criticisms of 

teaching Navajo language and culture in institutions of education, the lack of teaching 

materials, and the lack of knowledgeable teachers. Non-Indian and even some Navajos 

faculty took the position that they did not have the knowledge to incorporate Indian 

Studies into their classes and that this type of education must take place at home.212 Ruth 

Roessel argued “that many Navajo families no longer had the cultural knowledge needed 

to teach their children about Navajo culture;” and even if they did, educational 

institutions should be partners in teaching Navajo Studies just as American 

Exceptionalism and patriotism is taught at mainstream school settings. For those Navajos 

that criticized the centrality of Navajo Studies in the college curriculum, the issue was 

overcome “by soliciting the support of the overwhelming majority of Navajos who did 

believe it was appropriate.”213 

The founders lamented the lack of books and teaching material prepared by 

Navajos. Navajos youth rejected books written by outsiders especially those produced by 

anthropologists; they wanted materials prepared by Navajos.214 Since the establishment 
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of Navajo Curriculum Center in Rough Rock in 1968, Navajos have consciously and 

deliberately emphasized the production of books, teaching materials, and curriculum 

development for use of Navajo students in Navajo-controlled schools.215  The school 

officials looked to themselves and to their communities to correct and overcome this 

obstacle by producing their own histories and literature. Ruth Roessel affirmed, “we 

cannot escape the obligation by saying, ‘I’m not a writer’ or ‘I do not know how to write 

history’ […]. We must try to develop – however simple or perhaps even inadequate our 

early efforts are – materials dealing with Indian culture.”216 The Board of Regents gave to 

the Navajo Studies Program the responsibility to produce books and course material.217 

The Navajo Community College Press, established in the first year of the school, 

published numerous monographs, booklets, and textbooks, including Papers on Navajo 

Culture and Life (1970), Navajo Studies at Navajo Community College (1971), Navajo 

Stories of the Long Walk Period (1973), Navajo Livestock Reduction – A National 

Disgrace (1974), and The Navajos’ Long Walk for Education (1975).218 The founders 

considered these work important contributions not only for Navajos but also for the 

general audience of the United States, because for they first time they described 

significant historical events from the Navajo point of view.219 

When the process of accreditation began, one of the obstacles that emerged was 

the lack of credentialed teachers who had the knowledge to teach Navajo Studies courses. 

Ruth Roessel helped to legitimize and gained credibility for the Navajo and Indian 
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Studies Program. She was instrumental in securing approval by the regional accreditation 

agency, North Central Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools, for the Navajo 

Studies portion of the school’s curriculum.220 The NCC founders were told that the 

accreditation agency would not allow Navajo and Indian Studies, the largest department 

at NCC, to hire individuals who had never gone to school because the agency required 

every instructor to have at least their master’s degree.  Ruth Roessel was less concerned 

with having faculty members who spoke perfect English or who could write perfect 

sentences. According to Roessel, “We at NCC are not interested in degrees; we are 

interested in the faith, the knowledge and the roots that the individual has in his own 

heritage and his own culture, as well as in his ability to teach and to relate to students.”221 

When the team of specialists from the North Central Association made their initial visit, 

“the fact that we had instructors who had never been to school, and that we had no faculty 

member with the masters degree, in no way lessened their support or their admiration for 

our Navajo and Indian Studies program.”222 The North Central Association examiners 

accepted Ruth Roessel’s premise that Navajo people were the best judges to make such a 

decision.223  Navajo Studies helped to reintroduce centuries-old arts, knowledge, and 

traditions that had been lost to some, and instilled in the youth a new awareness of their 

cultural identity. The program overcame many obstacles, served as a source of pride to 

build confidence, especially among the youth, to solve problems they saw on the 

reservation.  
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In late December, the Regents passed a resolution that further identified their 

governing principles, clarified the limitation of political activities by faculty members at 

the school, and added another aspect of Navajo control to the school’s institutional 

identity. Roessel considered this, “a gigantic first step to help the college avoid those 

things which have retarded the educational process at colleges across our country.”224 

Modeled after the Hatch Act of 1939, which defined the political activities of federal 

employees, the Regents clarified specific boundaries on political activity on the NCC 

campus. The employees of NCC could register and vote, support voter registration drives, 

express opinions toward candidates, contribute money to political organizations, and sign 

nominating petitions. Employees could not campaign for national or tribal politics, 

register voters for a single party, make campaign speeches, collect contributions for 

political fundraising, or distribute political literature. In addition, employees cannot 

organize political rallies, hold office in a political club or party, or circulate ballot 

petitions.225 The founder, although activists in their own right, chose to limit direct action 

disruptions of protests and demonstrations led by the faculty on the campus. 

Navajo Community College Opens 

On January 20, 1969, 309 students from across the Navajo reservation enrolled in 

Navajo Community College’s first semester.226 NCC shared facilities with the Many 

Farms High School, and when it opened both were simultaneously in operation. As soon 

as the school opened, the founders began working acquire the funding to build the 

physical plant at Tsaile Lake.		The degrees and programs offered at NCC reflected the 
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needs of the Navajo reservation and its community. The course offerings included a 

vocational-technical program, a transfer program, and Navajo Studies program.227 A 

major emphasis at the school was the two-year vocational program.228 The purpose of the 

vocational program was to train Navajos for employment that existed on the 

reservation.229 According to scholar Norman T. Oppelt, NCC offered “vocational 

preparation for survival in the world of today” and reinforced Navajo traditions and 

culture.230 The vocational courses provided remedial English, mathematics, and writing 

skills, and technical courses introductory auto mechanics, welding, farm management, 

and home economics.231 Although the founders envisioned an institution that provided 

mostly vocational instruction, a large demand soon developed for academic courses. 

Students who wished to transfer to a major university or college could begin earning 

course credits at NCC.232 These courses were transferable to four-year institutions and to 

advanced vocational degrees.  

Under the direction of Ruth Roessel, the college established a Navajo Studies 

Program. The program garnered national attention and won high praise for the Board of 

Regents.233 Ruth Roessel directed the Navajo Studies Department for the first two years; 

and continued to develop courses in Navajo language, history and culture, arts and crafts, 

and psychology. Navajo Community College provided a higher education setting where 
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students saw their heritage as a fundamental part of the curriculum.234 According to NCC 

student Timothy Clashin, “Most of us – the Navajo young people – do not know our 

history and culture, and therefore, we do not know where we are going. Navajo Studies 

makes it possible for us to have a sense of direction and a sense of purpose.”235 Many of 

the classes in the Navajo Studies program were taught in the Navajo language while a 

few were offered English; and these courses were taught from a Navajo point of view.236 

The goals of the community college was to provide Navajos access to quality education 

in vocations specific to the area, to prepare them for further education at mainstream 

institutions, while incorporating a Navajo approach to education. 

According to Guy Gorman, the Chair for the Board of Regent chairman for NCC, 

“NCC exists to fulfill many needs of the Navajo People; it acts as a bridge to other 

colleges; it provides a place where Navajo history and culture can be studied and learned; 

it provides training in the skills necessary for the many jobs on the reservation which 

today are held by non-Navajos, as well as training in those skills necessary for the job 

opportunities or tomorrow.”237 The founders planned NCC to be a place to develop 

Navajo leadership, an environment where they are in control, and where students did not 

need to struggle to have a voice and learn their history. NCC was a demonstration of 

Navajo educational self-determination and community empowerment. 

The Students 

 “Since its inception,” according to Guy Gorman, “it has been the philosophy of 
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NCC that the student is the most important member of the college community. [They] are 

the reason that all of us, regents, staff, faculty, are here.”238 The school opened to serve 

recent high school graduates looking to start their academic careers or to learn technical 

skills. It also opened the door to students that had never attended any school or had little 

schooling; serving Navajos that only spoke their native language and wanted to learn 

English; and to help the illiterate and jobless who wanted to learn employable skills.239 

The school offered flexible instruction for Navajos at different ability levels.  

Navajos made up the majority of the student body; they were typically older 

students; few entered directly out of high school while most enrolled after attending and 

dropping out from another college or after working a few years. Some Navajo college 

students that were attending nearby higher education institutions returned to the 

reservation to attend the Navajo college.240 The majority of Navajo students came from 

impoverished households; most could not pay for school out-of-pocket and qualify for 

federal aid.241 Navajo students did not pay tuition to attend NCC but they did have to pay 

$180 a semester for room and board. Many students lived in on-campus housing.242   

Roessel attempted to diffuse any accusations that NCC was a “segregated” or 

separatist institution for Navajos only by trying to foster a Pan Indian policy, as 

prescribed by the Regents. A minimum of 10% of the student body was to consist of 

native students from other tribes. In its first year, 80% of the student population was 
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Navajo, other Indians, mostly Sioux students, made up 10%, and 10% were non-Indian 

with a few international students included in the non-Indian population. By the second 

year, the number of Sioux students dropped dramatically.243 In the 1971 spring semester, 

only 13 non-Navajo Indians attended NCC. 244  

 Despite efforts to provide access to higher education and achieve student success, 

NCC experienced several hurdles in its first years. Of the 309 students enrolled in the 

first semester, only 60% finished the semester. The number appeared high in relation to 

the typical attrition rate of 20% in mainstream academic institutions, but considering the 

90% dropout rate for Navajos in off-reservation settings, a 40% drop in the first semester 

was a considerable success.245 In the first few years, the school saw an excessive student 

turnover rate. Still, at the end of the 1971 spring semester 17 Navajos graduated from the 

college.246 Not until the 1973-74 school year, did 90% of the students return from the 

previous semester.247  Overall NCC provided access to Navajos in unprecedented ways; 

for example, in the spring of 1969 the school enrolled 309 students, by the fall of 1979 

enrollment grew to 2,074. 
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Navajo Community College Enrollment, 1969-1978:248 

Year 1969     Spring 301      Fall 311      Total 612 
Year 1970     Spring 453      Fall 498      Total 951  
Year 1971     Spring 438      Fall 495      Total 933 
Year 1972     Spring 523      Fall 563      Total 1086 
Year 1973     Spring 387      Fall 412      Total 799 
Year 1974     Spring 677      Fall 736      Total 1413 
Year 1975     Spring 1014    Fall 1099    Total 2113  
Year 1976     Spring 1177    Fall 1500    Total 2677 
Year 1977     Spring 1700    Fall 944      Total 2644 
Year 1978     Spring 990      Fall 1097    Total 2087 
Year 1979     Spring 1776    Fall 2074    Total 4296 
 

In addition to initial high dropout numbers, the school experienced other student-

related difficulties.  The vocational program struggled to attract students because the BIA 

already had an Adult Vocational program, and NCC had to compete for students.249 At 

the same time, Arizona experienced a mushrooming of community colleges providing 

vocational education.250  Student commuters had to travel far distances to attend NCC; 

for example, the Window Rock area – the nearest large concentration of population – was 

47 miles away. A survey of high school students showed they had little knowledge of the 

school likely due to the lack of promotion. The Navajo students interviewed admitted 

they would not consider going to the school until it had “a reputation.” The high students 

were not talking about its prestige, but its “Navajoness;” the students wanted to see a 

stronger Navajo association. “Until now, these students [interviewed] feel, the school is 
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linked to the Navajo people in name only.”251 Unfortunately, holding classes on a BIA 

high school campus also did not enhance the reputation of the college.252  

To contrast, Frank Hall, principal of the Many Farm High School talked about the 

positive image of NCC and college students for the high school youths. Because the two 

institutions shared facilities, Hall acknowledged the high school pupils benefitted 

academically and socially from their interactions with the NCC students. They served as 

role models for the younger students. The high school students, according to Hall, “have 

been impressed by the serious attitude toward study of college students and by their 

mature behavior.”253   

Students that did attend NCC confirmed what the founders had sought to 

accomplish. Sarah Ann Johnson, a NCC student, said the school “gives me an 

opportunity to understand two cultures in which I must live, the Navajo culture and the 

Anglo culture.”254 Students like Johnson, approved of Navajo history and culture in the 

classroom, because for many, this was the first time in their lives they were learning 

about historic Native American leaders among their own people. According to Johnson, 

“knowing more about my people makes me increasingly proud of them.”255 In many 

ways, the students that entered NCC in its first year were no different from youths in 

other places; they had similar goals and aspirations. They sought new opportunities for a 

better life and saw higher education as the route to get it.  

The Faculty  
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In the first year, NCC had no shortage of Non-Navajo applicants seeking to be a 

part of exciting institution; for example, 400 professors applied for only 20 open 

instructional positions.256 Non-Navajo applicants had numerous reasons for pursuing a 

teaching job at NCC. Many wanted to get close to nature, some to play a part in uplifting 

Navajos out of poverty, for others as a way to fulfill missionary work; some were 

escaping personal problems and wanted a fresh start, but most were passionate educators 

looking to make a true difference on the reservation.257 Selecting staff in the first year 

was not difficult; however, retention of faculty, for varying reasons, created problems for 

the founders and Regents.	 

The end of the first year saw a large NCC faculty turnover rate. In many cases, the 

administration was dissatisfied with the conduct of their teachers; and in the spring of 

1970, the administrators did not renew half of the contracts the Anglo faculty. In 

addition, three Navajo faculty members resigned due to personal dissatisfaction. The 

Navajo school leaders excluded professors with strong political stances, agitators, and 

dissidents because they saw them as incompatible the goals and objectives of the college. 

However, the second year all faculty members received renewed contracts. The school 

offered no tenure for professors and Anglo faculty lacked job security. At the time of 

their hiring, Navajo administrators told Anglo faculty their position was to last until a 

qualified Navajo or other Indian teacher could replace their spot.258 This was initially met 

with public and cordial agreement; it slowly stirred controversy and hidden tensions arose 

in later years. For Navajos and other Indian faculty, they praised the policy, but drew 
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them and Anglo faculty further apart on many college policies.259 Although the Regents 

wanted Native control, they had difficulty enlisting Navajo teachers. In the first year, the 

ratio of Anglos to Navajos in instruction was 2 to 1; and by the 1973-74 academic year, 

the ratio of Anglo to Navajo faculty had only improved to approximately 1½ to 1.260 

Overall, the school had difficulty retaining good teachers. The isolated location of 

the college in the center of the reservation and away from modern amenities such as 

entertainment and department stores drew some faculty away. Non-Navajo outsiders 

experienced cultural isolation in a new place and with people with different traditions. 

Faculty faced high expectations by the Regents and school administrators in their conduct 

on campus, teaching goals, and the lack of job security.261  

The Administrative Transition from Robert Roessel to Ned A. Hatathli 

The Robert Roessel Administration  

The administrative periods of the first few years of NCC were transformative, 

dramatic, and unprecedented. Robert Roessel served as president of the college for only 

one year, from July 1968 to the end of June 1969, presiding over the student body for 

only one semester. The Board of Regents appointed Robert Roessel as founding president 

of NCC because they judged him to be the most qualified person to lead the school 

through its first year.262 Some scholars, like T. Gregory Barrett and Lourene Thaxton 

attribute this decision to Roessel being “the best man for the job;” argue he was 

“rewarded for his successful grant writing and lobbying efforts.”263 Wayne J. Stein states 
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the Board of Regents “honored” Roessel for his help. He had served as cross-cultural 

broker for the cause of Navajo educational self-determination. Under the control and 

ownership of the Navajos, Roessel had helped them establish Rough Rock Demonstration 

School and NCC. 264  

Roessel continued to raise money for these schools by promoting the efforts of the 

Navajos.265 He helped get support from corporations, like Texaco who donated $5,000 a 

year annually; philanthropists, such as Lucy Moss of New York City who provided 

$27,000 for library books, and a food program; local and nearby residents; and utility 

companies such as the Salt River Project, who contributed $250,000 to help fund the 

construction of the new college facility at Tsaile Lake.266 He was a tough and passionate 

leader, a sincere ally to the Navajos, who spoke frankly and did not mince words. Roessel 

raised money to fund the school before and after his tenure as president; and defended the 

school from criticism and grew protective of keeping out radical and militant elements on 

the campus. 

Despite the contributions made by Robert Roessel for Navajo-controlled 

education, his role, at times, has been criticized for being too dominant and aggressive. In 

April 1969, a performance by San Francisco Mime Troupe created a clash between 

Navajo patriotism and anti-Vietnam War sentiments when the school administrators 

interrupted the show, paid the performers, and kicked them off the campus with the help 

of the police. Roessel found himself in the center of the controversy, when he rushed the 

stage, yelling “Get Out! Get Out!” after the performers encouraged the students to stand 
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up and march with them to show solidarity against the violence of the Vietnam War – 

however, none of the students joined them. According to Al Spang, the college provost, 

and the Regents, the performance was “in poor taste and ridiculed the government and 

the national anthem.”267 The fiasco ended with the resignation of the political science 

professor who invited the troupe, and accused Roessel and the Regents of denying him 

due process.268 The event gained much unwanted attention from both critics and 

supporters of Roessel and the Regents, who cancelled the performance in their attempted 

to project a respectable image of the school and protect their current negotiations with 

politicians and funding prospects. According to Danny Begay, the student vice president, 

Navajo youths “don’t believe in demonstrating, violence, or any type of rioting…this is 

contrary to our Navajo religion.”269  

However, the student vice president did not necessarily speak for all students. A 

month earlier, many voiced their complaint about the American Indian Seminar Series, a 

weekly lecture series where attendance served as partial requirement for a course in the 

Navajo Studies Program. The students critiqued the series for bringing in too many 

“establishment” speakers and because they wanted presenters to discuss controversial 

subjects, such as the Indian occupation of Alcatraz, the antiwar movement, and problems 

in urban ghettoes and on Indian reservations.270 The students wanted to discuss 

controversial topics, and to have more of a say on the selection of speakers and the 

overall format of series. The students at the college, like others around the country, were 

aware of controversial happenings throughout the country and protested injustices. For 
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example, after the Kent State shooting of four students by the National Guard in May of 

1970, some college demonstrators protested the violent act by lowering the American 

flag at half-staff, but some Vietnam Veteran students raised the flag. It went up and down 

throughout the day, until the principal of Many Farms High School, Frank Hall, helped to 

mediate the situation and decided to keep the flag at half-staff arguing it was not a 

desecration of the flag, and “was quite appropriate in view of the circumstances.”271 

Despite efforts by Roessel to keep controversies out of the school, episodes like these 

indicated that NCC students were like students at other colleges, aware of the changing 

world around them and wanting to voice their positions.  

In a short amount of time, Roessel served as a cultural broker to gained support 

from outsiders, he fundraised for the school, and dealt with controversial incidences at 

the school. Roessel’s tenure, as had been planned, lasted only one year, Hatathli was 

appointed. After his tenure as president Roessel continued to influence policies at NCC 

and carried on fundraising for the school.272 The transition from Roessel to Hatathli was a 

sincere and solemn transition. He knew Hatathli would succeed him, and he was proud to 

have played a part in establishing the school. When he stepped down, Roessel accepted 

the position of college chancellor. This leadership change signaled an important 

realization in educational self-determination at NCC.273	

The Hatathli Administration 

On July 1, 1969, Board of Regents officially and unanimously appointed Ned 

Hatathli to take control of the college, making him the first Navajo president of an 

																																																								
271 “Behind the President,” Navajo Times, May 14, 1970, 2. 
272 Oppelt, The Tribally Controlled Indian Colleges, 36 
273 Stein, Tribally Controlled Colleges: Making Good Medicine, 14-15 



	

	 90 

institution of higher education.274  He proved to be an effective leader through its early 

years, and fulfilled a dream that was long time coming in the struggle for Navajo 

educational self-determination. Hatathli shifted the institutional identity of the school 

toward an ethnic nationalist ideology; and pridefully championed Navajo history and 

culture. This effort was demonstrated on a trip to Washington D.C., when Hatathli made 

his first television appearance. Discussing the Navajo Community College, he was 

pressed on camera to answer what made his college different from other schools, he 

replied, “Well, we certainly don’t teach that Columbus discovered America.”275	He 

fulfilled the philosophy of Navajo self-determination, created a college administrative 

council to advise him, and made Navajo Studies a centerpiece of the college 

curriculum.276  

Navajo Control Position Paper 

The shift toward ethnic nationalism at NCC was informed by a position paper 

Hatathli drafted that put to words an ideological plan for Navajo control. This plan also 

provided an economic shift for Navajos at the school by providing them more 

opportunities for employment. Despite controlling the top administrative positions and an 

all-Navajo Board of Regents, Anglos maintained top positions in many of the day-to-day 

decision-making committees such as admissions and student advisement. In the position 

paper he reminded Navajos that the school “was established to bring higher education to 

the Navajo Reservation;” and that its most significant accomplishment “is Indian control 
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over Indian education, specifically Navajo control over Navajo education.” 277 The 

“traditional relationship” between Navajos and Anglos “must be reversed” he declared; 

and Navajos “must work toward greater and greater control of the college.” “The Anglos 

should not be in the driver's seat. They should not be the ones directing and controlling 

this college.” He argued local control was “the important contributions this college can 

make, not only to Navajo education but to American education.” He announced Anglos 

should only serve “in an advisory capacity and not in a decision making role.” With the 

approval of the Board of Regents, he established a college council limited only to Navajo 

and Indian faculty and staff to replace the existing committees.278 He suspended the 

existing committees until the Board and new Navajo College Council decided on the 

necessary committees.   

He identified the role of the new group as “an advisory and recommending body” 

to the President, while clarifying that the already existing function of the Board of 

Regents was to maintain their responsibility of policy making for the college. The 

Council served below the powers of the Regents but maintained a significant voice.279 

Hatathli recommended the responsibilities of the Navajo College Council to include 

degree and program requirements; nature of the grading system; admission requirements; 

recruitment and attendance policies; maintaining records and transcripts; organizational 

structure and administrative procedures; student advisement; and faculty and staff 

policies.  

Hatathli gave himself the power to surround himself with like-minded individuals 
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who also promoted Navajo control.   The new Council, with approval from Regents, 

maintained opened communication with staff and faculty, and drew up new contracts that 

detailed the role of non-Indian faculty and staff to accept Indian control at NCC. The 

creation of the Council and its new responsibilities did not mean the non-Indian faculty 

and staff had no role or voice at NCC. Their role was one of advising, “pointing out 

alternatives and consequences, using their knowledge and expertise […] to add 

information to the discussion process,” while leaving the decision-making to the Navajo 

and other Indians. “Under this arrangement,” the Navajo “retains control over their 

programs.” He acknowledged it will be a “difficult role, for many non-Indian faculty and 

staff […] to play such an advisory role.”280 With his position paper serving as guiding 

ideology, President Hatathli established the all-Navajo college council to help make day-

to-day decisions.281   

The new Navajo College Council met daily throughout the summer of 1970, 

reexamining every facet of operation of NCC; they reviewed existing policies and created 

new ones.282 All the new recommendations and policies made by the Council were 

approved by college President Ned Hatathli and the Board of Regents. When the college 

administrators decided Anglo faculty members should be excluded from the decision 

making process at the school, Roessel was distraught and argued, “the Board of Regents 

should try to tear walls down rather than build them up.”283 He employed the same 

language the Navajos used when critics accused them of segregating themselves. The 

creation of Navajo College Council represented the manifestation of educational self-
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determination and took on complete control of the institution.   

The Navajo Community College Act of 1971 

Back in 1968, when the school was first founded, the college leaders began 

lobbying the U.S. Congress to provide financial support to help the institution grow and 

build permanent facilities. They reached out to Democratic Colorado Representative 

Wayne Aspinall and Arizona’s Republican U.S. Senator Sen. Paul Fannin who became 

the school’s most influential supporters. They assisted the NCC leaders find supporters 

for a direct appropriation bill from the U.S. Congress.284 Politician support came in from 

all around the country, and from both sides of the aisle. They wrote letters of 

endorsement to Rep. Julia Butler Hansen (D-Washington), who chaired the House 

Subcommittee on Appropriations. Senator Barry Goldwater (R-Arizona), Senator. Walter 

Mondale (D-Minnesota), Representative Robert Kastenmeier (D-Wisconsin), Senator 

Mark O. Hatfield (R-Oregon), Representative Clement J. Zablocki (D-Wisconsin), and 

Representative John J. Rhodes of (R-Arizona) all wrote letters of support to 

Representative Hansen.285 Senator Barry Goldwater (R-AZ) neither a fan of the OEO or 

federal spending on education went on the Senate floor in support to assist in funding the 

permanent facilities for NCC. Goldwater supported the school and promoted the funding 

appropriation bill for the college.286 In 1970, with the support of Rep. Julia Butler 

Hansen, Congress began discussing the details for the Navajo Community College 

Bill.287  The bill would provide operational and construction support for NCC.288 
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While legislative plans in Washington D.C. were in motion, the college founders 

negotiated other sources of funding. In 1970, the Navajo Tribal Council amended their 

fiscal year budget and agreed to contribute 1.25 million dollars in 1971 for classroom 

construction and operational cost.289 Later that year, the U.S. Department of Housing and 

Urban Development provided $2.53 million in low-interest loans for building of housing 

and dining facilities as part of the HUD’s College Housing Loan Program that gave 

priority, low-interest loans to institutions that serve large numbers of low-income 

students; with repayment to come in from student-fees and other revenue.290 This loan 

helped the school get a jump-start on Phase I of the construction at Tsaile Lake.  

On April 13, 1971, the school founder and the Navajo Tribe dedicated the new 

site of Navajo Community College with traditional blessings. Business and community 

leaders, along with politicians attended the dedication. Rep. Wayne N. Aspinall (D-

Colorado), and Peter MacDonald, chairman of the Navajo Tribe, spoke at the 

dedication.291 Construction for the permanent facilities began on August 9, 1971. Phase I 

included the building of dormitories, dining facilities, classroom buildings, an arts and 

crafts center, a temporary library, and a gymnasium.292 The design of the buildings 

reflected the Navajo’s pride and homage to their heritage. Some of the buildings were 

shaped like Hogans, the traditional eight-sided house of the Navajos.293 

In late 1971, the legislators in Washington D.C. began voting for the Navajo 

Community College Bill. The House Subcommittee on Indian Affairs of Interior held a 
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hearing to vote on HR 5068 on October 15, 1971.294 They informed the officials at NCC 

that the subcommittee “unanimously agreed to recommend to the full parent committee 

the passage of the Navajo Community College bill.”295 On October 26, 1971, Navajo 

Chairman Peter MacDonald, members of NCC Board of Regents, college officials, 

members of the American Association of Junior College, testified before the Senate 

Subcommittee of Indian Affairs.296 Later that the day, the U.S. Senate Subcommittee on 

Indian Affairs voted unanimously to approve SB-2250.297 And then a few days before 

Christmas in 1971, President Richard Nixon signed the Navajo Community College Bill, 

authorizing Congress to appropriate $5.5 million a year to the operation and construction 

of the college.298  The funds allocated through PL 89-192, or the Navajo Community 

College Act of 1971 did not fully support the operation of the college, yet it set a 

precedent for federal funding of a tribally controlled college and made school more 

fiscally stable.299 After the passing of the Navajo Community College Act, plans for 

Phase II moved forward ahead of time. The school opened to the students on October 1, 

1973.300 

Unfortunately, Allen Yazzie and Ned Hatathli did not live long enough to see 

students attend the new school. In the summer of 1970, Allen Yazzie died in a vehicle 

accident, when the truck he was driving went off the highway and overturned. He was 52. 

At his funeral mass, Dillon Platero eulogized about Yazzie’s significant contributions to 
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Navajo educational self-determination. Platero said “Yazzie WAS Navajo education.”301 

They named a college scholarship fund, the Allen D. Yazzie Memorial Scholarship Fund, 

in his honor. On October 16, 1972, Ned Hatathli accidentally shot himself while cleaning 

his hunting rifle. He died in the bedroom of his house.302 The school honored the man and 

his life by naming its most impressive structure, a 6-story Hogan-shaped building, the 

Ned A. Hatathli Cultural Center. 

The Evolution of Educational Self-Determination at Navajo Community College, 

1971-1979 

Between 1969 and 1979, the college underwent major institutional evolutions and 

numerous administrative changes under the governance of six permanent and interim 

presidents. The lack of institutional models for tribal colleges and administrative led to 

uneven management and some times contradictory policies. This section explains how 

the intrusion of power politics and the push to modernize NCC disrupted the overall goals 

of the college; it examines how the envisioned role of language and culture changed over 

time; and how a balanced curriculum based on Navajo and Western philosophies brought 

stability to the school and the attention back to the students. The role of language and 

culture at NCC, I argue, was greatly affected by Navajos in positions of power, including 

the administration, the Board of Regents, and the even the Navajo Tribal Chairman.  

A Navajo Modernist Changes Navajo Community College 1972-1977  

On February 8, 1973 at the Many Farms High School auditorium, NCC 

inaugurated its third president, Thomas E. Atcitty, who ushered in a new era for the 
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college.303 President Atcitty strove to modernize the college while promising to instill “in 

the Navajo young people an appreciation of their culture and an understanding of their 

traditions.”304 Shortly after his inauguration, Atcitty pledged, “In our new college Indian 

culture will not be lost.”305 The school underwent significant achievements under his 

tenure, but he also ignored the wishes of the Board of Regents, deviated from the original 

mission of the school, and made changes that many were not ready for at NCC. 

After the untimely death of Dr. Ned Hatathli in October of 1972, the Board of 

Regents announced the vacancy for NCC’s president seat. On December 4, after 

interviewing five applicants, the Board approved Thomas Atcitty to head the college.306 

President Atcitty was an intelligent, educated, and articulate young man. He was born in 

Shiprock, New Mexico, and attended a BIA school on the reservation. After serving in 

the Marine Corps, he attended college in Taylor University in Indiana, the University of 

Colorado in Boulder, and Gannon College in Erie, Pennsylvania. In 1965, he worked for 

the Office of Economic Opportunity supervising the VISTA program on the reservation. 

He later worked as assistant manager at the first department store on the reservation 

before coming to the college. He began working at NCC in July of 1969 when he was 

hired as supervisor of the Adult Basic Education program; a year later he was promoted 

to Director of the Community Services Division.307  

Initially, Atcitty continued many of the policies implemented under President 

Hatathli, including the Navajo College Council, inaugurated in mid-1970, which 
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guaranteed power to the all-Navajo council composed of administrators, faculty, and 

students.308 Hatathli’s policy removed Anglos from decision-making positions and 

relegated them strictly into advisory roles. The Navajo College Council made 

recommendations directly to the president. Most of the Navajos welcomed the new 

policy, while most Anglo faculty members strongly disapproved of being left out of the 

decision-making process.309 The policy did not interfere in the academic freedom of 

professors, but rather it served to protect and emphasize Navajo control on the campus. 

The policy caused tensions, not just between Navajos and Anglos, but also among 

Navajos.  

President Atcitty was a modern Navajo with forward thinking ideas and 

innovator. For example, he helped establish the American Indian Higher Education 

Consortium in 1972, originally founded to create an accreditation agency for the 

emerging tribally controlled colleges, but soon became an advocacy group to shape 

policy and funding legislation for NCC and other tribal colleges.310 Atcitty is best 

remembered as a skillful spokesperson for the AIHEC in Washington and at national 

conventions. AIHEC members and Native advocacy groups throughout the country saw 

him as a respected leader in the burgeoning tribal college movement.311  

Political Intrusion  

One of the biggest changes at NCC after Thomas Atcitty took office was the 

interference of power politics and the intrusion of the Navajo Tribal Council in the 
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campus decision-making. Between 1969 and 1972, the NCC Board of Regents had kept 

tribal power politics to a minimum at the school. Chairman Raymond Nakai, who 

presided as Chairman of the Navajo Nation when the school opened, saw NCC as part of 

his campaign promise of promoting Navajo education, but maintained minimal input. 

Chairman Nakai supported the college and trusted the founders and the Regents to keep 

the community in mind in their decision-making. In its first years, the college had not 

grown in popularity or gained national attention; nor had it grown to the point where it 

was perceived as a powerful force on the reservation. By the of end of 1972, Navajo 

politicians, the school’s administration, and the Board of Regents recognized NCC to 

have the potential to transform the lives of many on the reservation, and by controlling 

the institution it allowed those in power to have a major say in the direction the 

reservation’s future.312 Chairman of the Navajo Tribal Council, Peter MacDonald, who 

came into office in January of 1970, sat on the all-Navajo Board of Regents as an ex 

officio member and became involved in the major decisions made by the Board.313 

According to Peter MacDonald, “[NCC] means we now have a vehicle with which we 

can achieve all that we shall need in order to be self-sufficient and to create for 

ourselves.”314 NCC President Thomas Atcitty and Chairman Peter MacDonald were 

																																																								
312 Stein, Tribally Controlled Colleges: Making Good Medicine, 21. 
313 Oppelt, The Tribally Controlled Colleges, 38-39; and “Council for NCC,” Navajo Times, June 10, 
1971, 10. In the summer of 1971, after a series of resolutions passed and approved, according to Navajo 
Tribal Chairman Peter MacDonald “Navajo Community College belongs to the Navajo Tribe. We, the 
Tribal Council and other tribal leaders, have the opportunity and responsibility to see that Navajo 
Community College continues to grow and continues to enrich the educational opportunities of our 
people.” “During these formative years, we are going to have to feed, clothe and care for the college. 
Someday we know the college will stand strongly on its own feet and we will realize a return on our 
investment in Navajo education.” 
314 “NCC is New Beginning,” Navajo Times, October 11, 1973, A-2. 



	

	 100 

cousins and this familial connection facilitated a strong political alliance between the 

college and the Navajo Tribal Council.315  

Peter MacDonald, as the newly elected Chairman, sought to implement his 

policies and establish his legacy in all aspects of the tribal government and the Navajo 

educational structure.316 He supported his cousin Thomas Atcitty as NCC president 

because they shared similar philosophies about education, and they shared the opinion 

that NCC should take the path toward a modern, westernized institution.317 MacDonald 

and Atcitty desired NCC to achieve prestige as an academic institution.318 Although a 

man of traditional Navajo upbringing, MacDonald understood the role of higher 

education in making the transition to the modern world; he had, after all, grown up in a 

sheepherding family and had worked his way to become an electronic engineer.319 

Chairman Peter MacDonald tried to have a say in the direction of the college, including 

the role of activism among students.  

Chairman MacDonald, speaking to students, staff, and faculty at a reception in the 

fall of 1973, reminded them how confrontation and direct action has not been a part of 

the Navajo tradition of activism. MacDonald claimed, “Navajo people have always used 

ingenuity, not force as a way to overcome adversity.” He acknowledged that 

confrontational activism created a lot of publicity, but castigated its use because it 

produced limited social or economic change. MacDonald encouraged students to become 

politicians, such as a state governor, where they could have a million people at their 
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command and “millions of dollars of resources at your disposal.” “You will be more 

effective as a governor, than if a hundred of us went down to the state capitol and 

demanded change.”320 MacDonald insisted that Navajos did not protest, they negotiated; 

and through diplomatic relations they could bring about real change. But a younger 

generation of Navajos did not completely agree with this tactic, as noted in the walkouts 

throughout the reservation that same year. The Navajo Tribal Council’s political 

intrusions in the operation of the school created many of the problems that NCC faced in 

the mid-1970s.321 

The influence of tribal power politics created tension among the Board of Regents 

and created dissension among the original founders, like Guy Gorman and Robert 

Roessel, who took offense with the direction President Atcitty was taking the college.322 

Robert Roessel criticized the “maximum and continuous interference and intrusion from 

Window Rock,” the seat of Navajo Tribal government.323 Roessel accuse Atcitty of 

having no experience in the field of education, and expressed disappointment that the 

Board had acceded to Chairman MacDonald’s pressure to select his cousin as the new 

president of NCC over Dillon Platero, one of the founders of the college.324 Roessel 

expressed he felt “out of place” at NCC when President Atcitty “selected his own close 

advisors and I was not one of them.”325 He accused Atcitty and Chairman MacDonald of 

trying to make NCC “the Harvard of the West,” and for deviating from the original 

purpose of the college. Roessel warned political intrusion would create disappointing 
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changes at the institution.326 He left the college in 1973; and in 1974, began a new 

position as superintendent for the Chinle Public School District; however, he continued to 

share his criticisms and opinions with the Regents even after he left.327 Atcitty’s 

administration went against the wishes of the Board of Regents and began to 

deemphasize the centrality of the Navajo Studies program as the founders had intended, 

and moved the college to what he perceived to be a more prestigious position.  

The De-emphasis of Navajo Studies  

In the early fall of 1973, NCC move to its new facilities and location. The site of 

the new school was situated 60 miles north of Window Rock and 10 miles southeast of 

Lukachukai.328 For over four years, the students, faculty, and staff coped with borrowed 

and inadequate facilities at Many Farms High School. From the onset of NCC, vocational 

education was envisioned as an integral part of its mission. Initially, three-fourths of the 

curriculum was devoted to vocational education programs in agriculture, commercial art, 

drafting, secretarial, business, and welding.329 However, due to the lack of space at its 

former home in Many Farms its development was never fully realized. At Many Farms 

the workshop was located more than a mile away from the school; at the Tsaile campus, 

the workshops were housed in a new building with modern equipment. After the move, 

school officials planned to expand the existing offerings of vocational courses and 

introduce new ones. The opposite happened. By the time NCC made the move to its 

permanent home, students began enrolling more in academic classes and transfer 

programs than in vocational courses; however, the Navajo Studies courses remained 
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popular among students.330 Although President Atcitty, in his effort to modernize the 

college, pushed to transform NCC into a traditional academic institution, the students also 

demanded more academic programs. Navajo youths wanted careers as teachers, social 

workers, or other professionals.331  

In President Atcitty’s effort to bring prestige to the school he raised admissions 

requirements for new applicants.332 Early on, the process for enrolling in the transfer and 

vocational programs was rather simple. For transfer students or those planning to go on to 

four-year colleges, they needed to fill-out an application, and submit transcripts and ACT 

test scores. For vocational courses, students needed to submit the application, and no 

transcript or ACT Test scores were required.333 In addition, NCC had an “open door” 

policy. All high school graduates were accepted and any adult 18 years or older could 

enroll regardless of previous education or ability to speak English.334 The founders 

acknowledged that adults who could not speak English or were unskilled had fewer 

employment opportunities, and were offered to enroll in the silversmith or leatherworks 

vocational courses.335 Board of Regents were concerned with “the development of 

economic stability among the non-English speaking Navajo.”336 Where previous students 

did not need any prerequisites, now students had to demonstrate college level skills in 
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Math, English, and Science for the Nursing Program; as well as passing high school 

chemistry class or pass an introductory chemistry course at NCC.337 

Throughout 1973, the Board of Regents and President Atcitty established 

partnerships and entered into contract agreements with professional groups like the 

Project Hope, a non-profit health organization, that helped finance NCC’s Associate of 

Arts in Nursing program and paid for some instructors’ lodging and salaries.338 When 

NCC entered into these partnerships that provided funding and defrayed operational 

costs, school officials changed their admissions requirements for some programs. New 

requirements not only deviated from original goals and philosophy of the school; but also 

created obstacles for new applicants that were already struggling to enter college. Along 

with stricter standards for admissions, school officials also increased tuition. For 

example, the cost for full time student was $200 per semester for meals and lodging, and 

by the fall of 1975, it was raised to $600.339 However, that same year, school officials 

lowered the cost for part-time commuter students from $50 to $25.340 

Thomas Atcitty ignored the wishes of the Board of Regents to keep Navajo 

Studies at the heart of the curriculum and moved NCC toward a more academically 

traditional institution.341 NCC started with a strong commitment to Navajo language and 

cultural emphasis in the classroom, and its Navajo and Indian Studies Program garnered 

national and international attention. Indian youths and leaders from around the country 
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came to NCC to observe their program and modeled it for their own tribal colleges and 

Indian Studies programs. For example, in late 1971, the Sioux Indians from South Dakota 

and Indians from Canada visited NCC to learn from them and reproduce their model.342 

The publicity and recognition given to the Navajo Studies Director, Ruth Roessel, 

overshadowed the reputation of President Atcitty and, according to Robert Roessel, “the 

administration of the college decided to fragment Navajo Studies as a means to make it 

‘stronger’ or so they said.” By dividing Navajo Studies classes into different departments 

it increase the emphasis in the academic areas but resulted in dissolving the cultural 

program. “Obviously,” Robert Roessel lamented, “that logic did not work, and the result 

was the death of Navajo Studies.”343 

In his push to modernize the college, President Atcitty brought in more Anglos 

into decision-making roles. Taking Atcitty’s lead, Anglo faculty intended to build the 

school in the image of a classical academic institution, and because 65% of the faculty 

was non-Indian, Navajos were outvoted in important decisions on the role of Navajo 

Studies.344 President Atcitty supported the views of the non-Indian faculty in the 

development of NCC into a mainstream institution.345 There were some who felt the 

professionals should dominate NCC and manage the educational system because they 

were “the experts” and better understood the complexity of modern education.346    

Ruth Roessel, who developed NCC’s Navajo and Indian Studies classes, became 

disillusioned with the college’s hasty retreat from a strong Navajo emphasis. Under the 
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direction of President Atcitty, non-Indian faculty, and administrators, who some 

considered “culturally non-Navajo,” Navajo Studies was fragmented and divided into 

different disciplines, for example, Navajo Art became part of the Art Department, Navajo 

History was moved to the History Department, and Navajo Language was converted to 

the Language Department. These actions, according to Robert Roessel, “destroyed the 

vitality and integrity of Navajo Studies.” Fewer students came to NCC because of the 

Navajo Studies courses, and those that came and realized the changes were made, became 

disillusioned to find a limited Navajo emphasis.347  

The division over how much emphasis to place on Navajo and Indian Studies 

versus mainstream academic institution broke down between Navajo traditionalists and 

modernists.348 Those that argued for the emphasis on Navajo and Indian Studies claimed 

the ideas, traditions, and values of the white majority are available at any other colleges 

in the country; and called for a faculty and administration composed of mainly Navajos 

who also knew and practiced their culture. Mostly older Navajos and some traditional 

young persons who were concerned about the loss of Navajo language and culture held 

these views. Some traditionalists expressed contempt toward acculturated Navajos who 

had not been raised to learn the language and culture.349  

 Navajos modernists, predominantly younger assimilated individuals, agreed that 

NCC should offer Navajo Studies courses but prioritized academic training and 

knowledge. They considered academic skills such as writing, reading, and mathematics 
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more important for students to compete in the world beyond the reservation. Modernists 

believed the education should include some level of acculturation; and that if a qualified 

Navajo is not available to teach these courses, then a non-Indian should be hired. 350 The 

divisions created disagreements and weakened NCC’s unity as an institution.  

The students shared a mixed view between these two positions. Many held the 

position that a strong cultural emphasis and high academic standards to succeed in a four-

year college or compete in the world outside of the reservation were not mutually 

exclusive.351 Some students understood that if education was meant to broaden their 

horizons and deepen their understanding of the world, NCC should have Navajo and non-

Indian faculty. According to NCC student, Richard Begay, “it would be unwise for the 

College to have only Navajo instructors because that would represent an artificial 

situation and would prevent maximum learning.”352 Other students, who believed in 

complete Navajo control and that the school should practice what it preached, wanted 

only Navajo instructors at the school.353  

The divisions between traditionalist and modernist points of view created 

disagreements, destabilized unity at the school, and weakened the development of 

vocational education.354 Despite the move away from the Navajo emphasis, the school 

remained a “Navajo” college by nature and its adaptive character, by its location and the 

students that filled the classroom, regardless of their own acculturation.  
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“State of the College” 

Early in 1974, Guy Gorman and Robert Roessel launched criticisms and 

accusations toward President Atcitty and his administration. Guy Gorman, a founder of 

the college and long serving Chair of the Board of Regents, publicized his 

disappointment over the excessive influence of tribal politics in the affairs of the 

college.355 Robert Roessel presented to the Regents a position paper, “State of the 

College, Navajo Community College Today,” and expressed his dismay about the 

college’s focus away from Navajo Studies, the emphasis of academic over vocational 

education, President Atcitty’s long absences away from the campus dealing with NCC 

and AIHEC business, and the breakdown in communication between the president and 

the students and faculty. Due to Atcitty’s involvement in AIHEC he traveled frequently 

and left his administration to the daily operations at the college. In his absence problems 

arose between his administration and the Regents, and he lost touch with faculty and 

students at the Tsaile campus.356  

Robert Roessel accused the Atcitty administration and the Board of Regents, with 

the exception of a select few like Howard Gorman and Chester Yellowhair, to be 

dominated by individuals that were biologically Indian but not culturally Navajo. 

According to Robert Roessel, “the Board of Regents is controlled by those who do not 

gain their primary strength for life from their Navajo traditions and religion.” Roessel 

accused Atcitty and the administration of expounding the virtues of Navajo traditions and 

heritage in order to obtain political and financial support; but did not practice Navajo 

culture. Roessel insisted, “The administration at the college, since Ned Hatathli’s 
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presidency, has been culturally non-Navajo.”357 Roessel was convinced NCC had lost its 

way. 

The impact of Atcitty’s modernization had also resulted in cutting funding for 

Navajo and Indian Studies. In the fall of 1974, Navajo Language instructor Teddy Draper 

Sr., voiced his disappointment that the language courses, some of the largest classes on 

the campus, needed more instructors but the administration was unwilling to hire new 

language teachers. “I requested for another Navajo Language Instructor for part time 

teaching,” Draper revealed,” but the college doesn’t have the fund[s].” That fall, school 

officials cut off $161,000 from the Navajo and Indian Studies Department. “I don’t think 

its fair,” argued Draper, “because the Navajo-Indian Studies […] have the biggest classes 

of the whole NCC classes.”358  

Despite criticism, Atcitty continued to surround himself with people that agreed 

with his changes. He alleged that the Regents had become too involved in his 

administration and in the daily operation of the college, and Atcitty began replacing 

members. In 1975, the president reorganized the Board of Regents and brought in 

Dolores Edwards and Wilfred Billey, both had served as principals at reservation school, 

and Robert Billie, who served on the Chair of the Education Committee.359 He replaced 

two original members of the Board, Guy Gorman and Dillon Platero, who helped 

establish NCC and were responsible for the initial success of the school.360 He also 

brought in a new Dean of Instruction, a Controller, and a Vice President for Academic 
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and Student Affairs.361 Atcitty made many changes that in the eyes of the traditionalists 

were considered detrimental to the mission of the college; however, the president also led 

the college in many significant achievements.  

The Legacy of Thomas Atcitty: Accomplishment, Power, and Resignation  

While Atcitty went against the wishes of the Regents when he deviated from the 

vocational education emphasis and lessened the centrality of the Navajo and Indian 

Studies, he also introduced important gains. Atcitty oversaw an increase of student 

enrollment, helped found the successful Shiprock satellite campus, sponsored legislation 

that increased funding, and supervised the school’s accreditation. Atcitty promoted the 

uniqueness of the school and brought national attention to the school. As a result, 

students wanted to attend the college and the student body increased during his tenure. 

The enrollment doubled from 1,086 in 1972, the year he became president, to 2,677 in 

1976.362 The number of graduates also grew throughout the 1970s. In the spring of 1972, 

25 students graduated from NCC; in the spring of 1973, 31 students graduated; in 1974, 

41 students graduated; and in 1975, 47 students graduated.363 As a result of growing 

numbers and the school’s popularity, he oversaw the expansion of a new satellite campus 

in Shiprock, New Mexico. By the fall of 1975, 270 students enrolled at the Shiprock 
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campus.364 President Atcitty was involved in many aspects of the planning and growth at 

Shiprock.365 Growing student demands and plans for more expansions required increased 

funding and appropriations from the federal government.366 

Four years had passed since the passing of Public Law 92-189, the Navajo 

Community College Act, and every year the school officials saw funding held up by red 

tape and cuts in appropriations. For example, in 1973, the college faced a shortage of 

$600,000, a reduction from $4 million to $3.4 million, for NCC construction.367 NCC 

school officials alleged the BIA, the intermediary agency, misinterpreted the writing of 

the PL 92-189 and created budget shortages for construction and road maintenance for 

the school. They grew frustrated by the federal bureaucracy and saw the legislation had 

failed to solve their funding problems. In 1974, the Regents authorized President Atcitty 

to “seek an amendment of the Navajo Community College Act or a new bill to remedy 

and meet the increasing need for construction funds to develop a satellite program and for 

operation of such facilities.”368 President Atcitty lobbied his contacts in Washington and 

began the process to seek new funding legislation for NCC. The legislation passed in 

January of 1975, and it amended previous legislation and provided a formal procedure for 

all tribes and Native communities to make direct contracts with the federal government 

for social services including education.369  
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Despite the lessening of emphasis of Navajo Studies, earning accreditation 

validated the efforts of the NCC faculty and administration, both past and present. NCC 

attained full accreditation from the North Central Association of Schools and Colleges in 

1976.370 In early 1970, NCC administration began efforts for accreditation, and by May 

of 1971, the college had gained correspondence status.371 In March 1972, the school 

advanced to recognized candidacy status by the accreditation association.372 In July 1976, 

after four years of self-studies and evaluation visits from the North Central Association of 

Colleges and Secondary Schools, President Atcitty announced, “we are the first Indian 

college to be granted full accreditation.” He considered it a success for not only the 

faculty and staff of the college, but also for the Navajo Tribal Council.373 Accreditation 

provided more financial aid for students and allowed them to transfer their credits to four-

year schools in any part of the country. Gaining accreditation was a welcomed respite 

from tense power struggles and internal divisions; it gave the NCC staff and faculty much 

needed motivation and a positive outlook in the efforts.374 North Central Association 

gave NCC a favorable final evaluation citing the school’s clarity of objectives; unity 

among the Board of Regents, faculty, and staff; praise of much-need programs, including 

bilingual studies and adult education; and full support of the Navajo Tribal Council.375 

However, behind the scenes, the wrestle for power, the declining role of Navajo Studies, 

and funding problems continued. 
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Atcitty Gains More Power 

Now with accreditation approved and his handpicked people in place, Atcitty was 

emboldened to continue his mission to modernize NCC. In July of 1976, the Regents 

passed a resolution to give the president authority to change the organizational structure 

of the college as he saw fit. According to the resolution, “The Board hereby authorizes 

the President of the NCC to change the NCC’s organizational structure […] through 

administrative action as he deems it necessary and appropriate and in the best interest of 

the college.”376 The governance at NCC was dominated by Atcitty’s administration, and 

limited the Regents’ autonomy. At times, the administration failed to report and withheld 

data from the Board of Regents.377  Still, President Atcitty assured the Regents he 

intended “to help keep [NCC] up with the academic demands and the needs of the 

students, faculty, administration, staff, and our growing Navajo Nation.”378  

In his report on the state of NCC, President Atcitty clarified his vision of the 

college, “the Board of Regents and the administration of Navajo Community College 

have given the reorganization of our administrative structure profound and critical 

attention during the past year.”379Atcitty recognized the school had grown in scope and 

complexity in a short amount of time, and gone through various stages of evolution. “My 

administration has taken a number of important steps in the organizational objectives 

which respond to changing times and changing conditions within and outside of the 
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Navajo Nation.” He had hoped that “with the help of the upgrading” in the Board and 

administrative body, he could begin a “comprehensive reform of our administrative 

structure.”380 Along with giving the president more power for structural changes, the 

Regents also gave Atcitty the authority “to enter into employment contracts;” “to hire 

only those faculty members that are essential to the orderly and efficient operation of 

NCC;” and to increase or decrease faculty salaries.381 In early 1977, Atcitty began his 

descent from power when he overstepped his bounds and opened up the door to other 

grievances. 

A Coalition Confronts Atcitty  

On January 12, Atcitty fired Vice President of Academic Student Affairs. Board 

of Regents felt he overstepped his authority because the administrator was not a faculty 

member and he infringed over the Regent’s powers. To matters worse, a coalition of 

faculty, staff, and students confronted the president and presented him with a list of 

grievances that outlined their concerns and called for Atcitty’s resignation. Their 

grievances included complaints about Atcitty excessive absence from the college; the 

lack of communication with students and faculty; poor administrative management; the 

lack of clarity in the curriculum offerings; high faculty turnover; and his lack of 

professionalism.382 

The Board of Regents, who had once supported Atcitty, distanced themselves 

from the president. Despite some support and mediation from the Regents, it was not 
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enough to satisfy the concerns of the faculty, staff, and student coalition. Even his cousin, 

Chairman MacDonald publicly admitted NCC needed an administrative change. On 

February 14, 1977 the Board forced Atcitty to tender his resignation.383Although his 

administration was mired by the controversy in lessening the role of language and culture 

at NCC, Thomas Atcitty was responsible for significant gains at the college. He left the 

school NCC with a legacy of national importance; he continued to promote tribal college 

movement; and other college founders looked to him for guidance.384  

A New President Continues Old Policies 

After Atcitty resigned, the Board of Regents moved quickly to replace Atcitty and 

appointed Donald McCabe as interim president on March 1, 1977. Donald McCabe, a 

veteran of World War II, received his Masters degree in Education Administration from 

Stanford University Navajo, served as Director of Planning and Research for the Navajo 

Education Division, and worked in varying educational positions in California, New 

Mexico, and Arizona.385 The Regents charged McCabe with establishing better 

communication and cooperation between the administration and the faculty and students. 

They offered him six months to fix the problems at NCC, after which they would 

consider him for the permanent position. At the start of presidency, McCabe received 

political support from Navajo Tribal Council, the Board of Regents, and from both 

Navajo and non-Indian students and faculty.386 Donald McCabe was a frank and 

outspoken man, and like Atcitty, he emphasized the importance academic programs. He 

also devoted much of his time on NCC’s role in the national legislation being proposed in 
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384 Stein, Tribally Controlled Colleges: Making Good Medicine, 24. 
385 Linda Witt, “Navajo Leader Don McCabe Frets That He’ll Be Cut Off at the Cross-Cultural Pass,” 
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386 Barrett and Thaxton, “Robert A. Roessel Jr. and Navajo Community College,” 40. 
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Washington by the AIHEC. This legislation would provide funding to support all tribally 

controlled colleges.387  

By August, administrative management had improved; however, his official 

presidency started on shaky ground. When Donald McCabe was inaugurated as 

permanent president in mid-December of 1977, most students had finished their classes 

and gone home. NCC Public Relations Director, David Alison stated reason for this was 

because of scheduling conflict with the site of the inauguration. However, a student group 

called for a boycott of his inauguration because “McCabe had not come to speak with the 

students since becoming president and because grievances from last year have not been 

met completely.”388  

The Board of Regents Restore the Navajo and Indian Studies Program 

The Board of Regents had learned from giving Atcitty too much power and 

limited McCabe’s authority. President McCabe received support from the tribal 

government and by several Regent members, but his administration came under fire amid 

controversial rumors of personal misconduct, including nepotism. In addition, Robert 

Roessel aired criticisms to the Board of Regents about the direction the new president 

was taking the college; and admonished the Regents for failing to provide more guidance 

to reinstate the Navajo Studies program. The Regents held several meetings in the spring 

of 1978 to address the misconduct of McCabe’s administration and the criticisms brought 

up by Roessel. As a result, McCabe lost the support of the Board of Regents and this 

rendered his administration powerless. 389  

																																																								
387 Stein, Tribally Controlled Colleges: Making Good Medicine, 24. 
388 Barrett and Thaxton, “Robert A. Roessel Jr. and Navajo Community College,” 41. 
389 Ibid. 



	

	 117 

In June of 1978, Board of Regents reinstated the Navajo Studies program and 

reversed the fragmentation of it courses into other departments. On June 10, the Regents 

renamed the department and authorized the NCC administration “to re-establish a Navajo 

and Indian Studies Division.” The Regents restored the listing of Navajo and Indian 

Studies classes in the course catalog under the new Division.390 They also called for the 

Division to develop and expand the curriculum. The Regents returned to one of the 

original goals of NCC: to promote pride Navajo culture and encouraged the traditions and 

values of the Navajo life.391 The Board’s push for Navajo Studies circumvented 

McCabe’s authority and he was unhappy to have little say in the matter. 

An Unprofessional Resignation 

In mid-July 1978, at a joint meeting between NCC’s Board of Regents and the 

University of Arizona’s Board of Regents, President McCabe retaliated against the 

perceived infringement on his administrative affairs. The Board of Regents from the two 

institutions had met to discussed degree transfer agreements. In what the Board 

recognized as the most opportune time to embarrass the college, President McCabe 

handed a handwritten letter of resignation to NCC Regent Chairman, Carl Todacheene, 

and stormed out of the meeting.392 Chairman Todacheene verbally expressed his 

displeasure at McCabe’s lack of professionalism and how he had chosen to announce his 

resignation.393 The Board of Regents accepted McCabe resignation “effective 
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immediately.”394 McCabe went to the press and leveled charges that the Regents meddled 

in his administration and alleged the Board forced his administration to engage in 

nepotistic appointments. He also declared that NCC lacked any semblance of Navajo 

identity. The Board expressed their disappointment in the way McCabe had taken his 

criticism of the Regents to the newspapers. The Board called an executive meeting and 

appointed Joy Hanley, then Vice President of Academic and Student Affairs, to serve as 

the interim president until they selected a permanent one.395  

A Balanced Curriculum Brings Stability to Navajo Community College 

Joy Hanley, who served as interim president for nearly a year, inherited the crises 

caused by recurring administrative upheavals, intrusion of power politics, funding 

uncertainties, and faculty and student unrest. She faced challenging questions about why 

the college had two presidents in a short amount of time, and where the direction of the 

college was going. Interim President Hanley was asked to address why the students, once 

the main focus of the college, had been ignored; and why the curriculum had deviated 

from its emphasis on Navajo language and culture. The founders, early advocates, and 

some supporters believed NCC had lost its way. Joy Hanley presided over the college at 

one of its somber periods of institutional turmoil. Interim President Hanley dealt with the 

challenging task of mending many wounds at NCC. She served as NCC’s caretaker and 

calmed the concerns of the school’s financial sponsors and political supporters.396  
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Joy Hanley oversaw the implementation Public Law 95-471, the Tribally 

Controlled Community College Assistance Act in 1978, a major Congressional 

legislation. The American Indian Higher Education Consortium with the coordinated 

efforts of many tribal education leaders and the United States Congress passed the 

legislation.397 The first portion of the act offered “financial assistance to community 

colleges chartered by, committed to, and having a majority Indian student body or 

governing board.” It also allocated grants to support technical aid, feasibility studies, and 

administrative support for institutions of higher education. The second portion earmarked 

$6.6 million in funding specifically for NCC to begin in 1980, an increase of $1.3 

million.398 The NCC Board of Regents spent the next 12 months searching for a new 

president. 

The Start of Dean Jackson’s Presidency, 1979 

In the summer of 1979, the Board of Regents appointed Dean Jackson, a well-

educated Navajo with strong traditionalist beliefs, as the fifth permanent president of 

Navajo Community College.399 President Jackson understood prestige was important, but 

also that NCC must not lose sight of its original vision and mission. He served from 1979 

to 1989 and oversaw the college transition into a balanced model of Navajo higher 

education. President Jackson established a balanced curriculum at NCC, one based on 

Navajo and westernized and education. He stabilized the relationship between the 

administration and the Regents while promoting a strong Navajo philosophy of 
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education. The president navigated the college from one of its most turbulent periods to 

an era of stability, harmony, and educational quality.400  

President Jackson brought a much-needed optimism to NCC. His education and 

leadership experience brought new hope and improved morale at the college. The 

president strengthened communication between his administration and the faculty and 

students; and despite ongoing problems with funding he brought the stability and unity to 

the mission of the school. Jackson’s success originated from his philosophy that “places 

human life in harmony with the natural world and the universe.”401 He promoted a 

Navajo philosophy of education and returned Navajo and Indian Studies to the heart of 

college’s curriculum.  

Unlike the founders’ policies for strict Navajo control, President Jackson devoted 

great effort to develop a competent administrative staff, that was not exclusively Navajo.  

He made decisions that were best for students of NCC, therefore returning the focus, as 

the founders had intended, back to the students.402 Jackson insisted that neither the 

faculty nor administration should be exclusively Indian. In keeping with this idea, he 

asserted that Navajos ”ought to know both sides.” An all-Navajo administration and 

faculty “would insulate ourselves,” he disclosed.403 He desired a student body that 

understood two worlds, the Navajo one and the Anglo one.  

President Jackson walked a fine line between a traditionalist and modernist 

approach in Navajo education. As a former teacher, he understood that the passing down 
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of traditions, language, and culture to the next generation once taught in Navajo homes 

had faded from practice and had also been excluded from schools.404 Dean Jackson 

believed a strong language and cultural emphasis and a solid academic curriculum could 

support each other at NCC.405 Echoing Ruth Roessel’s call for a “both-and” type of 

education, which provided Navajo students an education of both the Navajo world and 

the white man’s world, Jackson believed he could used the ideas of Navajo self-

determination and cultural pride to motivate student for academic success. President 

Jackson promoted cultural maintenance and insisted on the need for “identity and self-

confidence and self-esteem” rooted in Indian tradition. He also vowed to build up a 

strong academic curriculum in the sciences, mathematics, and English. According to 

Jackson, in this way NCC provided an atmosphere in which “these two systems reinforce 

one another rather than conflicting.” He hoped those qualities would become a “source of 

motivation” leading students to success in the academic subjects.406  

Conclusion 

Navajo Community College moved into 1980s with a stabilized administration, a 

balanced curriculum, and a returned focus to the success of the students. The history of 

Navajo Community College is one of adaptation and creative perseverance and 

endurance. Each president contributed to the evolving cultural character of the school and 

played a prominent role in shifting its institutional identity. Through either misguided 

notions, lack of administrative experience, or building on new understandings, those in 

power shaped the role of language and culture at NCC. This case study shows the context 
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and historical origins of Navajo educational self-determination on the reservation. It 

demonstrates the efforts of Navajo activists, and their allies, in establishing their own 

college, an unprecedented success in the educational struggles. And it reveals how the 

role of Navajo decision-making shaped the institutional identity of the college.  
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Case Study 2: Colegio Jacinto Treviño, 1969-1976 

Introduction 

Colegio Jacinto Treviño emerged out of the Chicana/o civil rights struggles for 

educational self-determination in South Texas. Amid the rise of confrontational politics 

for equal and civil rights emerging throughout the nation, Chicanas/os founded the 

Colegio in response to the growing discontent and distrust of Anglo-controlled 

institutions. A collective of young and ambitious activists, most of them from diverse, 

working-class backgrounds, established the Chicana/o-controlled institution of higher 

education. This case study examines the context for Mexican Americans in South Texas 

in the 1960s, providing insight on discrimination in schools and how Chicanas/os 

creatively contested these conditions and pursued educational self-determination; it 

describes the founding of Colegio Jacinto Trevino in the late 1960s and early 1970s; and 

shows how the founders infused ethnic nationalism, the struggle for community control, 

and educational self-determination into the institutional identity of the Colegio. While 

this study covers only seven short years of the Colegio’s existence, from late 1969 to 

1976, it will show the founders’ unprecedented strides in creating a community-

controlled institution from scratch and how they helped shape the legacy of Mexican 

American educational self-determination.  

Paving the Way for Colegio Jacinto Treviño: The Chicana/o Struggle for 
Educational Self-Determination 
 

In 1970, an ambitious group of Mexican American activists established Colegio 

Jacinto Treviño during the height of the Chicana/o Movement, amidst the rise of 

intensified youth activism emerging in urban and rural settings throughout the nation, in 

the context of grassroots struggles for community control and increased calls for 
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educational self-determination throughout Texas. This section examines the contextual 

forces, both historical and contemporaneous, that set the stage for the Chicana/o 

Movement and the struggle for community control in South Texas; it describes the 

educational plight of the Mexican American community in Texas schools in the 1960s; 

and demonstrates how militant Chicanas/os created their own brand of educational self-

determination.  

Historical Context 

The Colegio Jacinto Treviño was established in the Lower Rio Grande Valley of 

South Texas, one of the poorest regions in the United States. The region, a cluster of 

adjoining counties and cities along the U.S.-Mexican border in South Texas, developed 

from an agrarian-based community in the mid-1700s to an urbanized area by the 1960s, 

despite its sparse population density, visibly rural setting, and prevalent agricultural 

industry.1 In the 1960s, the Mexican American population in the area ranked at the 

bottom of many socioeconomic indicators including income, educational achievement, 

employment, healthcare, and housing conditions.2 The socioeconomic situation for 

Mexican Americans in the Lower Rio Grande Valley in the 1960s was a result of a long 

history of social, economic, and occupational displacement. By 1970, Mexican 

Americans represented 279,902 of 369,223 people living in the Lower Rio Grande 

Valley.3 The minority population consisted mostly of Anglos who nonetheless possessed 
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vast landholdings and controlled most of the institutions in the region including law 

enforcement agencies, businesses, and schools. Despite this discrepancy in power 

structure, Mexican Americans in the area maintained a strong sense of place and cultural 

identity.  

 The Lower Rio Grande Valley is located in the most southern tip of Texas, 

including Starr, Hidalgo, Willacy and Cameron Counties; to its east is the Gulf of Mexico 

and to the south the country of Mexico. Although once a part of Mexico, residents on 

both sides of the border shared a long history of economic reliance based on agriculture 

and trade, and have retained strong cultural and commercial ties.4 According to historian 

Arnoldo de León, the South Texas region was a unique, autonomous society that shared a 

single language–Spanish, a common culture and heritage, a distinct political economy, 

and religion–mostly Catholic.5 Between the 1880s to the 1930s, ethnic Mexicans in South 

Texas lost much of their land and positions of prominence in economic, political, and 

social circles, many turning to dependent wage labor.6 Intense racial hostilities between 

Anglos and Mexican Americans emerged during this period and continued well into the 
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20th century.7 Despite relegation to the lower rungs of the economic, political, and social 

ladder, the ethnic Mexican community in South Texas adapted, contested, and disrupted 

imposed forms of discrimination and forced assimilation.8 They maintained much of their 

“Mexicanness” as part of their cultural identity, including their foods, curative remedies, 

language, Catholic religion, Mexican holidays, benevolent societies, and the production 

of Spanish-language newspapers.9  

By mid-20th century, the local economy in the Lower Rio Grande Valley had 

become diversified and employment opportunities, although limited in quantity, 

expanded beyond agricultural work. Due to their historical roots with the region’s 

agrarian economy, Mexican American families had strong ties to the land, for generations 

they had worked with their hands for a living, and this tradition of survival was passed on 

to their children. By 1950, the economy incorporated wholesale production, retail, textile 

and small electronic manufacturing, as well as service and tourism industries. These new 

industries and manufacturers relocated to the region attracted primarily by the abundance 

of cheap land and supply of relatively low-cost laborers.10 However, due to the limited 

employment opportunities in the area, a large portion of the Spanish-speaking community 

continued to migrate north to seek seasonal opportunities in agricultural labor. Nearly 
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one-half of the Texas migrant workers came from the Lower Rio Grande Valley.11 In the 

late 1960s, out of the four counties constituting the Lower Rio Grande Valley, 118,000 

migrated each year; in Hidalgo County alone, an estimated 40,000 to 50,000 made the 

trek to the north.12 In addition, the rise of farm mechanization, an incoming flow of 

undocumented Mexican laborers, and a growing Mexican American population created 

intense competition and threatened a way of life already filled with hardships and strife.13 

For example, each year migrant families boarded up their homes to travel in cramped 

vehicles to harvest crops in far away states like Ohio, Michigan, Wisconsin, and Illinois; 

on their trek they were refused service at roadside restaurants because of the color of their 

skin; they were chased out of the city limits by bigoted cops; and families of ten or more 

shared dilapidated, single-room shacks in labor camps. Whole families worked for 3 to 4 

months, 5 to 7 days a week depending at harvesting peaks where they earned about 

$2,500 doing stoop labor in the sun, with little water, no facilities, and exposure to 

pesticides.14  

These socioeconomic conditions led Mexican Americans in South Texas, 

including the young, old, moderate and activist-minded, to seek and create avenues to 

escape poverty. They turned to the federal government, enlisted in the Vietnam War for 

the benefits of the GI Bill, sought opportunities in education, or joined the burgeoning 
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social movements for self-determination. The War on Poverty legislation, an outgrowth 

of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society projects, produced well-intentioned 

federal programs that benefitted Mexican Americans, such as the Office of Economic 

Opportunity, the Task Force on Problems of Spanish Surnamed Americans, and the 

United Migrant Opportunity Services, Inc. As a result of a one-size-fits-all application 

some of these program suffered from the lack of community involvement and uneven 

implementation; many Mexican Americans developed a sense of distrust in federal 

programs and mainstream political parties; and overall, an increasing discontent and 

suspicion toward institutions controlled by Anglos.15 While many Mexican Americans 

were drafted into the war in Southeast Asia, some chose to enlist for the G.I. Bill benefits 

to go to college, but many died on the war field, or returned, sometimes with 

psychological disorders, to a country that continued to discriminate against them. 

Unfortunately, Mexican Americans were overrepresented in the numbers of casualties. 

For example, Mexican Americans accounted for about 10% of the population in the 

Southwest, but totaled over 19% of the deaths in the Vietnam War.16 Because Mexican 

American men attended college in small numbers in the 1960s and 1970s, only a few 

qualified for student deferments to delay or avoid military service.17 Still, Mexican 

American families recognized the importance of higher education as a pathway to upward 

social, economic, and political mobility. While some found support and encouragement 
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from sympathetic teachers to pursue a higher education, the Texas school system created 

barriers to academic opportunities at an early age and perpetuated Mexican American 

poverty. For many, schooling was a negative experience. For example, in the 1950s, only 

25% of Mexican Americans reached the eighth grade in Texas schools while less than 

10% reached the twelfth grade, and by the late 1960s, Texas had the highest number of 

Mexican American dropouts among the Southwest states.18 

As the civil rights movement of the 1960s garnered attention and gained traction 

in South Texas, Mexican Americans began to engage in self-determined activism in 

social, economic, political, and educational arenas.  Because many Mexican Americans 

in the Lower Rio Grande Valley were tied to farm labor, both locally and as seasonal 

migrants, their first involvement with the Chicana/o Movement was the farmworkers 

struggle. In 1966, Mexican Americans launched the melon strike at La Casita Farms in 

Rio Grande City in Starr County, ushering in the Chicana/o Movement in South Texas.19 

For many, it was considered “the first major civil rights event in Texas during the 

1960s.”20 South Texas Chicanas/os, aware of Cesar Chavez’s National Farm Workers 

Association struggle for farm worker rights and protections, had discussed a workers’ 

strike for years by the time Chavez led the boycott of California grapes in 1965.21 The 

workers in South Texas demanded the state government to introduce legislation to protect 
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the right of laborers to organize and to establish a $1.25 state minimum wage.22  As part 

of the melon strike, they organized a 300-mile march to Austin, Texas, the state capitol, 

but politicians refused to meet with them. The activists took notice of how their elected 

officials snubbed them, which further contributed to a growing discontent towards Anglo 

politicians.23 According to historian David Montejano, “Although the Valley strike failed, 

it succeeded in catalyzing the Chicano civil rights movement in Texas. The farmworker 

cause, while the lead element in the movement, […] ignited a broad resentment among all 

classes of the Mexican American community.”24 Growing resentment, discontent, and 

distrust toward Anglo leaders and Anglo-controlled establishments gave rise to activist-

led advocacy and the Mexican American pursuit for institutional self-determination, 

especially in the realms of politics, economics, and education. 

Mexican Americans throughout the 20th century pursued diverse strategies and 

campaigned for civil and equal rights in Texas. In the first half of the 20th century, 

middle-class Mexican Americans, for the most part, led the early efforts and utilized 

traditional forms of activism, including the use of the courts, petitioning, and lobbying 

politicians.25 The 1960s represented a distinct break from the tactics of earlier activists 

with the rise of confrontational politics emerging out of the broader social movements. 
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Chicana/o youth saw the previous generation as too conventional and ‘working-within-

the system,’ while a national momentum for heightened forms of activism reached a fever 

pitch.26 Despite the departure from traditional tactics of activism towards confrontational 

and militant strategies, Chicana/o activists were continuing the tradition of educational 

self-determination, introduced generations earlier. Although the Movemiento attracted 

the youth of middle-class families, the core participants in Texas were Chicanas and 

Chicanos from working-class barrios, including returning Vietnam veterans, high school 

students, college-aged youth, and in some cases, their parents. As a result of 

consciousness raising, an integral part of the Chicana/o Movement, militant activists in 

the 1960s became cognizant of their history, their place in it, and recognized the imposed 

historical legacy of eroding civil rights and the loss of positions of power. Chicanas/os 

created their own organizations and institutions as a way to reclaim control of their own 

social, political, and educational destinies. 

Plight: Discrimination in Mexican American Education 

Discriminatory practices in Texas schools against Mexican descent people, 

including segregation, exclusionary practices of Spanish language and removal of 

Mexican American personnel, began almost as quickly as the school system was 

formalized after the 1870s. These practices emerged at the same time that Mexican 

Americans began losing political power and their landholdings; and intensified when 

their children started attending the public school system in larger numbers. After 1910, 

educational discriminatory practices of segregation, biased intelligence testing, vocational 
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tracking, differentiated and inferior schooling, and community exclusion from decision-

making positions about their children’s education expanded and intensified.  

Several adverse forms of discrimination in Texas primary, secondary, and to a 

limited extent, higher education, was the exclusionary practice of keeping the Mexican 

American community from decision-making positions and the marginalization of the 

Spanish language, Mexican culture, and their historical experiences from school 

curricula. Decades of widespread exclusion of Mexican American from positions of 

power produced a culture of chauvinistic practices that ignored the needs of the Spanish-

speaking children and marginalized the interests of the whole community. For example, 

Anglo school officials refused to utilize the language and home culture of the Spanish-

speaking community, undermined their aspiration to learn, discouraged Chicana/o 

students from pursuing college preparatory courses, and deterred parents from taking an 

active role in their children’s educational affairs.27 Even in South Texas towns with 

predominant Mexican American populations, the economic and political power belonged 

to the Anglo landowners and business entrepreneurs; and in schools, Anglo officials used 

a variety of practices to prioritize the education of white children while neglecting to 

meet the educational needs of Chicana/o students.28  

The Anglo practice of removing “foreignisms” and the presence of ethnic 

Mexicans in positions of power from public education emerged as a constant yet uneven 

																																																								
27 Governing Council of Colegio Jacinto Treviño, “Unification of an American Common Effort,” (c.1971): 
2. Colegio Jacinto Treviño Collection; and Governing Council of Colegio Jacinto Treviño, “Untitled: 
Problems Idintfied [sic],” (1972). Colegio Jacinto Treviño Collection. 
28 Governing Council of Colegio Jacinto Treviño, “Unification of an American Common Effort,” 2. 
Colegio Jacinto Treviño Collection; and “The Militant Chicano: Where Next?,” San Antonio Express, 
January 11, 1970, 2A. 
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effort from mid-1800s and into the 1920s.29 The role of Mexican Americans greatly from 

positions of governance declined in schools, resulting in less influence on curriculum 

content and less authority over the pedagogical mistreatment of Spanish speaking 

children.30 Anglo school officials structurally and systematically excluded the Mexican 

American community from positions of power in Texas schools and denied community 

representatives to help form educational policy and tailor programs to the needs of the 

local population. The structural exclusion of Mexican Americans from positions of power 

was pervasive in South Texas, and affected state, county, and local levels of politics, 

including school boards. For example, in 1960 Mexican Americans made up less than 

10% of the school boards in the Lower Rio Grande Valley.31 Consequently, Mexican 

Americans had a limited role in shaping educational policies.32  

The factors that contributed to the political exclusion of Mexican Americans 

included the bossism or patrón system legal obstructions such as poll taxes, the lack of 

financial means, and intimidation. Similar to bossism, the patrón system functioned to 

manipulate elections by coercing a large number of Mexican American workers to vote 

for the candidate of their favor; and in exchange the employee received special favors 

such as “welfare relief,” or threatened with losing their jobs. In these cases, the employer 

paid the poll tax for the workers. Most Mexican Americans could not afford the poll tax, 

which diluted their political power and limited their voting numbers. The poll tax in 

																																																								
29	Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., “Ethnicity, Religion, and Education in the New American Southwest: The 
Case of Ethnic Mexicans, 1848-1912,” International Journal of Arts & Sciences 8 no. 3 (2015): 9. 	
30 Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., and Richard R. Valencia, “From the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo to 
Hopwood: The Educational Plight and Struggle of Mexican Americans in the Southwest,” Harvard 
Educational Review 68, no. 3 (1998): 360-363. 
31 Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., Chicana/a Struggles for Education: Activism in the Community (College 
Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2013), 9. 
32 United States Commission on Civil Rights, The Excluded Student, 37-48. 
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Texas, required to vote for local, state, and federal elections, was not repealed until the 

mid-1960s, as part of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Throughout the 20th century, large 

farm owners and later factory employers utilized the patrón system to control election 

outcomes in the Lower Rio Grande Valley and the practice continued into the 1970s. The 

lack of representation and exclusion from the political system not only resulted in 

Mexican Americans barred from positions of power in school boards, but also created a 

great distrust and dissatisfaction toward politics.33  

School officials not only excluded the Mexican American community from 

decision-making positions, they also barred and disparaged the Spanish language and 

Mexican culture. The push for Americanization, introduced in the mid-1800s but 

reaching new heights in the two World Wars, sought to transform educational settings in 

the United States into essentially American institutions.34 The American education 

system developed teaching materials and course content that idealized Anglo values, 

emulated their experience, and engendered an Anglo-centric curriculum at all levels of 

education, including higher education. Anglo officials sought to assimilate Mexican 

American students by transforming educational settings into a principally “American” 

institution by attempting to eradicate their language and culture from schools. American 

schools in general, and Texas schools in particular devalued and overlooked the 

importance of language and cultural inclusion of most minority groups.35 The curriculum 

in Texas schools reflected Anglo values and was intrinsically designed for the Anglo 

																																																								
33 Gutierrez, Jose Angel. “La Raza and Revolution: The Empirical Conditions of Revolution in Four South 
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34	San Miguel, “Ethnicity, Religion, and Education in the New American Southwest,” 9.	
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middle-class child.36 For example, public school curriculums and history textbooks 

omitted the roles, contributions, and experiences of Mexican Americans.37 In many cases, 

the omission of their history and cultural contributions to American society from school 

curriculums affected many Mexican American students to view education as alienating 

and having little relevance to their lives.38 Still, the Spanish language and Mexican 

culture were so deeply rooted in the identity of many Mexican Americans in South Texas 

that it was impossible to completely assimilate the youth. The exclusion of the Spanish-

speaking community from positions of power denied Mexican American children of 

equal educational opportunities; and as a result, the path to higher education was cut off 

in the early years of schooling for many Mexican Americans in Texas.39 

Mexican Americans have had a long and uneven historical experience in higher 

education.40 Before the 1950s, the role of Mexican Americans in higher education 

received little attention by scholars and researchers due to their small numbers on 

campuses, nativists perceptions of white superiority, and the intellectual traditions 

																																																								
36 United States Commission on Civil Rights. The Excluded Student, 11; and United States Commission on 
Civil Rights, Teachers and Students: Differences in Teacher Interaction with Mexican American and Anglo 
Students (Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1973), 43. 
37 San Miguel and Valencia, “From the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo to Hopwood,” 363. 
38 United States Commission on Civil Rights, Teachers and Students, 44. 
39 United States Commission on Civil Rights, The Excluded Student, 49. 
40 Victoria-María MacDonald and Teresa García, “Historical Perspectives on Latino Access to Higher 
Education,” in The Majority in the Minority: Expanding the Representation of Latina/o Faculty, 
Administrators and Students in Higher Education, edited by Jeanett Castellanos and Lee Jones (Sterling, 
Virginia: Stylus Publishing, 2003), 16-19; Alberto Rodriguez, “The Making of the Modern Lower Rio 
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Lower Rio Grande Valley, a small number of Mexican Americans enrolled at Pan American College in 
Edinburg, Texas the first year it opened in 1927, their numbers grew each year. The small number of 
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dictated by Anglos, especially in the postwar years.41 The lack of Mexican Americans 

representation as faculty members and in administrative positions of power resulted in 

limited advocacy for Chicana/o students in higher education.42 College and university 

curriculums, similar to the public school system, reflected Anglo-centric values and were 

inherently designed to promote the values of the Anglo middle-class college student.43 

School officials did little to recognize and alleviate the challenges that Mexican 

American faced in higher education.44 (Either in footnote or earlier in paragraph, not 

Catholic colleges were not as subtractive and significant pre-1970) Not until the 1960s 

did a significant number of Chicanas/os enter higher education, but even then, they 

lacked a recognized Mexican American intelligentsia and only a small body of 

scholarship dealt with their experiences in the United States.45 A relatively small number 

of Mexican Americans completed their studies, and they remain underrepresented in 

colleges and universities.46 In the late 1960s, of the 22.5% of college-aged Mexican 

Americans who enrolled in higher education, only 5.4% graduated; while among the 

																																																								
41 Adalberto Aguirre and Ruben Orlando Martinez, Chicanos in Higher Education: Issues and Dilemmas 
for the 21st Century (Washington, DC: School of Education and Human Development, George Washington 
University, 1993), 18. 
42 Aguirre and Martinez, Chicanos in Higher Education: Issues and Dilemmas for the 21st Century, 56. 
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and served as “safe havens” for ethnic Mexicans seeking higher education. These colleges were more 
accepting of the Spanish language and Mexican traditions.  MacDonald and García, “Historical 
Perspectives on Latino Access to Higher Education,” 20; and Victoria-María MacDonald, Latino Education 
in the United States: A Narrated History from 1513-2000 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 72-73. 
44 Armando Rodriguez, The Mexican-American and Higher Education (U.S. Department of Health, 
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borderlands folkways; and helped to legitimize the study of Mexican American history, folklore, and 
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45 Carlos Muñoz, Youth, Identity, Power: The Chicano Movement (London: Verso, 2007), 154. 
46 MacDonald and García, “Historical Perspectives on Latino Access to Higher Education,” 16. 
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49.3% of Anglos who enrolled, 23.8% finished; and of the 28.8% of Black student 

enrollment, only 8.3% completed their studies.47 Although patterns of discrimination 

were deeply entrenched in the American public school and higher education systems, by 

the late-1960s, Mexican Americans disrupted exclusionary practices by initiating 

aggressive campaigns for equal schools, community control, and promoted pluralistic 

policies of language and cultural inclusion at all levels of education.48  

Struggle: Chicana/o Educational Self-Determination  

Mexican American activists have a long history of forging educational struggles, 

demanding equal schools, and pursuing educational self-determination. The Mexican 

American community in Texas understood education was a major vehicle for upward 

social and economic mobility. In the first half of the 20th century, middle-class 

individuals and groups in Texas like the League of United Latin American Citizens 

(LULAC), established in 1929 in Corpus Christi, founded on assimilationist policies and 

the desire for full integration, made significant inroads for civil rights, equal education, 

and reclaiming their dignity and place in American society. LULAC was at the forefront 

of educational struggles by the 1940s, and they utilized creative, yet traditional strategies 

available to them at the time.49 Through the use of the courts and influencing legislation, 

LULAC pursued campaigns for educational equality, contested segregation and 

deplorable conditions in schools, challenged English-Only laws, investigated the validity 

of IQ testing, and disputed the underfunding of schools in Mexican American 
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communities.50 For example, in 1946, LULAC filed the Mendez vs. Westminster that 

ended defacto segregation in California schools, and won Delagado vs. Bastrop I.S.D., 

which did the same in Texas schools in 1948.51 The American GI Forum, established in 

the late 1940s; the Political Association of Spanish-Speaking Organizations, founded in 

1960; and the Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund, established in the 

late 1960s, achieved school reforms for Mexican American students and promoted 

educational self-determination. By the mid-1960s, an emerging generation of grassroots 

activists as part of the Chicana/o Movement challenged LULAC and other middle-class-

led advocacy groups. 

The Chicana/o struggle for educational self-determination in the late 1960s 

marked a distinct break from the activist strategies of the past. Although groups like 

LULAC continued their efforts to challenge discrimination in schools, Chicana/o youth 

and working-class Mexican Americans created a new brand of heightened social activism 

that energized and intensified the struggle for educational self-determination. Chicanas/os 

introduced provocative forms of activism, characterized by its militant and ethnic 

nationalist rhetoric for self-determination. The Chicana/o Movement grew, in part, out of 

an increasing discontent and distrust toward established, Anglo-controlled institutions 

that were unwilling or ineffective to serve the wide-ranging needs of the Mexican 

American community. To challenge a legacy of forced assimilation, widespread 

discrimination, economic stagnation, exclusion from positions of decision-making, and 

																																																								
50 San Miguel and Valencia, “From the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo to Hopwood;” San Miguel, 
Chicana/o Struggles for Education; Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr. “Let All of Them Take Heed; and Richard 
R. Valencia, Chicano Students in the Courts: The Mexican American Legal Struggle for Educational 
Equality (New York: New York University Press, 2008).  
51	Richard R. Valencia, Chicano Students and the Courts: The Mexican American Legal Struggle for 
Educational Equality. New York: New York University Press, 2008. For an examination of Mendez v. 
Westminster (1946), see 22-42. For a discussion of Delagado v. Bastrop I.S.D. (1948), see 49-55. 	
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inferior educational institutions, Chicanas/os established a network of philosophies and 

strategies for organizing the resistance of Anglo domination.52 Chicanas/os in Texas 

engaged in grassroots campaigns for community self-determination as part of a historical 

struggle to recover control of institutions that directly affected their lives. Influential 

factors, including the founding of the Mexican American Youth Organization (MAYO), 

the establishment of Chicano Studies and ethnic nationalist educational institutions, and 

the crystallization of the role between cultural nationalism and community control, 

emerged and overlapped simultaneous into a whirlwind of activism producing a surge in 

educational self-determination. 

In 1967, the Mexican American Youth Organization (MAYO), according to 

scholar Armando Navarro, emerged as “the avant-garde of the Chicano Movement in 

Texas.”53 Several of the founders of Colegio Jacinto Treviño and students that later 

attended the school sowed their activists roots in MAYO, an organization led by and for 

the youth. MAYO confronted traditional and Anglo institutions with an unprecedented 

intensity and militancy that energized Chicana/o youth and provoked panic from the 

“gringo” establishment. Its members repudiated the assimilationist ideology and 

conventional activism by Mexican American middle-class groups like LULAC.54 They 

were critical of the status quo within their own Mexican American community; but 

moreover, they rejected the Anglo establishment that had done so little to serve their 
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communities.55 MAYO sought new approaches to effect social change; focused many of 

its goals on transforming the racial, political, and educational dynamics throughout 

Texas; and took part in a wide range protest activity.56 It established 30 chapters 

throughout the state, and enlisted a membership of over 1,000.57 In the same way, they 

studied and adopted the direct action tactics of the Black Power movement, including 

militant discourse, sit-ins, school walkouts, marches, and boycotts; they also learned the 

“gringo” system that had been used against them, in order to confront it.58 When MAYO 

leaders, like Jose Angel Gutierrez, claimed the political, economic, social, and 

educational context in Texas was ripe for a Chicana/o-led revolution, they were not 

calling for violence or an overthrow of the state or government.59 Instead, Texas 

Chicanas/os were asserting their distrust of Anglo power structures and their freedom to 

shape their social, economic, political, and educational self-determination. They 

dedicated much of their activism in the Rio Grande Valley because not only did the area 

have the largest numbers of Mexican Americans in Texas and the highest cases of 

discrimination in schools, it also had a strong base of MAYO members and supporters.  
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MAYO’s most dramatic and historically memorable strategy to contest school 

discrimination was the use of student walkouts, also called blowouts.60 Walkouts 

publicized the detrimental effects of discrimination in schools, empowered Mexican 

American communities, and inspired many to realize the potential for collective action. 

Between 1967 and 1970, MAYO members participated and helped organize at least 39 

school walkouts in Texas. The college-aged youth who led or participated in these 

walkouts attended those same high schools and grew up in these communities.61 Some 

MAYO members, who experienced first-hand the abuses of institutionalized 

discrimination in Texas schools, later helped to establish Colegio Jacinto Treviño. The 

college-aged organizers encouraged high school students to form coordinating 

committees and to deal with complex issues in their demands. Students used walkouts as 

leverage for demands against the discrimination they saw in their schools, and presented 

them to Anglo school officials. Students produced wide-ranging demands, from calling 

for access to facilities before and after school to allowing the students, not the Anglo 

faculty, to vote for their schools’ cheerleaders and class representatives. More 

significantly, students also demanded an end to punishment for speaking Spanish outside 

of class, for bilingual and bicultural education including Mexican American history 

classes, and most importantly, for hiring Mexican American teachers and counselors. At 

times, Anglo school officials found ways to circumvent these demands. For example, 
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when superintendents and school officials met with the students, their parents, and 

MAYO activists to discuss these demands, they told them that they would hire Chicano 

teachers, but “there were none with a college degree.”62  

Mexican American educators were critically underrepresented in Texas schools. 

Even in the Lower Rio Grande Valley, where the Chicana/o population constituted the 

majority, most teachers were Anglos. In the late 1960s, of the nearly 325,000 educators 

teaching in the Southwest, fewer than 4% or 12,000 were Mexican American, while 

almost 90% of teachers were Anglo.63 In Texas, over 83% of all teachers were Anglo, 

while Mexican Americans made up only 4.9%.64 Between 1966 and 1970, the teachers at 

most schools in the Lower Rio Grande Valley consisted of an Anglo majority, despite the 

student population comprised of a Mexican American majority. Anglo teachers made up 

75% to 90% of the educators in Mission, McAllen, Mercedes, Harlingen, Edcouch-Elsa, 

and Pharr-San Juan-Alamo school districts.65 Despite their small numbers, Mexican 
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American teachers served important roles. As educators, they shared a common heritage 

and similar concerns with the Spanish-speaking communities; they served as role models; 

promoted a multicultural and pluralistic curriculum; and encouraged their students to 

pursue higher education and sign up for scholarships.66 By the late 1960s, MAYO-led 

walkouts brought to light the pervasive issues of discrimination in schools, including the 

lack of Mexican American teachers. The organization made great efforts to confront 

educational discrimination.  

While MAYO stood at the forefront of grassroots struggles for better schools in 

Texas, Chicanas/os in California and Denver helped to promote educational self-

determination. When Mexican Americans began entering higher education unprecedented 

numbers in the 1960s, they demanded Chicana/o Studies programs and departments, the 

recruitment of Chicana/o faculty and staff, and called on college and university 

administrations to address the concerns of the Mexican American community.67 The first 

formal department of Mexican American Studies in the United States was established in 

the fall of 1968 at California State College, Los Angeles. Soon after Chicana/o Studies 

departments were introduced at the University of California-Los Angeles, California 
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State College-San Fernando, and University of California-Santa Barbara.68 In Texas, as a 

result of student pressure, the first Center for Mexican American Studies (CMAS) was 

established at the University of Texas in Austin in 1970, and the Mexican American 

Studies Program (it was later renamed CMAS) was established at the University of 

Houston in 1972.69 Chicanas/os established CMAS departments and developed Mexican 

American Studies programs in college campuses in Texas throughout the next two 

decades.  

In Denver, the Crusade for Justice, a community-based civil rights organization, 

founded the first ethnic nationalist school in 1968. After the charismatic and outspoken 

Chicano leader, Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales delivered his speech, El Plan del Barrio at 

the Poor People’s Campaign in Washington D.C., he returned to Denver where he and the 

Crusade for Justice set up a “Movement School,” also known as a “Freedom School,” 

that summer.70 The purpose of the school was to instill ethnic pride in Chicana/o youth.71 

As outlined in El Plan del Barrio, the decision-making in education should belong to the 

Chicanas/os; it should incorporate the language and culture of the community; and for 

curriculums to include the contributions of Mexican Americans.72 The first year, 150 

students, ranging from age 4 to 18, enrolled in the Movement School. The next summer 
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enrollment doubled. As a result of cultural awakening among the students and parents at 

the Movement School, they vented their frustration at the Denver public school system 

for its unwillingness to connect pedagogical methods and curriculum content with their 

history, culture, and social realities, as they had seen at the Chicana/o Freedom Schools. 

The establishment of Movement Schools provided the basis for the founding of Escuela 

Tlatelolco in the fall of 1970, a school developed simultaneously and in alliance with 

Colegio Jacinto Treviño.73  

The 1960s produced intertwining contextual factors that directly paved the way 

for Colegio Jacinto Treviño. As a result of growing discontent toward Anglo-controlled 

institutions to speak to the issues of Mexican Americans, such as poverty, illiteracy, and 

racism, Chicanas/os confronted these issues with heightened forms of militant activism 

and advocated for alternative, community-controlled institutions that addressed their 

concerns. By the late 1960s, Chicanas/os, building on a long tradition of educational self-

determination, pursued confrontational strategies for school change and demanded 

community control of institutions. The founding of militant campaigns of Mexican 

American activism in the late 1960s provided the context for the establishment of 

Colegio Jacinto Trevino.  

Establishing Colegio Jacinto Treviño, 1969-1971  

In 1970, a group of determined Chicana and Chicano activists in Texas 

established Colegio Jacinto Treviño, one of the first ethnic nationalist institutions of 

higher education in the United States. Aware of the national and international movements 
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of the 1960s and politically informed of the discourses promoting Chicanismo, 

community control, and cultural identity as espoused by Chicana/o leaders from 

throughout the Southwest, Texas activists were also in dialogue among themselves about 

the needs in their communities. Situated within militant struggles for community control, 

growing distrust of Anglo-controlled institutions, and the crystallization of Chicana/o 

nationalist ideology, Colegio Jacinto Treviño was established to create a viable institution 

to serve as an alternative from mainstream colleges.74 This section examines the founding 

of the college between December of 1969 and the spring of 1971 during which the 

founders conceptualized their idea, started a college from scratch, and developed the 

preliminary structure and identity for the school.  

Origins 

The Idea 

The idea for Colegio Jacinto Trevino emerged out of the ideology and struggle for 

Chicana/o self-determination. The Denver-based Crusade for Justice’s leader, Rodolfo 

“Corky” Gonzales’ discourse of ethnic nationalism and his calls for self-determination 

energized MAYO members in South Texas.75 Gonzales advanced the idea for community 

control and the formation of an ethnic nationalist identity in a series of speeches and 

manifestos. Gonzales discussed the importance of “communal” self-determination during 

his 1968 speech, El Plan del Barrio at the Poor People’s Campaign in Washington D.C.76 

In March of 1969, the National Chicano Liberation Youth Conference held in Denver and 

organized by the Crusade for Justice, attracted the attention of MAYO members from 
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75 San Miguel Chicana/o Struggles for Education, 118-199; and Acuña, The Making of Chicana/o Studies, 
55. 
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Texas who were energized and inspired by the calls for Chicana/o nationalism as the key 

to liberation and its support for direct action tactics to implement educational self-

determination.77 The participants of the conference produced El Plan Espiritual de 

Aztlán, a manifesto that unified Chicanas/os and gave the Movement an identity, known 

as Chicanismo; fostered a militant and nationalist consciousness; and provided an 

ideological framework to promote community control of institutions that directly affected 

Mexican Americans. The ideas in El Plan addressed the call for Chicana/o institutional 

self-determination. Institutions should “belong to the people,” the document affirmed, 

and Chicanas/os “must use their nationalism as the key […] for mass mobilization and 

organization.” It also encouraged educational self-determination. El Plan stated, 

“Education must be relative to our people” and the community in “control of our 

schools.”78 In his speech at the Chicano Liberation symposium held at California State 

University-Hayward in November of 1969, Gonzales insisted, “We have to understand 

that liberation comes from self-determination […] We have to understand that we can 

take over the institutions of our community.”79 It was within this context that Texas 

Chicanas/os armed themselves with the language of revolution, the spirit of ethnic 

nationalism, and desire for educational self-determination.80 
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Mexican Americans have a long history of educational self-determination. Ethnic 

Mexicans in Texas established and controlled community schools throughout the 19th 

century. Historian Arnoldo de Leon asserts “wherever Tejanos found themselves set up 

educational facilities,” such as San Diego, El Paso, and Palito Blanco, Texas; and in the 

ranch communities of Randado and San Ygnacio in Zapata County, and Los Ojuelos in 

Encinal County.81 Into the 20th century, ethnic Mexican discussed their desire of 

establishing and controlling their own schools as seen at the Primer Congreso 

Mexicanista of 1911 in Laredo, Texas.82 In the early 1950s, Mexican Americans in San 

Luis, Colorado established their own high school.83 Efforts to establish nationalist 

institutions in higher education began in 1968. In San Antonio, local MAYO members 

established a short-lived freedom school called, Universidad del Barrio, where informal 

classes on Chicana/o history were held, but mostly served as a community outreach 

center to mediate conflict between rival gang members.84 In February 1969, militant 

students at the University of California-Berkley attempted to establish Third World 

College, and in March, a Black and Mexican American coalition of activist students at 

the University of California-San Diego demanded the creation of an alternative institution 
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of higher education, Lumumba-Zapata College.85 These efforts were set up within the 

established structure of the University of California system; not until the founding of 

Colegio Jacinto Treviño in the fall of 1970, did Chicanas/os create the first independent 

Chicano-controlled college. During the next decade, Chicana/o activists established more 

than twenty-five ethnic nationalists schools throughout the country.86 

The Founders 

Two individuals, Narciso Aleman and Aurelio Montemayor, introduced the idea 

for establishing an independent community-controlled college for Chicanas/os.87 Through 

first-hand experiences, they saw the detrimental effects of schooling on Mexican 

American students, and the obstacles of institutionalized discrimination. That these two 

individuals, independently and from different backgrounds, came upon a similar 

realization to create an alternative Chicana/o college is telling of the widespread distrust 

toward Anglo-controlled institutions and the burgeoning ferment for community control 

and educational self-determination. Aleman, a college student and outspoken activist, 

facilitated the school’s accreditation and funding, and helped to shape the militant 

identity of the college. Montemayor, a young high school teacher and community 

organizer, recruited an impassionate cohort of founders, and led the academic planning 

for the Colegio. 
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Narciso Aleman grew up in a migrant farmworker family from Kingsville, just 

north of the Lower Rio Grande Valley, and later moved to Weslaco in South Teas where 

supportive Mexican American teachers encouraged him to excelled in school. Aleman 

left Texas and relocated to Denver where his family found permanent work and he 

finished high school.88 While attending school at Colorado Sate University in the mid-

1960s, Narciso Aleman participated in the local Chicana/o activist scene in Denver. He 

connected with the leaders of the Crusade for Justice, attended the Chicano Youth 

Liberation Conference in March of 1969 and even played a role of drafting El Plan 

Espiritual de Aztlán.89 According to scholar Ernest Vigil, one of “social highlights” at the 

Denver conference, was the marriage of Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales’s oldest daughter, 

Nita to Aleman.90 This relationship with the Gonzales family influenced Aleman. 

Corky’s call for community-controlled institutions, Chicana/o liberatory nationalism, and 

instituting Movement Schools in Denver, provided Aleman the motivation to establish a 

Chicana/o-controlled college in Texas.  

Aurelio Montemayor was born in Laredo and grew up in a politicized family of 

LULAC activists. His mother, an outspoken feminist and national leader in LULAC, 

greatly influenced his activist and educational outlook. He attended and graduated from 

St. Edward’s University in Austin, Texas and in 1964 began teaching English at San 

Felipe High School in Del Rio, Texas. His role as a local community organizer for 

VISTA, a War on Poverty program, served to further politicize Montemayor. Many 
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Chicana/o youth, like Montemayor, received a first-hand political education while 

working in War on Poverty programs.91 By the late 1960s, Chicanas/os became 

discontent with the postwar liberalism of the federal government and ineffective 

antipoverty programs, and many join or created their own organizations to pursue other 

activist avenues. Montemayor was later responsible for recruiting individuals to help 

establish the Chicana/o college. 

The Mexican American Youth Organization Conference 

The idea for the Chicana/o college was introduced at the first statewide MAYO 

conference held at the St. Peter Novitiate, or most commonly known as La Lomita 

Monastery, in the South Texas city of Mission in late December of 1969. The purpose of 

the conference was to exchange ideas and strategies among MAYO members and invited 

Chicana/o delegates; to identify their allies and adversaries; and to clarify the 

organization’s priorities. The historic conference has received minor scholarly attention, 

and Chicana/o researchers have inadequately stressed its significance. The event marked 

an important crossroads in the historical evolution of Chicana/o political and educational 

self-determination not only for Texas but also throughout the Southwestern states. The 

conference signaled a growing momentum for establishing community-controlled 

institutions grounded in Brown Power ideology and helped set in motion the founding of 

La Raza Unida Party and Colegio Jacinto Treviño. 
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The MAYO conference, a five-day event held between Christmas Day and New 

Years Eve, at La Lomita Monastery in south Mission drew 600 to 800 Chicanas/os from 

throughout the nation, but primarily from Texas.92 Luis Diaz de Leon, the regional 

director of the Michigan-based Migrant Head Start Program, had leased the old 

monastery building from the Catholic Order of Oblates to operate the early childhood 

program, and agreed to let MAYO use the building.93 At the conference, MAYO 

members displayed red and black flags atop the two-story monastery, at the entry gates 

security guards scrutinized and checked credentials of conference goers because there 

had been reports of possible infiltration by agents from the Texas Department of Public 

Safety.94 Inside, hundreds of Chicana/o youths wore brown and black berets, MAYO 

armbands, ponchos covered in political buttons, and they attended workshops. The 

planners invited young Chicana/o delegates from outside of Texas, including California, 

Arizona, Minnesota, Illinois and Colorado, to learn from them and exchange ideas. For 

example, one of the prominent speakers was Ramon Tijerina, brother of Reies Lopez 

Tijerina, the Chicano civil rights leader who fought for the recognition of Spanish land 

grants owned by New Mexican Hispanos.95 A major goal of the conference according to 

the MAYO press release, was “to learn about federal programs, foundations, the media, 

legal services, business, history, music, literature, labor unions, co-ops, church, schools, 

and other Chicano organizations. In short, we want to be educated on anything by 
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anybody.”96 The conference planners held numerous workshops, lectures, panels, and 

films in the small rooms at the monastery. Some of the seminars were closed to media 

and non-MAYO members.97 

Chicanas and Chicanos discussed ways to transform ethnic nationalist ideology, 

using the language and culture of the community, into tangible realities. They sought to 

establish Chicana/o-controlled institutions that emphasized social, economic, political, 

and educational self-determination.98 MAYO members recognized the importance of the 

El Plan Espiritual de Azltan, as outlined at the Chicano Youth Liberation Conference in 

Denver earlier that year, and were dramatically influenced by the idea of creating 

community-controlled institutions grounded in ethnic nationalist ideology.99 Chicana/o 

activists from Texas were more than cognizant of the emerging national discourses on 

cultural nationalism as the key to liberation; they were also engaged in their own 

dialogues, political actions, and struggles for power in their communities.  

In the months leading up to the conference, MAYO leaders like Jose Angel 

Gutierrez, began to shift the organization’s priorities from contesting a wide range of 

social issues, including antiwar demonstrations, supporting the grape boycott of the 
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United Farm Workers, and challenging discrimination in public schools, toward 

concentrating on political strategies for taking control of school and city boards.100 In the 

summer of 1969, MAYO began to focus on electoral strategies in Crystal City, Texas. 

Although the organizers planned the conference in the midst of the Crystal City school 

walkouts in the December of 1969, MAYO leaders began to shift away from using 

walkouts as a strategy to reform schools. Jose Angel Gutierrez utilized the Crystal City 

walkouts to serve as a springboard to galvanize the political mobilization of Mexican 

American community into a region-wide takeover – the origins of the Winter Garden 

Project. Previous walkouts had produced some educational reforms; however, several in 

MAYO realized the real source of power belonged to those who controlled the school 

boards and city councils. Jose Angel Gutierrez hoped the political takeover of Crystal 

City and the surrounding area could translate into a statewide takeover; hence the origins 

of La Raza Unida Party.101 

Identifying Adversaries 

A major goal at the MAYO conference was to identify their adversaries. They 

saw “corrupt” Anglo-controlled institutions, such as the educational system, law 

enforcement agencies, the media, the Democratic and Republican Parties, employers, 

organized labor, and the Catholic Church, representing the “the epitome of hypocrisy and 

gringo racism.” The root of distrust against these institutions was the overall lack of 
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Anglo empathy toward their concerns and the exclusion of Mexican Americans from 

local, state, and federal programs and institutions that directly affected their lives.102  “In 

our land and among our own people”, Chicanas/os asserted, “we are claiming, at last, the 

right to shape our own destiny.” They knew Anglos were sensing a confrontational “take-

over,” and “the reaction to these confrontations,” resulted in “surfacing resentment 

among Whites who say that things are better now than they have ever been for Mexican 

Americans.” However, the conditions for Mexican Americans in South Texas had not 

improved. Living conditions for migrant and working class families proved almost 

identical from the 1930s to the 1960s. Drinking water in their communities was 

unsanitary, sewage facilities not existent, streets remained unpaved, housing was 

deplorable, and schools were still segregated.103  

Identifying their adversaries was easy to do. Looking around their own 

communities, they found example after example of racial oppression and exclusion from 

powerful institutions that ensured the perpetuation of Mexican American exploitation and 

subordinate status. They directed their ire to an interconnected network of Anglo 

institutions that served to reinforce a racialized caste system. The educational system, a 

principal target, was but one of the many sources of Chicana/o oppression. In the social 

sphere, the media, including television, magazines, and newspapers presented 

Chicanas/os in “poor images” and “in a negative sensationalistic way.” In the political 

arena, Chicanas/os were excluded beyond a few token examples even in border towns 

where they represented a clear majority. The political system, Chicanas/os argued, “has 

been developed and is controlled by Anglos.” They also targeted the Anglo-controlled 
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economic structure in the Rio Grande Valley that kept the Chicana/o community poor 

and segregated into low-paid, menial employment, with only a small number of them in 

positions of responsibility and adequate paying jobs. The Catholic Church, the dominant 

religion in the Lower Rio Grande Valley, did little to alleviate the hardships for Mexican 

Americans, and many perceived the institution to further perpetuate economic and 

racialized segregation. The church asked for the loyalty of the Mexican American 

community, while excluding them from positions of prestige in the ministry.104 The irony 

of holding the MAYO conference at the monastery, in a building that represented the 

Anglo power structure, was not lost on them.   

Before the conference was over, several Chicanas led a group of militant youths 

in refashioning an alabaster statue of La Virgen de Guadalupe (The Virgin of Guadalupe) 

located on the monastery grounds. La Virgen de Guadalupe represents the patron saint for 

many ethnic Mexicans on both sides of the U.S. border. They painted her bronze, draped 

her in a zarape; recreating her in their brown image.105 The bronzing of La Virgen was a 

confrontational political statement, an act of ethnic nationalism. For the young activists, 

the act was an affirmation of their Brown Pride and, according to a write-up in the San 

Antonio Express, it served as “symbolically throwing the gauntlet at the Catholic Church 

which in their eyes stood guilty of neglect and exploitation of Americans of Mexican 

descent.” The newspaper article continued, “throughout the country young and not-so 

young Mexican Americans are challenging institutions and policies that for decades were 

only fitfully attacked or docilely.”106  
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It made sense that Chicanas led the act of bronzing La Virgen because Mexican 

American women have led the charge in critiquing the Catholic Church due to the lack of 

institutional representation and accountability. Although some ethnic Mexican women 

throughout history found autonomy in their communities through the church, Chicanas in 

the late 1960s rejected patriarchal institutions and ideologies, just as they challenged the 

patriarchal rhetoric within the Chicana/o Movement. “Influenced by the politics of mass 

protest,” according to scholar Lara Medina, Chicana women “mobilized to challenge the 

overt discrimination toward the Chicanos and Latinos in the Church and in society at 

large.”107 Bronzing La Virgen served as a critique against a patriarchal and paternalistic 

church for neglecting to help the impoverished Mexican American community in the 

area, but moreover, it was a rejection of an institution that aided in perpetuating their 

subordinate position.108 To illustrate, when Vicente T. Ximenes, a Texas native and 

commissioner for the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunities Commission, was asked at a 

Senate hearing why Mexican Americans had endured these horrible conditions, he 

answered “It is probably because of the church who has taught us to obey […] because 

we have felt that somehow the law, the government, or someone will come forth with the 

proper solution.” Ximenes highlighted the growing discontent among militant 

Chicanas/os, stating, “I do not think that that is going to go on any longer, I can tell you 

that, because at this point there are students in the elementary grades and in high schools 

who are now walking out of the schools with the parents’ consent. Now, this is something 

I have never heard as long as I can remember.”109 
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Voting on Priorities  

Coordinating statewide plans among MAYO leadership and members was at 

times uneven and often piecemealed, but the conference provided the forum to bring 

together ardent delegates to exchange ideas and decide on priorities.110 On Sunday 

morning of the conference, the delegates voted on three important priority resolutions 

focused on politics, economics, and education to pursue in 1970: the implementation of 

an electoral strategy for the Winter Garden Project, which went on to become La Raza 

Unida Party; the creation of an economic base in Mexican American communities, which 

led to the founding of a community-ran credit union; and the establishment of a 

Chicana/o college.111 Jose Angel Gutierrez backed the Winter Garden Project, the 

precursor to the independent Chicana/o third party, La Raza Unida Party.112 They put the 

priority to a vote and it won unanimous approval. The traditional two-party system, many 

Chicanas/os recognized, had failed to represent the interests of Mexican Americans 

throughout the country; and MAYO activists had grown disenchanted with the two-party 

system and suspicious of Anglo-controlled institutions, in general, to work for them.113 
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MAYO members also voted to support Amigos Unidos Federal Credit Union, a 

community-based financial cooperative for migrant families. Anglo controlled banks 

refused to lend money to Mexican Americans to purchase dependable vehicles to help 

them travel north for work, to fund small farmers, to start a business in their own 

communities, and to invest in new homes. The credit union also helped to spearhead the 

establishment of a public housing authority and the construction of 40 units for Mexican 

American small families.114 MAYO delegates also voted to support the establishment of a 

Chicana/o college.  

When Narciso Aleman and Aurelio Montemayor introduced the idea they had no 

specific plans as to its curriculum, structure, location, or even the name; other than a 

serious commitment to rectify the existing educational system to better serve the Mexican 

American community in the Lower Rio Grande Valley. Like MAYO, Aleman moved 

away from the idea of school walkouts because the efforts to take control of established 

Anglo-institutions had resulted in limited success.115 In order to disrupt the foundations 

of institutionalized discrimination in Texas schools they needed to gain control of the 

means of educational production. Establishing a community-controlled college signaled a 

new step in Chicana/o educational self-determination; it affirmed their desire to claim 

control of influential institutions, to work collectively as historical agents, and to 

transform their own realities.116    
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Scholars and conference participants have differed in the way these priority 

resolutions were introduced and endorsed. José Angel Gutiérrez, a MAYO founder and 

planner of the conference, claims voting on the resolutions was a “knock-down, drag-out 

battle between those who were following the lead of Narciso Aleman and those 

supporting [Gutiérrez’s] work in the Winter Garden area.” He alleges Aleman challenged 

“MAYO delegates to choose between continued support for [Gutiérrez’s] Winter Garden 

Project and his idea of a Chicano college.” Ignacio M. Garcia similarly explains that the 

vote for the two projects “became a point of contention, as several MAYO leaders felt 

that politics should be the top priority and not pseudo-educational enterprises, no matter 

how noble. […] Narciso Aleman, a MAYO organizer from the Rio Grande Valley, led 

the fight […] and he lobbied hard. […] But to avoid a split they supported two directions 

instead of one.” Armando Navarro does not suggest the event was a contentious occasion 

and rather straightforwardly asserts the vote determined the “top priorities for 1970.” In 

addition, interviews with Francisco Briones and Aurelio Montemayor, two founders of 

the Colegio and attendees at the conference, confirm that the dispute, as claimed by 

Gutierrez, was overblown.117 This difference in interpretations affirms, once again, the 

role that historical memory plays in the on-going process of understanding how a single 

event is remembered and shaped; this suggests that more in-depth analysis and 

examination of this significant and unique conference is greatly needed. The MAYO 

conference set the stage for creating independent institutions, and altering the historical 

trajectory of the Chicana/o Movement in Texas and beyond. The MAYO conference 
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ended on a high note, according to scholar Ignacio Garcia, with many of the activists 

leaving “with unusual confidence.”118  

The Early Developments at the Chicana/o College  

The early design of an independent Chicana/o institution of education grew out of 

a series of meetings held at the monastery in early January 1970.119 In the week after the 

conference, MAYO members took over La Lomita Monastery. The building “belongs to 

the people,” Narciso Aleman argued, and “we are the people.”120 The Migrant Head Start 

Program occupied only a small portion of the building, and the large open space and 

numerous rooms made it an ideal setting to start a college campus. A small group of 

MAYO members, led by Aleman, began operating an independent learning center, where 

they experimented with alternative educational models that emphasized community 

control and a curriculum that included Chicana/o history and culture.121 They hosted 

organizational classes to instruct about 20 volunteers, and reached out to the Mexican 

American community to exchange ideas. A major priority was to confront the large 

number of high school dropouts.122  The planners organized a General Educational 

Development (GED) program for forty-five high school dropouts and adults; and set up 
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original courses that included Chicana/o history and culture.123 Young volunteer teachers, 

some with college degrees and some with high school diplomas, staffed the initial 

educational program.124 For Chicanas/os that lacked first-hand experience in establishing 

a school, developing an institution of higher education from scratch was no small feat. 

Over the next nine months, the founders formulated the purpose and goals of the 

Chicana/o college. With the help of the Interstate Research Associates, a consultant firm 

that promoted Mexican American community projects, the founders began looking for 

financial support and explored possibilities to attain accreditation for a college level 

program.125 In this search, the founders developed a working relationship with Antioch 

College of Yellow Springs, Ohio, one of the most progressive institutions of higher 

education in the country. Antioch became a major resource for the Chicana/o college. 

The institution agreed to underwrite their accreditation and provided some funding, 

allowing the Chicana/o founders to develop their own curriculum for the new school 

through Antioch’s University Without Walls program.126 

Antioch College 

In mid-January of 1970, several founders, including Aurelio Montemayor and 

Narciso Aleman, travelled to Washington D.C. to find support for the Chicana/o college. 

While visiting with potential sponsors, they met several people from Antioch College 
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who showed interest in their new venture. They were invited to Yellow Springs, Ohio to 

meet with admissions officers and deans from the Graduate College of Education, and 

struck an alliance with Antioch College. The progressive school had a long history of 

combining innovative ideas in education with humanitarian work.127 Antioch had 

developed student-centered curriculums, independent study courses, encouraged social 

activism, and promoted racial and sexual equality.128 In the 1960s and 1970s, Antioch 

students and faculty participated in the Civil Rights Movement and antiwar marches, 

protests, demonstrations, and sit-ins on and off campus.129  

At their meeting, the Chicano planners learned they shared ideological points of 

views with the Antioch officials. They encouraged the use of educational spaces to 

promote social justice and supported alternative educational models aligned with 

Chicana/o self-determination, community control, and liberatory nationalism. This not 

only confirmed to the founders that what they were doing was right, but it emboldened 

them to aim for ambitious ideas. Helping the Texas activists to establish a new Chicana/o 

college was part of Antioch’s innovative project to open satellite campuses throughout 

the U.S., known as the University Without Walls.130 

University Without Walls 
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In the early 1960s, Antioch’s Graduate School of Education instituted a new 

Adult Degree Completion Program, called the University Without Walls, which allowed 

students to attend classes at learning centers away from the Yellow Springs campus while 

earning a college degree accredited by Antioch.131 The Graduate School of Education 

helped to set up satellite learning centers throughout the U.S.132 The program helped 

bring higher education into communities and encouraged educational self-

determination.133 During the 1960s and 1970s, Antioch president, James P. Dixon 

oversaw the establishment of thirty to forty satellite campuses, some were incorporated 

with loose affiliation, little oversight, and minimal administrative involvement. Other 

centers, like the Putney-Antioch Graduate School of Education in Vermont, went through 

a rigorous process of faculty approval and curriculum planning. The University Without 

Walls program grew so quickly in such a short amount of time that no officially tally 

exists.134  

Antioch sponsored unique educational projects and assisted communities of color 

establish their own learning centers during a time that other institutions were unwilling to 

help.135 The progressive college encouraged groups, like the Chicana/o founders, to apply 

social activism as an integral component of their institutions.136 Antioch-Putney Graduate 

School of Education in Vermont, an institution that promoted civil rights struggles and 

																																																								
131 Acuña, Making of Chicana/o Studies, 99. 
132 Guerra-Garza, Hojas: A Chicano Journal of Education, 2. 
133 James P. Dixon and Edla M. Dixon, Antioch: The Dixon Era, 1959-1975: Perspectives of James P. 
Dixon (Saco, Maine: Bastille Books, 1991), 175. 
134 Hayford, “Antioch College: A Celebrated History,” 67. 
135 Dixon and Dixon, Antioch: The Dixon Era, 1959-1975, 182. 
136 Guerra-Garza, Hojas: A Chicano Journal of Education, 2. Horace Mann, the first president of the 
Antioch College in the 1850s, once told his students, “Be ashamed to die until you have won some victory 
for humanity.” 



	

	 165 

nurtured intercultural relationships, partnered with the new Chicana/o college.137 The 

support from Antioch helped to legitimize, reinforce, and confirm for the school founders 

that establishing an independent Chicana/o institution of higher education was necessary 

to change the culture of education in South Texas. Antioch encouraged local control and 

utilizing the community’s language and culture in the curriculum, two important tenets of 

educational self-determination.   

Developing the Institutional Design 

By the time Aleman and Montemayor returned to South Texas, they had a 

commitment from Antioch to establish a University Without Walls in the Lower Rio 

Grande Valley.138 As part of their negotiations with Antioch, the founders chose a name 

for the school, conceptualized the initial design, and produced a formal proposal. Narciso 

Aleman, Aurelio Montemayor, and others including the Interstate Research Associates, 

researched and developed a plan for establishing the Chicana/o-controlled college.139 By 

the end of January, they decided to name the school Colegio Jacinto Treviño. As part of 

their conscious raising and pursuit to identify their heroes and heroines, they collected 

and read the few books that dealt with Chicana/o history. Americo Paredes’ With His 

Pistol in His Hand, published in 1958, greatly influenced them.140 While the book 

focuses mainly on Gregorio Cortez, a borderlands social-bandit, the brief mention of 

Jacinto Treviño from San Benito, a small city in South Texas, inspired them to name the 

school after the local folk hero.  
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Deciding on the name Jacinto Treviño, represented an assertive stance against an 

imposed Anglo ruling class that had limited the advancement of Mexican Americans in 

South Texas.141 The founders picked Jacinto Treviño because “el era uno de nosotros y 

se a recordado por nuestra gente por mucho años” (he was one of us and has been 

remembered by our people for many years). According to the founders, “Por su imagen y 

reputacion, a dejado una leyenda que a inspirado al nombramiento de este Colegio” (For 

his image and reputation, he left a legend that inspired the designation of the College).142 

They chose Jacinto Treviño because he stood up to racial injustices and defended his 

family against Anglo violence. Naming the Colegio after Jacinto Treviño was a fitting 

tribute to a man whose history and corrido, or folk ballad, had “survived the cultural 

genocide which has been so systematically practiced on the Chicano. “143 For Aleman, the 

“corrido is a symbol of the struggle for human dignity on the part of the Chicano.”144 The 

founders later invited Americo Paredes as a visiting scholar and he elaborated on the 

history of Jacinto Treviño.145 Now that the institution had a name they began to 

conceptualize the institutional identity of the school.  

The founders decided the institutional design of the Colegio to be egalitarian in 

nature. The founders sought to break down walls of exclusion and bring in the 

knowledge, values, and wisdom of the community. They rejected the idea that knowledge 
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had to be dictated from traditional ivory towers.146 They wanted to teach the community 

and to learn from it. They defined the community as “all oppressed people; del barrio y 

colonia; working people; toda gente Chicana que no esta vendida; [...] people we are 

trying to reach through education; and gente Chicana/Mexicana.”147 According to Aurelio 

Montemayor, “Learning will be a family process and our center will involve the whole 

family. Everyone will learn from everyone.” Being poor did not matter, because most of 

the founders were poor or from working-class backgrounds. Everyone was bilingual and 

bicultural, they could comfortably speak Tex-Mex; and they could express reflective 

doubts and their most profound ideas without Anglo educators to tell them it was wrong 

or un-American.148 Chicanas and Chicanos shared in the decision-making. Like many 

organizations founded during the Chicana/o Movement, men held many of the top 

positions, while Chicanas participated in important roles as mid-level administrators; and 

later also served as faculty members. Chicanas involved at the school consciousness-

raising among women in the community and encouraged them to question gender 

inequalities.	For the most part women were treated as peers, but when men did overstep 

their authority Chicanas along with some of their male counterparts confronted machistas 

or sexist behavior.149 Unlike Anglo controlled educational institutions that excluded 

Mexican Americans from decision-making positions and barred their language and 
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culture, the Chicana/o founders incorporated ethnic nationalism and into all aspects of the 

school’s institutional identity.150  

But why create an independent institution of higher learning? Mexican Americans 

in South Texas had access to higher education at Pan American College, the local college 

in Edinburg, Texas, since it opened in 1927. Although small in numbers in the 1920s and 

1930s, their presence continued to grow over time.151 For example, in the fall of 1969, 

nearly 60% of its enrolled students had Spanish surnames.152 By the mid-1970s, that 

number grew to 70-75%.153 They created their own institution because they considered 

Pan American College to be a middle-class, Anglo institution that provided a “white 

education;” which had “proven oppressive instead of liberating.”154 They wanted to 

create their own college where they could control all levels of the decision-making, 

including developing the curriculum and hire Mexican American professors. They were 

critiquing the American educational system and promoting educational self-

determination.155 

The founders proposed to structure the institution based on two guiding 

principles: to produce bilingual and bicultural educators; and to develop teaching 

materials that incorporated the Spanish language and Chicana/o culture to be used in 

																																																								
150 Colegio JacintoTreviño, “Academic Audit Report,” September, 1971: 1-2. Colegio Jacinto Treviño 
Collection; and Montemayor, “Rationale for a Chicano Learning Center,” 29. 
151 Rodriguez, “The Making of the Modern Lower Rio Grande Valley,” 119-122. 
152 “Mexican American Studies Okayed By Pan American College Regents,” The Monitor, August 14, 
1970, 2A. 
153 Paul Willcott, "Failure at Pan Am," The Texas Observer, November 12, 1976, 12. 
154	I define white education, a term used by some of the founders, as an exclusionary form of pedagogical 
practices that emerged out of essentially Anglo institutions of education. This practice rejected, neglected, 
or disparaged the language, cultural beliefs, and educational concerns of many Mexican Americans in 
South Texas, while also excluding them from positions of decision-making.	
155 Montemayor, “Rationale for a Chicano Learning Center,” 28. 



	

	 169 

public schools.156 They had learned first-hand from their participation in student walkouts 

how school officials circumvented their calls for Mexican American teachers and 

Chicano Studies. At the Edcouch Elsa school walkout of 1968, the Anglo superintendent 

came out to talk to the protestors and discuss the students’ demands. Narciso Aleman 

recalls superintendent A.W. Bell asking, “You want Chicano teachers, which one of you 

has a degree, I will hire you right here, right now. I have the power. I can hire you. None 

of you have a degree? Ok.” The superintendent continued, according to Aleman, “You 

want Chicano Studies? You want literature that talks about you and your history? Which 

one of you wrote a book? I will buy it.”157 This exchange clarified the serious need to 

produce educators and teaching materials. The founders sought to train bicultural and 

bilingual educators to “have a social consciousness […] that are interested in actively 

participating in the struggle for self-determination and understanding their role as 

expanding the consciousness of the community.”158 They also saw an urgent need to 

develop educational materials for public school students that included accurate depictions 
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of Chicana/o history and contributions; to produce bilingual and bicultural assessment 

tools to measure the comprehension and development of Mexican American students; 

and create “innovative programs, instructional methodology, educational instruments 

which would be applicable and relevant for Chicanos.”159 They aimed to create an 

egalitarian institution based on ethnic nationalist ideology, to train Chicana/o teachers 

and develop bilingual and bicultural materials for public schools.160 They sent the 

proposal to Antioch College in mid-February 1970.161 

On March 4, 1970, Narciso Aleman and members of the Interstate Research 

Associates were invited back to Antioch College to discuss the details of their 

collaboration. For the Chicana/o founders the partnership provided accreditation through 

the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools, with plans to eventually gain 

independent accreditation for the Colegio; assistance with supplemental institutional 

funding and student financial aid; mentorship and support through the Antioch-Putney 

Graduate School of Education for the Colegio administrators and students; and a faculty 

and student exchange program.162 The Colegio developed a semi-autonomous 

relationship with Antioch; and retained a significant share of independence in developing 

a working model of Chicana/o educational self-determination.163 The Antioch 

collaboration was contingent on several formal requirements, including recruiting 

students, attaining additional funding, and finding a home. As part of the University 
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Without Walls program agreement with Antioch, the first cohort of graduate students - 

the school founders, enrolled in the Antioch-Putney Graduate School of Education, and 

establishing the Colegio was their central requirement for earning their Master of Arts in 

Teaching degrees.164 

Formalizing The School  

Drafting the proposal and putting ideas on paper was one thing, developing the 

design of the college from scratch became a major challenge for the founders. 

Montemayor began recruiting an “impressive” cohort of Chicana/o educators, students, 

artists, and migrants to help start the college; while Aleman searched for funding and 

housing.165 Over the spring and summer, Aurelio Montemayor recruited Martha P. 

Cotera, Andre Guerrero, Alma Canales, Carmen Lomas Garza, Ruben Solis, Esmeralda 

Saenz, Guadalupe Saaverda, Adolfo Ramirez, Trinidad Piña, Samuel Nieto, Sylvia 

Llañes, Francisco Alejandro, and Francisco Briones to enroll in the Antioch masters 

program.166 These individuals, along with Aleman, enrolled in Antioch. Dr. Leonard 

Mestas, the only Chicano with a PhD in the group, mentored and assisted the fifteen 

Chicana/o graduate students in establishing the Colegio.167 They needed to find a home, 

funding, and establish the governing structure before the school year started in October.  
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Throughout the summer, the school founders, with the help of Antioch officials, 

negotiated with the Catholic priests to lease the monastery for the Colegio. The Catholic 

priest committee in charge of the monastery agreed to lease the building but the Colegio 

had to be incorporated according to Texas law, attain accredited through Antioch, and 

verify adequate funding for a year. Several sympathetic priests had amicable discussions 

with Antioch president, James P. Dixon on seeing through the accreditation requirement 

because they were “deeply concerned for the educational, cultural, social, and religious 

needs of the Mexican Americans in the Valley and South Texas.”168 They agreed that the 

Colegio could develop programs to fulfill the communities’ needs. On August 4, 1970, 

Colegio Jacinto Treviño was incorporated as a nonprofit institution.169 Despite their 

hopes for the La Lomita Monastery, the priests decided not to lease the property because 

the school planners did not have enough funding to support a year’s program. According 

to the founders, they were “somewhat in a bind because some of our prospective funding 

was contingent on having an adequate physical plant.”170 Some priests cited the 

‘bronzing’ of La Virgen in their decision against leasing the monastery. A peeved priest 

declared, “I personally have never seen such a religious outrage by pagans as this. It 

leaves me shaken to see this done by four Mexican Americans whose ancestors have long 

cherished a sincere veneration to the Mother of God.”171 Although the bronzing of the 

statue angered and disappointed many in the religious community, both Anglos and 
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Mexican Americans, several Catholic priests continued to support the activist Chicana/o 

youth in South Texas.172  

Finding Funding 

With the assistance of the Interstate Research Associates, Aleman found financial 

support from federal agencies and private foundations and organizations. Because they 

could not rely on local government agencies for help, they wrote proposals and found 

independent funding.173 The financial resources included grants from the Office of 

Education of the U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW), the 

National Foundation on the Arts and Humanities, the Zale Foundation of Dallas, Texas, 

and Danforth Foundation of St. Louis, Missouri.174 The Office of Equal Opportunity 

provided $105,000 to fund the fellowships and support the school.175 The Zales 

Foundation of Dallas, Texas granted $49,000 in scholarships for the 15 graduate students 

to be paid quarterly starting October 1970 in payments of $12,266.176 In addition to 

official financial resources, Chicana/o professionals, academic lecturers, and community 

educators donated their time to the college. The school also received volunteer help from 
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students and community members.177 Despite this help, the school was plagued with 

inadequate funding throughout most of its existence.178 

The Governing Council  

When the founders designed the governance structure of the Colegio, they 

adhered to their egalitarian principles. The founders divided the authority of the 

Governing Council into three sections, with equal decision-making power. Chicanas and 

Chicanos shared in many of the decision-making committees. The Council was divided 

by students; representatives of the local community; and the professional group, limited 

to two faculty members and an administrator as an ex-oficio member. This allowed for 

the development of the Colegio by the whole Chicana/o community.179 They created 

committees, including the Executive Committee, Personnel Committee, Grievance 

Committee, and the Committee on Council Members. The Executive Committee 

implemented guidelines and resolutions passed at Governing Council meetings; the 

Personnel Committee was responsible for the hiring and replacing of new staff with 

approval of the Council; the Grievance Committee heard complaints and provided 

solutions; and the Committee on Council Members nominated qualified persons to the 

Governance Council.180 By the beginning of fall of 1970, they had recruited the students 

to enroll at Antioch, found funding, and developed a governance structure; however, they 

still had no home. 

The Making of Colegio Jacinto Treviño 
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On October 12, 1970, the founders held a public dedication for the Colegio at a 

community center in Pharr, Texas.181 For the next few weeks, the school had no building. 

Instead, the graduate students met at each other’s homes.182 Still, they had inaugurated 

the nation’s first Chicana/o college. That same month, Colegio Jacinto Treviño received 

its accreditation through the Antioch-Putney Graduate School of Education.183 The 

founders, in part of fulfilling their program requirement, devoted the first year to 

developing the curriculums and getting the college off the ground. They were responsible 

for shaping the direction of the college. However, in keeping in line with the egalitarian 

ideals, they acknowledged that the direction and philosophical base of the school “is the 

task of not only the first graduating class, but of future classes as well.”184 Educational 

self-determination was meant to be an ongoing process.  

The Colegio planners began drafting a series of position papers providing the 

“intellectual impetus” for the Chicana/o college; and these documents, according to 

Andre Guerrero, one of the graduate students, “read like a blueprint for educational 

change in the Southwest.” Marta Cotera defined the “problems of bilingualism and 

biculturalism;” Juan Cotera “outlined the institution’s responsibility to the community;” 

Juan Rivera “wrote on the linguistic problems of Chicano children with whom the 

Colegio would be working;” Auerlio Montemayor addressed the rationale for a Chicana/o 
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learning center; and Francisco Briones worked on developing the curriculum to train 

Chicana/o educators.185  

The Role of Language and Culture at Colegio Jacinto Treviño 

Out of these position papers, the founders conceptualized their idea for the 

Colegio. They advocated for complete control in the decision-making, with Chicana/o 

culture and the Spanish language included into the design and institutional identity of the 

school. The founders had strong ties to their language and culture because it represented a 

large part of their identity. According to the founders, “El Colegio has been, since its 

inception, oriented toward the exploration and implementation of educational instruments 

which would be relevant to the Chicano communities.”186 They rejected and distrusted 

White Education because it had served as a tool for assimilation, and more importantly, it 

had failed the Mexican American community. They sought to un-teach, or in the 

language of the Movement: to decolonize an education system that had imposed decades 

of assimilationist policies and change the educational culture in Texas schools. Their 

objectives were informed by the broad socioeconomic, educational and political 

conditions that affected a great number of Mexican American families in the Lower Rio 

Grande Valley. These conditions, according to the founders, “[provided] the mechanism 

for developing the educators with the conscience for Chicano community betterment.”187 

In their pursuit for educational self-determination, they advocated for Brown Education, 

or a community-controlled ethnic nationalist education, as a way to promote student 
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achievement, while preserving their culture and maintenance of their language. A Brown 

Education, for the founders, meant increasing the number of “Chicano [educators] with a 

conscience and skills, to give the barrios a global view, and to provide answers to racism, 

exploitation and oppression.”188 

Critique Of White Education  

 The founders conceptualized the Colegio as a critique against the excesses of 

institutional discrimination in schools and as a vehicle to for educational self-

determination. They critiqued the discriminatory practices of what they considered 

‘White Education;’ and the purveyors of those practices. The practices of White 

Education entailed the use of culturally and linguistically bias IQ testing to relegate a 

large number of Chicana/o students to dead-end classes; counselors who dissuaded them 

from taking college preparatory courses; the exclusion of the Spanish language and 

Mexican culture from school curriculums; discouraged Mexican American parents from 

taking an active role in their children’s school affairs; and the unwillingness to train 

educators to teach with Spanish-speaking students.189 The founders rejected the 

educational culture in Texas schools and established Colegio Jacinto Treviño to develop 

their own programs and curriculums; “train specialists in the administrative field in order 

to implement what is missing in today’s educational institutions;” and “to prepare the 

educational materials that take into account our history, our culture, and our language.”190 

White Education in Higher Education 
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The founders were critical of White Education in traditional institutions of higher 

learning, the sites most responsible for knowledge production, developing teaching 

materials, and training educators. Pan American College, the local college and primary 

institution for training the majority of teachers and education administrators in South 

Texas, provided academic instruction tailored to Anglo middle-class students. Education 

professionals graduating from most colleges and universities did not receive bicultural or 

bilingual training. Courses in the humanities and social sciences ignored the contributions 

of Mexican Americans to U.S. society, and Chicanas/os were told they had no history. 

Montemayor asserted, “In textbooks one finds no important Chicano figures in the 

history of the Southwest.” While institutions of higher education had begun to implement 

Mexican American Studies programs, these courses served as “simply appendages” to 

larger issues.191  

To illustrate this point, in late summer of 1970, the regents of Pan American 

College approved a Mexican American Studies program.192 The goal, according to the 

local newspaper, was “to give the Mexican American student an appreciable 

understanding of [their] heritage and its contribution to [their] present environment.” The 

regents and proponents of the program found “there would be an adequate interest in the 

program if it were offered” among the nearly 60% of the students enrolled with Spanish 

surnames.193 Despite claims by the regents that “Pan American [College] has long been 
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conscious of the needs of the Mexican American student,” an English professor, Paul 

Willcott, countered that the college has inadequately responded to the needs of the 

community. “Its is misled from the top by an administration that is overwhelmingly 

benighted and bigoted.”194 “No one else can do it for us,” Montemayor argued, “Few 

non-Chicanos can help us re-historicize ourselves since they are not part of our unique 

history.”195 The school founders believed they were the ones that should write their own 

histories, create their own curriculums, and educate their communities. 

Establishing a Teachers College 

From the position papers, they framed their ideas to establish the Colegio as a 

teacher’s college. They considered most Anglo educators in South Texas racist, 

paternalistic, and “hostile to all things Mexican.”196 “The U.S. educational profession is 

Anglo-centric,” the founders decried.197 “Language of instruction, content of history 

lessons, even pictures on the classroom wall of the ‘typical American family,’” they 

critiqued, “are clearly the product of the ‘mainstream’ Anglo society.”198 Anglo teachers 

punished students for speaking Spanish and ridiculed them because of their accents. 

Chicana/o students were forced to talk and think like a middle-class Anglo in order to fit 

in the “Anglo model.” Even Chicana/o teachers, according to Aurelio Montemayor, “tend 

to convey some of these attitudes, because most of them have had to Anglicize 

themselves in order to get their degrees.” “The whole purpose of white education,” 
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Montemayor insisted, “is to perpetuate the social structure that presently exists; which 

also means passing on to the student the present dominant Anglo culture.”199 The school 

leaders stated, “Our determination and commitment is that our children must not pass 

through the same process that denies our history and culture, eventually pressuring young 

Chicanos to deny themselves.”200 At the time, no adequate teacher-training program for 

Chicanas/os existed in the United States, and no regional educational laboratory were 

instituted in Mexican American communities.201   

They developed curriculums to train educators in varying school settings and 

positions, including primary, secondary, and higher education levels, as well as high 

school counselors, GED teachers, and the Colegio’s own faculty. As part of the central 

goal for the Colegio, they intended to train teachers with a “consciousness and abilities to 

educate the students in critical analysis of social, political, economic, educational and 

cultural issues.”202 The school organizers sought to produce “educators that are interested 

in actively participating in the struggle for self-determination and understand their role as 

expanding the consciousness of the community.”203 They wanted to produce educators 

who were cognizant of their history and to create solutions to uproot the seeds of 

institutional discrimination in school, and replace it with a liberatory form of 

education.204 In other words, they wanted their educators to be agents of true social 

change, and for education to be a socially transformative process. The founders sought to 
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create new models of education that had the ability to transform the self-image of the 

Chicana/o youths away from cultural inferiority to one of positive self-confidence.205  

Developing Teaching Materials  

As part of their critique of White Education, they planned to develop and 

implement teaching materials that focused on the Chicana/o experience, rooted within the 

context of ethnic Mexican culture and knowledge. They recognized there existed a 

“tragic dearth of [teaching] materials in all areas relevant to the Chicano.”206 

Unfortunately, they lamented, the knowledge “was in the hands of people ignored by 

educational institutions and publishing houses. […] There is no lack of Chicano brain 

power and skills, only a lack of desire to have their brains picked by Anglo 

institutions.”207 The founders realized “the existing system is not only inadequate but also 

that it cannot be reformed.”208 They also understood the “implementation of [new] 

educational ideas is the most difficult task since conservative communities in the Rio 

Grande Valley would tend to distrust such ideas.” 209  

They wanted the teaching materials to include Chicana/o culture and history for 

students to gain “a sense of historicity.”210 For instance, history courses at the Colegio 

should emphasize the Mexican American role and contributions in the development of 
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the United States.211 In addition, they wanted to develop educational material that were 

necessary to develop a Chicana/o conscience and skills, as a way to give the barrio a 

global perspective and to find positive solutions to racial oppression.212 They sought to 

move beyond the implementation of a Chicana/o Studies program, and produce teaching 

materials that placed the context of the Chicana/o experience in every course, project, and 

program. The role of the Spanish language, Chicana/o culture, and ethnic nationalism 

was expansive and permeated throughout the institutional identity of the Colegio. 

Critique of Bilingual Education Act of 1968  

Along with criticisms of White Education, they were also critical of the Bilingual 

Education Act of 1968 because it lacked input from local communities where it was 

instituted and for its assimilationist nature. The U.S. Congress enacted the Bilingual 

Education Act in December of 1967 and signed it into law in January of 1968.213 

Armando Rodriguez, one of the authors of the bill and the first Mexican American 

appointed by Lyndon B. Johnson to the U.S. Office of Education, expected bilingual 

education to help Spanish-speaking students by instructing them in their native language 

while learning English in public schools. Its purpose was to increase academic 

achievement among Spanish-speaking students.214 The bill provided funding to be used 

by educational agencies to produce new educational programs for the direct benefit of 
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poor school children with limited English-speaking abilities.215 Heralded as a watershed 

moment in Mexican American struggles for equal education, in its first year bilingual 

programs were introduced and implemented unevenly. The Act had no teeth, it received 

little funding, implementation was voluntary and no formalized curriculum and teaching 

materials were introduced, and most surprisingly, its purpose was not clearly defined.216 

Not until its reauthorization in 1974 did it receive better funding for teacher training and 

developing instructional materials, it became mandated not voluntary, and the goals for 

bilingual education were more clearly outlined.217 The programs implemented in the late 

1960s were developed inadequately and in professional educational institutions with the 

community left out of the decision-making process.218 

They also criticized the Bilingual Education Act’s assimilationist nature. 

“Bilingual programs are beginning to be developed,” they observed, “but unfortunately, 

most are designed to assimilate Chicanos into the mythical melting pot of white middle-

class culture.” Contrastingly, the mission at the Colegio was language retention and 

preservation of their cultural heritage. “Our children must learn from us who we are. If 

we are to survive as a people that has a proud heritage and culture.”219 Their critique of 

White Education did not mean “to completely demolish” education. They did want to 

“destroy old concepts” and “stale objectives” in schools, and replace them with fresh 
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ideas and new models to make education relevant to the Mexican American community. 

“The idea is to make relevant […] not to totally destroy,” the school leaders explained.220  

The founders were consciously optimistic of their place in the historical process 

of Chicana/o educational self-determination. They understood they faced an 

unprecedented situation. In establishing an independent college, the founders understood 

they had “no history to go by.” “Without compromising ideals or reducing effectiveness 

we hope to produce agents of change.”221 Still, their optimism was grounded in reality. 

“If we succeed it will be only because we are attempting something La Raza truly needs. 

If we fail, at least there will be much done for somebody else to learn from and perhaps 

attempt things that more directly zero in on the roots of our problem.”222 They also 

understood the importance of documenting their endeavor. “Because what we are 

attempting is so difficult and in many respects new,” Montemayor acknowledged, “we 

will have to document everything we do so that whatever good that we come out with can 

be used by our people as soon as possible.”223 Unfortunately, much of their original 

documentation has been lost and only small batches of primary sources exist in private 

collections and archives.   

From Idea to Institution  

From these ideological standpoints, the school organizers designed official 

policies, the curriculum, and programs. The founders developed the idea for the Colegio 

in the context and language of the Chicana/o Movement; and merged the ideas of ethnic 

																																																								
220 “Chicano Movement in Action: Colegio Jacinto Treviño, The First Chicano College,” Magazín, 
October 1971. Colegio Jacinto Treviño Collection. 
221 Montemayor, “Rationale for a Chicano Learning Center,” 37. 
222 Governing Council of Colegio Jacinto Treviño, “Why This Centro?,” 5. Colegio Jacinto Treviño 
Collection. 
223 Montemayor, “Rationale for a Chicano Learning Center,” 37. 



	

	 185 

nationalism and community control into the foundation of the school’s institutional 

identity. They had developed a model of education based on ideas of cultural survival and 

social justice. 224 The founders established the Colegio “as an attempt to counteract the 

mental and cultural genocide that is taking place in the public educational system.”225 

Instead, they acknowledged, “we must create our own ways and means if we are to find 

lasting solutions to our problems. […] We struggle for freedom from poverty and from 

ignorance. We fight for our pride and dignity and to retain our culture and our 

heritage.”226  

Ethnic nationalism permeated all official aspects of the school, including its 

meetings and documents. They held many of their official governance and business 

meetings in Spanish and English. Policy documents, including memos and meeting 

minutes were also written in Spanish.227 According to official policy, all the applicants 

must be bilingual and bicultural.228 They also wanted to celebrate and practice their 

Mexicanness.229 Classes were to begin each academic year on October 12, El Dia de la 

Raza, and they held classroom instruction in both Spanish and English. They encouraged 

and expected all students to develop their bilingualism as much as possible.230 Just as 
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ethnic nationalism was incorporated into official policies, so too was it added to the 

development of curriculum. 

Throughout the development of the curriculum, the school organizers maintained 

close contact with the Mexican American community to better understand the relevancy 

of education to their actual social, political, and economic conditions. The community 

had a role in deciding what type of courses that the school developed. “Education is 

meant to belong to all,” the founders determined, “and not to a privileged few 

academicians, politicians, and financiers; the education process of development must 

relate directly to the environment in which it is implemented.”231 “In this way,” according 

to the founders, “the community participated in the development of the curriculum and of 

the Colegio.”232 The organizers joined with the Mexican American community to 

establish a curriculum that focused on the collective realities of the Chicana/o struggle.233 

As Narciso Aleman explained, the curriculum should be taught “in the context of 

Mexican American background.”234 Community organizing and leadership development, 

the condition of the barrio, and Chicana/o history and culture proved essential knowledge 

at the Colegio; as did “[knowing] about politics and [having] some idea of political 

solution for La Raza.”235 The school planners developed the curriculum to train faculty 

members who were to stay on at the Colegio as personnel, administrators, and instructors. 
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Along with teaching duties, faculty member were to hold an administrative or staff 

position in order to know the inner workings of the Colegio.236 

As part of their goal to reach the whole community and broad educational needs, 

they developed multiple levels of education programs. The Colegio hosted a preschool, a 

GED program, and higher education degree plans for undergraduate and graduate level 

students. At El Colegio De Niños, a preschool established in neighboring Raymondville, 

Texas, they taught basic math, art, writing activities, and music. They also incorporated 

cultural and ethnic studies, Mexican American history classes, social studies, and teatro 

practice.237 The purpose of the preschool was to bring the youth into the Colegio and for 

them to see, from an early age, Chicanas/os in charge of their own institutions; and also 

to serve as an educational laboratory for developing new teaching materials for young 

Mexican Americans. 

The General Educational Development (GED) program at the Colegio served 

many important functions. As a service to the community in combatting the large number 

of high school dropouts, they implemented GED programs throughout the Lower Rio 

Grande Valley in Mission, McAllen, Weslaco, and Mercedes.238 Like the Colegio de 

Niños, the program was meant to open the door of the Colegio to the community; and for 

the students that earned their GED at the Colegio to enroll in the undergraduate 

program.239 The program served as an educational laboratory for developing relevant 
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teaching materials and for instructors to create, implement, and evaluate new teaching 

methods.240 The GED program was essential “to put into practice the methods that the 

Colegio education curriculum develops.”241 As part of the teaching practicum 

requirement for the undergraduate and graduate students, they taught these classes. The 

college students tried different forms of pedagogies, including team-teaching, peer group 

learning, and study-group learning.242 The GED program allowed for flexibility and 

experimentation in new teaching materials and testing instruments and at the same time 

provided a much-needed service for the community.243  

The Colegio developed a four-year undergraduate baccalaureate degree through 

the Washington-Baltimore Campus of Antioch College. The area of study focused on the 

education of bilingual and bicultural student, educational administration, urban education, 

sociology, and social work. The degree plan also included traditional courses on history, 

political science, drama and arts. They geared the undergraduate program to train 

bilingual and bicultural educators.244 For undergraduates, they offered courses on 

“Political Philosophy;” “Political Organization of Thought;” “Contemporary Political 

Analysis;” “La Economia Politica;” “History of Texas.”245 While most students enrolled 

in undergraduate courses, the founders also established a graduate program.  

The school leaders developed two graduate level degrees, the Masters of 

Education and the Master of Arts in Teaching. Both of the one-year programs were based 

on seminar classes, group discussions, a teaching internship, and independent study 
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requirements. These programs concentrated on the social sciences with a focus on social, 

political and economic problems in Mexican American communities. Their work 

experience requirement included teaching Lower Rio Grande Valley residents enrolled in 

the GED program.246 The graduate programs centered on the supervision and 

administration of bilingual/bicultural educational programs; the development of GED 

programs; and the sociology and psychology of community organization. These classes 

included “Tests and Measurements,” “Comparative Educational Studies,” Curriculum 

Development in G.E.D. at Colegio Jacinto Treviño,” “Politics of Schools,” and “Schools 

and Community Relationship.”247 The founders utilized all their experiences and know-

how to develop the Colegio from an idea into an institution.  

Finding A Home 

In late November the school planners found a home for the Colegio. After 

considering a space in Edinburg, Pharr and La Villa, they settled into a two-story white 

house at the corner of Third Street and Missouri Avenue in Mercedes, Texas.248 Several 

sympathetic priests helped the school leaders to find a building to lease and offered to 

pay a portion of the rent.249 The old house, once a doctor’s office, was now converted 

into the school. The first floor consisted of a reception area and new offices, and the 

second floor classrooms, offices, and a library.250 Once they settled into their new home 

they went out to the community to meet their neighbors and exchanged ideas.  
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Serving the Mexican American Community  

The founders remained committed to the community’s voice, concerns, and 

interests at the Colegio. Out-reach efforts underscored that the community demanded 

“recognition, participation, self-determination,” in “being able to plan and control their 

own future and their own destinies.” The founders, like many in the Mexican American 

community, knew “an endless generation of OEO-style programs [was] not the answer.” 

No amount of money or number of top-down programs had made the change they wanted 

to see. The community wanted “humanized” programs responsive to their needs and to 

take part in the planning process. The community, like the founders, wanted the value of 

their heritage, culture, and language to be recognized; and for their children to be treated 

with dignity and respect in schools.251 In a recent interview, Narciso Aleman reflected on 

the response by the community to the Colegio. The school created a sense of excitement 

among the youth. According to Aleman, “even though they didn’t know who Jacinto 

Treviño was, it was exciting to have a college” established by other young Chicanas/os. 

The Mexican American parents in the community were apprehensive, because “our 

parents experienced la rinchada [of the 1910s and 1920s] and the violence that resulted,” 

Aleman relayed. However, “there was pride on the part of our grandparents. Because […] 

our grandparents understood who Jacinto Treviño was.”252 The reception by the Anglo 

community was completely different. 

Opposition from the Anglo Community and the Media  
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Outspoken opposition from some segments of the Anglo population in the Lower 

Rio Grande Valley complicated the history of the school. Some accused the Colegio 

founders of subversive activity and openly resented the perceived assault on their 

absolute power and privilege. Anglos had long controlled all economic, educational and 

political institutions in most of South Texas while Mexican Americans, the majority in 

numbers, were deemed powerless. The Anglo community vocalized outrage against 

Mexican Americans creating their own institutions, and resented their boldness and 

unwillingness to answer to them.253  

The local newspapers, The Valley Morning Star and The Monitor, undermined the 

true role of the school, and instead sensationalized their militancy. The newspapers 

published articles with embellished headlines such as “Minister Fears School ‘Leftist’” 

and “Operation of New College in Mercedes is Cloaked in Secrecy.” The media 

instigated suspicion and paranoia, then turned and asked the public why they feared 

organization might be militant; some “based it on rumors and secrecy of the 

operation.”254 The Monitor accused the school leaders of being “reluctant” to disclose 

information about the college, but they simply refused to answer to them.255 When the 

local paper contacted the Zales Foundation and Antioch College, they expressed 

complete support for the school and were surprised to hear about accusations of 

“secrecy.”256 Still, as a result of the founders’ “lid on publicity,” speculations grew 

throughout the Lower Rio Grande Valley. According to a prominent Mercedes 

																																																								
253 Governing Council of Colegio Jacinto Treviño, “Unification of an American Common Effort,” 7. 
Colegio Jacinto Treviño Collection. 
254 Al Garcia, “Operation of New College in Mercedes is Cloaked in Secrecy,” The Monitor, November 
22, 1970, 4A. 
255 “Opens in Mercedes” The Monitor, December 27, 1970, 1A.  
256 “Zales Providing $49,000 for 14 Scholarships at Mercedes College, The Monitor, December 3, 1970, 
3A. 



	

	 192 

businessman, “The organization has all of us concerned. With militants everywhere, one 

can only wonder.”257 

In November of 1970, after the organizers found a home for the Colegio in the 

small town of Mercedes, Oliver W. Sumerlin, a minister of the First Baptist Church 

located several doors down from the college, emerged as one of the most vocal and fierce 

opponents of the school. Sumerlin antagonized the founders of the Colegio, and went to 

great lengths to obstruct the school’s progress. For example, as a result of Anglo 

opposition and controversies in the newspaper, the founders encountered funding 

drawbacks and faced public scrutiny. The Department of Health, Education and Welfare 

both in the Hidalgo County and in Washington D.C. questioned the methods of the school 

and withheld funding.258 The Office of Economic Opportunity also denied grant money 

due to heightened scrutiny as well as incomplete official reports.259 Sumerlin’s 

allegations contributed to unnecessary suspicion from the surrounding community.260 He 

implicated the Colegio to be a militant school for revolutionaries who planned to take 

over the government and kill white people; and accused the founders of communistic ties 

and radical affiliations.261 The local newspapers gave Sumerlin a platform to make 

disparaging remarks. In almost every story they published, they included the minister’s 

quotes, who referred to the school and its presence as a “Chicano Secret Society,” 
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“trickery,” a “tyranny,” and called the founders “termites.”262 He also attacked Antioch 

College, calling for “the organizations that support this group, that have made it possible 

for them to be here – be such organizations private, ecclesiastical or government – owe 

this community an unequivocal, full truthful explanation of all that is involved.”263 

Anglos like Sumerlin were threatened by Chicano self-determination, especially 

in education. The school had its adversaries, most of them conservative Anglos and some 

Mexican Americans, but Sumerlin represented the most extreme type. The minister 

openly voiced his contempt against the Chicanas/os who were attempting to change the 

educational system. He lamented, “what I believe I know about this ‘alternative 

education,’ fills me with fear and dislike for the system … I believe it would, if put into 

operation, set our community back decades and destroy all the progress thus made.”264 

The progress that the Sumerlin spoke about was the decades of forced assimilation and 

hostile racial conflict that had brought progress to Anglos and exploitation of the 

Mexican Americans of South Texas. He contended that there was no need for “extra” 

history, and that Pan American College was “well equipped” to teach the community.265 

Sumerlin and other Anglos like him did not really dread a violent Chicana/o revolution; 

they feared the loss of any semblance of control, they wanted to preserve their privilege. 

Radicalized young Chicana/os were beginning to stand up for themselves against Anglo 

oppression, and the conservative Anglo community was not accustomed to this change.  
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Defending the School 

The founders defended the school from attacks and accusations through the use of 

outright defiance and diplomatic disagreement. When the local paper, The Monitor, 

began to speculate about the role of the Colegio, the founders were still in the process of 

sorting out logistics and setting up the school. The media helped fanned the flames and 

spread rumors about the school, creating suspicion among Anglos and even Mexican 

Americans, and the founders refused to talk to them. They relayed to the local newspaper, 

the people that were to be impacted and benefit from the new school already knew about 

it from their outreach efforts. The Colegio founders refused to be interviewed by the 

Anglo newspaper outlets. They had shared information with mainstream Spanish-

language newspapers and had given numerous interviews to Chicana/o newsletters from 

around the country; Chicanas/os in California, Colorado, New Mexico, and even as far 

away as Michigan knew about the school and its purpose. When the local paper told 

Esmeralda Saenz, one of the founders, that “many people knew nothing of the 

organization, but were concerned,” she replied, “What people are you talking about – the 

Gringos?’”266 The Colegio founders did not want to explain themselves or answer to any 

Anglo about what they were doing. Some of the militant founders welcomed the 

confrontation, but it later created problems among the founders. 

Some engaged in more diplomatic forms of confrontation. At a Mercedes City 

Council meeting in December of 1970, Dr. Leonard Mestas, the Dean of the College, 

took a diplomatic tact in defending the school from accusations of ‘secrecy’ and 

‘trickery.’ He asserted the school had nothing to hide, and that they had been working on 
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establishing the school as the reason why they had not released a statement earlier.267 

“The reason the school had not explained its purpose to the community,” according to 

Mestas, “was because it was still getting situated;” in addition, he explained the school 

was accredited with Antioch College and fifteen students were working on the graduate 

degrees.268 Mestas answered charges of MAYO’s involvement at the college. The local 

paper portrayed MAYO as a militant boogeyman. He argued, “you can’t blame the 

college for what some students do.”269 He assured the city commissioners, “the college is 

not a subversive organization, is not communist, and has only one purpose – to assist 

Mexican American people in bettering themselves through education.”270 He stated, “the 

college was founded by former teachers and college graduates who were dissatisfied with 

the present educational system in South Texas to train “Chicano” students.”271 While 

Mestas used a diplomatic tone, others took a more militant stance. 

At the same Mercedes City Council meeting in December, Sumerlin made 

reference to an April 18, 1970 article from the People’s World, in which he identified 

Narciso Aleman as a leader of the 1968 Edcouch-Elsa Walkout. In the article, Sumerlin 

quoted Aleman in saying Chicanas/os wanted “to engage the gringos’ institutions” in 

“confrontation after confrontation.”272 According to Aleman “The thing was to confront 

… to create a sense of awareness by the [media] coverage that would come of this. The 
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people had been afraid far [too] long that we wanted to show the people, that we have 

rights.”273 Aleman understood confrontational politics served an important purpose in not 

just defending the school, but in moving the community to action. Throughout much of 

the school’s existence, the founders utilized confrontational tactics against relentless 

attacks from its antagonists. The politics of confrontation later led to problems among the 

founders.  

The founders developed the Chicana/o college from scratch with no blueprint or 

existing models. They understood their youth and lack of experience was both a liability 

and an asset; many of the founders, after all, were in their early twenties. Their 

inexperience created a considerable amount of unforeseen challenges, trials and errors, 

and disputes among their closest allies. They also considered themselves outsiders and 

independent of traditional “Anglicized” educational theory and practice; and therefore 

free to create something completely original, something worthwhile on their own.274 

They were willing to take chances despite the school’s uncertain future. “Even if we do 

not succeed,” Montemayor confessed, “we will have worked enough at it so that others 

can take up where we left off, and come out with something superior and successful. If 

we do succeed, it is only because we have produced a viable solution.”275  

The Evolution of Educational Self-Determination at Colegio Jacinto Treviño, 1971-

1976 

The founders succeeded in developing the Colegio from scratch and getting the 

education endeavor off the ground; however, almost as soon as the school was 
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established disagreements over the implementation of policies and institutional priorities 

created divisions. This section describes the political evolutions that took place at the 

school from 1971 to 1976.  It shows how confrontational politics and the egalitarian 

sharing of power shaped the institutional identity of the Colegio but also set the stage for 

its undoing.  

The First Political Evolution, Spring 1971: The Split Between the Academic 

Activists and Militant Nationalists  

In the spring of 1971, internal struggles over ideological goals, priorities, and 

academic expectations emerged. The source of disagreement fell in part on the 

confrontational politics between the school and hostile Anglos; and on the other hand, 

over academic credibility and some of the founders’ unwillingness to compromise in their 

pursuit for educational self-determination. Confrontations among some of the founders 

against Anglos garnered bad press and led to disputes over the increasing role of ethnic 

nationalism at the school.  

The Split 

Ethnic nationalism and confrontation politics became part of the machinery of the 

Colegio, but factions over its extent began to form. Some disagreed with the precedence 

of confrontational tactics, and a wall between the militant nationalists and academic 

activists emerged.276 The militant faction desired a Chicana/o institution with a strong 

confrontational identity, and the academic group believed that institutional credibility 

was more important. Years later, the two lead founders Montemayor and Aleman, 

reflected on the split at the school and offered their interpretations.  For Montemayor, 
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who led the academic activists, he took issue over the school’s reputation of 

confrontational politics and in prioritizing Chicana/o ideology over academic standards. 

The school leaders wanted to confront the Anglo community and challenge the Mexican 

American community to move them to action, but they found themselves confronting 

each other. Montemayor did not want to fight other Chicanas/os for power. “It was very 

strange […] I did not see myself, nor want to be a leader fighting for power.” “And yet 

the people that were on my side […] expected for me to take on Narciso in ways that I 

was neither equip to or wanted to.” He was surprised by the internal politics. At the time, 

“there was reason to think that some projects […] if they were too soft, didn’t have a hard 

enough edge, they weren’t gonna have the revolutionary impact they’re supposed to 

have.”277 The academic activists pushed for scholarly rigor, while the militant group 

pushed for political action.  

For Aleman, who led the confrontational faction, “There were efforts on the part of 

other people [the academics] that wanted to control the direction, that wanted to lessen the 

confrontational, conflictive stance of the Colegio. But it would’ve been a compromise we 

couldn’t make at the time.” According to Aleman, the academic activists wanted the school 

to be “less confrontational, less nationalistic, less Chicano.”278 He saw the Mexican 

American community marginalized in educational decision-making process and the militant 

nationalists were intentionally creating a separation from Anglo institutions where the next 

generation of Chicanas/os could be absolute in their struggle for self-determination.279 Part of 

the disagreement was based on ideological goals that had not been clearly spelled out. One 
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reason for this was the lack of coordination in the development of academic programs and 

curriculum. The egalitarian design had led to too much autonomous structure and unclear 

ideas about their means and objectives.280 The school leaders found it difficult to agree on 

what processes they needed to institute a successful college. The division emerged over how 

to promote educational self-determination.	By the end of March of 1971, the Dean of the 

Colegio, Dr. Leonard Mestas, who sided with the academic activists, had been asked to 

resign.281  

The disagreement led to a split where half of the cohort of graduate students left 

to start their own Chicana/o school, Juárez-Lincoln University, in Fort Worth, Texas.282 

According to Dr. Leonard Mestas, “when it became obvious that the differences could 

not be resolved except by separation, part of the group withdrew.” The group, including 

Dr. Leonard Mestas, Aurelio Montemayor, Martha and Juan Cotera, Andre Guerrero, and 

Carmen Lomas Garza, started Juárez-Lincoln with the help of Antioch College, and later 

relocated to Austin, Texas where they developed a learning center based on their own 

ideas.283 At Juarez Lincoln, the founders instituted a multicultural curriculum; it was less 

nationalistic yet promoted academic success for a multicultural community; the school 

enrolled students from diverse ethnic and racial backgrounds; Chicanas/os, Anglos, and 

African Americans served as teachers and administrators; and it offered undergraduate 
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and graduate courses.284 The division was very painful for those involved, and till this 

day, for some, the split conjures up passionate and negative memories.  

Opposition and Support for the School Continues  

Opposition from the conservative Anglo community in South Texas continued, 

but it was Oliver Sumerlin who insistently challenged every move that the Colegio made. 

Sumerlin was a member of the John Birch Society, an extreme right-wing propaganda 

machine that produced national campaigns to “expose” the “fraud” within the Civil 

Rights Movement as “a communist-directed Trojan Horse;” and he borrowed from their 

arsenal of tactics.285 He ran advertisements in the local newspapers and blasted the school 

on the television news. He denounced the school at any chance and continued to accuse 

the founders of being “communists” and “un-American.”286 The fear of extreme Anglo 

threats became a reality. Staff and students took turns at night standing guard at “the old 

two-story white house after many bomb threats had been received.”287 

He wrote protest letters against the school to city leaders and politicians; and his 

accusations created apprehension among the Anglo community.288 Sumerlin produced a 

10-page letter of protest condemning the school, and sent it to members of the Colegio, 

President Richard Nixon, the U.S. and Texas Attorney Generals, the Department of 

Health, Education, and Welfare, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Senators John 
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Tower and Lloyd Bentsen, Governor Preston Smith, Hidalgo County Judge Ed Gomez, 

Mercedes Mayor Adan Cantu, the Zales Foundation, and Antioch College.289  He asserted 

he had more scandalous evidence about the school, even offered politicians and other 

officials this information if they requested it. The minister complained that he never 

heard back from any of these individuals; and he accused organizations that were 

sympathetic to the college of being naïve. According to him, “This is a tragic dereliction 

of duty. How can the public have confidence in your decision regarding Colegio Jacinto 

Treviño when you show this kind of indifference.”290   

Despite on going attacks, the school continued to garner and maintain support.  

The Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, Antioch College, and Zales 

Foundation, among others, responded positively about their sponsorship of Colegio 

Jacinto Treviño and even promoted its mission.291 Antioch College official, Dr. Robert L. 

Piper argued, “the [Lower Rio Grande] Valley should feel ‘lucky’ to have it;” and 

speaking on their past involvement with MAYO, he said, “students have the same right to 

protest as any other citizen.”292 Dr. Lara-Braud, director of the Hispanic-American 

Institute in Austin, Texas, stated, “Quite simply, Jacinto Treviño is a bold attempt to 

restore the Mexican American to [their] historicity, i.e., to [their] right to be a history-

maker in consonance with [their] cultural uniqueness.”293  

In April of 1971, at a question and answer forum for the Mercedes mayoral 

election, all of the candidates expressed widespread support for the Colegio. An 
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anonymous question submitted for the forum, asked for their opinion on the Chicana/o 

college. According to the local paper, “Without exception, the candidates […] felt the 

concept was good.” The candidates acknowledged its controversies, but “there was no 

criticism voiced concerning the school and some praised it.” One of the contenders, Dan 

Morrison joked, “If the Rev. Mr. Sumerlin will stand up, I’ll answer his question.” Many 

in the community knew the minister’s stance on the school. Morrison said, “I have no 

reason to suspect they are anything but what they appear to be” and what he knew about 

the college was “good.” Candidate Hector Garza agreed, “their intention seems to be 

good.” Salvador Barron, another contender, stated, “so far they have done nothing to 

indicate they are not sincere,” and describe the founders as “young people with new 

ideas.” Eli Rios said, “All of my experience with them has been very favorable. I believe 

they are trying to achieve a goal in their own way and I’m behind them.” Liborio 

Hinojosa said, “I think the concept is good – they are putting emphasis on dropouts […] 

we will get some benefit out of it for our kids.” Candidate Ignacio Garcia asserted, 

“people need to be informed about Mexican American culture ‘and public schools are not 

doing it.’”294 These responses show that many in the Mexican American community 

knew what the college organizers were trying to do, and that it received widespread 

community support. 

The Militant Nationalists Shape the Colegio 

The militant faction that remained at the Colegio continued to shape the 

institution. At the end of August 1971, eight of the original founders completed their 

studies, received their Masters of Arts in Teaching degrees from Antioch, and stayed on 
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at the Colegio to teach.295 As part of their commencement, they presented their theses in a 

public convocation attended by students and members of the community.296 This cohort 

of graduate students provided the framework for the next group of students to continue 

molding their educational effort. The original plan and the egalitarian design of the 

school was for future students to contribute in shaping the design and direction of the 

school.297   

The eight graduates carried out administrative duties and, along with brining in 

other instructors, they served as professors for the incoming undergraduate students. 

Narciso Aleman, over saw the running of the college and taught political science; 

Francisco Briones became the Director of the Undergraduate Program and taught history. 

Sylvia Llanes was assigned Field Director of the Bilingual Staff Development Project and 

became assistant professor of languages; Victor B. Moheno, taught biology; Samuel Z. 

Nieto taught Mathematics; Guadalupe Saavedra became Assistant Director of the 

Undergraduate Program and taught fine arts; Esmeralda Saenz became Director of 

General Equivalency Diploma Program and taught Sociology; and Ruben Solis taught 

political science.298 In the fall of 1971, the newly minted professors and visiting scholars 

planned to offer graduate and undergraduate level courses, along with the GED Program. 

They also opened their own satellite undergraduate program in San Antonio, Texas.299  

The San Antonio Project 
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As part of their vision of educational self-determination, the militant organizers 

sought to develop an extensive network of Chicana/o institutions throughout the whole 

Southwestern states.300 The school leaders developed and established the San Antonio-

based program over the summer of 1971 – sharing its name, management, and social and 

educational mission. According to the founders, “in order to have a real impact on the 

deprived educational conditions of the Chicano throughout the whole Southwest [the 

Colegio] must begin to concentrate its efforts on a region-wide basis.” Local personnel 

and instructors directed the San Antonio-based project, while the administrators and 

faculty from Mercedes provided guidance and supervision. They travelled to San Antonio 

twice a month for evaluation and progress reports, and maintained an open line of 

communication. The San Antonio Project represented the Colegio founder’s effort to 

expand educational self-determination and explore mechanism for continued 

development. In the fall of 1971, 28 students enrolled in the San Antonio school.301  The 

San Antonio Project was short-lived, but it exemplified the ambition of the founders in 

producing a network of Chicana/o-controlled educational institutions. 

Colegio Jacinto Treviño Opens to the Community 

In the fall of 1971, the founders opened the first accredited Chicana/o college in 

the U.S. The founders inaugurated the undergraduate program on October 12, 1971 – El 

Dia de La Raza. It opened with 49 students in Mercedes, with the majority entering as 

freshmen.302 The major area of study was educational administration, urban education, 
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and social work.303 Over the next few semesters, the student body continued to grow. For 

example in the winter of 1972, 58 students enrolled in the undergraduate program. The 

Colegio evaluated the students by their academic work, as well as their personal 

achievement, contributions in the development of courses and the institution, and helping 

the community.304 In the spring of 1973, 65 students enrolled at the Colegio.305 Most of 

the enrolled students were considerably young. For example, in late 1972, 37% were in 

the 18-21 age group; 27% in the 22-25 age group; 21% in the 26-30 group; and only 15% 

were 30 years old or older.306 They promoted the school to appeal to students in lower 

income households and it did. For instance, in 1973, 13% of the students’ parents earned 

below $1,000; 60% of the parent’s income grossed within the $1,000 to $3,000 range; 

20% in the $3,000 to $6,000 range, and only 7% made more than $6,000 but less than 

$10,000.307 In addition, for many, Colegio Jacinto Treviño was their first venture into 

higher education. Of the 1973 undergraduate cohort, only 30% of students had previously 

enrolled in another college; for most, nearly 70%, the Colegio was there first experience 

in higher education.308  

Educational organizations and institutions of higher learning took an interest in 

the Colegio’s innovative bilingual and bicultural programs. Educators visited the school 
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and also invited Colegio administrators to their institutions.309 The Colegio 

administration and some graduate students served as consultants in bilingual and 

bicultural program development. According to the founders, “we are being sought as 

advisers and consultants for programs in major colleges and universities as well as 

government agencies.”310 In May 1972, two Colegio graduate students “were selected to 

participate in the University of California Santa Barbara’s Seminar on Bilingualism and 

Chicano Studies,” and served as an “anchor team” to orient both undergraduate and 

graduate students.311 Francisco Briones did consulting in Centro de Aztlan in Fresno, 

California in the fall of 1972.312 Aleman helped to develop the Colegio at Escuela 

Tlatelolco in Denver; Colegio Cesar Chavez in Mount Angel, Oregon; and Boricua 

College an independent Puerto Rican college in New York City.313 The University of 

Colorado was interested in training their faculty at Colegio Jacinto Treviño for the 

development of the Mexican American Studies program at their school.314 While the 

Colegio’s reputation was being recognized nationally, the founders continued their 

mission to serve the local community in South Texas. 

The founders used the Colegio as a community center throughout the fall of 1971 

and spring of 1972. Beyond offering programs of instruction, the school leaders worked 

on different areas of outreach, they provided library services to the community; the 
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school newspaper, La Piramida del Sol, published in English and Spanish, kept their 

Mexican American neighbors informed about school’s events and the local 

socioeconomic conditions; they established a theater group as a forum to entertain and 

inform the community using themes of oppression, economic exploitation, and 

empowerment; and hosted cultural events, such as the Ballet Chicano to promote “the 

positive and beautiful aspects of Mexican culture and heritage” and to raise funds.315 The 

students also actively participate in grassroots organizations and were involved in 

community organizing. As they did in MAYO, some of the founders and students of the 

Colegio continued to challenge segregation in schools and demonstrated for bilingual 

education and quality public education in South Texas.316 They also sponsored different 

type of workshops and conferences that dealt with working-class issues.317  

In the fall of 1972, one year after the school opened, the founders and 

administrators acknowledged that Colegio Jacinto Treviño was still a “developing 

Chicano institution of higher education.” In a grant proposal for Danforth College, they 

disclosed their current curriculum was in need of further clarification; however, they 

noted they had established a strong foundation for the production of bilingual and 

bicultural education. According to the founders, “There must be a continuous process for 

developing and redeveloping, defining and redefining academic areas of interest for 
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Chicanos.”318 Developing the curriculum remained their central task, but they had other 

concerns. They needed to grow the library, strengthen their administrative structure, 

increase enrollment and financial aid support, and pursue independent accreditation.319 In 

early 1973, Francisco Briones took over as top administrator and the Narciso Aleman 

began devoting all his time to fundraising.320 Briones and Daniel Acevedo, one of the 

youngest administrators at the school, pitched in to raise funds too.321 

In April, the school leaders began making plans to extend the Colegio at the 

newly purchased site in nearby San Juan, Texas. They purchased the nine-acre tract of 

land from a Houston geophysicist for $45,000, where they planned to remodel 15 mobile 

homes to be used as temporary classrooms. The idea was to build a 12-story pyramid-

shaped cultural center; they would call La Pirámide del Sol (The Pyramid of the Sun). 

Romeo Garcia, a Corpus Christi architect had began drafting the blueprints for the 

ambitious structure. They planned to retain the Mercedes campus and expand the Colegio 

network in the Lower Rio Grande Valley.322  

Antioch and the Colegio continued their relationship on good terms into the 

summer of 1973. Antioch audited and evaluated the Colegio twice a year. According to 

Dr. James Dixon, Antioch president, “I find the Colegio is in fact doing what it says it 

doing” and that the “work the colegio is doing is highly specific.” He was proud “the 

school [had] awarded both masters and baccalaureate diplomas.” In defending the school 

from critics, Dixon asserted, “Antioch guards its educational credentials ‘fiercely’ and ‘is 
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not interested in giving anything away.” He continued, “without qualification the degree 

conferred by the colegio in its graduate school ‘are the equivalent of a master’s degree at 

Antioch, which are highly prized.” Further, he argued innovative projects like Colegio 

Jacinto Treviño “can’t duplicate what everybody else does.” Antioch continued to act as 

the conduit for the funding and financial aid channeled to the Colegio but Dixon 

indicated the school was mainly responsible for its own financial resources. At one of 

these visits to South Texas, President Dixon and the outspoken Sumerlin had a face-to-

face for an hour and a half. Sumerlin described the talk as “an affable hardnosed meeting 

in which neither asked for quarter nor gave it.” Dixon admired Sumerlin’s tenacity but 

said, “I don’t agree with his position.”323 The school had undergone a great deal of 

changes in a short amount of time. The Colegio would go through one more evolutionary 

process, and with it marked the beginning of the end the school.   

Second Political Evolution, 1973-1976: Egalitarianism Backfires  

As part of their commitment to community control, the founders continued to 

invite Mexican Americans from the neighborhood and nearby cities to serve in decision-

making positions within the governance structure of the Colegio. “An area of major 

concern at the Colegio,” according to the school leaders, “is the participation of the 

Chicano community in the governance of the educational institution.”324 The summer 

commencement in August 1973 marked a pivotal turning point in the history of the 

Colegio, signaling the second and final political evolution of Colegio Jacinto Treviño.   

Throughout the history of the school, graduation ceremonies were a community 

affair.  They posted the invite for the public to attend in the local newspaper, and at each 
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the ceremony the graduates presented their research. The students discussed their work 

and how it was to help solve problems in the Mexican American community.325 In 

August of 1973, five students, including Adolfo Briones of McAllen; Victor Rios of 

Weslaco; Jose Armas of Albuquerque New Mexico; Ramon Tijerina of Brownsville; and 

Leonardo Villarreal of Falfurrias, Texas, received their degrees at the public ceremony. 

Adolfo Briones presented his research and showed how the public school system 

continued to fail Mexican American students. Victor Rios used his work to dismantle 

Sumerlin’s baseless attacks and assertions that the Colegio was “an outpost of radical 

thought.” “People like Rev. Sumerlin say our ancestors were savages when the truth is 

Anglo-Saxons were the savages.” He also discussed the fundamental differences between 

the Colegio and Pan American College. “Pan Am has not done anything for us, not even 

to the point of showing us where we come from. [...] People who graduate from Pan Am 

have a first thought of only to buy a new car. Those here at the Colegio think only of 

helping their people.”326 

Two students used the forum to attack the administration for its nationalistic and 

confrontational character. The unfortunate event was publicized in the local paper. 

Leonardo Villarreal stated, “I came to the Colegio because of its claim that Chicanos 

were mistreated […] I came here to learn to help, not to learn to hate. […] One cannot 

hate the gringos. You hate an institution or what a person tries to do. But you cannot hate 

an entire race.” Ramon Tijerina accused Francisco Briones and Narciso Aleman of 

having “no idea what higher education is – maybe some idea of administration, but not 

education. Because of that they are incapable of administrating the Colegio.” Tijerina 
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continued, “We have to take the power away from the individuals who are running the 

Colegio. It’s time for the community to remedy the situation. It cannot continue. The 

community should force Aleman and Briones to resign their posts.” Villarreal decried 

that large amounts of money were coming into the Colegio, but “you never see it and 

they won’t tell you where its going;” he charged the funds were going to personal gain, 

but according to the newspaper, he “offered no evidence.”327 Aleman, Francisco Briones, 

and Daniel Acevedo had spent periods of time away from the school searching for funds 

to support the Colegio. It was during their absence that community members sought they 

could better control and run the school.328  

The next month, the control of the school transitioned to the new administration. 

By September of 1973, Briones, the head administrator and one of the original founding 

members, and Daniel Acevedo, assistant administrator, resigned from their posts. Ruben 

Solis, also one of the founding members, assumed the duties of acting administrator, and 

Elida Ochoa as assistant administrator. Ramon Tijerina took over the seat of president.329 

Sylvia Llanes, another founder of the college and Chair for the Colegio’s executive 

committee made the announcement at a news conference, where she declined to discuss 

the reasons for the administrative changes. Llanes announced that Narciso Aleman, who 

had given the reigns of control to Briones to take on fulltime fundraiser, did not announce 

his resignation because “he has no position within the Colegio to resign.” Despite the 

administrative shake-up, plans were under way for the fall semester, and Llanes assured, 

“the colegio is continuing operation” and the governance council was to make changes in 
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the school’s direction.330 The local paper would have been remiss if it did not rush to 

Sumerlin for a quote. Speaking of the remaining officials at the Colegio, the minister said 

they “should follow the good example” of the resigning administrators.331  

While Leonardo Villareal and Ramon Tijerina had accused the school founders of 

mismanaging funds and castigating their confrontational methods and nationalistic 

rhetoric, the group that replaced them desired the Colegio to incorporate a more 

aggressive revolutionary-bent to the school’s image. The new leaders of the Colegio 

formed an alliance with the local chapter of the Brown Berets, which enhanced the 

school’s image as armed revolutionary militants. According to Daniel Acevedo, “we were 

radical, but [the new school leaders] were more radical.”332 The Brown Berets emerged 

out of East L.A. in early 1968 and chapters formed throughout the U.S., including South 

Texas. The group’s purpose was to confront police brutality and other social injustices in 

Chicana/o communities. As a paramilitary nationalist group, who wore uniform-like army 

khakis, they served as militant guardians of the Chicana/o community.333 In January of 

1974, after striking the alliance with the Brown Berets, the new Colegio leaders and 

students pursued a campaign to oust police officers in Mercedes. They initiated a petition 

for the dismissal of the Mercedes Police Chief and three Anglo local officers accused of 

police brutality.334 Sumerlin, speaking at a Mercedes city council meeting, blasted the 
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group for bringing up allegations against the police and accused the alliance of the 

Colegio and Brown Berets to be concerted effort to “overthrow the government.”335 

Later that month, the new administration made the move to San Juan, Texas and 

began to set up the Colegio in the mobile homes. The San Juan city commissions issued a 

permit to authorize the move. Anselmo Garza, a Colegio Board member, insisted, “We 

(the colegio) want to make an effort to start on the right foot. We have had problems and 

will continue to gave problems … we are only [an] educational institution.”336 The move 

to San Juan began with an optimistic tone when the San Juan Mayor Robert Kristek, 

pledged his cooperation and “showed interest in the plans of the Colegio.”337  

The ties between the Colegio and Antioch College began to fray. In March, the 

utilities and phone line for the school in Mercedes had gone unpaid, and communication 

between the two schools soured. Marge Free, the Public Relations Director at Antioch, 

told a South Texas newspaper, “the Colegio has gone through a series of changes in 

administration and had been warned ‘if it couldn’t produce a viable community school’ 

Antioch would have to terminate the relationship.”338 William H. Warren, Antioch Vice 

President who oversaw the University Without Walls program, disclosed “problems 

existed between the Colegio” and Antioch. Antioch officials set a June 30th deadline for 

the payment of $130,000 in unpaid courses and degrees that had been granted. The 

amount was never reimbursed and Antioch severed ties by the summer.339 
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The Colegio Comes to an End 

Over the next year, the Colegio attempted to find new avenues to obtain funding 

and offered only a small number of courses with the hope of attaining accreditation 

through another agency. The school dwindled in the size of student body and faculty. By 

early 1975, the school leaders attempted to shed the identity of the Colegio, and renamed 

the school La Universidad de Jacinto Treviño.340 By then the staff and faculty had shrunk 

to nine staff members and five faculty members. The school leaders spent most of the 

time “working on no other task than researching means of obtaining” funds to operate the 

college.341 The school leaders had not recruited students or new hired faculty, the on-

going development of the curriculum halted, and community outreach also stopped. The 

school leaders hit a streak of bad luck. Scholar David Montejano characterized the 

alliance between the Colegio leaders and the Brown Berets as “locked in a battle for 

control of [the] alternative Chicano college.”342 

While college leaders sought ways to keep the school afloat, Oliver Sumerlin 

continued to undermine the efforts of the Tijerina administration. In the fall of 1975, the 

school leaders requested funds from the Hidalgo County Department of Community 

Affairs in the fall of 1975. Sumerlin requested to address the Hidalgo County 

Commissioners at their official meeting where he denounced the school and presented the 

commissioners with a collection of evidence he had amassed. According to the local 

paper, Sumerlin planned “to unloose a barrage of advertisement ‘to unmask the college.’” 
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He accused the new school leaders had “consorted with most violent of radicals.”343 The 

school’s critics claimed the school was “nothing more than a revolutionary training 

center.”344 Three weeks later, the Hidalgo County Department of Community Affairs 

rejected the request for funding.345 To make matters worse, one of the school 

administrators was jailed in Mexico for allegedly smuggling arms across the border. 

Ruben Solis, who had been one of the original founders of the Colegio, was arrested and 

tortured for 12 days in a Monterrey prison.346 How much the general public caught wind 

of this story is debatable, but it did not enhance the image of the school. They attained a 

short-term provisional certification providing temporary legal status to be eligible for 

federal funding applications. But by then, the curriculum was virtually nonexistent and no 

classes were being held, it became a shell of its past institution.347  

In the summer of 1976, the school finally closed. The Texas College and 

University System Coordinating Board (today called The Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board) terminated the school denying the Chicana/o college from degree 

granting authority. The Board decided the school did not and “cannot meet the standards 

we have set.”348  The persistent barrage of protests by Anglo opponents, the controversial 

end to Antioch College’s accreditation, and dwindling funding, faculty, and resources 

proved irreparable for the school to continue. The next year, the house where the Colegio 
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Jacinto Treviño was located in Mercedes burned down; leaving little physical evidence 

the school had existed at all.349  

Conclusion   

 The history of Colegio Jacinto Treviño, despite its tragic end, is a tale of 

resistance, persistence, and self-determination. With no blueprint and limited resources, 

Texas Chicanas/os institutionalized the first ethnic nationalist Chicana/o college in the 

United States. The Chicana/o college was introduced in a “cultural, political, economic, 

geographic, and personal” context.350 Drawing from their own experiences, they came up 

with a viable solution to end institutionalized discrimination and exclusionary practices in 

schools. They developed novel, innovative, and bold efforts in their attempt to meet the 

educational needs of the Mexican American community. The egalitarian nature of the 

school influenced the institutional identity of the Colegio but also set the stage for its 

undoing. Throughout its history, the school struggled because of divided visions, mixed 

academic expectation, and differences over ideological and pragmatic goals. The school 

ended because it isolated itself and alienated the community. The school lost the 

widespread support of the Mexican American community.  
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Case Study:  Hostos Community College, 1968-1979 

Introduction  

The origins of Eugenio Maria de Hostos Community College are rooted in the 

1960s Puerto Rican struggle for educational self-determination in New York City.  The 

school emerged within the broader context of social movements occurring throughout the 

nation in the late 1960s and early 1970s. In the midst of student protest for greater access 

to higher education and community demands for more responsive institutions in New 

York City, Puerto Ricans in the South Bronx helped to establish and shape the direction 

of Hostos Community College. The Puerto Rican community, ranging from college 

students, parents, faculty, community leaders and activists, and a liberal professional 

class, played significant roles at varying times and degrees in the history of the South 

Bronx institution. This case study describes the 1960s context of discriminatory 

schooling conditions for Puerto Ricans in New York City and how they confronted these 

issues across all levels of education; it examines the founding of Hostos Community 

College in the late 1960s and early 1970s; it describes the creative ways Puerto Ricans 

shaped the role of language and culture at the school and saved the school from closure in 

the 1970s. Spanning the first decade of the school’s history, from 1968 to 1978, this case 

study examines the community’s most significant period of activism. It shows how the 

Puerto Rican community built on their contemporary experiences; and how they pursued 

diverse forms of contestation in establishing Hostos Community College, fostered 

language and culture in its curriculum, and preserved its existence. 
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Setting the Context for Hostos Community College: The Puerto Rican Struggle for 

Educational Self-Determination, 1950s and 1960s 

Hostos Community College emerged out of Puerto Rican struggles for 

educational self-determination in primary and secondary public schools and in 

institutions of higher learning in the 1960s. Utilizing multiple forms of contestation, the 

Puerto Rican community mobilized and organized their efforts to improve their 

educational potential and held schools accountable. This section will provide a brief 

history of Puerto Ricans in New York City, it describes the discriminatory conditions in 

New York City schools that set the stage for educational activism, and it shows how the 

community engaged in educational struggles and the contributed to a climate of social 

and educational change in the 1960s. Out of the activism for quality education and equal 

schools emerged the pursuit for educational self-determination – the struggle to create, 

shape, and control their own institutions of education.  

Historical Context 

Hostos Community College was established in the South Bronx, one of the 

poorest congressional districts in the nation. The school was purposely planned for a 

community in need of more opportunities in higher education. The South Bronx in the 

1960s and 1970s was rife with crime, poverty, illiteracy, and residential segregation. In 

the early 1970s, The New York Times devoted a series of articles depicting the harsh 

street realities of the South Bronx, calling it an urban “landscape of despair,” “a 

necropolis,” and “violent, drugged, burned out, graffiti-splattered and abandoned.”1 
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However, the South Bronx was not an abandoned wasteland, but instead a site of 

resilience and rich culture where Puerto Ricans participated in shaping their own social, 

political, and education destinies. According to Evelina Lopez Antonetty, a prominent 

Puerto Rican community activist, “We will never stop struggling here in the Bronx, even 

though they have destroyed it around us. […] They will never take us away from here. I 

feel very much a part of this place and I am never going to leave. And after me, my 

children will be here to carry on.”2 

The South Bronx covers the southwestern portion of the Bronx borough, one of 

the five municipalities of New York City, just north of the East Harlem region of 

Manhattan Island across the Harlem River. In 1960, 892,513 Puerto Ricans lived in New 

York City, with the highest concentration in the South Bronx, although many lived in 

East Harlem, also known as El Barrio or Spanish Harlem.3 Many migrated from Puerto 

Rico to the South Bronx seeking economic opportunities in New York City. The Great 

Migration of Puerto Ricans in the 1940s and 1950s stemmed from push-pull factors. The 

introduction of U.S corporations into Puerto Rico in the first decade of the 20th century 

disrupted the island economy from agricultural to an industrial one, and resulted in Puerto 

Rican displacement of land, property, and way of life. High unemployment and marginal 

job growth on the Island “pushed” many Puerto Ricans to the mainland, while U.S. 

corporations recruited them, and along with the promise of the opportunities drew, or 
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“pulled,” Puerto Ricans to mainland.4 A chronic shortage of employment in Puerto Rico’s 

economy and the demand for unskilled laborers in industries, such as garment production, 

and semi-skilled laborers, such as custodians, dishwashers, and hotel maids, pushed many 

to seek opportunities in the urban areas in the U.S.5 They brought with them their ideas of 

cultural identity, their traditions, music, and foods; and passed on their culture and 

Spanish language to their children, resisting many attempts of assimilation.6 

Mass migration in the 1950s and 1960s transformed the ethnic identity of New 

York City. This migrant generation replaced the white population that began to leave the 

city to move to suburbs in the post-war years. Puerto Ricans population in the U.S. grew 

from 69,967 in the 1940s, to 887,662 in the 1960s, with 85% of this population residing 

in New York City. According to scholars David E. Lavin and David Hyllegard, over 

700,000 Puerto Ricans and Blacks from the American South came to New York City in 

the 1950s.7 They moved into urban ethnic enclaves and produced flourishing cultural 

communities. However, where once unskilled ethnic immigrants could find employment 

the changing labor market provided few opportunities for new arrivals.8 The greatest 

numbers of Puerto Rican migration occurred at the same time when skilled labor became 

																																																								
4	Sonia Nieto, “Puerto Rican Students in U.S. Schools: A Brief History,” in Puerto Rican Students in U.S. 
Schools, edited by Sonia Nieto (Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2000), 9-10.	
5 Adlaberto López, “The Puerto Rican Diaspora: A Survey,” in The Puerto Ricans: Their History, 
Culturem and Society, edited by Adalberto Lópwez (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Schenkman Publishing 
Company, Inc.,1980), 317-318. 
6 Maria V. Zavala, “Puerto Rican Identity: What’s Language Got to Do With It?,” in Puerto Rican Students 
in U.S. Schools, edited by Sonia Nieto (Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2000), 117.	
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	 221 

more of a necessity than had previously been the case for earlier ethnic immigrant 

groups.9  

By the mid-20th century, New York City had completely undergone a transition to 

a post-industrial society. Gone were the high demands for unskilled labor to build 

railroads, dig canals, work factories, sail ships, and construct skyscrapers.10 This shift 

created a demand for a semi-skilled and college-educated workforce. Service industry 

jobs, including “teaching, the arts, financial services, government, healthcare, and social 

welfare,” saw tremendous growth.11 The rapidly growing Puerto Rican population and 

changing labor market in New York City set the context for a wide range of educational 

struggle. By the 1960s, Puerto Ricans demanded an accountable, quality education 

system for their children and greater access to institutions of higher learning.  

A legion of grassroots community activists and educational reform groups 

emerged in the 1960s to demand equal schools and helped to usher in an unprecedented 

push for educational self-determination. In 1961, Dr. Antonia Pantoja established 

ASPIRA, a group created to address the failings of the New York City Board of 

Education, promoted community controlled education, and helped to establish bilingual 

instruction in public schools. In 1966, Dr. Evelina López Antonetty founded United 

																																																								
9 Sonia Nieto, “Puerto Rican Students in U.S. Schools: A Brief History,” in Puerto Rican Students in U.S. 
Schools, edited by Sonia Nieto (Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2000), 8-9. For a 
detailed look at the evolution of the South Bronx, also see Evelyn Diaz Gonzalez, The Bronx (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2004). 
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11 Lavin and Hyllegard, Changing the Odds, 6. In 1950, service sector jobs accounted for a third of all city 
jobs. By 1970, they accounted for almost half, and by the 1980s almost 60 percent of the workers were 
employed in these occupations. Manufacturing jobs accounted for “thirty percent of the jobs in 1950,” 
while “only provided only twenty percent in 1970, and little more than 10 percent in the mid-1980s.” For 
more insight on the evolving labor economy, see Joshua B. Freeman Working-Class New York: Life and 
Labor Since World War II (New York: New Press, 2000) and Ken Auletta, The Streets Were Paved with 
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Bronx Parents, another grassroots organization that advocated for better conditions in 

South Bronx public schools. United Bronx Parents demanded community inclusion in 

schools and called for “bilingual education, minority hiring, parent training, 

decentralization, and community control of local schools.”12 By the late 1960s, student 

groups, such as the Puerto Rican Student Union, Puerto Ricans in Student Activities, the 

Puerto Rican Alliance, and the Black and Puerto Rican Student Community, a powerful 

inter-ethnic coalition, emerged to make institutions of higher education more accessible 

and responsive to underserved youths.  

Plight: Discrimination in Puerto Rican Education  

Continued patterns of discriminatory conditions in schools, introduced in the first 

half of the 20th century, provided the impetus for Puerto Rican-led educational reforms 

during the 1960s.  Since 1898, all Puerto Ricans, on the island and in the mainland, were 

educated in U.S.-controlled schools. As a byproduct of colonization, the U.S. Congress 

enforced Americanization policies in schools and promoted the cultural assimilation of 

Puerto Ricans, and other Spanish-speakers. Puerto Ricans resisted assimilation and 

maintained many of their cultural traditions.13 Still, American schools imposed white 

assimilationist values through teaching methods and instruction, racist portrayals of 

people of color in textbooks, and English-only rules contributed to discriminatory 

conditions in schools.14 New York City public schools had no official policy to exclude 

the participation of Puerto Rican parents. However, schools officials did little to inform 

the community of their rights and maintained a paternalistic attitude towards the Puerto 
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Rican community.15 Puerto Ricans in New York City public schools encountered 

vocational tracking, segregation, a high drop out rate, and inferior schooling, while 

institutions of higher education limited their access or tracked them into community 

colleges. In 1960, only 13% of Puerto Ricans 25 years of age or older had graduated from 

New York City high schools. More than half of the Puerto Ricans 25 years or older had 

less than an eight-grade education.16 Although Puerto Ricans attempted to resist 

overreaching policies of cultural assimilation and discriminatory practices, these 

conditions have been part of the Puerto Rican educational experience, especially in the 

United States.17  

The school system, a pathway to upward economic mobility, had fallen short on 

its promise to adequately educate Puerto Rican children, and in addition did not meet its 

obligation to address the linguistic and cultural needs of Puerto Rican children. Schools 

were failing Puerto Rican students and provided little accountability to their parents. The 

majority of students segregated schools; they more likely attended vocational high 

schools or were placed in non-academic tracks; and were less likely than white students 

to receive an academic or college preparatory diploma.18 For example, in 1963, of the 

21,000 academic or college preparatory diplomas awarded to graduating high school 

seniors only 331 went to Puerto Ricans, representing 1.6% of the academic diplomas 

																																																								
15 Josephina Nieves, “Puerto Ricans and Higher Education in the United States,” Puerto Rican Studies 
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while earning 7.4% of the vocational diplomas.19 These educational conditions in public 

schools impacted their academic preparation and hindered their chances to advance in 

higher education.  

Puerto Rican students that did complete high school in the 1960s confronted many 

obstacles and limited opportunities when they enrolled at City University of New York 

(CUNY). The language barrier impeded the chances for Spanish-dominant speakers, and 

the strict admissions standards limited access to many Puerto Ricans who academically 

underperformed in New York City high schools.20 Previous immigrant groups dealt with 

similar language obstacles in higher education, but the pace of industrial advancement in 

New York City at the turn of the century added another dimension to the pressure of 

acculturation for the recently arrived Puerto Ricans. Their limited ability to communicate 

in English hindered their opportunities to succeed in higher education.21 In the early 

1960s, CUNY adopted strict admissions requirements due to the growing city’s populace 

and limited space on their campuses. The enrollment numbers at City College, CUNY’s 

flagship institution, and other senior colleges did not reflect the number of high school 

graduates of color. Despite the school’s historic mission to serve the underrepresented 

and the city’s poor, Puerto Rican and Black students accused CUNY of discriminatory 

practices and not providing equal access to disadvantaged and underserved minority 
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groups.22 The student population of City College and CUNY’s other senior colleges no 

longer represented New York City’s immigrant and working-class families.23  

In an effort to expand educational opportunities to underserved students, CUNY 

established community colleges, first in the 1950s and more in the 1960s.24 Historically, 

Latina/o students have benefitted from entering higher education through community 

colleges. Although these institutions increased opportunities for underrepresented groups 

and expanded economic opportunities for Puerto Ricans, scholars have argued that 

community colleges can exacerbate race and class inequalities. In other words, increased 

access to higher education through community colleges does not directly translate to 

economic mobility.25 Students enrolled in community colleges, according to Michael 

Kurlaender and Stella M. Flores, “are more likely to have less academic preparation, 

lower achievement levels, and come from families of considerably low educational 

																																																								
22 Lavin and Hyllegard, Changing the Odds, 7-8. In the first half of the 20th century, City College made 
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attainment than those who begin postsecondary education at four-year institutions.”26 

Josephina Nieves, a researcher for the Puerto Rican Studies Task Force, asserts that 

CUNY established community colleges to track Puerto Ricans and other students of color 

away from senior colleges. For example, in 1967, Puerto Ricans and Blacks made up 

36% of the 100,000 high school recent graduates in New York City; they made up 5.2% 

of enrolled students at senior colleges and 18.8% at the community colleges.27 In the late 

1960s, as part of their struggle for educational self-determination, Puerto Rican youth and 

other students of color, confronted the CUNY system and challenge these obstacles and 

limited opportunities.  

The educational plight of Puerto Ricans in U.S. schools set the stage for the 

emergence of educational self-determination. These unequal and unfair conditions 

hindered academic opportunities for Puerto Rican youths. Puerto Rican educational self-

determination fostered a climate for social justice, advocated for educational equality, 

promoted community empowerment, and ushered in a movement for community-

controlled education. This movement included a diverse group of Puerto Ricans who 

engaged educational institutions throughout the 1960s to create solutions to 

discriminatory conditions.  
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Struggle: Puerto Rican Educational Self-Determination  

The origins of Puerto Rican educational self-determination emerged in the context 

of community struggles. At different points in the 1960s, the Puerto Rican community, 

ranging from the middle-class to the grassroots groups, created solutions to contest 

discriminatory educational conditions in primary and secondary schools and in higher 

education. Puerto Ricans viewed education as the pathway out of poverty, and 

community self-determination as the key to improving their children’s schooling. Framed 

within the struggle for equal and civil rights of the 1960s, Puerto Rican activism emerged 

as a formidable power to contest educational discrimination. Throughout the 1960s, 

Puerto Ricans utilized diverse forms of contestation to protest educational discrimination 

against their community. They confronted issues of segregation, challenged the validity 

of IQ and achievement testing, fought for bilingual education, helped to usher in the 

decentralization movement in New York City public schools, and made higher education 

more equitable and culturally inclusive.28 

In 1964, as part of their struggle to confront segregation and change school 

policies, Puerto Ricans pursued multiple strategies. In February, 360,000 Puerto Ricans 

and Black students boycotted segregated public schools in New York City. They joined 

forces to protest the lack of genuine integration, and conducted a one-day boycott that 

emptied hundreds of classrooms throughout the city.29 The boycott was significant 

because this was the first time in the city’s history that Puerto Ricans joined with Blacks 
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to contest educational segregation.30 During the boycott, some students attended 

temporary, improvised classes, known as Freedom Schools, set up by churches and 

community leaders.31 In the fall of 1964, under pressure from the Puerto Rican and Black 

community, New York City public schools did away with IQ testing, as part of the Board 

of Education’s effort to desegregate schools. Puerto Rican and Black parents asserted IQ 

testing resulted in inaccurate and misleading scores that were used to keep their children 

out of good schools and special educational programs. Educators and psychologists 

admitted that IQ tests “were aimed at middle-class white students and thus were unfair to 

minority and underprivileged groups.”32 

In April of 1967, Puerto Rican representatives from throughout New York City 

met to discuss the major problems affecting their neighborhoods at “The First Citywide 

Conference of the Puerto Rican Community.” They presented position papers on housing, 

consumerism, business, civil and voting rights, police relations, economic mobility, 

health issues, and education. In addition to identifying problems, they also provided 

solutions and recommendations. According to the published conference proceedings, “the 

New York Puerto Rican is the best qualified to serve the Puerto Ricans in New York 

City.”33 At the conference, the Bronx Borough President, Herman Badillo, asserted 

education was the “single most important immediate need;” and urged the Board of 

Education to address the severe dropout numbers and to create locally relevant vocational 
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programs at the post-secondary level.34 Thirty-two education-related recommendations 

were submitted to the Mayor of New York City, including the need for bilingual high 

school counselors, academic diplomas for all students, curriculum development of Puerto 

Rican history and culture at all levels of education, more parent-teacher cooperation in 

school affairs, more school accountability, communities to choose their own local school 

boards, and a call for Puerto Ricans in the Board of Education.35 According to scholar 

Sonia Nieto, these “new recommendations reflected the changes in the political climate 

of the 1960s.”36  

Soon after the conference, community members began demanding city officials 

and educational leaders to implement some of these recommendations. In November of 

1967, due to pressures from the community, the Board of Education officially introduced 

the use of Spanish instruction for Puerto Rican children. Of the 227,000 Puerto Rican 

students in New York City’s public schools, 100,000 were classified as non-English 

speakers.37 Puerto Rican women had led the struggle for bilingual education since the 

1940s.38 By the 1960s and throughout the 1970s, ASPIRA and the Puerto Rican Legal 

Defense Fund continued the struggle for bilingual instruction and helped to expand 

policies.39 That same month, Puerto Rican and Black parents along with community 
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control advocates helped to inaugurate the decentralization movement. Having witnessed 

the lack of accountability in public schools, they sought more control of their children’s 

educational affairs.40 The Bundy Report, published in November 1967, introduced the 

first official plans to decentralize New York City public schools. It proposed to turn 

power over to the Puerto Rican and Black communities.41 The decentralization 

movement, along with highly publicized boycotts, community-based conferences, and the 

struggle for bilingual instruction, contributed to a climate of social change and facilitated 

the push for educational self-determination at all levels of schooling. Contestation 

extended into the higher education settings. 

Puerto Rican higher education activism emerged in fronts during the 1960s: one 

led by a liberal professional class and the other by militant student leaders. The liberal 

professional class college educated, exemplified upward mobility, and worked to improve 

their communities. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the two groups crossed paths, and 

although at times in conflict with each other, they acted in concert against discriminatory 

conditions in higher education. Members of the liberal professional class, through 

lobbying and negotiations with New York City’s Board of Higher Education, advocated 

and created programs for disadvantaged students. Militant Puerto Rican students in 

alliance with members of the Black community utilized direct action to contest unfair 
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admissions policies, the lack of access to CUNY’s senior colleges, and demanded Puerto 

Rican and Black Studies in higher education. 

Under pressure from Puerto Rican and Black communities in the mid-1960s, 

CUNY implemented two important pipeline programs to increase access for 

disadvantaged students. In 1964, CUNY introduced College Discovery, an educational 

pipeline into community colleges for underserved students. The program provided 

assistance for students who planned to transfer to senior colleges, including remedial 

services and counseling.42 However, Puerto Rican and Black students perceived the 

program as inadequate and demanded more access to senior colleges. As a result, Bronx 

Borough President Herman Badillo, a member of liberal professional class, along with 

other like-minded education advocates, established SEEK (Search for Education, 

Elevation, and Knowledge) in the summer of 1966. The program provided 

underrepresented students access to City College, a four-year school.43 SEEK students 

were selected from “poverty areas,” and were provided with counseling, a financial 

stipend, and educational guidance.44 The establishment of these two programs, one 

created by CUNY and the other by members of the liberal professional class, was a direct 

result of Puerto Ricans and Blacks pressuring educational leaders and politicians to 

provide access to CUNY’s senior colleges.  

In 1968, members of the Puerto Rican liberal professional class proposed two 

important plans in higher education. In January, Candido de Leon submitted a proposal to 
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the Board of Higher Education to create more access to higher education for the South 

Bronx community. The Board, CUNY’s governance entity, approved “in principle” the 

establishment of Community College Number Eight in the South Bronx.45 De Leon 

developed an organizational plan for the new college, which later became Eugenio Maria 

de Hostos Community College. A thorough examination of the establishment of 

Community College Number Eight will be discussed in the next section of this case 

study. In August, Carmen M. Torres implemented an “experimental” bilingual program at 

CUNY’s Bronx Community College to provide Spanish-speaking students the 

opportunity to “receive college-level instruction in their native language” and develop 

English proficiency, while at the same time working towards an Associates degree. 

Torres, with the help of a community advisory committee, drafted the proposal and 

established the pilot program with the sponsorship of CUNY and the Ford Foundation. 

The program, considered the first of its kind in higher education in the United States, 

trained bilingual instructors and Puerto Rican counselors, and provided tutoring and 

highly individualized instruction tailored to the students’ needs.46 The initial results of the 

program proved that Spanish-speaking students, with the help of supportive services, 

could succeed in higher education. Through the use of negotiations, members of the 
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Puerto Rican liberal professional class succeeded in implementing plans to meet the 

needs of Puerto Ricans within the institutional structure of CUNY. 

In late 1968, militant Puerto Rican students, utilizing direct action strategies to 

pursue their educational self-determination, began to redress conditions at the higher 

education level, including access to senior colleges and the creation of Black and Puerto 

Rican Studies departments and programs. These students directed their frustration toward 

City College, CUNY’s flagship senior college. Located in a predominantly Black 

neighborhood, hardly any Blacks, or Puerto Ricans for that matter, were enrolled at City 

College.47 Between the fall of 1968 and the summer of 1969, Puerto Ricans and Blacks, 

with the occasional assistance by white leftist students, engaged in mass demonstrations 

and occupied City College buildings.48 The dramatic turmoil is remembered as the most 

violent and dramatic student insurrections in the history of CUNY.  

In the fall of 1968, the Black and Puerto Rican Student Community, an influential 

coalition student group, accused City College and the Board of Higher Education of 

exclusionary and racist practices. They produced a petition and a list of student demands, 

including the creation of Puerto Rican and Black Studies departments; a freshman 

orientation program for Puerto Ricans and Blacks; a student voice for setting guidelines 

for the SEEK program, including the hiring and firing of personnel; assurance that the 

racial composition of entering classes at City College reflected the Puerto Rican and 
																																																								
47 Fullinwider and Lichtenberg, 62.  
48 “Term in Review: A Day of Reckoning and Gallagher’s Demise,” The Campus-CUNY, May 22, 1969, 6-
7. Puerto Ricans and Blacks saw little result from the alliance with the “non-issue oriented white radicals” 
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demands.” After the occupation of the Administration building, the Puerto Rican and Black student’s 
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Black graduates of New York City high schools; and requiring Puerto Rican and Black 

history and the Spanish courses for all education majors.49  

In early spring of 1969, the Black and Puerto Rican Student Community called for 

a meeting with City College officials to discuss their demands. The students, dissatisfied 

with the official’s evasive responses, immediately took over an administration building. 

The student group proved they could successfully disrupt the normal operations of the 

school.50 In April, in the midst of a threat of another campus takeover, City College 

officials agreed to four of the five demands; however, they could not assure the entering 

freshmen student population would reflect the ethnic and racial composition of the high 

school graduating classes. The student group refused to compromise and immediately 

made plans to take over City College.51 They chained and barricaded gates; and the 

President cancelled classes fearing riots. The school takeover lasted two weeks but 

negotiations between the student group and City College officials continued into late 
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May.52 Almost all of the senior and community colleges of the CUNY system were 

rocked by demonstrations during those two weeks.53 

In May, the occupation at City College came to an end. Under pressure from 

community leaders and politicians, the Board of Higher Education called for the 

reopening of City College, and police were brought in to end the student occupation. 

These actions brought an end to the student negotiations with the City College president, 

Buell Gallagher, who was later forced to resign. Over the next months, negotiations 

between Puerto Rican and Black students and CUNY officials led to faculty senate 

hearings and proposals to create a more satisfactory admissions policy.54  

In July of 1969, CUNY officials and the Board of Higher Education introduced a 

new open admissions policy for all CUNY institutions to begin in the fall of 1970. The 

Board of Higher Education announced that the new open admissions policy guaranteed a 

spot for all graduating students from New York City high schools. The new policy 

enrolled almost 35,000 new freshmen in 1970, a 75% increase from the previous fall.55 

This meant a substantial increase in the number of Puerto Ricans and Blacks freshmen 
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enrollment in senior and community colleges.56 In addition, the Board of Higher 

Education approved a policy “to encourage the development of programs of Black and 

Puerto Rican studies within [CUNY]” and prioritized funding for these programs.57 These 

new policies were a result of a six months standoff between militant Puerto Rican and 

Black college students and the Board of Higher Education. By the fall of 1970, CUNY 

introduced Puerto Rican Studies at many campuses. 

The adoption of open admissions and Puerto Rican Studies proved a major victory 

for the Puerto Rican struggle for educational self-determination. It proved that powerful 

institutions could be contested and that the actions by Puerto Rican students could bring 

about social and institutional change. On the other hand, faculty members in the CUNY 

system voiced their concerns that implementation of open admissions would diminish the 

institution’s academic prestige; and feared increased admissions of minorities meant 

reduced space for previously qualified students.58 These concerns plagued the school 

leaders at Hostos in the following decade. Still, the 1960s proved a significant period of 

contestation and meaningful school change as a result of Puerto Rican educational self-

determination. The discriminatory conditions in New York City schools shaped Puerto 

Rican activism and the community’s educational self-determination that emerged in the 

1960s set the stage for the establishment of Hostos Community College. Hostos 

Community College emerged out of the context of parallel and overlapping educational 

reform struggles of the 1960s.  
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Establishing Eugenio Maria de Hostos Community College, 1968-1971  

Couched within the community struggles for quality education in New York 

City’s public schools and the Puerto Rican and Black struggle for access to higher 

education in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Hostos Community College was established 

with conflicting expectations. CUNY and the Board of Higher Education sought an 

institutionalized, top-down approach in establishing the college, despite an encouraging 

tone for community involvement. Puerto Ricans, on the other hand, desired a community-

controlled institution of higher education and expected to play a significant role in 

deciding on the direction of the college. This section, examining the events between 1968 

and the fall of 1971, shows how Hostos Community College took its shape through a 

series of negotiations and confrontational episodes between Puerto Ricans of the South 

Bronx and the Board of Higher Education.  

Origins 

The Idea  

The idea for establishing Community College Number Eight, as Eugenio Maria de 

Hostos Community College was originally called, came from the Board of Higher 

Education in the early 1960s, although specific plans on the direction of the college, 

including its name, curriculum, and location, were not formalized until the late 1960s. 

The Board, City University of New York’s governance entity, authorized and managed 

the establishment of senior and community colleges.59 In the late 1950s, the Board of 

Higher Education formulated long-range plans to meet the needs of the growing 
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population and to address the interconnected demands of New York City’s changing 

economy.60 As a result of the Board’s analyses, they developed the “1964 Master Plan.” 

The plan recommended massive expansions of higher education in order to meet the 

needs of the growing college-aged population and student demands for more 

accessibility.61 Between 1964 and late 1968, the Board of Higher Education and CUNY’s 

Office of the Chancellor outlined the parameters for the expansion of higher education in 

New York City.  

Although Puerto Ricans played little, if any, role in the development and decision-

making of CUNY schools in the late 1960s, they had a long history of educational self-

determination, or establishing and controlling their own schools. In the 1860s, Puerto 

Ricans on the island, while under Spanish rule, established and controlled established 

their own school boards and educational institutions.62 After voting for commonwealth 

status of Puerto Rico in 1951, Puerto Ricans gained greater control of their educational 

systems and changed policies in schools on the island to include the Spanish language. 

Not until 1967, as part of the decentralization movement, did Puerto Ricans achieve 

community control of public schools in New York City; and in 1973, community activist 
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Antonia Pantoja helped found the first independent institution of higher education 

established by Puerto Ricans, Boricua College.63  

Even though Puerto Ricans did not introduce the idea for Community College 

Number Eight, they did pressure the Board of Higher Education to accommodate their 

needs, and those of other underserved groups, due to their growing presence in the city 

and their increasing demands for more access to higher education. “The 1960s,” the 

Board of Higher Education recognized, were “years of great social and political change in 

the world, the nation, and the city,” and CUNY leadership and the Board of Higher 

Education had the responsibility to facilitate change and help solve the problems for 

communities in transition. Underserved groups, the Board predicted correctly, pursued 

“insatiable demands for higher education.”64  

The Founders 

The Board of Higher Education introduced the idea for Community College 

Number Eight; however, the idea for Eugenio Maria de Hostos Community College came 

from the Puerto Rican community. The original design of the college, including its 

location, the careers programs, and methods of instruction, came from two prominent 

Puerto Ricans from the Bronx, Candido de León and Herman Badillo. In the 1960s, these 

two men broke through social barriers, and as members of the emerging liberal 

professional class, represented the image of Puerto Rican upward mobility. Candido de 

León, an executive assistant to CUNY Chancellor Albert H. Bowker, wrote the proposals 
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for the school and laid the foundation for the direction of the college. Badillo, because of 

his position as Bronx Borough President, pressured city leaders, the Board of Higher 

Education, and CUNY officials to place Community College Number Eight in the South 

Bronx. Soon after the Board of Higher Education introduced the idea for the new college, 

the Puerto Rican community moved quickly to shape the identity of the college. 

Board of Higher Education  

In November of 1967, the Board of Higher Education began to discuss, in detail, 

the prospects of establishing new community colleges “in or on the fringes” of poverty 

areas. The members agreed to experiment with liberalized admissions standards, 

community participation, and new curriculums intended to provide post-secondary 

education for academically underperforming youths. Admissions standards would not 

“penalize students for poor performances in high school.” Access to higher education for 

a large portion of underserved students, the Board recognized, would not be adequately 

met by simply increasing the size of CUNY’s existing community colleges in New York 

City. The Board of Higher Education, as recommended by 1964 Master Plan, announced 

that CUNY needed “four or five additional community colleges” in order for the school 

system “to fulfill its commitments” to expand and meet the demands of underserved 

communities. Additionally, these institutions “will serve as a model for forthcoming units 

in its academic program and in its attempt to ‘mobilize community involvement in 

resolving community problems.’”65 Over the next three years, the Board’s encouraging 

tone for “community involvement” served as a source of frustration for both the Board of 

Higher Education and the community of the South Bronx.  
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Candido de León  

In the late 1960s, Candido de León, a Puerto Rican resident of the Riverdale 

neighborhood in the Bronx, was considered a leading authority on the education of 

disadvantaged and minority students.66 He began his career in education as a Spanish 

teacher in the early 1960s, and he quickly moved his way up. By 1964, he worked as a 

counselor for College Discovery at Queensborough Community College.  The College 

Discovery program provided remedial, tutorial, and counseling services to disadvantaged 

high school students pursuing higher education. In 1965, de León served as director for 

the Mobilization for Youth’s Higher Education Program in New York City’s Lower East 

Side; again, helping disadvantaged students enter college. The very next year he worked 

in CUNY’s Office of the Chancellor, where he supervised CUNY’s entire College 

Discovery Program. In November of 1967, de León was appointed Executive Assistant to 

Chancellor Albert Bowker. 67 

During his tenure as Executive Assistant to the Chancellor, Candido de León 

designed the plans for Community College Number Eight. On January 22, 1968, the 

Board of Higher Education officially approved “in principle” the establishment of 

Community College Number Eight.68 Immediately after, Chancellor Bowker approached 

de León and gave him the task of drafting the organizational plans for the new 

community college. De León, as Executive Assistant to the Chancellor, had an insider’s 

perspective for what the Board was looking for: a medical-related curriculum with an 

innovative teaching approach to aid academically underserved students. Although a 
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specific location had not been picked, the plan had been to locate the school in a poverty 

area of the city. De León understood the disadvantages of the poor, and he anticipated the 

school’s students would be primarily adults, disadvantaged, and academically ill 

prepared.  He travelled throughout the country and met with community college 

educators in impoverished areas to evaluate innovative approaches and non-traditional 

methods of teaching, and incorporated these ideas in his proposal.69 In April 1968, de 

León submitted “A Proposal for the Establishment of Community College Number 

Eight” to the Board of Higher Education. On April 23, the Board announced it would 

open Community College Number Eight in the fall of 1969. The purpose of the school 

was to offer students two-year programs in health-related careers for those wishing to 

transfer to senior, or four-year, colleges; two-year terminal degrees for health-allied 

professions; and adult continuing education in health-related careers for students already 

working in the industry.70  

Herman Badillo  

As the community college’s curriculum and organizational planning began to take 

shape, Herman Badillo rallied the residents of the South Bronx to support locating the 

school in their community. Badillo, the first Puerto Rican borough president in New York 

City, later became the first Puerto Rican-born Congressman elected to represent a district 

in the United States. Born in 1929, he came to New York City with his aunt after his 

parents died during a tuberculosis epidemic in Puerto Rico in 1934.  He entered public 

school in the United States, and although initially tracked into vocational classes, through 
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hard work and ambition he graduated on an academic track. He earned a bachelor’s 

degree in business administration from City College in 1951, and in 1955 he graduated 

from law school. He practiced law through the end of the 1950s, and in the 1960s became 

involved in politics. He ran for borough president in the Bronx in 1965 and won.71 

Although borough presidents do not exert real power over city governance, they serve as 

influential advocates for their borough’s needs and in advisory capacities to the Mayor 

and the Board of Higher Education, among other municipal agencies and committees. 

During his time as borough president, Badillo became heavily involved in the 

planning of Community College Number Eight. Chancellor Albert H. Bowker credited 

Badillo for being the “originator and the driving force” of Community College Number 

Eight.72 Badillo promoted the plans for the college to be the first CUNY school to be 

located in an impoverished area, and praised the school’s design to specialize in health-

allied professions.73 Community College Number Eight, according to Anne Grosso, the 

school’s Director of College Relations, “would be the first in the City University system 

to be deliberately placed in […] the economically devastated South Bronx – an area 

having the largest concentration of Puerto Rican anywhere in the U.S. mainland.”74 

Badillo encouraged his constituents to support the school, because it “aimed at taking 

young people who might normally be expected to be school dropouts and training them 
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for jobs that are not going to be eliminated through automation” or obsolescence.75 

“Graduates of the community college,” Badillo suggested, “could complete their college 

work at a senior college in the [CUNY system], and then obtain a medical degree at the 

Albert Einstein College of Medicine.” According to Badillo, “We can have some Negro 

and Puerto Rican doctors coming out of this.”76 In May, the Board of Higher Education 

appointed several of its members to serve as the Committee to Seek a President for 

Community College Number Eight, and the Board approved the temporary sites for the 

school to be located on East 153rd Street and East 149th Street. The location, the Board of 

Higher Education concluded, “is well suited to serve the particular purpose and programs 

envisaged for this community college.”77 The temporary facilities were situated along 

accessible thoroughfares and near subway stops.  

The Puerto Rican Community Struggles to Shape the New College 

As plans for the college unfolded, the South Bronx community grew interested in 

its planning and sought ways to get involved in the decision-making. The new 

community college was to accommodate a segment of the community presently 

underserved and produce a skilled workforce needed by the health care institutions in 

New York City. According to Chancellor Albert H. Bowker, “The metropolitan area 

between 1966 and 1975 is expected to need 14,000 nurses and 2,700 other professional 
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and technical workers in addition to doctors, dentists, and optometrists.”78 Community 

College Number Eight, he continued, “is needed to satisfy the rising demand for higher 

education by students on the one hand and the rising demand of the health services for 

facilities and manpower on the other.”79 The Puerto Rican community welcomed the idea 

of the school in their community, but wanted to participate in its establishment. 

Throughout the summer of 1968 and for most of 1969, community leaders in the South 

Bronx pursued efforts to get involved in establishing Community College Number Eight.  

The 3-in-1 Rally  

In July 1968, the Bronx Office of the City Planning Commission of New York 

along with members of the community began planning a public rally to exchange ideas 

with Chancellor Albert H. Bowker and the Board of Higher Education about the 

development of Community College Number Eight. The City Planning Commission 

Chair, Donald H. Elliot, proclaimed the rally was to serve two purposes, “First, it would 

be an appropriate time to announce the revolutionary concept upon the which the 

institution is based.” By revolutionary, he meant establishing the school in the South 

Bronx and providing health-allied professional opportunities for a community in need. 

“Second,” Elliot continued, “if by this date [a president has been] selected, it would be 

very helpful [to] announce his selection and introduce him to the public.”80 The rally was 

also to serve a third purpose: for the community to express its gratitude to the Chancellor 
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and the Board for establishing a much-needed institution of higher education in the South 

Bronx.81  

In the following months, the “rally” became a community-wide effort and its 

purpose began to change. Originally planned, according to the organizers and residents, 

“as an occasion for thanking Chancellor Bowker for committing [CUNY] to building 

Community College Number Eight in the community” of the South Bronx.82 The 

organizers and residents amended this opportunity to request the school become a four-

year college and along with the already-decided health-allied career programs, to include 

an urban education program to produce certified public school teachers. The Bronx 

Office of the City Planning Commission and members of the community began to call the 

planned assembly “The Three-in-One Rally;” and began to refer to the new college as the 

“Three-in-One University.” By this they meant the school would (1) provide six- to ten-

week training programs to prepare students for positions as nursing technicians, rec-

reation aides, Head Start aides, social work assistants, and laboratory aides; (2) two-year 

college programs leading to an associate degrees that prepared students for such positions 

as laboratory technicians, dental hygienists, teaching assistants, X-ray technicians and 

registered nurses; and (3) four-year programs leading to a baccalaureate degree to prepare 

educators for positions as licensed teachers, speech and reading therapists, and 

occupational therapists.83 
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The Three-in-One Rally was symbolic in several ways. The community asserted 

its role in the decision-making in the college, and more notable, it was “the first in recent 

urban history in which residents of a predominantly black and Puerto Rican community 

[would] honor a major university system.”84 At the same time the Three-in-One Rally 

was being planned, for instance, Puerto Rican and Black students were coordinating 

protests and taking over CUNY campuses throughout the city to demonstrate against 

discriminatory enrollment policies and the lack of Puerto Rican and Black Studies.85 

Chancellor Bowker had agreed to attend the rally in late July, stating that the suggested 

date, September 11, 1968 was “open on [his] calendar and [he would] be pleased to join 

[them];” although he did forewarn, there may not be a president picked and therefore 

hesitant that any new information would be presented at the Three-in-One Rally.86  The 

organizers and residents printed and mailed out a number of tickets for the occasion due 

to limited space at P.S. 18, at 502 Morris Avenue near 148th Street.  They sent tickets to 

members of the Board of Higher Education to attend the symbolic rally.87   

 While the community planned the Rally, the Board of Higher Education began to 

make official concessions about its role to equalize, improve, and extend “educational 
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opportunity to the disadvantaged.”88 Federal, state, and city governments rushed to 

remedy, what the Board of Higher Education considered, a “condition of social 

emergency involving deep social inequalities and injustices and of massive individual 

and group frustrations.”89 Ending protests and demonstrations on their campuses became 

a priority for the Board of Higher Education. They took immediate deliberate actions to 

meet the needs of New York City high school graduates “from economically, socially, 

and educationally deprived neighborhoods and homes,” and to provide “equalized 

opportunity for post high school education.”90 The Board of Higher Education conceded 

it had to accelerate its effort. The Puerto Rican and Black communities of New York 

City welcomed this change in tone by the Board of Higher Education. However, whether 

this tone by the Board of Higher Education was to serve as mere rhetoric or actual 

practice soon played out to the dismay of the Puerto Rican community. 

Days before the Three-in-One Rally Chancellor Bowker rescinded his invitation 

to the assembly due to “urgent business” with the Mayor’s Office. In a letter sent to 

announce his absence, Bowker apologized and declared, “we are deeply appreciative of 

the cooperation we have received from the community, elected borough and city officials, 

and municipal agencies.”91 In a September 5, 1968 memorandum from Henry D. Paley, 

Director for the CUNY Office of University Relations, announced to the members of the 

Board of Higher Education that the Chancellor would not be in attendance; asserting, 
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“this affair was arranged without the knowledge or consent of Chancellor Bowker.”92 

Paley remarked, “it is inappropriate at this time for [Chancellor Bowker’s] participation 

in a public meeting which may jeopardize the implementation progress of this important 

new addition to City University of New York.”93 In other words, the Chancellor and 

Board of Higher Education did not have its act together. The day of the rally came and 

went, and the South Bronx community still had unanswered questions and had yet to 

have its say. For the community, it was another reminder of their lack of participation, of 

their exclusion from decision-making process and having any control over the institutions 

that affected their lives and their children’s education.  

Citizens’ Committee for a South Bronx College 

In October of 1968, as plans for Community College Number Eight fell behind 

schedule and the Board of Higher Education scrambled to search for a president, the 

South Bronx community began to assert its position and adopted a more insistent 

approach to have a say in the direction of the school. Because the Committee to Seek a 

President for Community College Number Eight had not found a president, the 

organizational planning and administrative duties also fell behind schedule. The Board of 

Higher Education pressed the search committee to take on some of the development 

responsibilities for Community College Number Eight.94 

At the same time, the South Bronx community took more direct actions to have a 

say on the selection of the president and the administration of Community College 
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Number Eight. The emergence of the Citizens’ Committee, also called the South Bronx 

Committee for Community College Number Eight, put the Board of Higher Education on 

the defensive as the group demanded some semblance of community control. The 

decentralization movement, widespread calls for community control, and the emergence 

of grassroots groups like United Bronx Parents and ASPIRA contributed to the push for 

educational self-determination in the South Bronx. Puerto Rican-led grassroots groups in 

New York City adopted confrontational strategies to disrupt the power structure and 

reform important institutions, such as the educational system, to include their 

participation in the decision-making process. The Citizens’ Committee was an ad-hoc, 

grassroots coalition of Puerto Rican and Black education advocates and community 

leaders. The group included Evelina Lopez Antonetty, founder of the United Bronx 

Parents Association; Melvin Kritzler, chairperson of Community Planning Board No. 5; 

Federico Aquino of the Puerto Rican Educators Association; Clara Luna, Director of 

Training from the Puerto Rican Development Corporation; Pedro Morales, Hunts Point 

Community Corporation; Carmelo Saz of the Hunts Point Multi-Service Corporation; and 

Richard Weeks, Chairperson of African American Bronx-wide Coalition.95 In mid-

October 1968, the Citizens’ Committee demanded “having a voice and a hand” in the 

decision-making of the college, specifically in the types of programs the school would 

offer and in selecting a Puerto Rican or Black candidate from the South Bronx to serve as 
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president of the college.96 They applied pressure to the Chancellor, the Board of Higher 

Education, and even Herman Badillo.  

The Citizens’ Committee demanded community control of the new college, and 

cited the events at Community College Number Seven in the Bedford-Stuyvesant 

community of Brooklyn as their model. They knew Community College Number Seven 

was being established with the predominantly African American community playing a 

central role in the decision-making in the school’s planning, development, and 

presidential search. The Citizen’s Committee of the South Bronx wanted the same thing. 

Julius C.C. Edelstein, of the Board of Higher Education tried to explain to the Citizen’s 

Committee, “Community College Number Seven was planned, experimentally, to serve a 

particular neighborhood. As part of the experiment, there is to be community 

involvement and participation in laying down policy for the new college. This is not the 

pattern for Number Eight. Number Eight is to be primarily a health-oriented career 

college. It will serve as the key part of an educational career training complex in the 

health professions, creating opportunities for students from the minorities communities 

for intensive training in the health technologies.”97 Along with relaying this explanation, 

Edelstein referred them to Herman Badillo, although privately he was “far from sure that 

this would turn the trick.”98 Badillo began to feel the pressure from the community 

supporters too. Minister Edler G. Hawkins of the St. Augustine Presbyterian Church, 

reached out to Badillo on behalf of a Citizens’ Committee. Hawkins presumed Badillo 
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was “involved in most of the decisions in relation to this community college,” and he 

wanted reassurance in “the hope [that] a committee of people from the community will be 

sharing in some of these decisions.”99  

Despite reassurances of community input from the Board of Higher Education, 

the Citizens’ Committee continued to insist on meeting with Chancellor Bowker. In a 

telegram from Blanche Dixon, a member of the Citizens’ Committee, to the Chancellor, 

she demanded an immediate meeting with him to discuss the group’s involvement in 

appointing the presidential and administrative candidates for Community College 

Number Eight.100 Joseph Shenker, Dean for Community College Affairs from the Office 

of the Chancellor, explained to Ms. Dixon that Bowker was not available to meet. He 

insisted, “I know he would want me to inform you that a special committee of the Board 

of Higher Education has been engaged for some months in deliberations on the choice of 

a President and is nearing its conclusion.”101 Still, he invited her, despite “this late date,” 

to submit presidential recommendations. Shenker also assured Ms. Dixon that, “the 

Chancellor’s Office has been in touch with Bronx President Badillo [and] he has been 

consistently reflecting to us the views of a wide range of interested community 

groups.”102 These words did little to satisfy the Citizens’ Committee. 

 The Board of Higher Education ignored the recommendations of the Citizens’ 

Committee despite their rhetoric of community inclusion and continued to fill 

administrative positions in the midst of the presidential search. At the end of October, the 
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Board of Higher Education announced the appointment of Candido de León, Chancellor 

Bowker’s executive assistant, to serve as the Dean of Administration for Community 

College Number Eight.103 De León had drafted the proposal to get Community College 

Number Eight off the ground, and the Board selected him to take on responsibilities 

necessary for opening the college. Despite the appointment of a qualified candidate for 

such an important role, the Citizens’ Committee was outraged due to their exclusion in 

the selection process. 

In November 1968, the Citizen’s Committee directed its ire to Chancellor 

Bowker, “You have started with the selection of […] Mr. Candido de León without any 

sort of community and this is the usual pattern that we resent and reject and we hope that 

selection of the [Dean of Administration] will be done with active community 

involvement.”104 Bowker responded with an invitation to the Citizen’s Committee to 

meet with Candido de León. Bowker stated, “I doubt that you will continue to resent and 

reject him once you have an opportunity to meet and share your mutual concerns with 

him.”105 Chancellor Bowker attempted to deflect the Citizens Committee’s animosity 

away from him and the Board of Higher Education by diverting their attention to de 

León. However, it was not the appointment of Candido de León that had angered the 

Citizens’ Committee, but their continued exclusion despite the Board’s rhetoric for 

community participation.  
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The Citizens’ Committee again insisted on meeting with Chancellor Bowker to 

discuss the types of programs the school planned to offer and to participate in the 

presidential selection. They argued, an academic “program to adequately fill our 

[community’s] needs should come from the grassroots people.”106 Daisy Bradshaw, of 

the Hunts Point Coordinating Council and speaking for the Citizen’s Committee, 

continued, “no one knows better than the poor themselves what the poor needs and I feel 

that we must have the opportunity to voice those needs.”107 They also made serious 

demands in the presidential search. Ramon Velez, a member of the Citizens’ Committee 

representing the Hunts Point Multi-Service Center Corporation, a community-based 

organization in the South Bronx, provided the Board of Higher Education a list of 

demands for selecting the president: “1) that the president be a qualified Puerto Rican 

with an understanding and special interest in serving the educational and training needs 

of the residents in the South Bronx; 2) that the person have a Ph.D.; 3) that such a 

president not be a medical doctor; and 4) that persons from this community […] 

participate in the choice of the President of [Community College Number 8].”108 Many in 

the Puerto Rican community distrusted the medical business model because of their 

discriminatory hiring practices; and the Citizens’ Committee rejected the appointment of 

a medical professional instead of educational professional for the same reason.109 

In late January 1969, the Board of Higher Education finally agreed to meet with 

the Citizens’ Committee. The Committee came to the table with a list of specific 

demands calling for genuine community participation and ideas for the new college they 
																																																								
106 Daisy Bradshaw to Albert H. Bowker, November 19, 1968, Folder “Hostos College General.” 
107 Ibid. 
108 Ramon Velez to Porter R. Chandler, November 25, 1968, Hostos College General Papers, CUNY 
Central Office Archives, LaGuardia Community College, 8019 Box 9, Folder “Hostos College General.” 
109 Ramon Velez to Porter R. Chandler, November 25, 1968, Folder “Hostos College General.” 



	

	 255 

perceived to be in the best interest of the residents of the South Bronx. They demanded 

community representation in the interview process for the president and that no outsiders 

be brought in to participate in this process without consent from the Citizen’s Committee; 

to halt the development of a two-year college and instead develop plans for a four-year 

institution; in addition to offering health care career programs, to also establish a teachers 

preparation program; and for the community to be involved in developing the 

curriculum.110 Several of these demands had been previously requested as part of the 3-

in-1 Rally months earlier. This time around the tone in their approach was different. 

Members of the South Bronx community had quickly learned that politer tactics had not 

worked. They were not requesting these changes; they were now demanding them.  

At this meeting, the Board of Higher Education made several concessions to the 

members of the Citizens’ Committee, including “meaningful participation by 

representatives of the community.” Chancellor Bowker implied that finding the president, 

a task they had undertaken since June of 1968, was their highest priority because “all 

phases of planning for the college, such as detailed curriculum development and 

employment of faculty, must be deferred until a president is chosen.” Although the 

Citizens’ Committee expected Chancellor Bowker and the Board of Higher Education to 

begin the search from scratch, Bowker retorted, “it is not possible or desirable to cast 

aside all the work that [had] been done to date and to start anew.” Instead, he suggested, 

“community representatives [to] be brought up-to-date on past developments and can also 

be involved in the process from now on.” At their next meeting, on February 20th, the 
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Citizens’ Committee met with the Board “to review the names and background 

information of those persons who [were] considered the primary candidates for the 

presidency.” The Board presented a list of candidates and the Citizen’s Committee 

presented their choices. Bowker asserted, “clearly, the president […] must be able to 

build strong community support for his college, and the University does not wish to have 

a person in this position who is not acceptable to the Bronx.”111 These concessions were a 

step in the right direction; however, tensions remained. 

Behind the scenes, the Board of Higher Education pressured Herman Badillo, the 

Bronx Borough President, to help them deal with the Citizen’s Committee and their 

aggressive tactics.  Some of the members of the Citizens’ Committee simply would not 

negotiate. Badillo did little to reassure the Board when he stated, “that the [Citizens’] 

Committee is as representative of the Bronx community.”112 However, Badillo 

recommended, “that [the Board] NOT call [Amalia] Betanzos and [Evelina] Antonetty 

because this will create more difficulties than we have at the present time with this 

group.”113 Betanzos and Antonetty were strong willed community advocates that devoted 

much of their lives to the advancement of educational needs for the Puerto Rican 

population of New York City. Badillo suggested to the Board of Higher Education and 

the Chancellor “that it is crucial for [them] to make firm decisions about the issues on 

which you want this committee to negotiate.” Badillo affirmed, “if [the Board] does not 

want this committee to have total control, this must be decided and clearly spelled out to 
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the committee.” Badillo met with the Citizen’s Committee on February 18th, “because 

they wanted to review with him the entire situation, and they […] pretty much [insisted] 

that they have the opportunity to see the vitae of the eleven candidates that have been 

reviewed by the Board of Higher Education’s [Committee to Seek a President for 

Community College Number Eight].”114 Badillo did not take the pressure from the Board 

of Higher Education lightly and he let them know. Badillo told them “he [was] no longer 

going to be able to ‘bail’ CUNY out of this situation, because the community feels very 

strongly that it needs to know CUNY’s plans for [Community College Number Eight] 

and [to] have a strong voice in the selection of the president and operation of the 

college.”115 

Badillo’s warning was confirmed when the Citizens’ Committee again expressed 

its discontent to the news of further exclusion from selecting the president. The 

appointment of Candido de Leon was still fresh in the Committee’s minds, and news that 

additional CUNY administrators, appointed by the Board of Higher Education, had been 

invited to help select the president without the Citizens’ Committee’s consent only added 

to the already-tense relations. The Board of Higher Education requested the assistance of 

five additional administrators without confirming with the Citizens’ Committee.116 

Melvin Kritzler, speaking for the Citizens’ Committee, demanded Chancellor Bowker 

must inform the new administrators of the role of the community in the selection of the 

																																																								
114 Ibid. 
115 Ibid. In this private letter to the Vice Chancellor, Watson confesses, “In view of Badillo’s sense of the 
community mood and reservations, I think it would be unwise for us, after this conversation, to try to 
telephone other members of the Steering Committee.” 
116 Melvin V. Kritzler to Albert H. Bowker, March 3, 1969, Hostos College General Papers, CUNY 
Central Office Archives, LaGuardia Community College, 8019 Box 9, Folder “Hostos College 
General.”This group included John Doar, President of the Board of Education; Bernard Bucove, Health 
Services Administrator; Edward O’Rourke, Commissioner of Health; Joseph Torrenzio, Commissioner of 
Hospitals, and William Glazier, from the Albert Einstein College of Medicine.  



	

	 258 

president. After all, the Citizens’ Committee had interpreted the Board’s 1968 revisions 

to the “1964 Master Plan” as a mandate for community participation.  Kritzler continued, 

the Chancellor “can begin to fulfill that mandate by utilizing the influence of your high 

office […] to guarantee that the [new administrators] make [the Citizens’] Committee 

privy to and involved in all their Community College VIII policy decision.” Kritzler 

derided Chancellor Bowker, stating, “in the interests of mutual confidence and 

cooperation we request that you instruct these administrators to provide us with the 

names and phone numbers of the parties within each agency to whom the responsibilities 

for Community College VIII have been delegated.”117 By mid-spring, the Board of 

Higher Education and Chancellor Bowker perceived the selection process for president 

had become a toxic situation; and because a mutual decision could not be reached, the 

Board acted on its own accord.  

In mid-April, a confidential memorandum to the Board of Higher Education 

members by the Committee To Seek A President for Community College Number Eight 

confirmed its endorsement of Dr. Nasry Michelen, an administrator from the nearby 

Lincoln Hospital.118 They had already written the resolution by then, and it stated, “the 

Board of Higher Education, acting as the Board of Trustees of Community College 

Number Eight, approve the appointment of Nasry Michelen, M.D. as president.”119 There 

was no mention of the Citizen’s Committee or the South Bronx community in the Board 

of Higher Education meeting minutes. On April 28, 1969, the Board officially approved 
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the appointment of Dr. Nasry Michelen, as President of Community College Number 

Eight.120 In addition to his administration work at Lincoln Hospital, he taught at the 

Albert Einstein College of Medicine of Yeshiva University. A native of the Dominican 

Republic, he served as chief executive officer to several hospitals in the Dominican from 

1956 to 1962, and as Assistant Administrator of the Elmhurst General Hospital in Queens 

in 1963.121 

After the announcement of Nasry Michelen as president for Community College 

Number Eight, the Citizens’ Committee, publicly admonished Chancellor Bowker and 

the Board of Higher Education. Richard Weeks speaking on behalf of the Citizens’ 

Committee stated the appointment of Dr. Nasry Michelen “is a slap in the face and 

decidedly not in the best interests of the minority population of the South Bronx.”122 He 

accused the Board of being “a patronage factory,” and that its appointments by the city 

leaders, including the Mayor John V. Lindsay, “robs the students, minority population, 

and the adjacent communities […] from exercising any influence over the City colleges.” 

Weeks contended that the Board consisted of “members that are completely out of touch 

and ignorant of the great need for educational reforms and the special problems of the 

City’s minority population.” The South Bronx community adamantly opposed the 

appointment of Dr. Michelen due to his dismal performance as administrator of Lincoln 

Hospital, his refusal to integrate Lincoln Hospital administrative personnel with available 

qualified Puerto Rican and Black persons, and his lack of background in higher education 

and relevant experience. “Why [were] so many qualified Puerto Rican and Black 
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candidates for the President of the New Community College […] passed over in favor of 

such a mediocre, political administrator?,” asked Weeks. He concluded, “The political 

connections of Dr. Michelen and the patronage system that prevails at the [Board of 

Higher Education] supersedes the quest for quality education.” 123 After the appointment 

of Dr. Michelen, the Citizens’ Committee stopped meeting, although some members 

continued their efforts to exert their influence on Community College Number Eight.  

The Board of Higher Education Involves the Puerto Rican Community in Decision 

Making  

At the end of 1969 and the first months of 1970, President Nasry Michelen, with 

the help of the college administrators, including Monsarrati Flores, a Puerto Rican from 

the Bronx, made several attempts to improve the relationship between the community and 

the school. Despite being appointed President against the support of the community, Dr. 

Nasry Michelen pushed to establish a meaningful rapport and open dialogue with the 

Puerto Rican community. Once in office he assembled a Community Advisory 

Committee, a group of South Bronx representatives, “In an effort to bring the South 

Bronx Community closer to the college,” and held their first meeting on September 5, 

1969. Dr. Michelen and former City Councilmember Robert Lebron, who chaired the 

committee, discussed plans for the college with the Community Advisory Committee, 

and listened to their recommendations for making the college responsive to the needs of 

the community.124 

Eugenio Maria de Hostos Community College 
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One of the first accomplishments by the Community Advisory Committee, in 

cooperation with the community college administrators and the Board of Higher 

Education, was naming the college. In September, Luis Quiero Chiesa, one of the only 

Puerto Ricans serving on the Board of Higher Education, proposed “Eugenio Maria de 

Hostos,” Puerto Rico’s most prominent intellectual and nineteenth-century revolutionary, 

for the name of the community college. Eugenio Maria de Hostos, a nationalist for Puerto 

Rico’s independence, was exiled from his country but never wavered in his pursuit for 

the educational advancement of all Latin Americans.  The Community Advisory Board, 

composed of 28 community leaders of the South Bronx, unanimously approved the 

name.125 The Board of Higher Education officially approved the name on September 29, 

1969. Eugenio Maria de Hostos Community College became the first institution of higher 

education in the continental United States to be named after a Puerto Rican.126 The name, 

according to the Board of Higher Education, was in “grateful recognition of Eugenio 

Maria de Hostos’ contributions to the intellectual and spiritual wealth of the Americas 

and to stimulate interest and pride from the large Puerto Rican community of the South 

Bronx.”127 

Expanding Community Role 

In the first half of 1970, the South Bronx community continued to expand its 

participation at Hostos Community College. The Community Advisory Committee 
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shared in the decision-making in various important matters and helped get the school 

ready for its first year. Michelen also met with individuals from the Hunts Point Multi-

Service Center and the Hunts Point Community Corporation, former members of the 

Citizens’ Committee, to include them in the development of the school.128 In the spring of 

1970, Director of Community Relations Monserrate Flores kept the residence of the 

South Bronx informed about the plans and progress of Hostos. As liaison between the 

school and the community, Mr. Flores reached out to approximately 140 South Bronx 

organizations and arranged meetings with Hostos administrators and these organizations 

to introduce them to school’s programs and to provide a forum for the community to 

express its views and offer recommendations.129 Mr. Flores formed ad-hoc community 

committees to participate in important school affairs, including the curriculum, designing 

the school logo, and the site selection for the permanent location for Hostos. These 

committees held meetings in the summer of 1970, and worked closely with Hostos 

administrators and municipal agencies.130 The formation of these committees helped to 

improve the relationship between the community and the school administrators.  

Hostos Community College Opens131 
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On September 14, the school opened with an overall atmosphere of optimism; 

however, its physical conditions were less than perfect. The school welcomed 627 

students, with the great majority from the South Bronx.132 In his welcome speech, 

President Michelen, announced the historic occasion of the opening semester of Hostos 

Community College. “Hostos’ uniqueness lies in its educational philosophy,” Dr. 

Michelen declared,” which is based on the belief that the highest purpose of education is 

to help an individual become what he wants to be—not what his educators think he 

should do.”133 The flexible admissions policy provided access to recent high school 

students with poor academic records and offered continuing education courses for 

adults.134 He continued, “Thus our major objective is to provide the kind of learning 

environment where everyone can have a successful learning experience—each in his own 

pace, and to fulfill his own particular dream and goals.”135 He was talking about the 

“systems-based” approach developed by Candido de Leon to promote student success in 

higher education. This approach benefitted students who had disparate academic skills; 
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students took classes and learned at their own pace through individualized forms of 

instruction.136  

The temporary facilities lacked many of the amenities that other schools took for 

granted. The Hostos campus was divided into two locations, approximately a mile from 

each other. The Melrose Building at 260 East 161st Street housed the administrative and 

faculty offices with a few classrooms, and the Concourse Building at 475 Grand 

Concourse housed the bulk of the classroom space.137 The Concourse building, a 

renovated tire factory, had no cafeteria, no student lounge, and the library was virtually 

empty of books. The building lacked classroom space, blackboards, and desks.138 The 

students were disappointed by the conditions of the school; however, many were open-

minded and understanding that this was the school’s first semester and there were going 

to be some glitches at the start.139 The semester got off to an uneventful start. The 

students adjusted to the “systems-based” approach and college community got into their 

daily routine.  

The First Year  

When the students began their classes at Hostos, they encountered a 

compassionate faculty and many of the top-level administrators were Puerto Rican or of 

other Spanish-speaking backgrounds, reflecting the South Bronx community. The school 

offered terminal degrees in allied health and a liberal arts transfer program, and 
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introduced several innovative initiatives. The allied health program included training for 

dental assistants, medical lab technology, nursing, and radiology technology, and all 

entering freshmen in the allied health programs had to complete ‘health core’ courses, a 

series of classes that introduced common concepts and basic information related to all the 

allied health careers.140 Students enrolled in the liberal arts transfer program took classes 

in behavioral sciences, English, modern languages, and natural and social sciences.141  

In addition, Hostos implemented a number of innovative features, including a 

flexible admissions policy; the “systems-based” approach; a no-grade policy; and 

Cultural Studies courses, which included Puerto Rican and Black Studies classes.142 

Hostos’ flexible admissions policy provided accessibility to recent high school graduates 

with disparate academic skills, despite poor academic records.143 The “systems-based” 

approach, a unique educational program meant to benefit educationally disadvantaged 

students, emphasized considerable flexibility and individualized forms of instruction.144 

Hostos also did away with traditional letter grades. According to Hostos administrators, 
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the unconventional grading system was meant to “create an environment where failure is 

eliminated from the academic […] climate.”145 Yet, the Hostos curriculum provided only 

a limited number of remedial language courses, including a conversational English class 

meant for Spanish-speakers and very few courses offered in Spanish.146 Bilingual 

education, defined as credit-bearing academic courses offered in both English and 

Spanish, had not been a part of the original mission at Hostos. However, it eventually 

became an integral and distinctive feature of the school’s historical reputation.  

The Puerto Rican Community Shapes the Institutional Identity of Hostos  

Since 1968, members of the Puerto Rican community proved they were willing to 

organize, mobilize, and protest in their pursuit for educational self-determination at the 

South Bronx college. The students’ call for bilingual education, or credit-bearing 

academic courses offered in both English and Spanish, demonstrates the South Bronx 

community’s sustained efforts to have a say in the direction of the college. The push for 

Spanish instruction began in the early spring of 1971. Students demanded the hiring of 

qualified Puerto Rican and Black instructors, Puerto Rican Studies and Black Studies 

Departments, and bilingual services, including instruction in Spanish and adequate 

teaching and reading materials.147 When Hostos opened in September of 1970, it did not 

have a Puerto Rican Studies Department; instead it offered “Cultural Studies” courses, 

which included classes in Visual and Performing Arts, Black Studies, and Puerto Rican 
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Studies.148 The development of the Puerto Rican Studies Department would be fully 

realized by the fall of 1973; however, Puerto Rican Studies classes had been offered since 

the school opened. The issue of language took precedent at Hostos.  

The Students’ Role in Shaping Hostos Community College 

The beginning of 1971, proved a startling contrast to the fall semester. Early in 

the spring semester, the students at Hostos Community College revolted against President 

Michelen and his administration due to their ineffectiveness to improve the poor physical 

conditions of the school and confusing curriculum policies. When Hostos Community 

College opened in the fall of 1970, students found it in “a deplorably unfinished state.”149 

According to a first semester student Nestor Morales, “the students were irritated by the 

lack of certain facilities, but they were tolerant.” “We never complained about it, we 

knew that Hostos was a new school,” Morales continued.150 When Hostos opened for its 

second semester, the school still lacked classroom space and desks. There were still no 

books in the library, no cafeteria, and no student lounge. CUNY officials blamed 

budgetary constraints, bureaucratic problems, and trouble finding appropriate facilities to 

house the school and its students as the contributing factors to the delays in renovations. 

In addition, the curriculum requirements policies had not been clearly specified by the 

administration. A school-wide notice from President Michelen distributed after Christmas 

break reminded students they needed to complete nine credits of coursework by the 

semester’s end or face probation. “This was the first solid indication,” according to 
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Nester Morales continued, “of what was required of them.” “When the notice was 

published,” Morales noted, “less than 50 per cent of the students had done the required 

amount of work.”151 An administrator at Hostos acknowledged that the credit system and 

degree requirements had “bewildered” the students.152  

On February 1st, two hundred and fifty students, supported by faculty members, 

staged a two-day boycott. The students realized they would need to take an aggressive 

approach if they were to see any changes on the campus. The students created a list of 

demands, including calls for “increased scholarship aid, a better tutorial program, and a 

greater number of Puerto Rican professors.”153 On the second day of the boycott, 

President Michelen announced he would act on the students concerns. He assured the 

students a bookstore, more laboratories, and a student lounge would be completed by late 

spring. In addition more books and longer hours for the library, as well as a childcare 

center would also be provided.154 The president failed to fulfill his promises. The boycott 

ended when President Michelen agreed to meet with a delegation of student leaders.155 

The student criticisms of the poor facilities and the curriculum requirements led to the 

surfacing of other grievances.  

In March, the Spanish-speaking college community demanded that Hostos 

accommodate their linguistic needs and began a campaign to introduce Spanish-language 

instruction at the school. In order to appeal to the Spanish-speaking community of the 
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South Bronx, a group composed of dozens of Puerto Rican students began publicizing 

their campaign. They started a petition drive in support of bilingual education, and used 

the petition to inform the Spanish-speaking community and to garner their support.  The 

students collected signatures from the South Bronx community to be submitted to the 

Hostos administration and the Board of Higher Education.156 The Hostos administration 

agreed to many of their demands.157 The outcome of their actions, according to observers, 

“appears to be that Hostos students will assume a major role in the administration of their 

college;” and “brought students and faculty as close as they ever came to assuming 

responsibility for the school.”158 The students reached their goals at Hostos.  

Candido de Leon, the founder of Hostos, later admitted that he purposefully left 

out any reference to ‘bilingual education’ in the original design for the community 

college. “In 1968, one could not have included the word ‘bilingual’ in the proposal for 

the college,” he revealed. “The political climate was such that some Board of Higher 

Education members would not have voted to approve it.”159 The Board had been willing 

to experiment with innovative programs; however, it was inflexible about the institutional 

design of each school. For example, the Board designed Community College Number 

Seven to experiment with community participation, while they regarded Community 

College Number Eight exclusively designed as an allied health institution. “The 

important thing at the time,” according to de Leon, “was to get Puerto Ricans and other 

Spanish-speaking students into the system; then [we] could begin to address their 
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educational needs.”160 In the spring of 1971, Puerto Rican and other Spanish-speaking 

students began to make demands to expand the role of language and culture at Hostos. 

A distinguishing characteristic of the Puerto Rican identity is their language and 

culture. When the students’ demanded the institutionalization of classes taught in Spanish 

and the creation of a Puerto Rican Studies Department at Hostos, they were promoting a 

tangible manifestation of their language and culture. Hostos, they had been told, was 

established for them, and even named after one of their most revered heroes. They were 

demanding that the institution work for them. As a result of student needs and demands, 

the Hostos administration and faculty formally approved a series of experimental 

bilingual programs. The Board of Higher Education had little to say about these issues. 

They had, after all, previously endorsed the experimentation of Spanish instruction at 

Bronx Community College, and approved a policy “to encourage the development of 

programs of Black and Puerto Rican studies within [CUNY]” and prioritized funding for 

these programs.161 Puerto Ricans had long advocated for language reforms in American 

schools.162 Puerto Rican students pressured the college administration to create bilingual 

education programs, an issue that had previously only been addressed in primary and 
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secondary schools.163 But why was the faculty so willing to restructure their curriculum 

for the Spanish-speaking students, especially when considering that the prominent 

historical narrative portrays the Puerto Rican schooling experience in higher education as 

negative or discriminatory? 

To explain their willingness to modify the curriculum to accommodate the South 

Bronx Spanish-speaking community, we must examine the faculty’s backgrounds and 

personal attachment to the school. The cohort that developed the original curriculum 

included less than 20 professors; however, the school opened with nearly 50 faculty 

members for the 627 entering students in the fall of 1970. Having a small cohort made 

decision-making and communication among them easier. The faculty, according to Barry 

Castro, one of the original curriculum planners, included “revolutionary activists, 

defenders of civilized values, nationalists, serious classroom teachers, [and] educational 

innovators.”164 Many of the faculty felt they had a “sense of social purpose.”165 Some 

faculty members, according to Gerald Meyer, another Hostos professor, “left tenured 

positions in prestigious colleges to be a part of an exciting experiment.”166 The early 

faculty met with members of the South Bronx, including high school students, to discuss 

the curriculum and identified the communities’ interests. The faculty assured the 

community their experience at Hostos would be positive and differ from their previous 

																																																								
163 Ruth Otto and Ricardo Otheguy, “Bilingual Education Goes to College: A look at Program Objectives 
in Two Community Colleges,” TESOL Quarterly, Vol.13 No. 2 (June 1979): 161-162. The Association of 
Community and Junior Colleges did not acknowledge or commit itself to the expansion of bilingual 
programs until 1972. 
164 Castro, “Hostos: Report from a Ghetto College,” 272. 
165 Ibid., 271. 
166 Gerald Meyer, “Save Hostos: Politics and Community Mobilization to Save a College in the Bronx, 
1973-1978,” Centro: Journal for Puerto Rican Studies 15 no.1 (Spring 2003): 76. 



	

	 272 

adverse encounters with schools.167 Sondra Perl, one of the original faculty members, was 

“honored” to be a part of the school, and recollected the feeling of “belonging” at Hostos. 

Perl realized that little was known about the ways underprepared college students wrote 

and studied English; and they had to think “creatively” to create an innovative 

curriculum.168 In early 1971, when Puerto Ricans and other Spanish-speaking people 

“fought for the availability of courses in English and Spanish, […] they had substantial 

support even among those faculty […] who could only teach in English.”169 Puerto 

Ricans had struggled for many years to develop community-centered institutions. Hostos 

Community College proved willing to serve the community, a stark contrast to their 

previous schooling experience. 

The Puerto Rican students shaped the institutional identity of Hostos Community 

College. In April, students occupied Hostos Community College to protest for the 

resignation of President Michelen along with other administrators. The Puerto Rican 

Caucus, an student-led organization that included some faculty and staff members, 

presented the Board of Higher Education a list of demands including the resignations of 

the President, the Dean of Students, the Dean of the Faculty and the Coordinator of the 

College of Social Sciences. The list of demands called for improvements on the facilities; 

providing equipment necessary to develop the health-allied programs; for the faculty and 

staff to reflect the ethnic composition of the South Bronx; for the establishment of a 

committee of students and staff to interview future presidential candidates; and demanded 
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the next president to be Puerto Rican.170 The students at Hostos pursued many of the 

same demands that the Citizens’ Committee had called for in 1969. 

In late April 1971, Dr. Nasry Michelen announced his plans to resign. He said, 

“he had no other choice but to resign as President in order to resolve the conflicts at the 

college.”171 The conditions at the Hostos had made it extremely difficult for him to serve 

as President and felt that he lacked the full support and confidence of the Board of Higher 

Education. Michelen recommended that the Board reorganize the policy-making 

procedures to include local boards and community representatives.172 Ironically, this had 

also been the objective of the Citizens’ Committee. He also suggested “the college 

needed new leadership after a series of crises that placed its operation in jeopardy.”173 

Michelen warned, “the college could not function ‘in an atmosphere of force and 

repression.’”174 The student occupation earlier that month, he continued, “was ‘not an 

isolated incident’ but rather the culmination of many crises that threatened the college’s 

stability.”175 Michelen concluded that he did not have the backing of the Board of Higher 

Education or of “the college community” and declared “Hostos needed a Puerto Rican as 

president—someone whom the students could ‘identify with.’”176  
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On May 3, at the Board of Higher Education meeting, a delegation of Hostos 

students staged a demonstration to publicize their grievances and demands.  At the start 

of the Board meeting Chancellor Bowker stated, “We have been a little distracted 

because there is a group of 150 students [and faculty] from Hostos downstairs threatening 

to rush into the building unless we hear a delegation.”177 The students were protesting 

their grievances against President Nasry Michelen and the schools inferior conditions. At 

that meeting, Nasry Michelen officially announced his resignation to the Board of Higher 

Education.178 In response to the uproar by the student and faculty delegation the Board 

moved quickly to appoint an acting president. The Board granted Edward Aponte a leave 

of absence from his position as Dean of Students “in order to assume the position of 

Acting President of Hostos Community College.”179 The Board hoped that Aponte would 

serve in the official position, but he “was not interested in being considered for the 

post.”180 They immediately assembled a Presidential Search Committee, chaired by Luis 

Quero Chiesa, other Board members, Hostos administrators, and student 

representatives.181 Herman Badillo served as an advisor. The committee met with 

community representatives eleven times from May 5, 1971 to August 31, 1971.182 
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After his appointment, Acting President Edward Aponte moved quickly to 

improve conditions at the school. He organized a meeting with approximately 50 

community leaders of the South Bronx, and on May 10th he assembled the group at his 

offices to review with them the current status of Hostos Community College and outlined 

his plans for the college.183 The community leaders assured their support for the college 

in its time of transition.  The Hostos campus was still separated by approximately a mile 

between the Melrose Building at 260 East 161 Street and the Concourse Building at 475 

Grand Concourse. With the completion of renovations at the Concourse Building by the 

end of that summer, almost all the faculty who had offices at the Melrose Building moved 

to the Concourse Building where their classes were held.184 The renovations also 

provided new amenities for the students. The library was now complete, along with a new 

reading room and circulation stacks; the students now had a lounge, an Office of Student 

Services, and space for student organizations; the president, deans, and faculty had new 

office spaces; and the school had new seminar, classrooms, and laboratories, including 

new radiological technology classrooms, a dental hygiene clinic, and natural science 

classrooms.185 The new renovations improved the conditions at Hostos Community 

College, and helped to improve the relations between the school’s administration and 

South Bronx college community. Both the community and students praised the excellent 

work of Aponte at a time of great change at Hostos.186 
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Over the summer of 1971, the Hostos administration and faculty met with 

members of South Bronx community to formalize the bilingual education curriculum for 

the Spanish-speaking students. According to Barry Castro, “Community people who had 

never before been inside the college were invited to participate. They were advised of the 

problems students and faculty were facing and of the solutions being proposed. Their 

views were solicited and taken seriously. It was an exciting period.”187 The Hostos 

administration and faculty sought to make changes to the curriculum while also building 

on the students’ English language abilities. Under Edward Aponte, the Acting President 

of Hostos, the curriculum began to offer credit-bearing academic courses in both English 

and Spanish. According to Castro, Hostos began to “re-invent” its approach in “education 

for the environment in which it [was] operating.”188 The faculty made major 

readjustments in their curricula and developed a sizeable offering of academic courses in 

Spanish.189 

The Start of Candido de Leon’s Presidency  

 In late August, the Board of Higher Education received an update from the 

Presidential Search Committee. They had considered more than fifty possible candidates 

and interviewed six for the position.  The search committee knew it had to act fast but 

acknowledged that the candidate must “possess the highest academic credentials, 

dedication to urban education, and proven ability as a leader capable of securing the 

confidence of the faculty” and the college community.190 After weeks of deliberation the 
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Presidential Search Committee concluded that Candido de León, who helped design the 

plans for the school, “would be an excellent president of Hostos Community College.”191 

On September 28, 1971, the Board of Higher Education approved the appointment of 

Candido de León.192 The community praised de León’s work as Dean of Administration 

at Hostos. He also had strong ties with educational groups in the city, including the 

Puerto Rican Forum, Inc., ASPIRA and other community organizations.193 Candido de 

León became the first college president of Puerto Rican descent in the continental United 

States.194 

When de León became president of Hostos Community College, he set his highest 

priority to create “a place that stimulates learning and where students develop motivation 

and a taste for learning.”195 President de León declared, “students, faculty and staff who 

were at the college during its first year of operation can attest, the facilities have indeed 

improved.”196 With the completed construction and renovations during the summer of 

1971, almost the entire faculty who had offices at the Melrose Building moved to the 

Concourse Building where they held classes.197 New renovations on the first floor 

included the completion of the library with large reading areas and an educational media 

center, which included an audio-visual study area. The renovations on the second floor 
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included a new reception area, student lounges, the Office of Student Services, rooms for 

student organizations, a medical office, and classrooms. The renovations on the third 

floor included new office spaces for the president, his administration, and faculty 

members; on the fourth floor, renovations were still in progress for more faculty offices 

and classrooms. Renovations on the fifth floor included new radiological technology 

classrooms and a dental hygiene clinic; and the sixth floor now housed more laboratories 

and classrooms.198 The new renovations improved the conditions at Hostos Community 

College, and helped to improve the relations between the school’s administration, the 

students, and the South Bronx community in general. 

Along with the improved physical conditions at Hostos Community College, 

Candido de León’s replaced members of the Hostos administration and brought in people 

who understood the needs of the students and the surrounding community. As president, 

Candido de León had an active role in hiring and replacing faculty and administrators. In 

November 1971, President de León announced the appointment of top-level 

administrators, including Dr. Rafael L. Cortada, as Vice President for Academic Affairs; 

and Gladys Correa, as Dean of Students. Cortada, a historian by training who specialized 

in Caribbean and Latin American history, African American studies, and Iberian studies, 

was “firmly committed to Hostos’ goal of becoming a bilingual college.”199 Cortada saw 

“bilingual education as that process through which excellence in two languages is 

achieved;” and believed “English-speaking students at Hostos may ultimately attain 

fluency in Spanish since bilingualism is a valuable option for both English- and Spanish-
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speaking persons in our present society.”200 Correa, a Puerto Rican and native New 

Yorker, also advocated for bilingual education at Hostos. She asserted that students 

“should be permitted to pursue [their] studies in [their] dominant language, with intensive 

study in a second language, and with proficiency in both languages being the final 

result.”201 “Furthermore,” Correa added, “bilingual education should not just happen 

haphazardly, but should follow a carefully planned model which must be continually 

evaluated.”202 

In the fall of 1971 and throughout 1972, Hostos Community College began to 

implement an experimental bilingual education program. The selection of course 

offerings grew exponentially during that time. Under the tenure of President Candido de 

Leon, Hostos developed the first comprehensive bilingual education program in an 

American institution of higher learning.   

The Evolution of Educational Self-Determination at Hostos Community College, 

1971-1978 

The student revolt at Hostos Community College fundamentally transformed the 

institution’s identity. Widespread community support pushed Hostos Community College 

into the vanguard for bilingual education in postsecondary institutions. The school 

avoided closure in the mid-1970s. Still, the Puerto Rican community assumed a greater 

role in shaping Hostos Community College.  
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The Expanding of Role of Language and Culture 

Bilingual Education 

 The fall of 1971 began a period of readjustment. Appointed by the Board of 

Higher Education, Candido de León began his tenure at Hostos Community College. He 

worked with the faculty to restructure the course instruction and brought in individuals to 

help implement a bilingual education program at Hostos.203 They experimented with 

teaching methods, including the use of new computer technology, video, and audio to 

transmit course material; and they continued to modify the curricula and bilingual 

program to address the needs of the growing student body.204 That fall, the administration 

and faculty introduced a large number of credit-bearing academic courses offered both in 

Spanish and English. Hostos offered seventy-four bilingual courses in the behavioral 

sciences, mathematics, Puerto Ricans Studies, natural sciences, social sciences, and 

physical education. Most of these were introductory course; although all of the allied 

health courses were taught in English regardless of the students’ proficiency in the 

language.205 This was difficult for students with low-proficiency, but necessary because 

state examinations for allied health professions were only offered in English. To ease the 

situation, the English faculty developed classes for Spanish-speaking students designed to 

introduce basic language skills and improve their reading, writing, speaking, and 
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comprehension of the English language.206 The English Department took on the 

responsibility to introduce and implement bilingual education at Hostos.207 

In the spring of 1972, the faculty and administration continued to modify their 

bilingual curriculum. The faculty in the English Department worked closely with students 

and provided individualized tutoring and attention.208 Playing close attention to the needs 

of the students, the faculty identified a need for basic skills in English. Students could 

take remedial English classes and the allied health courses concurrently, and not have to 

wait to pass remedial courses before starting to earn academic credit. The Spanish-

speaking students needed to master basic concepts in writing, reading, and 

comprehension of the English language so that they could master the course objectives in 

the allied health program. A full-time coordinator for the English-as-a-Second Language 

(ESL) program was hired in the English Department. The coordinator did away with the 

expansive language proficiency categories, such as in "Intensive English" and 

"Conversational English," and simplified the ESL program into three practical paths of 

study, the "Basic," "Intermediate," and "Advanced" levels.”209  

The second school year at Hostos was not without its challenges. At the end of the 

spring semester in 1972, the faculty challenged some of President de Leon’s initiatives, 

including the “systems-based” approach and the no-grading policy. The faculty criticized 

the “systems-based” approach because, it was difficult to implement and the perceived 
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lack of real flexibility.210 The student’s lack of study skills made it difficult for 

independent study to truly work. In addition, the students had to complete their courses in 

a timely fashion or risk being barred from registering the following semester.211 Only 

35% of the students were attending their classes and the college administration had done 

little to correct this issue. Student records were also not well maintained.212 Further, the 

faculty criticized the administration’s no-grading policy. According to the staff and 

faculty, the non-grading policy “led to significant losses of credit for students who 

wished to transfer.”213 The faculty concluded the Hostos administration was “failing” its 

students.214 President de Leon defended his policies and explained these grievances were 

“novel growing pains.” He accused the faculty and counseling staff of not familiarizing 

themselves with the “systems-based” approach. Candido de Leon retorted, “The fact is 

that a large number of faculty members never defined what the hell they were doing. 

They did not prepare for the new kind of instruction and their student were just lost.”215 

The low graduation rates, de Leon attributed, “was common to new two-year 

colleges.”216 He added, “87% of Hostos’ students entered through the Open Admissions 

program and would not have been admitted under pre-1970 CUNY entrance policy.”217 
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“We’re accepting students who are not prepared for college because of neglect in their 

first 12 years of the [public] school system,” de Leon explained the reality at the college, 

“[Their] first year here is largely remediation.”218  

 President de Leon’s first year as had its complications but the Hostos faculty 

continued to work toward meeting the needs of the students. Despite the criticism, 

President de Leon kept the “systems-based” approach in place and his administration 

devised a formula to calculate the grade point averages for transfer students. In the early 

years of the school, and for much of the 1970s, according to researchers Ruth Otto and 

Ricardo Otheguy, there was “no bilingual department or director of bilingual studies, but 

rather bilingual approaches [became] part of the work of all departments.”219 The 

responsibility for bilingual education and remediation programs at Hostos fell on the 

English Department. By the end of the 1971-72 school year, members in the English 

Department decided “to come up with a radically different remedial program if our 

students were ever to learn to read and write at an acceptable college level.”220 

 In the fall semester of 1972, Hostos expanded the academic courses offered in 

Spanish, and the English Department introduced an innovative bilingual program, called 

the Libra Program. The school now offered 91 courses in Spanish in the behavioral 

sciences, mathematics, Puerto Ricans Studies, natural sciences, social sciences, and 

physical education. Unlike the previous fall, Hostos offered several of the “health core” 

courses, those designed to provide an overview of basic health concepts, in Spanish and 
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in English.221 That fall, for the first time in its history, Hostos Community College 

officially acknowledged the important role of bilingual education. The school had 

previously offered academic courses in Spanish, but the 1972-73 Course Catalog first 

mentioned the category “Bilingual Education.” According to the 1972-73 Course 

Catalog:  

Recognizing the many advantages of developing excellence in both 

English and Spanish, it is the college’s goal to enable the student to begin 

at once receiving instruction in his or her primary language while taking 

intensive instruction in a second language. This plan allows students at 

Hostos to attain a level of fluency in a second language while instruction 

may be completed in either Spanish or English.”222 

In addition, the English Department inaugurated the Libra Program, one of the 

most remarkable experiments in language remediation pioneered at Hostos Community 

College. Designed as an interdisciplinary collaboration between ESL instructors and 

mainstream content-based disciplines, the Libra Program paired an English language 

professor with a “content” teacher, specifically those who taught social sciences, Puerto 

Rican Studies, behavioral science, or anthropology. They worked together to select 

suitable material to engage the student in discussions and compositions.223 The English 

Department introduced the program to provide students with the reading and writing 
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skills necessary to master the course objectives in the health-allied and liberal arts 

programs.224  

The English department faculty observed that the writing assignments in their 

classes were disconnected from real life issues or meaningful contexts. According to 

Dexter Fisher and Lois Lamdin, the founders of the program, “It was obvious that the 

usual semester of grammar drills on the “Dick and Jane” level, plus writing paragraphs 

about drugs and women’s lib in a “dummy” class taught be a part-time teacher as bored 

as the students, would accomplish nothing.”225 The students needed more than a few 

hours a week of learning and practicing English; further, according to Fisher and Lamdin, 

“they also had to be motivated to want to write for someone other than their English 

instructors.”226 The founders of the program asserted, “Our first step, then, was to 

develop the concept, among faculty as well as the students, that every teacher is 

essentially an English teacher.”227 This became the program’s most significant feature, 

“the involvement of the entire college community;” it elevated language remediation 

where it became a concern to everyone at the school. The program gained notable status 

and prestige within the college because members of the senior faculty also participated in 

the program.228 The founders of the program considered it a “total learning environment.” 
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In the inaugural semester, 53 students out of the 92 enrolled in the program completed the 

courses objectives; in the spring of 1973, 44 students of the 65 enrolled completed the 

courses objectives; and in the fall of 1973, 140 students of the 239 enrolled completed the 

course objectives. In the first year and a half, 60% of the students had successfully 

completed the Libra program. 229 

 The Libra Program proved to be a worthy but expensive venture. The student 

learned to quickly apply their writing and reading skills. Even if the student could only 

write a few sentences, they began to write about something of interest to them. The 

students learned from a team of professors, including senior faculty. According to the 

program founders, “Far from being stigmatized and shunted aside, the Libra student 

enjoys some the best teaching the college offers.”230 The courses were small and 

unfortunately the expense to conduct them was costly. It placed a heavy demand on the 

senior faculty, strained the limited space and technology, and required more supervisory 

personnel. “The cost, to be sure is formidable,” the founders of the program admitted, 

“but the cost of having done nothing would be far worse. Students completing the Libra 

program have access to a world of academic and economic mobility otherwise closed to 

them.”231  

 In addition to the Libra Program, interdepartmental cooperation became an on-

going activity throughout the college.232 For example, the English Department developed 
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writing workshops for developmental reading skills with the health, biological, and 

physical sciences disciplines to help students better understand and read scientific charts 

and diagrams.233 Further, some faculty who taught advanced courses in the Modern 

Languages Department, coordinated with the allied health department to improve 

communication skills.234   

Puerto Rican Studies 

In the student boycott in the spring of 1971, where they called for bilingual 

education, they also demanded a Puerto Rican Studies Department, but Hostos did not 

establish one until the fall of 1973. The college community’s decision to address the 

student’s language needs took precedent in the first years of the college. This precedence 

for bilingual education is reflected in the low number of Puerto Rican Studies course 

offerings. In 1971, Hostos offered 19 Puerto Rican Studies courses; in 1972, Hostos 

offered only 12 courses.235 By the fall of 1973, Hostos students and faculty diverted their 

attention to the creation of a Puerto Ricans Studies Department and to significantly 

expanded its courses. The new department now offered 49 courses.236 The number of 

courses had more than doubled from the previous years, and students could now graduate 

with a liberal arts associate’s degree with a concentration in Puerto Rican Studies.  

The development of Puerto Rican Studies Department emerged from a like-

minded cohort of activist faculty and nationalist students. Although Hostos had offered 

Puerto Rican Studies classes since its first semester, the establishment of the Puerto Rican 

Studies Department expanded the role of culture at the school. Puerto Rican activist 
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students and professors, encouraged the formation of the Puerto Rican Studies 

Department; and their persistence was informed by the years of struggle for culturally 

responsive education. Barry Castro, a professor at Hostos, asserts, “The spontaneous 

manifestations of concern from all quarters were clearly genuine and permitted a fruitful 

dialogue to develop between students and faculty.”237  

The Puerto Rican Studies Department’s educational philosophy transcended the 

school walls at Hostos. The department dedicated itself “to help the Puerto Rican 

community to better understand its national origin and be proud of it as a prerequisite for 

the creation of a strong self-image that would serve as the basic foundation for the 

resolution of its problems and to provide a center for the educational advancement of a 

community studying its own nature and problems.”238 The department’s goal was “to 

make connections not only with other departments and programs in the university, but 

also to sustain a vital link to the communities which nurtured their beginnings.”239 The 

courses catalogs from 1971 to 1974 stated students could study the “history of Puerto 

Rico and its culture, economics, and literature;” “classes [were] conducted in English and 

Spanish,” while some were only taught in Spanish; and allowed students to “acquire an 

understanding of the unique identity of Puerto Rican culture.”240 The courses emphasized 

“a panoramic view of the historic Puerto Rican personality.”241 The 1973-1974 Course 

Catalog highlighted “an interdisciplinary exploration of the social, cultural, and artistic 
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manifestations of the Puerto Rican people.”242 Aspects of Puerto Rican Studies were 

incorporated into other academic disciplines, including the arts and social sciences, and 

its cultural infusion contributed to the school’s popularity among the South Bronx 

community. For example, the Puerto Rican Studies and the Visual and Performing Arts 

departments collaborated to ensure the cultural material complemented each other.243  

In the mid-1970s, the Puerto Rican Studies Department refined its mission 

statement and defined its accountability to the South Bronx community. According to the 

department’s Mission Statement, “The success or failure of students in Hostos depends 

upon their abilities to reclaim cultural self-appreciation; [accordingly], the Puerto Rican 

Studies Department courses are the backbone of the Spanish-speaking students’ academic 

life.” 244 The department viewed the Puerto Rican experience not confined to the island, 

in “an isolated reality,” but as part of a historical diaspora in the United States. In other 

words, historical experience mattered as much in the United States as it did on the island. 

In addition, Hostos’s mission to meet the needs of the Puerto Rican students included 

undoing “the damage done by years of miseducation to students’ cultural self-image, 

educational expectations, and intellectual self-confidence.” The Puerto Rican Studies 

curriculum enabled students to recognize their talents and skills, and prepared them to 

create solutions to improve their communities.245 The demands and subsequent 

institutionalization of the Puerto Rican Studies Department contributed to the distinctive 

institutional identity of Hostos Community College. The creation of the department and 
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the expansion of its course offerings proved that Hostos was accountable to the 

population it served by incorporating the language and culture of the community. 

The Hostos’s popularity and student body grew due to the high demand of allied 

health careers, a successful bilingual education program, and the expanding the role of 

Puerto Rican culture in the institutional identity of the school.246 The recently 

implemented open admissions policy contributed to this growth. The CUNY student 

population surged from 172,726 in 1969, the year before open admissions, to 259,374 in 

the fall of 1972.247 According to El Diario-La Prensa, New York City’s largest Spanish-

language newspaper, “the enrollment of Puerto Ricans in CUNY almost doubled from 4 

percent in 1969 to 7.4 in 1975.”248 Hostos attracted students due to its popular allied 

health programs. According to the New York Times, “the careers that are most popular 

with students are those related to the health professions, such as nursing, occupational 

therapy, and X-ray technology.”249 

 The increase in the number of Puerto Rican Studies courses coincided with the 

growing body of students, specifically the growing number of Puerto Ricans attending 

Hostos. Student enrollment grew to 2,078 students in the fall of 1973, the majority of the 

students lived in the Bronx, with almost 25% from the South Bronx, and in 1973, Puerto 
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Ricans constituted 45% of the school population.250 According to a study by Peter B. 

Martin, Dean of Student Services at Hostos, “since many of the Spanish-dominant 

students are older, have children, [and] are employed at least part-time, the opportunity to 

complete college level courses taught in Spanish while they are learning English is a 

strong inducement to continue their education and removes a severe obstacles to their 

consideration of higher education.”251 Insight on the Hostos graduates reflects and 

reinforces the successes of the school and its students. In the 1970s, women comprised 

three-fourths of the graduating students and were more likely than their male counterparts 

to earn their degrees. Most of the graduates were adults in their late 20s, while only a few 

had come directly from high schools. Almost all of the graduates were people of color, 

and many surpassed the educational level of their parents.252 The demands and 

subsequent institutionalization of the Puerto Rican Studies Department contributed to the 

distinctive institutional identity of Hostos Community College. The creation of the 

department and the expansion of its course offerings proved that Hostos was accountable 

to the population it served by incorporating the language and culture of the community.  

The “Hostos Needs Space” Movement, Fall 1973-Summer 1974 

The increased role of the Spanish language and Puerto Rican culture contributed 

to the success and growth of Hostos; however, by the spring of 1974 its popularity 

resulted in critical space shortages. In the fall of 1973, the faculty, staff, and students had 
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serious concerns over the cramped and unfinished renovations at Hostos. The school 

turned away several hundred students in its first three years.253 The campus at 475 Grand 

Concourse was designed to accommodate 750 students, but the projected student 

enrollment for the fall of 1974 was clearly over 2,000.254 The college community’s 

concerns turned to action. Late in 1973, a student named Sam Saunders met with Hostos 

faculty member, Gerald Meyer, and said to him, “You know, it’s a shame how we have to 

live like this in the College. Do you think we could get the Security Mutual Building for 

Hostos?”255 The Security Mutual Building, a vacant five-story structure, was located at 

500 Grand Concourse, directly across the street from Hostos, which was also referred to 

informally and endearingly as the “500” Building.256 Meyer responded, “Let’s talk about 

it.”257 They immediately launched a campaign to obtain the Security Mutual Building, a 

movement organized around the slogan “Hostos Needs Space.”258 

The school admitted more students than it could actually accommodate, which 

further aggravated the need for more space. According to scholar Carlos Rodríguez-

Fraticelli, “With the enrollment of over 2,000 students, by 1974 Hostos had become the 

most cramped institution of higher education at [CUNY].”259 The college community 

began organizing and mobilizing to obtain more space. In the first half of 1974, the 

Hostos Student Government Organization and the Hostos Chapter of the Professional 
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Staff Congress, a CUNY-based faculty union, joined forces and launched a massive 

campaign to obtain the “500” Building for Hostos.260 The campaign included a massive 

petition drive, a letter writing campaign, media and community outreach, and a series of 

marches and demonstrations.261 In late May, the group travelled to the state capitol in 

Albany to bring their case to their representatives. In June of 1974, the New York 

Legislature passed a special bill to allow the New York State Dormitory Authority to 

purchase the Security Mutual Building. The Dormitory Authority, CUNY’s financing and 

construction agency, acquired the “500” Building for Hostos to use in addition to the 475 

Building directly across the street.262 The Dormitory Authority expected to add another 

$4 million for renovations, but a statewide fiscal crisis disrupted these plans. The 

Dormitory Authority could not sell its bonds, and the renovations, the additional space, 

and the students would have to wait.263  

Hostos Gains Accreditation  

The first four years had been a period of curricular experimentation, student and 

faculty alliances, and the Hostos administration proved its willing to accommodate the 

community. Despite a rough start, conditions had improved at Hostos Community 

College. The students took an active role in the many changes on the campus, and they 

continued to do so. In the summer of 1974, the efforts of the college community were 

formally recognized. That summer, Hostos Community College earned full and 

unconditional accreditation from the Middle States Association of Colleges and 
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Secondary Schools. This significant milestone validated the important role that the 

college played in the South Bronx community. The final accreditation evaluation stated, 

“The emergence of Hostos Community College as an operable concept provided new 

hope for Puerto Rican and Black academic professionals to acquire promotional and 

employment opportunities in sufficient numbers to impact on the quality of life in the 

community.”264 The school’s accreditation provided recognition that Hostos’ mission was 

meeting the needs of the community; it provided significant uplift in the morale of 

administration, faculty, and staff; and also boosted the optimism of the overall college 

community.265 It was welcomed news after a harrowing and somewhat difficult first few 

years. The summer of 1974 ended on a high note for Hostos. Not only did the school gain 

accreditation from the Middle States Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools, but 

also the acquisition of the “500” Building, at least in principal, meant more space for its 

students and proved the South Bronx community, through mass mobilization and political 

action, could accomplish great endeavors.266  

The Evolution of Community Activism and the Origins of the Save Hostos 

Movement 

 In the first half of 1974, the Hostos Student Government Organization and the 

Hostos Chapter of the Professional Staff Congress, a CUNY-based faculty union, joined 

forces and launched a massive campaign to obtain the “500” Building for Hostos.267 The 

campaign included a massive petition drive, a letter writing campaign, media and 
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community outreach, and a series of marches and demonstrations.268 In late May, the 

group travelled to the state capitol in Albany to bring their case to their representatives. In 

June of 1974, the New York Legislature passed a special bill to allow the New York State 

Dormitory Authority to purchase the Security Mutual Building. The Dormitory 

Authority, CUNY’s financing and construction agency, acquired the “500” Building for 

Hostos to use in addition to the 475 Building directly across the street.269 The Dormitory 

Authority expected to add another $4 million for renovations, but the impending 

statewide fiscal crisis disrupted these plans. The Dormitory Authority could not sell its 

bonds, and the renovations, the additional space, and the students would have to wait.270 

The lack of space soon became the least of college community’s worries when an 

impending fiscal crisis threated the existence of Hostos. 

The New York Fiscal Crisis, Fall 1974-Fall 1975 

 By late 1974, signs of an imminent fiscal crisis began to take shape. In the mid-

1970s, the U.S. experienced an inflation and recession crisis, but New York City was 

unusually hard hit.  In November, Robert J. Kibbee who became CUNY Chancellor in 

1971, and the Board of Higher Education began to feel the pressure coming down from 

Mayor Abraham Beame and Governor Hugh Carey. As a preemptive measure, CUNY 

officials began preparing budget cuts for the 1975-76 school year.271 In December, the 

Mayor’s request for the spending cuts officially arrived. Chancellor Kibbee ordered $18.9 

million in budget cuts throughout CUNY; small classes were merged, professors took on 
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larger teaching loads, and campus presidents and administrators took on teaching 

responsibilities.272 A budget cut of $10.8 million came from “technical adjustments,” 

while $8.1 million was cut from the operating budget of each college. These operating 

budget cuts ranged from $1,066,000 at Brooklyn College to $114,000 at Hostos 

Community College. The Board of Higher Education declared, “We’re not telling the 

individual colleges how many people they have to fire […] we’re telling the president of 

XYZ College how many dollars he has to lop off the budget, and it will be up to [them] to 

decide how to do it.”273 The Board prescribed hiring freezes in the second semester of the 

1974-75 school year and no overtime for staff and faculty.274  

The fiscal crisis in New York City occurred due to the expansion of municipal 

services for its growing population and the reduction in tax base from wealthy New 

Yorkers leaving the city to live in suburbs. The city’s fiscal supervisors began to borrow 

more money against their future budget revenue it had not and would not receive.275 The 

federal government and private city bankers refused to bail out the city. By mid-April of 

1975, the city ran out of money. In September 1975, as part of the Financial Emergency 

Act, the state legislature formed the Emergency Financial Control Board, a seven-

member board of business executives and elected officials, to oversee fiscal affairs and 

recommend budget cuts throughout the state of New York.276 CUNY became a major 

																																																								
272 Gene I. Maeroff, “City U. Adopts Budget-Cut Measures,” The New York Times, December 13, 1974, 
51. 
273 Maeroff, “City U. Adopts Budget-Cut Measures,” 51. 
274 Ibid. 
275 New York City has long had a history of providing aid for its population through the use of public 
services. The city provided an extensive social assistance network for its poor and disadvantaged. CUNY, 
in a similar vein, provided students with a tuition-free education since its inception; and the advent of open 
admissions in the 1970s, expanded this opportunity for all. 
276 Steve Gregory, Black Corona: Race and the Politics of Place in an Urban Community (Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999), 102. The Emergency Financial Control Board policed the city’s 



	

	 297 

target for the Emergency Financial Control Board. 

In early 1975, students, faculty, administrators and politicians, throughout New 

York City, began challenging the initial budget cuts, and hurled accusations of 

discrimination at the Chancellor and the Board of Higher Education. In February, a 

committee of Black college professors from CUNY and other New York colleges argued 

the cuts restricted students of color from access to higher education. The committee 

asserted, “the [Governor] Carey administration was using the present economic downturn 

to mount a direct and coordinated attack on [minorities] in education.”277 The proposal 

cut 40% from the budgets for community colleges, the committee argued, “where most 

minority students are educated.”278 In May, six hundred students demonstrated in front of 

the Board of Higher Education offices; protesting Mayor Beame’s proposed cuts to the 

SEEK program, which provided remedial services for disadvantaged students in higher 

education.279 Mayor Beame dodged the attacks, and offered that his recommendations for 

the cuts in SEEK do not have to be followed by the Board of Higher Education as long as 

the reductions in the total budget came from somewhere else.280  

CUNY was hit hard by the budget cuts. Chancellor Robert J. Kibbee reported that 

the budget cuts were “weakening the academic program, hampering operations, and 

devastating morale on the college campuses.”281 Over 5,000 employees at all levels of 

work in the CUNY system, including, custodians, clerks, counselors, librarians, part-time 

																																																																																																																																																																					
budget, held extensive veto power over spending contracts, and ordered the preparation of a 3-year fiscal 
plan from the city. 
277 “Black Academicians Say Cuts in Budget Will Hurt Minorities,” The New York Times,  February 23, 
1975, 25. 
278 “Black Academicians Say Cuts in Budget Will Hurt Minorities,” 25. 
279 “Beame Cuts Scored by City U. Students,” The New York Times, April 29, 1975, 36. 
280 Gerald Fraser, “Mayor Offers Hope of Avoiding Cuts in SEEK Program,” The New York Times, May 
18, 1975, 46. 
281 Editorial, “CUNY on the Rocks,” El Diario-La Prensa, November 18, 1975, 17. 



	

	 298 

faculty, adjuncts, and even some senior administrators, were let go.282 The budget cuts 

resulted in larger classes, slashed resources for libraries and equipment, and increased 

registration fees for the students.283 The Hostos struggle of the 1970s was part of a 

citywide movement against the proposed cutbacks. 

The Emergence of the Community Coalition to Save Hostos and the Save Hostos 

Committee  

In late October of 1975, the announcement came of the possible closure of Hostos 

Community College.  The campus was to be closed while its allied health program was to 

be integrated at Bronx Community College. El Diario-La Prensa, the largest distributed 

Spanish-language newspaper in New York City, considered the closure, “a callous 

disregard for the community of the South Bronx.”284 As the first step in a long struggle to 

save Hostos, a group of students, faculty members, and administrators started a letter 

writing and petitioning campaign to reach out to community leaders, and organized a 

voter registration drive.285 In November, two groups, the Save Hostos Committee and the 

Community Coalition to Save Hostos, formalized their presence and purpose to save the 

school from the threat of closure. For the next nine months, the two groups mobilized the 

South Bronx community and pursued a relentless struggle to keep Hostos alive. The 
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Community Coalition to Save Hostos, emerged out of a student group that form alliances 

with Hostos faculty, staff, and community activists.286 Some of the important players in 

the Community Coalition included lead coordinator Ramon Jimenez, counselor Maria 

Barbosa, and students Alexis Colon, Amos Torres, and Nilsa Saniels. The group viewed 

the struggle to save Hostos as a mandate to replace its administration, which they accused 

of not doing enough for the survival of the school. The Community Coalition distrusted 

Hostos President Candido de Leon, and their attacks on him created embittered friction 

between them and the Save Hostos Committee.287  

 Members of the Save Hostos Committee began to take action in late October as 

part of the early petition and letter writing campaign. On November 6th, the Committee 

was officially organized as part of the Hostos Community College Senate, the decision-

making body at the school. The purpose of the Committee was to mobilize students, 

faculty, staff, and the community to insure Hostos’ survival.288 The group formed 

subcommittees to initiate several important tasks, including voter registration drives; 

contacting elected officials; a letter writing campaign; petition drives; a speakers bureau 

to inform the college community about that happenings at Hostos; community outreach; 

publicity to insure media coverage; and finances to solicit contributions and 
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fundraising.289  Some of the important members of the Save Hostos Committee, most of 

which were faculty or staff, included Gerald Meyer, Wally Edgecombe, Diane Penner, 

Selena James, Pete Martin, and Peter Roman. 290  

The Community Coalition to Save Hostos and the Save Hostos Committee, 

although sharing in the struggle for the school, differed in significant ways. Journalist 

Jane Wholey described the relationship, stating, “The two groups coexisted, but 

developed serious antagonism over tactics and strategies.”291 The Community Coalition 

pursued militant forms of contestation, such as marches, teach-ins, occupying building, 

and demonstrations; they escalated their tactics as more students and other residents of 

the South Bronx joined their cause.292 Ramon Jimenez, and many in the Community 

Coalition, believed “it was absolutely necessary to wage a creative, disruptive, civil 

disobedience campaign.”293 The Save Hostos Committee utilized conventional forms of 

contestation, like lobbying, voter registration drives, letter writing, and petitioning.294 The 

Community Coalition was a student-led, grassroots movement with alliances with the 
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community, and with few non-Puerto Ricans faculty and staff in their cohort. The Save 

Hostos Committee was faculty and staff-led, a top-down organization, with few Puerto 

Ricans faculty and staff involved.295 The Community Coalition distanced itself from the 

Hostos administration, while members of the Committee, some of which were part of the 

Hostos administration, worked with President Candido de Leon.  Many in the 

Community Coalition believed de Leon was negotiating behind the scenes to advance his 

own career.296 When the Community Coalition decided to take on more militant efforts, 

they had to do it without the Committee. Still, many members of the Save Hostos 

Committee supported the efforts of the Community Coalition.297   

The Save Hostos Movement received extensive and far-reaching support as a 

result of a result of a successful letter writing campaign by the Save Hostos Committee. 

Many of their supporters wrote letters to the Board of Higher Education and the CUNY 

Chancellor, chastising them for overlooking the advances Hostos had made in the South 

Bronx community. Chicano president of the El Paso Community College, Alfredo G. de 

los Santos Jr., asserted, “the efforts which have been made at Hostos have stimulated a 

number of new efforts in the colleges of the southwest which serve Chicano students, and 

they have been the basis for many of us starting or developing directions which we [had] 

not considered prior to our meeting with the Hostos staff.”298 Members of the Puerto 

Rican liberal professional class, including assembly members, congress members, and 
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senators, established the Legislative Committee to Save Hostos.299 They sent a letter to 

the Board of Higher Education, stating they would not allow CUNY “to save money at 

the expense of the Puerto Rican residents of this City.”300 Congress Representative 

Jonathan B. Bingham defended Hostos, stating, “A school that provides these programs, 

regardless of what President Ford and other anti-urban leaders may say, [Hostos] is not a 

New York luxury, but an American necessity.”301 El Congreso Nacional de Asuntos 

Colegiales, an affiliate of the American Council on Education and the American 

Association of Community and Junior Colleges, reminded the Board of Higher Education 

that Hostos had the “most extensive bilingual program [not] only in New York City but 

in the entire country.”302  

The letter writing campaign had been a success in terms of the outpour of support, 

but it would not be enough. The letters did little to change the minds of the Board of 

Higher Education. That winter the situation became more severe. CUNY Chancellor 

Kibbee received notice from the Emergency Financial Control Board that the CUNY 
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budget of $539 million dollars would be further cut by $73.5 million three years.303 

Chancellor Kibbee, in an effort to not disrupt all of the CUNY schools, decided to 

‘restructure’ the smaller colleges, which included Hostos and Medgar Evers College, two 

of the smallest CUNY campuses, but also served the largest enrollments of students of 

color.304 On December 15, the Board of Higher Education announced it planned to end 

open admissions, implement stricter admissions and transfer standards, and eliminate 

several CUNY institutions. The South Bronx community declared Hostos Community 

College in a ‘state of emergency.’305  

The Spring Offensive of 1976: Marches, Demonstrations, and Occupations 

In the spring semester of 1976, the Community Coalition to Save Hostos 

formulated an eight-point plan to contest the budget cuts.306 The plan declared that 

Hostos “stay open no matter what;” to “mobilize everyday;” “develop strong ties with 

[the] community;” “disrupt against those against [them];” “develop media contacts;” and 

implement an “educational campaign” to inform the community and legislators about the 

Hostos struggle.307 The plan served as the group’s blueprint to save Hostos. 

On February 23, Chancellor Kibbee’s plan, “Proposal for Restructuring the City 

University of New York,” became public, and it confirmed what many already knew. The 

plan proposed the closures of two senior colleges, John Jay and Richmond, and also 
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Hostos Community College; as well as the conversion of Medgar Evers and York 

Colleges from four-year to two-year colleges. John Jay, Hostos, Medgar Evers, and York 

offered higher education to disadvantaged students in poverty areas.308 However, new 

details also emerged. Students in need of remedial help would now attend “Skills 

Preparatory Centers,” located off campuses and not associated with CUNY.309 Tracking 

students to remedial centers meant the elimination of 5,000 “weaker” students from the 

CUNY system, many who enrolled through the open admissions policy.310 In community 

colleges, the proposed tighter entrance standards would exclude the bottom quarter 

percentile of high school graduates, and in senior colleges, the bottom two-thirds.311 The 

new standards would return the racial composition of CUNY to pre-Open Admissions 

levels, consequently hurting the students most in need, a problem that Puerto Rican and 

Black students had struggled so hard to overcome in the late 1960s. 312  

Kibbee’s proposal to increase admissions standards meant the exclusion of many 

adult students from pursuing a higher education. Hostos, a school purposely established 

in the impoverished South Bronx, served a diverse and unique student population. Many 

of its students were older; many had children; some were single parents; and most 

continued to work difficult jobs while they went to school. The student population 

consisted of Vietnam Veterans, ex-inmates, Spanish-speaking immigrants, and other 
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minorities.313 Some spoke little or no English, but at Hostos they could enter college and 

begin an academic program taught in Spanish, while learning English in remedial 

courses, and gradually move on to courses taught in English.314 Lucila Caranton, a 45 

year-old student at Hostos and a native from South America, stated, “This is really my 

only alternative […] If the school closes, I can’t get to where I want to because my 

English is still not good enough.”315 By the mid-1970s, the average age of students was 

27, and 70% of the student body were women. More than 80% of Hostos graduates 

advanced to CUNY senior colleges.316 

Student-led coalitions formed spontaneously throughout New York City to 

combat the budget cuts. On February 27, close to 1,000 Puerto Ricans and other Spanish-

speaking students protested outside City Hall to denounce what they considered “unjust 

and discriminatory budget cuts.”317 Students were accompanied by 30 citywide 

organizations and community leaders, including Congressman Herman Badillo; City 

Council-member Luis Olmedo; Assembly-member Armando Montano; community 

leader Gilberto Gerena Valentin; Luz Belen Allende, president of the Bilingual Education 

Student Association; and Alexis Colón, president of the Student Government at Hostos. 

When Mayor Abraham Beame refused to meet with the delegation, community leader 

Genaro Valentin called the situation, “a slap in the face [to] the Puerto Rican 

community;” and Council-member Luis Olmedo warned, “This is only the beginning, o 

bailamos todos o rompemos la vitrola (either we all dance or we’ll break the 
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jukebox).”318  The “Spring Offensive” had commenced. 

The Community Coalition to Save Hostos and the Save Hostos Committee 

succeeded in galvanizing support and mobilizing the South Bronx community. By late 

February, the Community Coalition launched its ‘Spring Offensive,” a series of 

disruptive tactics, such as demonstrations outside the offices of the Board of Higher 

Education and picket lines at the home of Chancellor Kibbee. The Community Coalition 

could turn out several hundred people for any event on a day’s notice.319  They continued 

to denounce the Hostos administration for not doing enough to save the school.320 The 

Save Hostos Committee, working with the school’s administrators, committed itself to 

voter registration drives, a letter writing campaign, and petition drives. The faculty 

involved in both groups realized that the classroom could serve as a vehicle for 

mobilization to combat institutional marginalization, and ultimately save their school.321 

Hostos students developed a political consciousness as part of their education, and 

participated in their own politicization.322 Hostos students, some who had never pursued 

any political activity, began participating in the democratic process, including registering 

to vote and registering others to vote, orchestrating petition drives, participating in 

demonstrations and other forms of civil disobedience, and wrote letters to politicians, the 
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Mayor, and the Board of Higher Education.323  

The students and faculty had a deep connection to the school. The students felt at 

home at Hostos because their classmates were just like them, they were older and shared 

similar hardships.  Students like Carmen Adames, 25 years old, and Jaime L. Lopez, 35 

years old, told the New York Times they “not only [felt] they belong, they also [felt] the 

college [belonged] to them.”324 The faculty also felt connected to the school, they had 

after all, developed much of Hostos’ bilingual, remedial, and health allied courses.325 

According to President Candido de Leon, “[Hostos] is the only effort the city has made to 

respond to the Hispanic community […] the fact that these people are here is proof that 

the regular university system was not responding to their needs.”326 From late February 

onward, the Community Coalition and the Save Hostos Committee continued to mobilize 

the college community. 

On March 8, the Board of Higher Education held a public hearing at the CUNY 

Graduate Center to clarify and discuss Chancellor Kibbee’s proposal.327 A large group of 

people who either had a stake in or wanted to have their say about the proposal attended 

the hearing. The group included students, faculty members, parents, politicians, religious 
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leaders, antipoverty and educational advocates, and community activists.328 “The great 

racial and ethnic minorities of the city,” according to the New York Times, “[wanted] to 

know why the priority cuts are directed at institutions in black and Puerto Rican 

neighborhoods.”329  

Inside, the public hearing was crowded with opponents of Chancellor Kibbee’s 

plan, and they ripped into the Board of Higher Education and the Emergency Financial 

Control Board.330 Some charged the Board of Higher Education of not challenging the 

budgetary demands of the Emergency Financial Control Board. Dr. Richard Trent, 

president of Medgar Evers College, told the Board, “Crucial decisions are being made in 

secret sessions by the Emergency Financial Control Board, a group of men accountable 

primarily to the financiers and elected by no one…whose basic strategy seems to be to 

maintain their profits and cash-flow and to let the working classes and minorities bear the 

major burden of unemployment, cuts and inflation, irrespective of social or moral 

consideration.”331 In his testimony to the Board, Bronx Borough President Robert 

Abrams stated, “Hostos is, in reality, reclaiming a group of New Yorkers who have been 

written off by the traditional educational system.”332  He continued, it “is the only 

institution in the CUNY system which has directly confronted the problem of educating 

Spanish-speaking people.”333 While opponents of Chancellor Kibbee assailed his 
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proposal inside the building, outside the protestors chanted, “Kibbee, you liar! We’ll set 

your pants on fire!”334  

Outside of the CUNY Graduate Center on 42nd Street, a massive demonstration 

of 4,500 students, their parents, and faculty, protested and chanted slogans against the 

Kibbee proposal.335 The demonstrators chanted in unison, “They say cut back, we say 

fight back!” and “They say vocational, and we say professional!”336 Nearly 500 students 

from Hostos Community College attended the demonstration.337 Community Coalition 

leader Ramon Jimenez, criticized the Board of Higher Education for limiting speakers 

from Hostos at the hearing.338 Speakers took turns addressing the protestors atop a van.339 

Gloria Ganado, a student waving a “Save Hostos” poster, told reporters, “I am here so 

they won’t shut down my school.”340 A speaker from Medgar Evers College asserted the 

closures and downgrading of his school was not the result of an economic crisis, it is a 

“racist crisis against Blacks and minority students.”341 The speaker noted that the schools 

hardest hit by the Kibbee proposal “are those with the highest percentages of Black and 

other national minority students.”342 Only a few years earlier CUNY had began to rectify 

the exclusion of Puerto Ricans and Blacks from higher education and now the Board 
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intended to restrict their access again.  

The Occupation of Board of Higher Education Building 

One of the most riveting displays of student contestation was the Community 

Coalition’s occupation of the Board of Higher Education building on East 80th Street. At 

8:30 a.m., on March 12th, nine women and eight men took over the offices of the Board 

of Higher Education for several hours. The takeover of the offices, seized within 12 

minutes, was part of a coordinated surprise attack that included a picket line outside.343 

Amos Torres, an Hostos student and Vietnam veteran used his knowledge of guerilla 

warfare to mastermind several of the Community Coalition’s surprise actions, including 

the Board Higher Education takeover.344 They quickly overcame the security guards 

without violence, and arrived with chains to seal off entrances using crazy glue on locks 

to barricade themselves inside.345 Five busloads of Hostos students and community 

members arrived and formed a picket line outside just as the occupiers reached the 

Chancellor’s office. When Nilsa Saniel, an Hostos student in her thirties, approached the 

Chancellor’s office she heard the students below on the street beginning to chant and 

cheer.346 According to journalist Jane Wholey, “Nilsa was relieved that they were 

there.”347 Saniel, a mother of three, was new to this kind of militant action. All of the 

office employees cooperated except the Chancellor. A group had to roll Kibbee, sitting 

on his chair, out of his office.348 They escorted the “visibly shaken” Kibbee out to the 
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street and the Community Coalition barricaded themselves inside.349 The occupiers made 

four demands: (1) the resignation of the Board of Higher Education members; (2) the 

preservation of John Jay, Richmond, Hostos, York, and Medgar Evers campuses; (3) 

maintaining open admissions; and (4) for CUNY to continue free tuition.350 Chancellor 

Kibbee insisted that the police remove and arrest the occupiers. The police threatened the 

students to evacuate the building or face arrest.351 Outside, the Community Coalition 

lawyers negotiated with the Chancellor and the police, and no one was arrested.352 When 

they exited the building, the media rushed to talk to them.353 The story of Hostos and 

their struggle was beginning to be heard. The takeover attracted media attention to the 

plight of Hostos, but Kibbee refused to give in. 

The students left the building and vowed “to continue the their struggle by other 

means.”354  The Community Coalition succeeded in shutting down the Board’s normal 

operations for the day, and proved they were organized and willing to use any means 

necessary to save their school.355 The takeover demonstrated the strength and 

determination of the ordinary students and working class community. The Board of 

Higher Education met none of the demands. Still, the act served as a training ground for 

one of the most prolonged and successful takeovers in the history of CUNY. 

The Occupation of Hostos Community College 
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On March 24, 1976, the Board of Higher Education advised the Emergency 

Financial Control Board that it was prepared to accept most of Kibbee’s controversial 

proposal for restructuring the CUNY. This included stricter requirements for admissions; 

the tracking of “academically weaker” students into off-campus remedial centers; 

downgrading Medger Evers College to a two-year school; and the merging of Hostos 

with Bronx Community College.356 According to interviews with the Board members, 

“no votes were taken, the board had reached consensus on accepting the key elements of 

the Kibbee plan.”357 

That morning the word quickly spread at Hostos Community College. Students 

passed around the Daily News article detailing the Board’s agreement, and the 

Community Coalition held an emergency meeting. At the meeting Ramon Jimenez, the 

Community Coalition coordinator stated, “The first thing we want to deal with today is 

the illusion that everyone will go to another school and everything will be the same […] 

everyone who has read the Millet Report knows that the plans are to eliminate between 

35,000 and 50,000 students.” The Millet Report was a 43-page confidential study 

prepared for the Board; however, leaked copies circulated throughout CUNY campuses. 

The members Community Coalition and others at the meeting voted unanimously to 

takeover Hostos.358  

On March 25, the Community Coalition began a 19-day occupation of Hostos 

Community College. They escorted the administration out of the building and nearly 500 
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students, faculty, and members of the South Bronx community took over Hostos.359 They 

used chains and locks to limit entry to the front doors of the college and replaced the 

campus security with their own guards who watched the doors 24 hours a day.360 Amos 

Torres, the planner of the Board of Higher Education takeover, also organized the Hostos 

occupation. They barred administrators from the school and only allowed supportive 

faculty members to enter.361 The occupiers arrived prepared to stay for weeks; they 

brought food and bedding. Outside, they formed picket lines, displayed banners, and flew 

the Puerto Rican and Black Power flags over the school. One banner read, “HOSTOS 

COMMUNITY COLLEGE NOW BELONGS TO THE STUDENTS, WORKERS, AND 

THE COMMUNITY.” The Community Coalition envisioned the students, workers, and 

community to control the school and to use the campus as the headquarters for 

coordinating their efforts to save it.362  

The Community Coalition moved quickly to organize their objectives and 

assembled steering committees composed of representatives of student groups and 

community organizations. They continued to hold classes, and planned daily activities 

and cultural events during the occupation.363 They developed a list of demands, including 

saving Hostos from impending closure, the reinstatement of open admissions, 

continuation of free tuition, restoration of funds eliminated due to budget cuts, and 
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rejected the mergers of any CUNY unit.364 According to the New York Times, “Leaders of 

the protest said they would remain on the premises until the Board of Higher Education 

gave them a written commitment to keep the college open.”365 Dozens of important and 

well-known community groups and leaders supported the take over. The list included 

ASPIRA, United Bronx Parents, Herman Badillo, the Puerto Rican Socialist Party, South 

Bronx Community Corporation, St. Ann’s Church, Lincoln Detox Center, Puerto Rican 

Nationalist Party, Puente Unidad Latina, Dominican Student Organization, Center for 

Puerto Rican Studies, and South Bronx Legal Services.366 Among the occupiers was 

Evalina Antonety, who had fought for Hostos at its origins as a member of the Citizen’s 

Committee in the late 1960s. Bronx Assembly-member Symore Posner, in a symbol of 

solidarity and when off duty from his legislative responsibilities at Albany, also spent 

several nights in the occupied building.367  

The Community Coalition encouraged students and workers to participate in the 

development of the “new Hostos” by joining newly created administrative committees.368 

The Community Coalition attempted to prove they could run the school without the 

highly paid administrators. The news of the occupation was covered in the radio, 

television, and newspapers.  The Community Coalition recognized the importance of 

mass publicity and contended that “only by such militant actions as takeovers that we 
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begin to be recognized.” The Community Coalition was also aware of the significance of 

their takeover and the reorganizing of a new Hostos. In a newsletter they insisted, “We 

are making history and most people as of yet have not realized this.”369 Inside, the 

occupation was well managed and organized. Some classes continued, the building was 

kept clean, and the occupiers handled security.370 According to a reporter from the 

Village Voice, “It is one of the best organized revolution I’ve ever seen.”371 The smell of 

rice and beans filled the corridors, children and grandparents conversed in the walkways, 

and they converted the president’s office into a daycare.372  

On March 31st, the Save Hostos Committee held a meeting at John Jay College to 

discuss the situation at Hostos. The Committee had to meet elsewhere because the 

Community Coalition occupiers had barred much of the staff and administration from 

entry. Many had initially supported the Hostos takeover; however, they were now unclear 

about the end game of the situation. The occupation had halted the Save Hostos 

Committee operation. They had no place to meet, their resources, including mailing lists, 

photocopiers, and other office supplies were in the school and could not access them.373 

According to Gerald Meyer, the takeover undermined the mission of Hostos because “the 

vast majority of the faculty, staff, and students – that is, the base of the movement to save 

the college - were no longer present on campus.”374 Some faculty decided not to conduct 

classes until the takeover ended. At the meeting, they voted on resolutions on how to end 
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the takeover, and discussed negotiating efforts to find a solution.375 They overwhelmingly 

voted against the use of police force to remove the occupiers. 376 Immediately after the 

conciliatory votes were passed, a group of Community Coalition students stormed the 

hall where the meeting was taking place and disrupted the assembly. Faculty and staff 

sentiment turned against the Community Coalition’s takeover.377 The meeting came to an 

abrupt end.  

After the fracas on March 31st, finding an end to the Hostos occupation was 

shouldered on President de Leon. The Hostos administration began the process to obtain 

a court ordered injunction to remove the occupiers. According to the legal procedure, 

only the Hostos president had the right to call on the police to remove the occupiers.378 

This put President de Leon in an unfortunate situation. He had already punished faculty 

that he deemed responsible for the occupation by withholding paychecks for several 

faculty members, including Ramon Jimenez, Maria Barbosa, and Nellie Gonzalez.379 An 

already polarizing situation was made worse. If he did nothing, it would only confirm 

their belief that he just ‘stood by’ as the Community Coalition struggled to save the 

school. If he called for the injunction, the South Bronx community would demonize him. 

President de Leon, according to Ramon Jimenez, “was in a quandary;” he could not arrest 

or force out the students, staff, or community activists that had become heroes and 
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heroines in the eyes of the South Bronx people.380 “If he does [this],” a student 

newspaper cautioned, “he will have to live with the stigma of being a traitor to his 

people.”381 To make matters worse, rumors about President de Leon began to surface. 

The president of Bronx Community College, the school Hostos was to be merged with, 

had resigned, and the word was out that the Board of Higher Education was searching for 

a new president.  An anonymous source in the Board confirmed that Candido de Leon 

would likely be the successor to head the college.382 

In early April, as a result of heightened tensions between the Community 

Coalition and Save Hostos Committee, the Hostos Student Government addressed the 

polarization between the two groups. According to student leaders Alexis Colón and 

Efrain Quintana,  “We were deeply disturbed to hear that many of our professors were 

intimidated, abused, disrespected.” Many felt threatened or unwelcomed, and had stopped 

showing up for “work” during the take over. This undermined the objective of proving 

the school could function without administrators. Colón and Quinata guaranteed the 

faculty access to classrooms and no interference in their teaching duties. The two students 

hinted at the origins of the escalating tensions, noting, “because of the composition of the 

different groups, different strategies and tactics were developed and implemented.”383 

They attempted to identify a common ground, but little could be said or done to reconcile 

the two groups.  

The Hostos takeover, one of the longest occupations in the history of the CUNY, 
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had done little to change the minds of the Board of Higher Education members.384 On 

April 5th, the Board officially voted to approve Chancellor Kibbee’s proposed budget 

cuts, including the closing of Hostos Community College.385 The Kibbee proposal was 

approved by majority vote of those present, although the only three minority group 

members abstained.386  On April 7, the Save Hostos Committee held a meeting, and 

agreed to advance a diligent campaign at the state level.387 Members of the Committee 

began making several trips to Albany to lobby on behalf of Hostos. The legislators, 

especially the members of Puerto Rican and Black caucus, warmly welcomed them.388  

After nineteen days, on April 12th, the Hostos occupation ended peacefully. The 

police quietly handcuffed and escorted forty occupiers out of the building; the arrests had 

been prearrange, some 75 others left the building when previously ordered.389 On the day 

of the arrests, President de Leon arrived for the first time in weeks. According to Ramon 

Jimenez, “the crowd booed him, a few spit at him, and others threw objects […] the anger 

that he encountered would harm his educational career.”390 “What we did at Hostos,” 

according to Jimenez, “was turn the school into what it always should have been, a 

people’s college.”391 The occupation attracted national attention and support from 

important local political leaders.  

The May 10th March 
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The Community Coalition’s takeover of Hostos, a compelling public drama, 

seized the media’s attention, and the Save Hostos Committee’s letter writing campaign, 

their most persistent strategy, created enough publicity to bring about an unparalleled 

turnout for a massive march held on May 10th.392 The call went out for Hostos students, 

staff, and their families to boycott a day of work to march with them in solidarity.393 They 

planned to march from 116th Street and Lexington, in East Harlem; to the Emergency 

Financial Control Board offices at 56th Street and 6th Avenue in Manhattan to protest the 

closing of Hostos defend their right to an education.394 In a flyer promoting the May 10th 

march, which included the names and “mug shots” of the Emergency Financial Control 

Board, they accused the members “of crimes against the community.”395 By early May, 

the Emergency Financial Control Board Executive Director, Stephen Berger, had 

received over 400 letters from students at Hostos Community College. According to 

Stephen Berger, “Decisions concerning the structure of City University are made by the 

Board of Higher Education, and it is not within the authority of the Emergency Financial 

Control Board to determine which programs will be eliminated or cut back.”396  

On May 10th, approximately 3,000 “mostly Hispanic youths” participated in the 

largest march in the struggle to save Hostos. The participants heralded it a significant 

victory for the South Bronx community, but it did little to reverse the Board of Higher 
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Education decision to close the college. Over the past eight months, the Community 

Coalition and the Save Hostos Committee utilized a combination of efforts, including 

protests, building takeovers, and marches; petitioning, voter registration drives, and 

writing letters to elected officials; and countless meetings with community leaders and 

politicians, in their struggle to save Hostos. The South Bronx community pleaded to their 

legislative representatives to act to protect Hostos. The call to “Keep Hostos Community 

College Open!” was heard from their representatives. Local politicians and 

representatives, part of the Puerto Rican liberal professional class, took up the struggle in 

Albany.397 

The Save Hostos Struggle Goes to the Capital 

The Puerto Rican caucus, many representing the South Bronx, supported the 

“Save Hostos” struggle. According to Gerald Meyer, “Senator Robert Garcia’s office 

served as a virtual headquarters for the Save Hostos cause.”398 By the end of May, 

Assembly-member Louis Niñé had introduced a bill to the Assembly Higher Education 

Committee mandating the Board of Higher Education to restore Hostos.399 The bill, A-

11855, called on the Board of Higher Education to set aside $3 million of the state’s 

budget for the restoration of Hostos Community College.400 The South Bronx 

representatives urged the students and faculty at Hostos to continue phoning and writing 
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letters to their state legislatures.401  

In June, the New York State Assembly legislature planned a vote to allocate funds 

to reopen the CUNY system. Officials closed the campuses throughout the city for two 

weeks as a budget cutting measure. As part of the appropriations bill, the legislation 

included a statement that the CUNY system would provide a bilingual college in the 

Bronx, but the Puerto Rican caucus, many who represented the South Bronx, charged the 

language was too vague and left the door open for a future merger. Assembly-member 

José E. Serrano vowed not vote for CUNY’s appropriations without assurances that 

Hostos remain opened in the South Bronx. The Puerto Rican caucus and other 

sympathetic allies backed Serrano and threatened to withhold their votes to kill the 

appropriations bill.402 Those that supported Serrano included Senators Robert Garcia and 

Israel Ruiz, Jr., Senate Minority Leader Manfred Ohrenstein, and Assembly-members, 

Luis Niñé, Armando Montano and Angelo del Toro.403  

On June 9, the day of the vote, Assembly-member José E. Serrano spoke on the 

State Assembly floor and announced his intention to vote against the CUNY 

appropriations bill because it did not clearly guarantee the preservation of Hostos 

Community College. 404 Meanwhile, Senator Robert Garcia and Senate Minority Leader 

Manfred Ohrenstein, pacing in the wings, were concerned they were running out of time 

to draft a new appropriations bill to guarantee the survival of Hostos when CUNY 

reopened. Senator Garcia, acting quickly, knew Chancellor Kibbee was in Speaker of the 
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Assembly, Stanley Steinguts’s office, watching the vote on closed circuit TV. He 

marched to the office and asked the Chancellor, “Are you willing to sign a paper saying 

that if [CUNY] reopens, Hostos will remain in the South Bronx?” Kibbee responded, 

“Yes.” 405  Senator Garcia quickly drafted the statement and Chancellor Kibbee signed it. 

The Chancellor agreed, in writing, to recommend to the Board of Higher Education that 

an allocation of  $3 million be used to maintain Hostos Community College in the South 

Bronx as a separate campus.406 The letter was addressed to Speaker of the Assembly 

Stanley Steingut and Senate Minority Leader Manfred Ohrenstein, with carbon copies 

presented to the Puerto Rican caucus. Senator Garcia rushed the signed statement to 

Assembly-member Serrano on the floor. Upon seeing the letter, Serrano and his 

colleagues voted for the CUNY bill late that night.407 CUNY reopened and Hostos was 

saved.408 On June 18th, the Assembly legislature passed the Landes Higher Education 

Act, which allocated an additional $3 million for Hostos as part of the $470 million for 

the 1976-77 CUNY Supplemental Budget. The Landes Higher Education Act guaranteed 

the existence of Hostos Community College.409  

The passing of the Landes Higher Education Act provided Hostos with a 

significant victory, but several changes throughout CUNY, as a result of the fiscal crisis, 

left long-lasting consequences. Hostos was affected too. Beginning in the fall of 1976, 

CUNY implemented higher admissions requirements to enroll in CUNY senior colleges. 

Free tuition came to an end. Although financial aid was provided expressly for full-time 
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low-income students, the newly imposed tuition made it difficult for part-time students to 

continue their education.  In addition, the newly implemented centralized skills 

assessments program made remedial courses mandatory in community colleges and 

hindered some students to transfer to senior colleges.410 Additionally, Hostos ended its 

popular Nursing Program, just as the nearby Lincoln Hospital was about to open; and the 

Hostos faculty and staff was decreased from 170 to 100 full-time professors and 

counselors. Ramon Jimenez and Maria Barbosa were among those let go.411 

Still, the collective efforts of the Puerto Rican community and their allies, if at 

times uneven or in discord, produced one of the most successful educational gains of the 

1970s. Although militant activity provided the most vivid and visible expression of 

contestation, it was the mobilization of the whole South Bronx community that led to the 

success of the “Save Hostos” Movement. The South Bronx residents and the college 

community celebrated the win. According to Hostos student Alexis Colón, the victory 

“belongs to no one in particular, but to the people […] the school was saved by all.”412 El 

Diario-La Prensa, the Spanish-language newspaper, congratulated the victors, “Through 

petitions and letters to elected officials, through their meetings with community leaders, 

through their many protest demonstrations, the people have spoken and expressed their 

will: Keep Hostos Community College Open! The people have spoken and their 

legislative representatives have heard and acted to protect and guarantee the survival of 
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Hostos Community College.”413 The South Bronx community, many who had never 

participated in any political action, challenged the Board of Higher Education and won to 

save Hostos – the people’s college.  El Dairio-La Prensa closed their congratulatory 

editorial with a statement that encapsulated the “Save Hostos” movement, “The 

democratic process works, but only if citizens are awake and express their needs and 

demands loudly and constantly.”414 

A United Front for “Hostos Needs Space” Movement 

When the new school year began the students, faculty and administration returned 

to Hostos earnest, exhausted and unsettled. The 1976-77 academic term, according to 

Gerald Meyer, “served as a much needed and deserved respite” for the college 

community.415 The tensions between the two groups, the Community Coalition and the 

Save Hostos Committee, created long lasting, embittered relationships, some of which 

still exists today. But this was a cooling off period. The Hostos campus had changed; the 

Nursing Department and the Health Core courses were gone, along with many staff and 

faculty. Because of the massive publicity of the “Save Hostos” movement, especially in 

the Spanish language media, the number of Puerto Rican students increased.416 What had 

not changed was the lack of space and the deteriorating physical conditions of the 

campus. Hostos still had no cafeteria, no auditorium; it lacked classroom and studying 

space for its students. Hostos had 39 square feet per student, while other CUNY 

community colleges averaged about 70 square feet. Some considered Hostos the “most 
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overcrowded college in the nation.”417 

Between the spring of 1977 and the summer of 1978, the students and faculty at 

Hostos shifted their struggle, once again, to the “Hostos Needs Space” campaign. The 

Security Mutual Building, informally referred to as the “500” Building, had sat idle 

across the street from Hostos since it was acquired in the summer of 1974. It served as a 

daily reminder of institutional neglect and of the unequal treatment the Hostos college 

community continued to endure. The struggle to renovate the “500” Building, initially 

small in scale, escalated into a highly coordinated community-wide mobilization.  

The “Hostos Needs Space” movement began in late fall of 1973 but intensified 

the next spring when the Hostos students and faculty applied pressure on the New York 

State Dormitory Authority, CUNY’s construction spending agency, to purchase the “500” 

Building. The Dormitory Authority purchased the building, but the additional $4 million 

for the building’s renovations was derailed by the fiscal crisis in 1974.418 Now that 

Hostos was saved from the threat of the fiscal crisis, the students and faculty returned 

their attention to secure the funding for renovations. However, the financial crisis 

continued to plague Hostos this time preventing the funding needed for renovations. In a 

sense, the “Hostos Needs Space” movement continued to be a struggle for the school’s 

survival because the lack of space threatened the school’s accreditation status. The 

academic standards had diminished due to overcrowded classes, and the status of full 

accreditation was dependent on increased class space and the expansion of laboratories 
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for teaching.419 

Throughout the spring semester of 1977, although at a smaller scale than the 

“Save Hostos” movement, the college community began to mobilize for the “Hostos 

Needs Space” campaign.  As a result of the Save Hostos Movement, many at the South 

Bronx college emerged as skilled and emboldened student leaders and activists. They 

drew from their immediate past, and it empowered them to act, to challenge multiple 

institutions, and to pursue numerous, simultaneous strategies. They had learned 

discipline, patience, the importance of the element of surprise, and had the knowhow to 

delegate and accomplish multiple activities in a short amount of time. That spring, they 

pursued a letter writing campaign to reach out to government officials and community 

leaders, a petition drive that provided the community with information on the much 

needed renovations, they fundraised, and planned assemblies and rallies.420 They learned 

to get the whole community involved. Even the Hostos administration got into the act, 

and applied pressure on Chancellor Kibbee and the Board of Higher Education to 

approve the New York State Dormitory Authority contract documents for the renovations 

of “500” Building.421   

In late May, President Candido de Leon, the founder of Hostos Community 

College, announced his resignation. De Leon was responsible for the initial enterprise and 
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vision of the college.422 In the midst of the intensified and dramatic struggle to save 

Hostos, President de Leon lost much of his credibility in the eyes of many in the South 

Bronx. His decision to force the Community Coalition occupiers out of Hostos and end 

the takeover, contributed to his loss of reputation. His resignation took effective on 

August 31, 1977. When the media asked about his decision to resign, De Leon’s replied 

he was ready "to do something else."423  On September 1st, the Board of Higher 

Education appointed Anthony Santiago as acting president.424 Santiago had previous 

served as an administrator and faculty at Hostos, and supported the “Save Hostos” 

movement.   

The South Bronx community’s initial push for the “500” Building renovations 

proved effective. In October the Bankers Trust Company agreed to purchase $4 million in 

bonds, through the New York State Dormitory Authority, to provide the funding for the 

renovations. The purchase had to be approved by the Public Authorities Control Board, a 

statewide financing and construction agency created in 1976 to deal with the growing 

state debt.425 After the application was submitted, the Public Authorities Control Board 

could not authorize the purchase until the city authorities, including Mayor Edward I. 

Koch and Comptroller Jay Goldin released its status on the deal.426 This is when things 
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got complicated. In January 1978, the State Dormitory Authority was not allowed to sell 

the bonds for the “500” Building renovations, although the Bankers Trust Company was 

willing to purchase the bonds, because city and state officials imposed a spending freeze 

on CUNY until a self-evaluation study was completed.427 Governor Hugh L. Carey, 

Mayor Koch, and Comptroller Goldin pledged that no capital funds were to be spent on 

CUNY’s construction or expansion projects until a full review of CUNY’s space needs 

were submitted for evaluation.428 

The Emergence of Hostos Unidos/Hostos United  

When the spring semester of 1978 began, the faculty and staff members lamented 

with frustration that this term would be no different than the last. The semester opened 

with overcrowded classrooms, an inadequate number of course offerings and remedial 

classes, and still lacked studying space. For example, students enrolling in remedial 

English courses designed for 10 or 12 students had to share the classroom with 35 

students. The students and faculty endured the lack of space despite the “500” Building, 

with a capacity of an additional 125,000 square feet, sat empty and unused just a few 

steps away from the Hostos campus. According to Peter B. Martin, the acting Dean of 

Students at Hostos, “you can’t imagine how frustrated and angry our students and 

instructors get when they walk out of this obscenely overcrowded building and see that 

empty one across the street […] They feel cheated, and they are right.”429 Hostos Acting 
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President Anthony Santiago, echoing the sentiment of the college community, stated, 

“The time has ran out for politer forms of persuasion because our ability to do what we 

are here for is being compromised more and more each semester. If Hostos is going to 

exist beyond the next academic year, we will have to apply pressure to get the space we 

need.”430 The students and faculty were not willing to wait. 

By late January, a coalition of students, parents, faculty, and staff formed Hostos 

United/Hostos Unidos. The organization began planning demonstrations, petition drives, 

and, marches. If these efforts failed, they decided, the prospect of taking over the 500 

Building could be justified.431 Hostos United/Hostos Unidos was founded to apply 

pressure on the Board of Higher Education for the funds to renovate the building.432 

Hostos United was a true coalition, “an organization of organizations,” involving 

members of the Save Hostos Committee, the Community Coalition to Save Hostos, the 

Professional Staff Congress, the Student Government Organization, and other Hostos 

student groups, including the Veteran’s Club, the Puerto Rican Students Association, the 

Federation of Puerto Rican University Socialist Students, the Dominican Club, and the 

Black Student Union. Two representatives of each of these groups attended regular 

meetings and kept abreast of new plans and activities.  The decidedly inclusive and well-

organized coalition worked together and built off each other’s strengths. Hostos 

Unidos/Hostos United utilized the conventional tactics of the Save Hostos Committee 

and derived the militant strategies of the Community Coalition to Save Hostos. 

According to Gerald Meyer, “Unlike the Save Hostos Committee, Hostos United was not 
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a committee of the Hostos Senate, and so was not restrained in the type of tactics it could 

employ.”433 

The Spring Offensive of 1978: Marches and Takeovers 

The struggle for the 500 Building intensified in March, with Hostos United 

pursuing a series of activities similar to the Spring Offensive two years earlier. On March 

2, Hostos United held a massive assembly to reach out and inform the college 

community, and mobilized their base. On March 9, over 1,000 protestors marched 

throughout the South Bronx community chanting, "We Need Space" and other slogans, 

and demanded city officials release the funds needed to complete the “500” Building’s 

long-delayed renovations. The march concluded with a demonstration in front of the 

“500” Building.434  The march helped to garner community supporters and sympathetic 

allies. Hostos United held a vigil on March 16 outside of the 500 Building. The vigil 

served as a reminder to supporters that the college community was fighting for the 

school’s survival and against discrimination. According to Gerald Meyer, “the vigil was 

one of the most effective and memorable of the events sponsored by [Hostos 

Unidos/Hostos United].”435 It confirmed a remarkable show of unified activism and 

solemn solidarity.  

Due to the lack of space, institutional inaction, and heightened levels of activism, 

the student’s and faculty’s frustration peaked on March 30th. On that day, Hostos United 

held a large assembly to discuss whether they should takeover the building immediately 

or to pursue other strategies. Most members of Hostos United long favored the idea to 
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takeover the “500” Building but had not decided on how to go about it. While they held 

the meeting, several students, most of them from the Veterans Club, forced their way into 

the “500” Building across the street. The surprise action caused a spontaneous takeover 

of the unused building.436 The students finally had their first look inside the building. 

They were stunned and baffled. They saw kitchen facilities and a cafeteria, furnished 

with tables and chairs.  The second and third floor consisted of large open spaces. 

Overall, the building was in excellent condition, a shocking contrast to the small, 

overcrowded, and run-down building across the street.437  

The following day, the New York State Dormitory Authority, the agency 

responsible for the building, threatened to use police force to evict the occupiers. When 

the police entered, they found the occupiers cleaning the building and delegating 

maintenance duties. Due to a show of solidarity by a wide range of supporters, including 

Hostos faculty, student organizations, clergy, and other community residents, the threat 

was averted.438 The police refused to arrest them. Professors immediately began to hold 

classes there and pledged to continue to use the facility.  At the height of the occupation, 

according to Hostos United member, Ron Mandel, “two-hundred and fifty classes per 

week were held, many cultural activities were convened, a cafeteria was activated, and a 

day care center was established.”439 The takeover attracted widespread media attention on 
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the Hostos struggle for adequate space.440 Unlike the Hostos takeover in 1976, the 

occupation of the “500” Building did not displace students and faculty. The members of 

Hostos United encouraged students to participate in the takeover and to join one of the 

many committees, including Finance, Kitchen, Security, Child Care, Cultural Activities, 

Community Relations, Press/Media, Cleaning and Maintenance, and Propaganda and 

Information. Hostos United rallied the college community to “Use It or Lose It!”441  

The Hostos United takeover of the “500” Building received widespread 

community support. Even reluctant faculty, like Anita Cunningham, Chair of the Dental 

Hygiene Program, who initially disagreed with the strategy to takeover the building 

agreed in some measure of the takeover. She visited the “500” Building, and “observed a 

group of dedicated faculty [carrying] out the takeover […] classes being taught and 

apparent genuine concern on the part of the participants in their quest for acquisition of 

500 Grand Concourse.”442 Hostos United invited now-Deputy Mayor Herman Badillo to 

visit the building; it was hoped his presence and support would contribute to a sense of 

legitimacy to their militant campaign.443 In an interview, Badillo contextualized the 

event, stating, “Then [in the late 1960s], students seized buildings to protest the character 

of their studies. Here [in the mid 1970s] are students who seize a building for a chance to 

study.”444 In a press release, Puerto Rican Assembly member Jose E. Serrano, who had 

helped save Hostos in 1976, castigated Governor Hugh L. Carey, stating, “Because of a 
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fiscal, political, and bureaucratic tangle Hostos has been frustrated from making use of a 

[…] facility acquired for the college […] nearly four years ago.”445 

The community-wide support and successful strategy to takeover the unused but 

purposeful building did little to convince the city officials to accelerate their decision to 

approve the funding for the renovations. Mayor Koch and Comptroller Harrison J. Goldin 

insisted that funds could not be allotted for the building until CUNY produced an updated 

CUNY Master Plan. Mayor Koch argued, “Without a master plan for the City 

University’s future, we cannot judge what is needed and what is not.” The Mayor 

equivocated the issue, “I’m sympathetic to Hostos, but if students would use the same 

muscle on [Chancellor] Kibbee as they are trying to use on us, maybe we’d get the master 

plan and be able to move ahead on some of these projects.”446 Victor Vasquez, an Hostos 

United member, asserted, “We must show the enemy downtown [the Board of Higher 

Education] that when the people of Hostos get together, we mean business.”447 

Hostos Gets Space 

In May of 1978, the fiscal crisis produced spontaneous tipping-point in student 

unrest throughout the city. For example, police broke up a student demonstration against 

the budget cuts at Brooklyn College, and students protested to prevent the closure of 

York College.448 On May 10th, nearly 5,000 students representing almost all the 

municipal colleges marched through downtown Manhattan to City Hall to protest Mayor 
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Koch’s policies toward CUNY. This march represented one of the largest show of 

solidarity among CUNY students against the budget cuts of the 1970s.  The fiscal crisis 

had halted all construction and expansion projects for all CUNY campuses. In addition, it 

reduced important programs and implemented strict admissions requirement throughout 

the municipal system. The protestors called for the Board of Higher Education and other 

city officials to restore full funding for their campuses, they pled for the construction of 

adequate facilities, to reinstate funding for SEEK, and to halt the downsizing of 

CUNY.449  

After the May 10th protest march, Deputy Mayor Herman Badillo arranged a 

meeting with student and faculty representatives of Hostos United and Mayor Koch. At 

the meeting, the Mayor, stated he recognized the importance of Hostos and “the need for 

the 500 Building;” a assertion he had not previously admitted. He declared to approve the 

renovations for the “500” Building, and gave Hostos United his word in writing.450 

Despite Mayor Koch’s promises, the students were weary. “But we want action and not 

more words,” according to an Hostos United member, “We will get the “500” Building 

even if we get thrown out of Hostos […] we are marching forward until victory is 

ours.”451 Victor Vasquez, one of the “500” Building occupiers, “vowed to continue the 

[takeover] at the facilities until he sees ‘something tangible from City Hall.’”452 Vasquez, 

asserted, “We will not give up the 500 Grand Concourse Building until plumbers, 
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carpenters, and engineers arrive.”453  

On May 29, 1978, after a year and a half of planning and reviewing construction 

costs and enrollment by the Board of Higher Education’s Committee on Long-Range 

Planning, the Facilities Master Plan of 1978 was complete. In it, the Board of Higher 

Education recommended $3.5 million for the immediate renovation for the 500 Building. 

454 Hostos United had already occupied the building for two months, and had begun to 

make minor repairs and cleanup. The final approval of the $3.5 million by Mayor Koch 

and Comptroller Goldin, served as a win for the South Bronx community. The 

community-wide mobilization for the “Hostos Needs Space”, although not as extensive 

and far-reaching as the “Save Hostos, was a significant victory in different ways. The 

“Hostos Needs Space” movement was more grassroots; less number of Hostos 

administrators and Puerto Rican professional class were involved. The students and 

faculty pushed the movement. Most significant was the alliances, camaraderie, and 

unified efforts to organize and mobilize the community. The South Bronx community, 

most of them Puerto Ricans, drew from their recent struggle to save Hostos, and adapted 

their strategies to work together as a unified front. The “Hostos Needs Space” campaign 

demonstrated the importance of learning lessons from their immediate past and 

triumphing by setting aside differences and working together.  

Conclusion 

The first decade of Hostos Community College is a history of Puerto Rican 

struggle. Between 1968 and 1978, the members of the South Bronx community 
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participated in one of the most significant mobilization efforts in the history of Puerto 

Rican educational activism. The community, including students, parents, activists and 

advocates, and the liberal professional class, played a significant role in forging the 

direction of the college and shaping its historical legacy.  The school was established in 

the context of Puerto Rican educational activism in New York City, in the midst and as 

an extension of the broader, national struggle for civil rights. The Board of Higher 

Education, under pressure from the city’s underserved groups, introduced the idea for the 

community college; but the idea for Eugenio Maria de Hostos Community College came 

from the Puerto Rican people. In the late 1960s, members of Puerto Rican community, 

despite being at odds with the Board of Higher Education, helped to develop the school 

even though the initial design of the school did not please everyone in the South Bronx. 

By its first years, once many of the top administrative positions and classrooms began to 

be filled by Puerto Ricans, they began to shape the direction of the college. Puerto Rican 

students demanded academic classes to be offered in Spanish, and as a result, bilingual 

education came to assume a greater role at the school. They also helped to establish a 

Puerto Rican Studies Department. In the mid-1970s, Puerto Ricans galvanized and 

mobilized the South Bronx to save Hostos, one of the most successful campaigns of 

community contestation in the educational history of New York City. The struggle for 

Hostos in the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s helped to empower the residents of the 

South Bronx, and the institution has since served as proof of the power of Puerto Rican 

activism. The role of community activism has continued throughout the history of Hostos 

since 1978, but not at the same level as the formative first decade. What began as a 

“peaceful civic advocacy,” according to Ramon Jimenez, a former Hostos professor, 



	

	 337 

“developed into a civil disobedience movement armed with aggressive militant 

tactics.”455
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Comparing Colleges 

Introduction 

By comparing the contexts and histories of Navajo, Chicana/o and Puerto Rican 

colleges, this study shows that the struggle for educational self-determination of the late 

1960s and their pursuit to establish their own institutions of higher learning was more 

widespread than previously recognized. Navajos, Chicanas/os and Puerto Ricans founded 

community-controlled colleges within their own unique context yet share a collective 

history in the struggle for educational self-determination. On the Navajo reservation, a 

liberal professional class of educational activists established Navajo Community College 

in the late 1960s as part of their struggle for tribal self-determination. An ambitious 

collective of Chicanas/os founded Colegio Jacinto Treviño in South Texas in the early 

1970s, amid and as part of a militant movement for educational change and growing 

distrust of Anglo-controlled institutions. Puerto Ricans in the South Bronx helped to 

establish Hostos Community College, an institution founded with differing expectations, 

where ultimately the community shaped the direction of the college. The founding of 

these schools contributed to the national community control movement, where Navajos, 

Chicanas/os and Puerto Ricans fostered and drew from a climate for social change. 

This chapter compares similarities and contrasts differences among the Navajo, 

Chicana/o, and Puerto Rican contexts of educational struggle; the community involved in 

establishing their own colleges; the type of activism they utilized; and the role of 

language and culture at each institution. The reason for examining their contexts, 

communities, activism, and the role of language and culture is because these parallel 

themes help to explain the processes of educational self-determination. For this study, I 
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have outlined the main tenets of education self-determination that Navajos, Chicanas/os 

and Puerto Ricans pursued at some point and with varying degree within the founding 

and development of each school. The tenets includes local control of the institution, 

occupying the majority if not all decision-making positions, developing and 

implementing a culturally (and therefore locally) relevant curriculum, the power to hire 

and replace faculty and administrators, and holding themselves accountable to the 

communities they served.1  In addition to comparing and contrasting the three schools, 

this chapter seeks to explain why the Navajo and Puerto Rican colleges remained in 

operation, while the Chicana/o school closed. The movement for educational self-

determination, I argue, was widespread, intergenerational, involved a wide range of 

activist strategies, and evolved over time. 

Comparing Contexts and the Origins of Educational Self-Determination  

Understanding the Navajo, Chicana/o and Puerto Rican context of the mid-20th 

century is important to explain why these groups simultaneously and with little 

interaction with each other pursued similar quests for educational self-determination. 

Throughout the 20th century, all three groups endured significance hardships, such as 

poverty, illiteracy, and social discrimination; however, their historical experiences and 

their responses to the forces of the 1950s and 1960s differed greatly among them. In the 

1950s, all three groups saw changes in their local economies and social environments, 

creating a need for a more educated workforce. On the reservation, the founding of new 
																																																								
1 Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., Chicana/o Struggles for Education: Activism in the Community (College 
Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2013), 122-123; Carlos S. Maldonado, Colegio Cesar Chavez, 
1973-1983: A Chicano Struggle for Educational Self-Determination (New York: Garland Publishing, 2000) 
12-18; Schuyler Houser, Underfunded Miracles: Tribal Colleges (Department of Education, Washington, 
D.C.: Indian Nations At Risk Task Force, 1991) 2; Teresa McCarty, A Place to Be Navajo: Rough Rock 
and the Struggle for Self-Determination in Indigenous Schooling (Mahwah, New Jersey: Routledge, 2002), 
xvi; and Deborah House, Language Shift Among the Navajos: Identity Politics and Cultural Continuity 
(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2002), 69. 



	

	 340 

mineral resources and the formalization of the political system created a context and 

demand for an educated Navajo leadership to tend to new changes and responsibilities. In 

South Texas, while the economy diversified, only a small number of Mexican Americans 

experience economic mobility; unfortunately many were excluded from the emerging 

opportunities and continued migratory agricultural labor.  In New York, the post-

industrial economy created a demand for a more skilled workforce, and Puerto Ricans 

sought new opportunities in higher education. All three ethnic groups concluded that 

higher education was necessary to cope and overcome the local economic changes and 

social conditions. While each group has historically acknowledged the importance of 

education, scholars have also understood that the schooling experience in lower grades 

created obstacles to higher education. As Victoria-Maria MacDonald notes, ‘the pipeline 

to higher education was thus choked off early in most Latino children’s lives.”2 A similar 

argument can be extended to Navajo youth and their schooling experiences.  

Historically, all three groups experienced discrimination in educational settings. 

For Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans, schools functioned to maintain them in 

subordinate positions and as a cheap source of labor. Both groups attended segregated 

facilities and classes, received an inferior education with the use of second-hand 

instructional materials and inexperienced teachers, tracked into vocational courses, and 

punished for speaking Spanish. When their numbers increased in U.S. public schools, 

Latina/o students began encountering discriminatory practices; for Mexican Americans in 

South Texas, these practices emerged in the late 19th century, and for Puerto Ricans, 

																																																								
2 Victoria-María MacDonald and Teresa García, “Historical Perspectives on Latino Access to Higher 
Education,” in The Majority in the Minority: Expanding the Representation of Latina/o Faculty, 
Administrators and Students in Higher Education, edited by Jeanett Castellanos and Lee Jones (Sterling, 
Virginia: Stylus Publishing, 2003), 25. 
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during the Great Migration to New York between the 1940s and 1960s. In primary 

schooling, Latina/o youth were placed in “slow” classes and remedial courses; and in 

secondary education, many were tracked into vocational and non-academic programs.3 

For Navajos, schools functioned to separate the Indian from their culture, to ‘civilize’ and 

assimilate them. They attended a multiplicity of schools that implemented uneven 

policies, lacked uniform curriculums, and no single authority was held accountable for 

addressing the needs of Navajo students.4 BIA boarding schools, the worse offenders, 

were designed for the complete assimilation of American Indians and to sever cultural 

ties. At these schools educators changed their names and dress, cut their hair, and 

disparaged their language and culture.  

Navajo, Mexican American, and Puerto Rican parents were excluded from the 

decision-making process in schools and had little or no say over the education of their 

children. Because of their exclusion from decision-making positions Anglo officials 

provided a white education to communities of colors. Anglo middle-class values were 

imposed while the language and culture of these communities were ignored or 

disparaged. Armando Navarro argues, “Chicanos were victims of an inferior education at 

all levels, which contributed to their numerous social problems;” likewise, the same 

argument can be applied to Navajos and Puerto Ricans.5 These three groups share a 

collective historical experience of racism, educational discrimination, and exploitation. It 

was these conditions that launched the struggle to have a say in the decision-making in 

																																																								
3 Virginia E. Sánchez Korrol, From Colonia to Community: The History of Puerto Ricans in New York City 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 221. 
4 Carol J. McCabe, Hester Lewis, Paul Alexander, and Lawrence B. Glick, The Navajo Nation: An 
American Colony: A Report of the United States Commission on Civil Rights (Washington, D.C.: United 
States Commission on Civil Rights, 1975), 126. 
5 Armando Navarro, Mexican American Youth Organization: Avant-Garde of the Chicano Movement in 
Texas (Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 1995), 116. 
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the education of their children – the overarching tenet of educational self-determination. 

Through adaptation, resistance, and perseverance Navajos, Mexican Americans, and 

Puerto Ricans struggled to overcome many discriminatory practices and continued to 

maintain strong ties to their traditions, language, and culture.  

To disrupt and remove the historical barriers to access higher learning Navajos, 

Chicanas/os, and Puerto Ricans pursued innovative forms of educational struggles 

throughout the 20th century, including litigation, legislation, and outright protest. The 

origins of educational self-determination of the 1960s, emerged as an outgrowth of the 

Civil Rights Movement. To be clear, struggles to end discriminatory practices in school 

settings among Navajos, Chicanas/os, and Puerto Ricans were not new; however, a 

national shift in the desire for educational self-determination reached new heights during 

this era of protest. That all three institutions were established and developed around the 

same time, speaks to the widespread emergence of self-determined agency in educational 

struggles. Navajos, Chicanas/os, and Puerto Ricans saw an opening in the changing social 

climate, as a result of the national struggle for equal and civil rights and the emergence of 

the War on Poverty legislation, and took advantage it. The struggle for educational self-

determination and the founding of ethnic institutions of higher education, according to 

scholar Carlos Maldonado, were “not established in isolation.” These schools were “part 

of a political and cultural movement taking place in [communities of color] across the 

nation.”6 Ethnic colleges were unified in their commitment to educate historically 

																																																								
6 Maldonado, Colegio Cesar Chavez, 4. While Maldonado presented this interpretation among the 
founding of Colegio Cesar Chavez and other Chicana/o colleges, I argue the same analysis can be extended 
to the founding of Navajo Community College and Hostos Community College. 
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disadvantaged students of color whose language and culture remained explicitly 

underrepresented in post-secondary schools.7 

Comparing the Roles of the Community  

In this study, the community includes an intergenerational spectrum of historical 

actors from diverse backgrounds who played creative roles and made contextual 

decisions in the establishment and development of these ethnic colleges. The diverse cast 

of historical actors include members of the liberal professional class; educational 

advocates; students, young and old; community leaders and activists; parents and 

extended families; encompassing academics, militants and radicals, as well as 

traditionalists and modernists. The community represents the social relationships among 

activist-minded people within a geographic area, who share in a unified struggle for 

educational self-determination. Navajos, Chicanas/os and Puerto Ricans shared a parallel 

and temporal context and an overlapping history of educational struggle. In this study, the 

community is divided into three main categories: the participants who acted to found 

these colleges, those in the community that supported them, as well as the opponents of 

each school. These groups within each community shaped and influenced the institutional 

identities of these schools. Most Anglos in this study play the role of antagonists in 

relation to these schools; however, some also served as significant allies and benevolent 

gatekeepers. It is worth noting that many historians ignore the role of Anglo allies as part 

of the communities involved in educational struggles. 

Although the number of founders for each college was small, they made great 

efforts to represent and be accountable to the underserved and impoverished community 

																																																								
7 Wade Cole, Uncommon Schools: The Global Rise of Postsecondary Institutions for Indigenous People 
(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2011), 156. 
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they served. The founders of these ethnic colleges, like participants of social movements, 

according to scholar Jorge Marsical, “are rarely conducted by the majority.”8 The 

founders and those that shaped or attempted to shape the direction of these institutions, 

worked together, shared similar beliefs, and were driven by a common bond to hold 

themselves responsible to improving the culture of education. They developed strong 

emotional connections to each other and the institutions they helped to create; however, 

some also conflicted over issues of ideology, praxis, and curriculum implementation.  

The role of the Navajo, Mexican American, and Puerto Rican communities in 

establishing and developing these schools were diverse and uneven. At Navajo 

Community College, the founders consisted of a liberal professional class of educational 

advocates and community leaders. The cohort included older individuals, traditionalists 

in beliefs and commitment to their cultural heritage, yet revolutionaries in their 

determination. Most had participated in other forms of educational reforms and utilized 

conventional channels for school change. By 1973, another group of younger, Navajo 

modernists controlled the decision-making roles. They were acculturated in their ideas 

about the Anglo world and life on the reservation, and tried to westernize aspects of the 

school in their effort to enhance the prestige of the institution. At Colegio Jacinto 

Treviño, the founders and governing bodies were young Chicana and Chicano activists, 

most in their early twenties. Many were members of MAYO, and had participated in 

numerous grassroots struggles and protested against police brutality, the Vietnam War, 

and segregation in schools. Some were involved in school walkouts as members of 

MAYO; others served as teachers or educational advocates. Within the original cohort of 

																																																								
8 George Mariscal, Brown-Eyed Children of the Sun: Lessons from the Chicano Movement, 1965-1975 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005), 251 
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founders were two distinct groups, militant nationalists and academic activists. They 

were united by their goal to change the educational culture in Texas schools, yet differed 

over academic expectations, ideological goals, and pragmatic approaches. At Hostos 

Community College, a school established within the City University of New York 

system, members of the Puerto Rican liberal professional class proposed the idea and 

location for the institution. The Citizen’s Committee, a diverse group of militant 

community activists and leaders attempted to insert themselves into the decision-making 

process but were ultimately excluded by the Board of Higher Education. After the school 

opened, Hostos students led the charge in forcing the president to resign, called for 

bilingual classes, and with the help of the faculty and some administrators, who took their 

lead from the Puerto Rican community, saved the school from closure. All three ethnic 

communities participated in establishing and shaping the direction of these colleges; 

however, the participation of Puerto Ricans in shaping the identity and history of Hostos 

was distinctively a community-wide effort.     

The community for whom the schools were established also shaped the identity of 

each institution through its support. The Navajo community played a supportive role after 

learning about the school through outreach, conferences, and rallies. The Navajo 

community, including business owners, the Navajo Tribal Council, students, and families 

supported the idea of the college. For example, there were numerous individuals 

throughout the reservation who made small monetary contributions to help get the school 

off the ground. Anglo allies, especially Robert Roessel as well as national political 

figures, aided the Navajo community and helped to fend off critics of the school. In South 

Texas, the progressive officials at Antioch College mentored and provided the 
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institutional framework to assist the Chicana/o founders in developing the Colegio and 

provided accreditation. The school leaders made great efforts to reach out to the Mexican 

American community and initially gained their support. However, calls for Chicana/o 

nationalism, according to historian Ignacio Garcia, “did not appeal to a traditional liberal 

or conservative Chicano organizations’ agendas of assimilation and integration.”9 As a 

result, conservative Mexican Americans did not endorse the efforts of the founders. Due 

to their egalitarian principles and barrio outreach, and as a result of adhering to their 

concerns, the community played a large role in shaping the identity of the school. When 

the more radical individuals took over the institution, the school lost the support of the 

community. From the start, as seen in the Three-in-One Rally and the Citizens’ 

Committee, the Puerto Rican community supported the idea of the school but also wanted 

a role in its decision-making. A large portion of the community supported the school, and 

even participated in demonstrations and protests in the Save Hostos struggle. Within the 

timeframe of this study, the communities on the Navajo Reservation, in South Texas, and 

in the South Bronx were supportive of the new institutions of higher education; however, 

the Chicana/o college eventually lost the support of the community after its alliance with 

the Brown Berets.  

Anglo opponents and conservative members in the community also shaped the 

identity of these institutions through their antagonistic actions. Navajos received 

criticisms during the early planning stages of the school. A local newspaper, The 

Albuquerque Tribune, publicly disapproved of the idea and decried the establishment of a 

																																																								
9 Ignacio M. Garcia, Chicanismo: The Forging of a Militant Ethos among Mexican Americans (Tucson: 
The University of Arizona Press, 1997), 38. 
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“segregated” institution.10  Anglo critics questioned if the Navajos had the intellectual 

stamina to create their own college. The Navajo founders, including Robert Roessel, 

responded with outright defiance and determined ethnic nationalism, as characterized by 

President Ned Hatathli’s comment that the school would not teach its student that 

Christopher Columbus discovered America. Similarly, Anglo critics and antagonists 

contributed to the confrontational character of the Colegio. Oliver Summerlin, the 

school’s most persistent opponent, challenged the Colegio in every step of its 

development through the use of protest letters, purchasing advertisement space in the 

local newspapers to condemn the college, and attending city council meetings to blast the 

motivations of the founders. The Colegio, from its inception, incorporated elements of 

ethnic nationalism into every aspect of the school, especially in its curriculum; and the 

attacks from outsiders served to heighten the confrontational character of the school. For 

the Navajo and Chicana/o founders, the role of ethnic nationalism was foundational for 

attaining educational self-determination. While Hostos Community College did not 

encounter the same kinds of attacks, it was one of the first schools on the chopping block 

during the CUNY financial crises, which many in the Puerto Rican community perceived 

as a retrenchment (relapse) of institutional neglect rooted in racism. This perception 

contributed to the resolve of the Hostos students, faculty, and general Puerto Rican 

community in defending the school from closure. These colleges emerged from the 

community and were shaped by a wide range of historical actors.  

Comparing the Role of Language and Culture 

																																																								
10 Steven J. Crum, “Indian Activism, the Great Society, Indian Self-Determination, and the Drive for an 
Indian College or University, 1964-71,” American Indian Culture & Research Journal 31, no. 1 (March 
2007): 6. 
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While language and culture played prominent roles at all three schools, each 

institution incorporated them with varying degrees and with evolving implementation. 

Despite this unevenness, it is undeniable the role language and culture played in shaping 

the institutional identities of each school. The college leaders strove to develop curricula 

that reflected the social, economic, and cultural context and concerns of each community. 

Institutions of education in the United States before the 1960s, including public schools, 

BIA schools, and even colleges and universities, taught all of their courses in English, 

most were taught by Anglos, and excluded or purposely suppressed the language and 

culture of Navajos, Chicanas/os and Puerto Ricans. The founders of these colleges 

acknowledged that one of the reasons for low student achievement was the devaluation of 

their language and cultural heritage in schools. As scholars have noted, the inclusion of 

languages and cultures of communities of color in schools improved the academic 

achievement of students. The founders believed academic success along with a positive 

self-image and ethnic pride could be attained if schools taught in a culturally and locally 

relevant context.11 Because mainstream schools were unwilling to make these changes, 

Navajo, Mexican American, and Puerto Ricans took on the responsibility to change the 

culture of education.12  

Culture, encompassing history, traditions, customs, heritage, ancestry, and 

language, was central to the identity of Navajos, Chicanas/os, and Puerto Ricans.  For 

																																																								
11 San Miguel, Chicana/o Struggles for Education, 123; Sonia Song-Ha Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights 
Movement: Puerto Ricans, African Americans, and the Pursuit of Racial Justice in New York City (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 13; and Maldonado, Colegio Cesar Chavez, 16. 
12 To illustrate this unwillingness, the Merriam Report of 1928, a survey of Native American social and 
economic conditions, recommended to take account of the family and home culture of Indian youths in 
schools and to involve the participation of parents in the education of their children. The Kennedy Report 
of 1969, a study on the Native youth education, the findings showed the problems and recommendations 
identified 40 years earlier had not been rectified. 
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these three groups, the Navajo and Spanish language served as a vehicle to transmit ideas 

and pass on cultural traditions. In the 1960s, these groups did not see their culture, hear 

their language, or read about their experiences or contributions in school classrooms. As 

a critique to these omissions and forced assimilation, the leaders of these colleges 

developed culturally and locally relevant curriculums – one of the major tenets of 

educational self-determination. These founders emphasized a bilingual and bicultural 

education that valued and promoted their language and culture.13 Navajos, Chicanos/os, 

and Puerto Ricans understood the important of preserving their traditions and maintained 

strong ties to their language and culture. Navajo language and culture was central to their 

identity, and remained more intact due to the limited contact with Anglo society and 

geographic isolation of the Navajo Reservation especially before World War II.14 

Chicanas/os in Texas “practiced” their Mexicanness; they were fluent in both English and 

Spanish; and knowledgeable about their history and culture. According to Armando 

Navarro, “the heavy concentration of Chicanos in South Texas and the border shared with 

Mexico helped to produce a culture that was more Mexican than other states in Aztlan.”15 

The Puerto Ricans community in New York City insisted on the preservation of the 

Spanish language for their children as a way to resist the forced assimilation desired by 

school officials; as well as to preserve relationships with other Spanish-speaking 

communities and groups, both on the island and on the mainland.16 

At Navajo Community College, the role of language and culture was implemented 

unevenly within the first 10 years of the school’s existence. The founders were members 
																																																								
13 Maldonado, Colegio Cesar Chavez, 23. 
14 Robert A. Roessel Jr., Navajo Education, 1948-1978: Its Progress and Its Problems (Rough Rock, 
Arizona: Navajo Curriculum Center, Rough Rock Demonstration School, 1979), 7. 
15 Navarro, Mexican American Youth Organization, 95-96. 
16 Korrol, From Colonia to Community, 70, 76. 
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of the liberal professional class and traditionalists who instituted an expansive role of 

Navajo language and culture in the development stage of the school in the late 1960s. 

Traditionalists understood the importance of maintaining their language and culture; 

heavily resisted assimilation; and had a long history of preserving their traditions. Navajo 

Studies was introduced as the backbone of the school. Ruth Roessel, who was 

instrumental in developing the Indian Studies curriculum, argued the roots of Navajo 

Studies could be traced back centuries, and served as the cornerstone of Navajo life.17 By 

the mid-1970, Navajo modernists deemphasized its role as an effort to westernize the 

academic program and elevate the prestige of the school. This created conflict between 

the traditionalists and modernists; however, those in favor of westernizing the institution 

had control of the school and made decisions to modernize the institution. By the close of 

the decades, a new cohort of school leaders restored the role of language and culture into 

the school’s curriculum as a balanced amalgamation of Navajo and Western educational 

philosophies. The balanced curriculum blended cultural and local relevance with 

westernized academic standards. According to scholar David Wallace Adams, “learning 

something about the white man’s language and [culture] did not necessitate a wholesale 

abandonment of one’s Indian self.”18 In establishing their own college, Navajos defined 

their own priorities, combination of Navajo and Anglo worldviews, and as a pragmatic 

strategy to cultural adaptation and academic success. 

At Colegio Jacinto Treviño, the role of language and culture permeated all aspects 

of the school, and remained central to the institutional identity throughout its history. 

																																																								
17 Ruth Roessel, The Role of Indian Studies in American Education (Chinle, Arizona: Navajo Community 
College Press, 1974), 7. 
18 David Wallace Adams, Education for Extinction: American Indians and the Boarding Experience, 1875-
1928 (Lawrence, Kansas: University Press of Kansas, 1995), 240. 
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During the fall of 1970 and the summer of 1971, they produced position papers that 

shaped the role of language and culture in the school. The institutional identity and 

curriculum design of the schools emerged, in part, out of their criticisms of white 

education the provided instruction tailored to Anglo-middle class students, and even the 

newly enacted Bilingual Education Act. They sought to replace white education with 

brown education. From the position papers, they framed their ideas to establish the 

Colegio as a teacher’s college and to produce bicultural and bilingual teaching materials 

rooted within the context of ethnic Mexican culture and their knowledge of it. The 

founders drew from their collective identities and from the voices of the community to 

develop a curriculum that trained educators and counselors in public schools, GED 

teachers, and the Colegio’s own faculty “that are interested in actively participating in the 

struggle for self-determination and understand their role as expanding the consciousness 

of the community.”19 They critiqued the Bilingual Education Act of 1968 because it 

lacked input from local communities where it was instituted and for its assimilationist 

nature. As a contrast, the Colegio leaders reached out to the community and incorporated 

their ideas in the curriculum. The founders drew from their identity and experiences to 

define the role of language and culture at the Colegio.  

Unlike the Navajo and Chicana/o colleges, the role of the language and culture 

was not included in the original design of Hostos Community College; however, 

bilingual courses, as a result of student demands, expanded significantly within the first 

year of operation. Candido de Leon intentionally left out the word “bilingual education” 

from the proposal for Community College Number Eight because he acknowledged at the 

																																																								
19 Colegio Jacinto Treviño, “Academic Self-Evaluation,” Centro Educativo Chicano, Mercedes, Texas 
(February 1972), 31. Antioch College, Olive Kettering Library, Morris Keeton Files in Special Collection. 
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time the Board of Higher Education would not have supported it. Interestingly, Hostos 

would be later celebrated for being the first bilingual college in the United States. While 

some courses on Puerto Rican culture were introduced when the school opened, the 

creation of a Puerto Rican Studies department and the expansion of Puerto Rican courses 

were not developed until 1973. The role of language took precedence at the school. 

Despite this priority, language could not be incorporated without culture. According to 

historian Sonia Song-Ha Lee, “Bilingual education emerged out of the Puerto Rican’s 

efforts to build a pedagogy centered on Puerto Rican culture.”20 Throughout the 1970s, a 

number of bilingual courses, innovative language programs, and Puerto Rican Studies 

were introduced and expanded significantly. The role of language and culture evolved 

over time at the Navajo and Puerto Rican campuses, while it remained a constant at the 

Chicana/o college.  

Comparing the Role of Activism and Educational Self-Determination  

Although activism served as the mechanism for educational self-determination, its 

role was wide-ranging and intergenerational. The founders and those who shaped these 

institutions utilized tactics ranging from the conventional to confrontational. The activists 

of educational self-determination built-on, expanded upon, and intensified the historic 

struggle introduced by previous generations of historical actors. Most scholars agree the 

term activism constitutes any action taken for social or political change. I use Guadalupe 

San Miguel, Jr.’s succinct definition to describe educational activists as “all those 

individuals and organizations involved in seeking better educational opportunities” for 

																																																								
20 Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights Movement, 13. Puerto Rican teachers and aides, most of them 
women, led the movement for bilingual education in New York City public schools; they created 
curriculums, wrote workbooks, and published history books. They helped also empowered Puerto Ricans 
parents by increasing their understanding of the how education system functioned, and encouraged them to 
get involved school board meetings; see Korrol, From Colonia to Community, 223-224. 
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their own communities.21 For Navajos, Chicanas/os, and Puerto Ricans, educational self-

determination emerged out the struggle for the community control. Through their actions 

they established or helped to establish their own colleges, and shaped the institutional 

identities of these school. 

The broader civil rights struggle, the Black Power movement, and national call for 

community control heavily inspired Navajo, Chicana/o, and Puerto Rican activists. The 

popularity of black civil rights leaders like Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X and 

the graphic images of racial violence broadcasted on the television sets across the 

country, brought the language of equal and civil rights into the everyday American 

discourse. In addition, the 1954 Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Education, 

which barred “separate but equal” schooling for blacks, also increased the attention of 

educational discrimination for all ethnic groups throughout the 1960s and 1970s.22 For 

Navajos, the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s dramatically altered the 

activism on the reservation. According to scholar K. Tsianina Lomawaima, “Indian 

parents and communities exercised newfound political power to reform existing schools 

and establish new schools of their own.”23 Chicana/o activists in Texas, especially 

members of MAYO, learned and adopted the direct action strategies of the Black Power 

movement to promote educational change.24 Puerto Ricans in New York City adopted 

some of their strategies too, and also worked in tandem with the black community in the 

																																																								
21 San Miguel, Chicana/o Struggles for Education, 5. 
22 Jon Allan Reyhner and Jeanne M. Oyawin Eder, American Indian Education: A History (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 2004), 251. 
23 K. Tsianina Lomawaima, “Educating Native Americans,” in Handbook of Research on Multicultural 
Education, edited by Cherry A. McGee Banks and James Banks (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2004), 336. 
24 Navarro, Mexican American Youth Organization, 97. They studied how to draft proposals, researched 
parliamentary hearings, and learned the city council and school board proceedings in order to use informed 
confrontational tactics. 
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school boycotts of the mid-1960s and campaigns for decentralization in the late 1960s. 

Contributing to the national climate of social and educational change, a countless 

numbers of organizations and community leaders emerged across the country.25  

In the late 1960s, Navajo, Chicana/o, and Puerto Rican activists pursued two 

distinct types of educational struggles: school change and educational self-determination. 

Activists who pursued school change attempted to transform existing mainstream 

institutions of education to be responsive to communities of color. Some of these efforts 

resulted in the hiring of teachers of color and the development of bicultural and bilingual 

curriculums. In the 1950s and 1960s, Navajo activists utilized conventional channels to 

improve educational conditions on the reservation, such as the creation of scholarships 

for high school graduates and running for seats on local school boards. Not until the early 

1970s, did Navajo youths and their parents utilize assertive tactics like walkouts and 

boycotts to achieve changes in schools on and near the reservation. MAYO activists led 

and participated in 39 walkouts between 1967 and 1970, in their effort to transform the 

existing Texas public school system.26 MAYO demanded the hiring of Mexican 

American teachers and the inclusion of the Spanish language and Mexican culture in 

educational settings.27 For Navajos and Chicanas/os, these efforts empowered their 

communities and did effect school change such as the hiring of teachers of color, the 

incorporation of bilingual education programs, and inclusion of Navajo and Chicana/o 

history into curriculums.28  

																																																								
25 García, Chicanismo, 3. 
26 Navarro, Mexican American Youth Organization, 117; and Maldonado, Colegio Cesar Chavez, 12. 
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In the mid-to-late 1960s, Puerto Ricans achieved campaigns for community 

control of public schools, also known as decentralization, and created access to higher 

education. Through their activism, Puerto Ricans parents helped to implement “bilingual 

education, parental participation, professional development for teachers, and school 

accountability to community interests;” these changes became institutionalized in urban 

public schools.29 Herman Badillo, a member of the liberal professional class, helped to 

establish SEEK (Search for Education, Elevation, and Knowledge) in the mid 1960s, as 

an effort to provide access for Puerto Ricans and other underserved youth to City 

University of New York (CUNY).30 This access provided activist Puerto Rican students 

an opening to transform higher education. They, along with black students, protested and 

pressured CUNY officials to successfully adopt the Open Admissions policy in 1970.31 

Those who sought educational self-determination, the second type of activist struggle, 

created or helped to establish new educational institutions, including private colleges.32 

Their efforts, the focus of this study, resulted in the creation of Navajo Community 

College, Colegio Jacinto Treviño, and Hostos Community College.  

Navajos used conventional forms of activism rooted in ethnic nationalism in their 

pursuit of educational self-determination. The founders of the Navajo Community 

College sought to change the culture of Navajo education and bring higher education to 

																																																								
29 James Jennings and Francisco Chapman, “Puerto Ricans and the Community Control Movement: An 
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the reservation. With the advent of War on Poverty legislation, Navajos fulfilled their 

quest for tribal self-determination, especially in controlling education on the reservation. 

The process of educational self-determination, for the founders, was to reclaim, reaffirm 

cultural traditions. According to David H. DeJong, “At the heart of the tribal college 

movement is a commitment by Native Americans to reclaim their cultural heritage.”33 

Navajo ethnic nationalism served as a driving force for the overt rejection of forced 

assimilation, based on reclaiming lost traditions while confronting contemporary 

problems.34 Navajos used nationalism as a key element of their educational self-

determination, but they were traditionalist members of the liberal professional class, 

militant in their beliefs, but scorned militancy in action. The militant strategies of the Red 

Power activist groups like AIM alienated Navajo traditionalists involved in educational 

struggles. Navajo activists took over school board positions, established community 

schools, and their own college without confrontation or militant action. Navajos created a 

model for tribal control of education, first in their establishment of Rough Rock 

Demonstration School and then Navajo Community College. However, as educational 

researcher Deborah House explains, “What was being proposed […] was the 

revolutionary idea that it was time that the schools for Navajos, […] should be 

transformed into schools by Navajos.”35 Scholar Teresa McCarty also points out that in 

the context of two centuries of imposed schooling, educational self-determination “was 

more than a radical concept.”36 Nowhere was the activism for Navajo self-determination 
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more pronounced than in their struggle for education. Navajos attained educational self-

determination through conventional forms of activism based on an ethnic nationalist 

ideology. 

Militant campaigns of Chicana/o activism in the late 1960s provided the context 

for educational self-determination in South Texas. A militant Chicana/o ethos, or 

Chicanismo, became an integral component in the Movement.37 Many Texas Chicanas/os 

received their activist training in MAYO, whose militancy in confronting Anglo 

institutions was unprecedented in the history of educational struggles.38 By late 1969, 

MAYO began questioning the effectiveness of walkouts to change the existing public 

school system, and some members looked to other avenues to create their own 

educational institutions.39 The Chicana/o activists that pursued educational self-

determination in South Texas were inspired and influenced by the militant ideology of 

Corky Gonzales and his promotion of Chicana/o control of institutions. Corky Gonzales, 

the leader of the Crusade for Justice in Denver, energized MAYO members in South 

Texas through his calls for liberation through ethnic nationalism and self-determination.40 

Narciso Aleman, the cofounder of the Colegio, who married into the Gonzales family, 

was also influenced by Corky’s goals for Chicana/o control of institutions and liberatory 

nationalism. While the Colegio emerged as a MAYO priority project at the conference of 

late 1969, it soon gained traction as an independent project. The activism for educational 

self-determination motivated young and old Mexican Americans in South Texas to 
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improve the educational conditions in their community.41 Confrontational politics, like 

the role of language and culture, permeated throughout the history of the school. The 

driving force for Chicana/o educational self-determination was confrontational activism, 

ethnic nationalism, and the ideology of community control. 

In the late 1960s, the emergence of what scholar Andrés Torres calls Nuevo 

Despertar [New Awakening], influenced by international liberation movements and the 

U.S. struggle for equal and civil rights movement and antiwar movement, flourished 

throughout the Puerto Rican communities of New York City.42 The Puerto Rican 

community built on its immediate past and drew from a legacy of militant traditions.43 

The individuals that helped to found and developed Hostos Community Colleges used a 

broad range of activist strategies for educational self-determination. Candido de Leon and 

Herman Badillo, members of the Puerto Rican liberal professional class used 

conventional tactics to help establish the college. After the idea was introduced to the 

community, a militant collective of community leaders and activists pressured the Board 

of Higher Education to share in the decision-making process, they were eventually 
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excluded, but their calls for community participation were later instituted to the design of 

the school. In the first year, a transitional period, the Puerto Rican community, through 

their activism, reshaped the identity and direction of the school. Activist Hostos students 

boycotted the school and called for the resignation of the first president and the creation 

of bilingual courses, building on the “surge of university student activism” that began in 

the mid-1960s.44 It was during this transitional period at Hostos when Puerto Ricans 

filled important positions of decision-making and the faculty developed bilingual 

curriculum. During the “Save Hostos” and “Hostos Needs Space” movement, the Puerto 

Rican community, with the help of Anglo faculty and staff allies like Gerald Meyer and 

Wally Edgecombe, utilized a wide range of activism, including conventional and 

confrontational strategies and community control.  Gerald Meyer, considers the Hostos 

struggle one of the most prolonged and successful mass movements of the 1970s in New 

York City.”45 While some elements of ethnic nationalism emerge in the struggle to shape 

Hostos, it was not a driving force; however, the Puerto Rican educational self-

determination in higher education coincided with the struggle for community control of 

public schools.46 For Puerto Ricans in the South Bronx, like Navajos on the reservation 

and Chicanas/os in South Texas, the seeds of educational self-determination were sown 

in the struggle for school change.   

Why Did the Navajo and Puerto Rican Colleges Stay in Operation and the 

Chicana/o College Close?  
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Navajos, Chicanas/os and Puerto Ricans established these colleges to provide 

viable alternatives to traditional higher education settings, where they could promote 

academic success for students of color and institute curriculums grounded in the 

language, culture, and relevancy of the communities they served. Each group believed 

they knew best how to teach their own communities. The founders of Navajo Community 

College looked upon themselves to pass on the cultural knowledge, language and 

traditions of the community to a younger generation for them “to acquire a positive self-

image and a clear sense of identity.” They understood it was “essential” that “educational 

systems be directed and controlled by the society it is intended to serve.”47  Similarly, the 

Citizen’s Committee, who attempted to shape Hostos Community College, “no one 

knows better than the poor themselves what the poor needs and [we] feel that we must 

have the opportunity to voice those needs.”48 Likewise, the Chicanas/os at Colegio 

Jacinto Treviño insisted, “Our children must learn from us who we are […] if we are to 

survive as a people that has a proud heritage and culture.”49 While these institutions had 

many successes, including achieving local control, power over the decision-making, and 

the implementation of their own curriculums, they also faced numerous problems that 

effected the trajectory of their histories.  

The Navajo, Chicana/o, and Puerto Rican schools dealt with many issues that 

threatened the existence of the institutions, one of the most significant were funding 

problems. The school most affected by funding issues was Hostos Community College 

when New York City faced an inflation and recession crisis. As a result of the financial 
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crisis, Hostos came under threat of closure, but the community rallied to protest its 

closure. Multiple times the college community took over the school to show it was 

willing to go to great lengths to keep the school alive. Through direct action strategies 

and widespread community mobilization that included faculty and students, their 

families, community activists and leaders, and politicians they pursued a long drawn out 

battle with city officials and the Broad of Higher Education that eventually save Hostos. 

The Navajo school was never in dire threat of closure, but funding was and continues to 

be constant source of hardship. The support of local businesses, political allies, and 

lobbying for federal legislation has not only kept the school alive but also has allowed it 

to thrive. For the founders and later leaders of the Colegio, fundraising was a full time 

effort. Individuals tirelessly wrote proposals, and sought grants and federal funding to 

keep their school alive up until the school closed.  

In addition to financial problems, all three schools also dealt with internal conflict 

that affected the identity of the schools. At Navajo Community College, the role of 

language and culture was the source of disagreement between Navajo traditionalists and 

modernists who each believed that they knew best what the students should learn. It 

created great animosity between the original school leaders who believed in a strong 

emphasis on Navajo culture and those that came after them who deemphasized its 

prevalence. The situation was remedied when new school leaders restored stability to the 

school by introducing a balanced curriculum in the late 1970s.  

At Colegio Jacinto Treviño, infighting arose among the academic activists and 

militant nationalist in 1971, over ideological goals, differences in academic expectations, 

and disagreements over the militant character of the school. This situation was remedied 
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when the academic activists left the Colegio to start their own college, Juarez-Lincoln 

University. A new source of conflict in 1973 emerged between community members and 

the militant nationalists, who were forced out because they were accused of promoting 

hate against Anglos and mismanaging the school. The situation was not resolved and 

eventually the takeover weakened the school and triggered the downfall of the school.  

At Hostos Community College, the first episode of conflict emerged between the 

Citizen’s Committee, who wanted to share in the decision-making of, then called, 

Community College Number Eight, and the Board of Higher Education in the late 1960s. 

The Committee and the Board had different expectations; and while the Board consulted 

with the Committee they ultimately ignored their wishes. This was rectified after the 

school was established when the students rebelled against the president, and called for his 

resignation, community involvement bilingual courses, and De Leon became the first 

Puerto Rican president – many of which were the Citizen Committee’s demands to the 

Board of Higher Education. The second source of discord emerged among the two 

activist groups, Community Coalition to Save Hostos and the Save Hostos Committee in 

the mid 1970s. The members of the two groups disagreed over activist tactics; unity was 

remedied when the two groups joined forces and benefited from each other’s strategies in 

Hostos Unidos, the group successful for winning the Hostos Needs Space movement. The 

emergence of the internal conflict for each group reflected the different contexts in the 

founding and development of each school. The founders established these schools based 

on their perceived locally and culturally relevant needs, and based on ideological goals; 

however, reality    
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All three schools endured problems but what explicitly separates the histories of 

the Navajo and Puerto Rican institutions from the Chicana/o college is that it closed only 

after a few short years of existence. The Colegio closed down due to multiple factors, 

including relentless opposition, bad press, infighting and numerous changes within the 

administration, funding and accreditation problems, but most significant was the 

dwindling support of the community by 1975. In its first years, the Colegio received 

widespread community support, but lost it after the school moved to San Juan, Texas. 

The school did not close due to philosophical failings; however, the egalitarian nature in 

the decision-making process did lead to “chaos, political infighting, and frustration.”50 

When the new leaders partnered with the Brown Beret after the move, it did not enhance 

the image of the school especially among the gatekeepers of funds, the media, and 

opponents. The Brown Berets distrusted Chicana/o professionals and rejected organized 

institutions, which created tensions with the new school leaders because they were both 

vying for control of the college.51 The Brown Berets, considered the paramilitary arm of 

the Chicana/o Movement, promoted a revolutionary image and their support of armed 

self-defense made them a target of repression by law-enforcement agencies.52 More than 

bad press in the local paper and the constant barrage of criticisms by Oliver Sumerlin, the 

changing image of the school contributed to the loss of community support of the 

Colegio. However, the most pronounced factor for the closure of the school was the 

failure to mobilize the community to save it. The new leaders of the school continued the 

do-it-yourself tradition of writing proposals, seeking grants, and finding funding but 
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many of those avenues closed on them. Unlike in the earlier history of the school, they 

did not seek out the kind of widespread support necessary for the Colegio to succeed. 

There was limited community reach out, and no mass mobilization or community protest 

on behalf of Colegio Jacinto Treviño. At the end, the school’s undoing was at its own 

hand. 

In an undated, handwritten document, entitled “¿Porque Fracaso?” [Why 

Failure?], likely written after the community takeover in late 1973, the founders reflected 

on the causes of the school’s breakdown. It notes that the operational structure for the 

Colegio was revised multiple times in its first three years, almost from semester to 

semester. The school leaders founded Colegio Jacinto Treviño from scratch, and the 

constant changes in institutional evolutions created confusion and uncertainty. The 

leaders of the school learned from their mistakes as quickly as they could and attempted 

to make improvements as new problems emerged. However, the document explains that 

unity unraveled despite their attempts at collectivism, community control, and 

egalitarianism. They utilized collectivism as a form of institutional governance but it 

failed to produce the results that many of the founders had envisioned. The process of 

community control left unchecked had allowed too many individuals to have a significant 

voice in the way the school was governed. It led to too much autonomy. Overtime, the 

egalitarian structure became top heavy and community members vied for control.53 

Members of the community, including some of the founders, lacked the experience to 

develop an institution of higher education, and divisions over power led to the school’s 

demise. The unknown author lamented, “It is good that there should exist Colectivismo 
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and Carnalismo in any organization, but once a few begin to deviate from the direction 

for social change in the name of revolutionary ideals to fulfill their egotistical and 

personal interests then they should be removed.”54  

Scholar Jorge Mariscal asserts the Movement was more than a search or the 

making of a Chicana/o identity. Similarly, the founding of the Colegio was not an end it 

self, but rather a foundation for educational self-determination. The founders of the 

college, many of which were gone or forced out by 1974, remained committed to 

activism in their own lives and pursuits for social change. Like many activists in the 

Chicana/o movement, the Colegio founders “took their political values into their life’s 

work they chose.”55 Far from being a failure, the Colegio founders made a substantial 

contribution to the legacy of educational struggles. Many of the tenets of educational self-

determination they pursued, including more inclusive decision-making, hiring of faculty 

of color, culturally and locally relevant curriculums, and greater accountability to the 

communities they serve became standard practices in mainstream colleges and 

universities.56  

By comparing the histories of these schools it shows that educational self-

determination was more widespread in the U.S. than previously recognized. Moreover, 

the widespread emergence of educational self-determination in the late 1960s and early 

1970s among communities of color helped to create a national climate for social and 

educational change; where groups from diverse contexts and historical experiences 

contributed to and also drew from this changing landscape. Although each generation of 
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activists traverses among its distinct ideological currents, they build on and expanded on 

the educational struggles of the past. 
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Conclusion 

This dissertation compared the histories of Navajo Community College, Colegio 

Jacinto Treviño, and Hostos Community College, founded in the late 1960s and 

developed in the 1970s. Focusing on the overlapping historical experiences of Navajos, 

Chicanas/os, and Puerto Ricans, this study examined the widespread emergence of 

educational self-determination as part of a national movement to change the culture of 

education. While the origins of educational self-determination are rooted deep within the 

histories of each of these groups, its emergence in the late 1960s signaled a profound 

trend toward community-controlled education.  

Navajos, Chicanas/os, and Puerto Ricans responded to a history of educational 

plight by doing more than seeking to change the existing educational institutions, they 

sought to alter the very culture of education by creating and shaping their own colleges. 

They broke new ground in the history of educational struggles by promoting the founding 

of their own colleges, where they controlled most if not all the decision-making positions, 

and instituted the language and culture of the communities they served. They forged a 

climate for social and educational changes, and drew from a structure of opportunities of 

the 1960s, including the Civil Rights Movement and the social federal reforms as part of 

the War on Poverty legislation. 

Most of the founders of Navajo Community College were older traditionalists, 

part of the liberal professional class who utilized a unique brand of Navajo activism in 

establishing and developing their institution in the late 1960s. As activists, they pursued 

conventional strategies in their quest for educational self-determination, while exerting 

unwavering ethnic nationalism in their demands for Navajo control that shaped the 



	

	 368 

institutional identity of the school. The Navajo Community College began with a strong 

emphasis on Navajo language and culture, a push toward vocational education, and 

Navajo Studies central to the identity of the school. Within the first few years, new 

school leaders deemphasized the centrality of Navajo Studies, while promoting a strong 

academic program. By the end of the decade, a new president returned the emphasis of 

Navajo Studies into the curriculum, while stressing the importance of academic and 

vocational programs. 

As activists, the founders of Colegio Jacinto Treviño participated in numerous 

street demonstrations and school walkouts as social actors in the Chicana/o Movement. In 

establishing the school, the young activists negotiated with benevolent gatekeepers, while 

utilizing militant contestation to confront opponents of the Colegio. The school 

experienced numerous institutional evolutions from its start. First, as a priority project for 

Mexican American Youth Organization (MAYO), a Chicana/o activist organization 

based in Texas, to partnering with the progressive Antioch College, as part of its 

University Without Walls program. The school later underwent several major 

administrative shifts that contributed to the changing image and identity of the institution, 

as well as its closure. 

The Puerto Ricans founders of Hostos Community College, like those of the 

Navajo Community College, were part of the liberal professional class, and utilized 

conventional channels in proposing the idea for the school.  Community leaders and 

activists asserted their inclusion into the decision-making process; however, because 

Hostos Community College, as part of City University of New York (CUNY), was 

founded with differing expectations the Board of Higher Education, the governing body 
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of CUNY, opposed the demands of the Puerto Rican community of the South Bronx. Not 

until its first year of operation when Puerto Rican students, with the support of the 

faculty, began to pursue disruptive forms of protests did the Puerto Rican community 

change the direction of the college. Throughout the 1970s, the Puerto Rican community 

took control of the school, saved it from closure, and shaped its institutional identity.     

This dissertation provides new insight to the history of educational struggles. By 

clarifying the specific tenets of educational self-determination – local control, holding 

most if not all the decision-making positions, establishing culturally and locally relevant 

curriculum, power to hire and replace faculty and administrators, and self-accountability 

to the communities they served – my hope is that it provides a platform for other scholars 

to add, augment, build on, and modify. In addition, this work contributes to the historical 

literature of the educational experiences for communities of color. In the case of the 

Navajo Community College, the most researched and studied institution of the three 

schools, my interpretation differs from most historical works by looking at the founders 

as educational activists. They pursued a unique form of Navajo activism, where ethnic 

nationalism permeated in the founding of the school, and while militant in their belief of 

Navajo control, they rejected outright militant action on the campus. Most studies that 

examine the founding of this college, do not emphasize the nuances between the roles of 

conventional activism and ethnic nationalism. 

Most studies on Hostos Community College overlook the participation of the 

Puerto Rican community in the founding of the school. It is important to understand the 

formative years of Hostos because it helped shape the institutional identity of the school. 

Scholars have focused on the Save Hostos and the Hostos Needs Space campaigns, which 
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are indeed dramatic and meaningful historical moments of community struggle; however, 

the instrumental efforts of the Puerto Rican liberal professional class, the Citizen’s 

Committee, and the boycott that resulted in the resignation of the first president and the 

implementation of bilingual courses are equally significant in the history of Hostos. 

The case study on Colegio Jacinto Treviño is one of the first in-depth historical 

examinations of the little-known school. I plan to expand upon its history and the efforts 

of its founders; and my hope is for this study to serve as foundation for other scholars to 

modify, build on, or challenge. It shows the important role that the activist community of 

South Texas played in the development of the school. Opponents of the school 

contributed to its rebel character, but more importantly, their pursuit of accountability for 

the Mexican American community motivated the founders to incorporate the language 

and culture of the barrio while also attempting to meet their educational needs and 

opportunities.  The initial school leaders reached out to the Mexican American 

community, received its support, and included them in the decision-making process. By 

the mid-1970s, the school had stopped progressing, the school took a radical turn, and 

community support ended; in the end, the lack of community support directly led to the 

closure of the school. At all three schools, the role of the community, by those who 

founded the institutions, its supporters, and opponents, helped to shape the process of 

educational self-determination. 

 A significant feature in this dissertation was the use of the comparative method. 

This approach increased my understanding of these schools. Its use and the framework of 

this dissertation, I argue, can serve as a model for educational historians and 

comparativists who wish to research multiple communities, social contexts, and 
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institutions. It helped to clarify my overall thesis that educational self-determination was 

widespread, intergenerational, involved a wide-range of activism, and evolutionary. Had 

this dissertation examined a single community, context, or institution, it would have 

resulted in a very different and less expansive interpretation. The comparative research 

method led me to raise different types of questions and opened up a broader context for 

understanding educational self-determination. For example, while explicit forms of 

activism at Colegio Jacinto Treviño and Hostos Community College were distinct and at 

their forefront, what role did it play at the Navajo Community College and by whom? 

Similarly, while Hostos Community College received widespread community support, 

especially in its Save Hostos movement, was this commonplace at the other two 

institutions? By examining multiple contexts, researchers can conceptualize broader and 

more encompassing interpretations about the historical experiences of communities of 

color.  

In closing, this dissertation shows the importance of the community, including the 

founders, the supporters of these schools, and their opponents, who shaped the 

institutional identities of the colleges and the role of educational self-determination.  By 

comparing multiple contexts and the histories of these communities, it shows that 

educational self-determination in the 1960s was a complex process; and that the founders 

of these colleges contributed to the historical legacy of educational struggles among 

communities of color in the United States. 
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