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The walkout at Edcouch-Elsa was a direct result of the failure of the school principal to call a "board meeting to hear a list of grievances that were drawn up by some concerned students in regards to the policy and conditions in the school.  This list was then presented to Principal Melvin Pipkin who according to one student had referred to it as "a joke" and had compared it to "reading a comic strip."  Due to not having been taken seriously, the students decided to take another course of action.  They staged a walkout and boycotted classes on November 13, 1968 which resulted in the expulsion of some 150 students for the next three days or until the following Monday night school board meeting where it would be decided whether they would be expelled for the remainder of the school semester.

On November 14, 1968, the principal held a conference with some of the leaders of the walkout and was quoted as saying, "W/e will not yield one iota as long as I am principal. The students will not dictate the policy."  The leaders then continued.to demonstrate and rally in front of the school campus.  Later on that same day, six students considered to be the leaders were arrested on loitering charges and taken to Hidalgo County Jail where a candle light vigil ended until their release at 1:45 Saturday morning.  Principal Melvin Pipkin was the person responsible for signing the complaints against these students.  Arrested had been:  Artemio Salinas, Homer Trevino, 19, Xavier Ramirez, 17, Freddy Saenz, 16, and Raul Arispe, 17.  Mirtala Villarreal was also arrested but was released immediately.  Surety bonds made by Ciro Casares and Joe Longoria of Elsa made their release possible. 

This much publicized event added to the belief that the students were being led by troublemakers and potential drop-outs in describing and labeling them.  In defense of being labeled a “dropout”, Eddie Gonzalez, one of the leaders, stated, "My lowest grade is a. "C" and I am a junior.  Do you think I'd want to drop out?"' Another spokesman for the group, Raul Arispe, stated, "If somebody had checked my records, I was a straight "A" student.  “Que digan que I was a troublemaker, I was not a troublemaker.”  “We were considered right then and at that time and afterwards because we brought this (injustices and grievances) out in the open.”  The protesting students were constantly referred to in various newspapers and other-media as being rebels and militants.  Why? Because they decided that they had had enough and decided to speak out for their rights, thereby challenging the dominant structure which had never before been done in the past here in the Valley area in the field of education.  They were never aggressively active for they demonstrated in a peaceful manner.  Speaking of aggressiveness and being militant, Raul stated, “If anyone was militant, it was them.”  (“them”' refers to the non-participating students, especially the football team).  They were told by the coaches to throw empty coke cans and rocks at us to provoke us!  So you tell me, who were the militants?  If this issue had been viewed with an open mind, they would have seen that these students were smart and intelligent students who knew exactly what they were doing in seeking a better education.

On Monday, November 18, 1968, a school board meeting was held during which Attorney Bob Sanchez pleaded for the students to be allowed to resume classes.  The board ignored his plea.  Meantime, the board adopted a policy calling for permanent expulsion of any student who had participated in the walkout or campus demonstration.  At this meeting, Attorney Bob Sanchez outlined the student's concerns and stated, "They are not only due, but they are overdue."

One of the demands was that they be allowed to speak Spanish on campus to which Superintendent A.W. Bell stated that the rule of not being allowed to speak Spanish had been dropped as long as six years.  Bell further stated, "We don't prohibit Spanish.  W/e encourage English."  Raul Arispe states today, "Entonces porque te sonaban or they expelled you from school?  They gave you a choice.  It was either bend over and take 5, 10, or 15 licks con una tabla, un bate cortado por la mitad, or get expelled.  I wasn't about to let no sorry bastard pegarme, major get expelled.  Si tenian que pegarme por algo, it wasn't going to be for speaking Spanish."

Another concern was that courses be introduced as a regular part of the curriculum to show Mexican-American contribution to this region.  Martin Pena, Federal Programs Director, stated that such a textbook on Mexican-American history and culture didn't exist.  Raul's remark to this statement today is, "Que no habia cultural  Can you believe that bull shit?  What the hell does he think we are?  The son of a bitch was just as ignorant as a goddamn boar.  The culture of the Mexican-American has always existed as long as the state of Texas has existed!"  At that same meeting Attorney Bob Sanchez urged the board to look around for books teaching Mexican-American contributions to Texas history.

There was also concern in reference to the counseling department.  As Mirtala Villarreal and Jose Luis Chavez, expelled students, stated, “The teacher says the opportunities are there to go to college which she doesn't talk about” to which Jose Chavez added, "When a student went to the counselor, she was always too busy."   Raul further added, "I didn't know what a counselor was until I was a junior.  You passed by there y habia cuatro o cinco gringos alii todo el tiempo.  She was pa nosotros, en ese tiempo, we always thought she was a special teacher for no mas los gringos!  Sabes que nos decia a nosotros los honbres la Sorenson (the counselor)?  'Join the Army'.  That was the special opportunity she had for us Mexican-Americans.  And there were a lot of kids in Vietnam that died.  They were pushed in!  They didn't know that if you got a scholarship that you were exempt from the draft or didn't have to volunteer.  No habia scholarships pa nosotros.  It wasn't brought to our attention.”    In other words the counselor did not inform the students on the availability of loans, grants, or scholarships.  The school defended the inadequacy of counseling with the excuse that they didn’t’ have enough counselors.

That discrimination against the Mexican-American students in school stop immediately was another demand being asked for.  To this, A.W. Bell, principal, responded, "We have no discrimination.  If we do, I'd like to know about it."   Well it seems to me that just by not advising and informing the Mexican-American students on the availability of loans, grants and other programs was enough to show a form of discrimination.  Raul further added, "discrimination existed.  Pero no habia nadie to show it to the public. They had a real cozy Peyton Place para ellos no mas."

In the area of discipline, the students demanded that no type of disciplinary action be taken against them or any teacher involved and that all students be reinstated.  There were some teachers who supported the student involvement but who for fear of losing their jobs did not voice their opinions.  Included in this demand was also that no mention of such a walkout event be in their school records.  They also demanded no paddling of a student until explanation for punishment be given and that unfair punishment stop being given students for minor reasons.  Examples:  Some students were being spanked for not dressing up in P.E. due to their shoes or shorts being stolen or for failure to stand up at a school pep rally.

They also asked to be given an opportunity to defend themselves to administrators.  That no intimidations, threats or penalties be made against them by teachers or administrators for membership of any club or organization other  than school activities be also taken into consideration.  They also wanted to be allowed to select their own candidates for Student Council after all it was supposed to be a students' council.

Another demand was that no teacher or administrator be allowed to use profanity or abusive language in the presence of students and that not teacher or administrator lay a hand on the student.  To this statement Attorney Sanchez added while directing the school board, "Abusive language is against the law just as loitering is."   They were also asking that special attention be given to the situation wherein many Edcouch-Elsa students found themselves due to being migrant students.  They wanted their choice of courses in spring registration to be upheld when they came back in fall. At this board meeting wherein all the above demands were being discussed, Attorney Sanchez stated that the students were well justified in taking part in the walkout and that he was considering a petition to the U.S. District Court at Brownsville to get the students readmitted.  He also stated that he believed that the board had been unfair by presuming the students guilty.

On November 18, 1968, a pre-trial hearing was sought by five students expelled from Edcouch-Elsa.  At this trial, Judge Reynaldo Garza ruled that the school district could legally expel the students but only after a hearing.  About 60 had already been expelled with loss of credits.  At that time, an injunction was also being sought in the Federal Court by the students' attorney. The court injunction could very easily have forced the school officials to allow all expelled students into classes immediately.

As of Monday, November 18, individual hearings were held by the school board with expelled students and their parents.  Each case was to be considered individually. According to Mr. Jesus Chavez, a parent who attended with his two expelled sons, the following question was asked of each student, "Con condicion si se vuelve hacer otro boycott de estos y quieres ty participar?  Si o no?  Si contestaba "no" entonces el estudiante iba para adentro.  Otros que contes-taban, "Si siguen las cosas como estan yo si." Bueno entonces ese estudiante quedaba afuera."   The decisive factor of admitting them was based on the pupil's attitude toward the school.

On Friday, November 22, 1968, a suit was filed on behalf of five pupils who had been expelled from school.  The plaintiffs alleged that involved in the school controversy "was the right of the students in a public school not to be suspended from that school (a) because of their participation in student activities meant to bring valid complaints to the attention of school board trustees, and (b) without prior hearing in violation of their rights under the First and 14th  Amendments of the U.S. Constitution.   The suit also alleged

that the defendants "had deprived plaintiffs of their public education without due process in violation of the U.S. Constitution.

A hearing by Federal Judge Reynaldo Garza ordered the board to hold hearings and then if need be to expel them. He also stated that the board had been wrong and that they should have given hearings to the entire 150 students before they were expelled and not after.  Due to this, students were back, on Monday, November 26, all except 31 who had had school board hearings the week before and had already been expelled for the rest of the semester.  On December 3rd  Edcouch-Elsa students who had been expelled for the rest of the semester sought to enroll at some other school district.  They approached . various school districts seeking admission but most valley schools rejected them.  Main concern at that time was felt for 12 seniors who, due to their expulsion, would not graduate.  Also eight out of fifteen students had been reclassified under the draft due to the board's action. On December 10, La Joya I.S.D. accepted them.  Raul Arispe states, "They were beautiful!  If one day I can do something for them I will."

Many parents also supported these students through this ordeal.  The Raul Garza, Arnulfo Lopez, and Carlos Arispe families got together and purchased a bus for transporting these students to La Joya.  States Raul Arispe, "It was hard! We all had to pitch in for gasoline.  I was the driver and by 5:00 a.m. we were on our way."   He also stated that during their drive to La Joya they had a police escort.  He further stated that it wasn't for their protection but to keep them from stopping in any of the cities along the way.  He added that it was a really difficult time for them but that it never occurred to them to bail out.  There were also some parents such as Mr. Jesus Chavez who states of his role in the student movement, "Yo participe parte porque tenia hi;jos y como padre de familia y en mi modo de pensar considere que era necesario tomar participacion y volvere a participar en algo asi otra vez si llegase a necesitarse y es una cosa injusta."   They not only had parent support but also the support of various organizations such as VISTA, MAYO and PASO.  Other persons involved were State Senator Joe Bernal of San Antonio and Richard Avena, San Antonio member of the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights.  Also involved was Dr. Hector Garcia of Corpus Christi of the Commission on Civil Rights and founder of the American GI Forum who stated, "There is no doubt in my mind that there is a question of Civil Plights here."

On Thursday, December 19, 1968, the school board policy was ruled unconstitutional in a civil suit filed by the parents of five expelled pupils.  At that time, school officials agreed to readmit the pupils when school resumed on January 6 (before, they were to have been admitted until January 21, the beginning of the next semester) and to wipe out the reasons for their expulsion from their school records.  At that same time U.S. District Judge Reynaldo Garza stated that the school board policy prohibiting demonstrations and boycotts had been unconstitutional.  Mario Obledo, lawyer for the Mexican-American Legal Defense Fund, stated that the Edcouch-Elsa case was the first major victory for the Ford Foundation sponsored organization.  Attorney Bob Sanchez was quoted as having said, "Unquestionably, justice has been done and I am elated with the results" in contrast with Bates reply of "No comment" when asked the same question.

What were the results?  Mr. Jesuz Chavez' stated, "Hicieron a favor de la juventud.  Se fue componiendo y mejorando” (la educacion).   Raul Arispe added, "I can see the change. There's Bilingual Education.  They have special classes to help you out.  Before no habia nada de ese jale.  Kids dropped out of school porque no habia ayuda.  It turned out for the best, not for that time but for the future-for my own kids!  Now I'm on the sidelines.  I see kids getting a better education and scholarships que before no pensabamos que habia.  We proved our point!" Many of the students at the time could have benefited from loans and grants if they only had had a little help, a little shove in the right direction, and above all a better counseling department and personnel. 

The after effects?  I'd like to think that it was all smooth sailing afterwards for those kids.  But it seemed that even though they had won a battle and a judge had ruled in their favor, the worse was still forthcoming!  Raul Arispe states that they were looked upon as "outcasts".  One of the students was to testify how a teacher had made him beg forgiveness from his classmates on bended knees before he was to be readmitted.  Another student was to have described how he was forced to sit under the teacher's desk during class time. According to Arispe students were made to sit in the back rows and were forbidden to communicate with other members of the class.  He also stated how one teacher had said he had permission to "catear" (beat up) any student who had participated in the walk- out.    These indignities were never used as evidence at a scheduled  press   conference in San Antonio which was called off due to repeated threats by school  administrators.

Raul  Arispe, a junior at the time of the walkout  stated, "Can you imagine the hatred que no tenan?"   It was so intense that even a year and a half later as seniors, due to their participation in the student movement the previous year, their school pictures were left out of the annual. States Raul, "Your picture of your final year is the most important thing in a kid's life at that time.  They got back at us and hurt us!" He also stated that their diplomas were not signed for graduation ceremonies until a week later. The reason for their diplomas not being signed was that they had to have a final test to determine whether they were worthy of them.  I told them stated Raul, "Kiss my ass!". He further stated that he wasn't going to let himself be subjected to no test and that test or no test he knew his diploma had to be signed.  Raul added, "Hell, we worked harder for it. We worked twice as hard.  It was another practical joke they played on us.  My signed diploma was mailed to me a week later. " 

This student walkout proved to be a major stepping stone towards the betterment of our education.  Out of a hard and bitter trial, they proved that they too had the right to organize and demonstrate peacefully and to demand the same rights in education that their peers enjoyed!! 
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