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Chicano students strike for equality of education 
in Crystal City, Texas, 1969-1970

Spring
1969
to:  6 January
1970
Country:  United States
Location City/State/Province:  Crystal City, Texas

Goals: 
1) Recruitment of more Mexican-American teachers and counselors

2) Less vocational electives and more challenging courses

3) Bilingual and bicultural education at elementary and secondary levels

4) Mexican-American studies classes

5) A student representative to the school board

6) Chicano representatives on the school board

7) Fair treatment and no name-calling

8) Equal opportunity in student activities

9) Improved testing programs

10) More cultural celebrations

11) Students elect their own popularity awards, student leaders, and cheerleaders

12) Reduction of class size

13) Protection for the free speech of students and teachers who challenge school policy

14) Involvement of parents as teacher’s aides.

15) Inclusion of Mexican-American experiences and contributions in textbooks and course material

16) No reprisals against students participating in the walkout

17) An advisory board of Mexican Americans, chosen by Chicano citizens, be established by the school board in order to advise 
them on needs and problems of Mexican Americans
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Methods

Methods in 1st segment: 

006. Group or mass petitions
Methods in 2nd segment: 
Methods in 3rd segment: 
Methods in 4th segment: 

009. Leaflets, pamphlets, and books
Methods in 5th segment: 
Methods in 6th segment: 

001. Public speeches
038. Marches
047. Assemblies of protest or support
048. Protest meetings
050. Teach-ins
062. Student strike

Classifications

Classification: 
Change
Cluster: 
Democracy
Human Rights
National/Ethnic Identity
Group characterization: 

Chicano students

Leaders, partners, allies, elites

Leaders: 
Severita Lara, Mario Treviño, Diana Serna, and José Angel Gutiérrez
Partners: 
Mexican American Youth Organization (MAYO)
External allies: 
Mexican-American Legal Defense Fund, Texans for the Educational Advancement of Mexican-Americans (TEAM); 
Community Relations Service at the U.S. Department of Justice.
Involvement of social elites: 
U.S. Senators Ralph Yarborough, Edward Kennedy, and George McGovern



Joining/exiting order of social groups

Groups in 1st Segment: 

Mexican American Youth Organization (MAYO)
Groups in 2nd Segment: 
Groups in 3rd Segment: 
Groups in 4th Segment: 

Mexican-American Legal Defense Fund
Groups in 5th Segment: 
Groups in 6th Segment: 

Community Relations Service at the U.S. Department of Justice
Edward Kennedy
George McGovern
Texans for the Educational Advancement of Mexican-Americans (TEAM)
U.S. Senator Ralph Yarborough

Segment Length:  Approximately 5 weeks

Opponent, Opponent Responses, and Violence

Opponents: 
Chrystal City High School Board, School Board President Ed Mayer, Superintendent John Billings, Principal John B. Lair
Nonviolent responses of opponent: 
Not Known
Campaigner violence: 
Not Known
Repressive Violence: 
Not Known

Success Outcome

Success in achieving specific demands/goals: 
5 points out of 6 points
Survival: 
1 point out of 1 points
Growth: 
3 points out of 3 points
Notes on outcomes: 
In January 1970, the school board partially met the campaigners' demands. With a majority Chicano school board after the 
April 1970 elections, the majority of the demands were fulfilled within two years. The campaign also grew in number of student 
participants and number of allies, and it led directly to the birth of the Raza Unida Party.

 



In Crystal City, Texas, 87 percent of high school students in 1968 were Chicano, or Mexican American, and nearly half of these 
were children of migrant farm workers. But the high school principal, five of the seven school board members, and 75 percent of 
the teachers were white. During the summers, local government and school officials, all white, selected candidates for the fall 
elections. In doing so, the minority population maintained a majority white school board with just one or two Chicanos they 
believed to align with their views. At this time Spanish was prohibited from school because education was seen as the primary 
means of assimilating immigrants into American society, which, in part, meant speaking English. Students recall being 
suspended or beaten with a paddle for speaking Spanish. Mexican food was also banned from the cafeteria. The curriculum 
included nothing about Mexican-American experiences and contributions or Mexican history, culture, and literature. Chicano 
students faced discrimination and reported that they were frequently called names like “animals” and “stupid idiots.” They were 
told that they would not make it to college, that they would have to join the military, and that “You Mexicans are never going to 
amount to anything.”

Chicanos were not represented in student groups either. The cheerleading squad had originally been elected by the student body, 
but the school board changed this policy as the student body became majority Chicano. Only one of the four positions could be 
held by a Mexican-American female and all candidates, elected by a faculty committee, had to have at least one parent who 
graduated from a local high school. Faculty, not the students, also selected senior popularity awards and membership to national 
honors society. In 1969, two of the white cheerleaders graduated leaving two open positions. Diana Palacios, supported by many 
Chicano students, wanted to be a cheerleader, but the committee selected two white students because there was already a 
Mexican-American female on the squad.

In response to the teachers’ selections for cheerleading, students, led by Severita Lara, drew up a list of grievances to present to 
the superintendent, John Billings. The Mexican American Youth Organization (MAYO), an organization founded in 1967 to 
empower Chicanos in Texas for social change, sent José Angel Gutiérrez, who graduated from Crystal City High, to support the 
growing campaign. Students demanded that their educational program treat their lives as Mexican-Americans fairly and 
respectfully; some of their specific demands included bilingual and bicultural education and student elections for their own 
popularity awards, student leaders, and cheerleaders. Students, having heard about Chicano student walk-outs in other parts of 
Texas and California, started to talk about organizing one at their high school. Gutiérrez advised the students to wait and plan for 
a walk-out in the fall. With the end of the school year near, he knew that the administration and board would not feel pressured 
to respond to a student walk-out in the late spring.

Before the year ended, the superintendent agreed to make three positions for white students and three positions for Mexican-
American students on cheerleading squad. He also agreed that the administration would study the demands for bilingual and 
bicultural education. Parents of white students protested these concessions, so the school board overturned the decisions in June 
1969.

When school began again the fall, Severita took the list of grievances drafted in the spring to the principal, John B. Lair, who 
referred her to the superintendent. The superintendent said, “I can’t give you these things. I have no power. Only the school 
board can do this because many items on the list require board approval.” She tried to get her grievances on the school board 
agenda, but was repeatedly denied.

In October 1969, the Ex-Students Association said that the homecoming queen had to have at least one parent who was a local 
high school graduate. Severita voiced her opposition to this rule because it excluded most Chicana students. She distributed 
flyers and leaflets on the injustices of the election procedure. Following her action, the school administration suspended her 
without due process. Gutiérrez and MAYO called in the help of an attorney from the Mexican-American Legal Defense Fund, 
who helped to get Severita reinstated in school. When she returned, she received a lot of attention from students offering their 
support.

With coaching from MAYO, Severita worked with Mario Treviño and Diana Serna among other students to expand their 
previous list of grievances to eighteen demands to present to the school board. Among their demands, they asked for more 
Mexican-American teachers and counselors, more challenging courses, bilingual and bicultural education, Mexican-American 



studies classes, fair treatment, equal opportunity, protection of free speech, and Chicano representation on the school board. The 
board told students that they would not listen to their demands unless they brought their parents along. Students reached out to 
their parents to come with them to the school board meeting. For several days MAYO coached the students and led role-playing 
exercises in preparation for the meeting.

On 8 December 1969, over 100 Mexican-American students and their parents took the demands mentioned above to the school 
board meeting. Students had previously asked the board for a larger space to accommodate their parents, but only Eddie Treviño, 
one of two Chicano board members, made a motion in support of changing the space. So, they remained in their usual meeting 
space. Students and their parents walked into the meeting space too small to accommodate them all and stood around the seated 
board members, some of whom visibly trembled. She began to pass out the petition that presented their demands. The school 
board President Ed Mayer made a motion for adjournment, so the board got up and left. Severita delivered a passionate speech to 
her peers and their families, pointing out how the board ignores Chicano voices and refuses to listen. They finished by calling for 
a walkout.

On 9 December 1969, Severita took their petition to the principal as the board president instructed her to do. He was not in so 
they set a meeting for 3:00 pm. Before the appointed time, the students marched through the town and back. They met with the 
principal and superintendant, but only heard justifications for current policies and their lack of power to change anything. 500 
students walked out that day and began a student boycott. That night they organized a public meeting, where they read and 
explained the demands to their parents.

On 14 December 1969, MAYO and student leaders held a rally attended by members of the Chicano community. They spoke 
about the school board and tied their denial of educational opportunities for Chicanos to the Texas Education Agency’s failures 
and the policymakers in Washington D.C. As middle and elementary school students joined the boycott, the number of student 
participants reached over 2,000 that week.

Texas Senator Ralph Yarborough invited student leaders Severita, Diana, and Mario to Washington D.C., to discuss 
discrimination in their school. While they were there from 17 – 19 December, they met with Senators Edward Kennedy and 
George McGovern who informed the Civil Rights Division of the Department of Justice and the Department of Health, 
Education and Welfare (HEW) of the seriousness of the situation in Texas. Gilbert Pompa, Deputy Director of the Community 
Relations Service at the Department of Justice promised to send investigators to Crystal City.

Texans for the Educational Advancement of Mexican-Americans (TEAM) sent teachers to hold classes for students during the 
winter holiday. They arrived on 19 December and began to hold classes for students on strike in a community dance hall. The 
HEW investigating team arrived on 20 December and began to interview students, members of the community, school officials 
and board members.

MAYO and student leaders received word that the school board was ready to accept the students’ terms of negotiation. The 
investigating team from Washington D.C. insisted that the board negotiate. Gutiérrez and student leaders added the following 
items to the list of demands: “1) no reprisals against students participating in the walkout 2) that an advisory board of Mexican 
Americans, chosen by Chicano citizens, be established by the school board in order to adivse them on needs and problems of 
Mexican Americans.” By 3 January 1970, the Board agreed to the demands for negotiation, granting amnesty to all boycotters. 
Instead of an all Chicano advisory board, the board agreed to have two white citizens serve alongside eight Chicanos.

After the first day of negotiations on 3 January 1970 where the board partially met the demands for more cultural holidays and 
peer elections for student positions and awards, 350 people signed a petition to tell the board that all remaining student demands 
must be met or the boycott would continue. The board agreed to most of the demands and promised to implement them, such as 
bilingual education, more Mexican American teachers and counselors, and curriculum focused on Chicano history and 
contributions, if they had adequate funding. Though some Chicano leaders, like Gutiérrez, were reluctant to accept the 
agreement because of concerns that Chicano citizens would not be able to keep the board membership accountable to their shaky 
promises, negotiators signed it and sent it to Superintendant Billings and school board President Mayer for their signatures. They 



signed it and the school boycott ended on 6 January.

MAYO leaders and Chicano protesters continued to push for change through political avenues. They founded the Raza Unida 
Party, whose members ran for local office. Chicanos gained four of seven seats on the school board in the April 1970 elections. 
The four Chicanos outvoted the three white members to elect Gutiérrez as president of the Board. With the change in board 
members, came a series of education reforms that transformed the schools. They approved bilingual and bicultural education, 
implemented curriculum that celebrated Chicano history and culture, and continued to hire Chicano teachers. With these 
changes, 170 students who had dropped out returned to school. Within two years, the school faculty and administration reflected 
the Chicano majority and more students were graduating than before.
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