EDUCATION IS OUR FREEDOM

By Daisy Wanda Garcia


Before I begin, I would like to relay a story that was an epiphany in my life.  Texas Land Commissioner Garry Mauro brought in at risk kids so that we could mentor them.  I was working for the Texas General Land Office as a database administrator. Santos Moreno was assigned to me.  I had Santos by my side as I worked on the databases.  He stayed very quiet during this time. Finally, after 3 weeks, he commented, “So there are other jobs besides slinging hamburgers at McDonald.”
Hispanic students are falling behind educationally with high school graduation rates lower than average and college enrollment lagging that of black and white students. At 21 percent the national Latino high school dropout rate is more than twice the national average at 10 percent according to the PEW Hispanic Center. Only 68 percent graduate from high school within four years, and just 42.5 percent of those who graduated in 2007 enrolled in college or technical training.  The bulk of Hispanic youth is of Mexican origin. About 25 percent of Mexican-origin 16 to 19 year-olds have not finished high school and are not enrolled in school.
  What will be their future?
Many attribute the Mexican American high dropout rate to the Spanish language factor.  However, the high dropout rate continues today even when third generation Hispanics speak English and have lost the use of Spanish.

When we eliminate language as a cause, then other factors are contributing to these statistics. Before we can close the achievement gap, we must identify these causes.

My father, Dr. Hector P. Garcia felt he had a good self-identity because he was born in Mexico and not subjected to the suppression that Mexican Americans born in the USA receive.  Dr. Hector said, "We (Mexican Americans) live in a culture that suppresses us, and the English Only movement is a part of the greater plan to hold us back." He attributed the low academic performance of Latino children to this suppression.

The "melting pot" concept of everyone conforming to the Anglo American standard troubled my Papa. Papa was proud of his Mexican Heritage "I don’t want my culture and my pride and my language and everything melted down," he said. "You take me like I am because I think I’ve proved what I can do through my service to my country without having to be melted down." 
On one occasion in 1989 when he addressed the Hispanic Alumni at University of Texas Alumnus, he said, “We are a lost people. “We do not know whom we are, where we are going.  We do not know have a history and a people without history have nothing.”
Dr. Carlos Munoz realized the need for self-identity among Latinos in 1968, and decided to create Chicano Studies. He produced many books aimed at documenting our missing chapter in U.S. history. 

Dr. Clotilde Garcia, my Aunt understood this need and was one of the first Latina activist to start researching family history.  She started the Spanish American Genealogical Association in the 60s and encouraged Hispanic youth to research their personal family history. Since then many groups have formed.

What are the causes of “suppression”? 

History books omit Hispanic contributions. Recently our valor and contributions were omitted from the documentary the “War”.  Some other causes of “suppression” are the “Wall between Texas and Mexico”, Immigration issues, and  the “English Only” movement.   The Black Legend is the presumed negative stereotype of Spaniards affects present day attitudes. How the Black Legend instills the attitude among some activists to be anti Spanish and only take pride in Native American roots. 

Mainstream cultures discount our language, our culture and our appearance. Many times I heard the comment from my peers, “I wished I was not born Mexican American.” 

It is clear that our role is to help the generations of young Hispanics understand who they are as they strive to accomplish their education goals.  We need to understand and embrace our multi-cultural heritage with pride and grasp that we of all racial groups have the blood of the old world and the new world within our veins. 

Some measures we as adults can take is to become more involved in ensuring that our history is included in the school text books. In addition, we should ensure that books and cds about our Mexican American heroes are included in libraries. Mentoring our youth about the importance of higher education is important.  
The American GI Forum (AGIF) through their scholarship programs encourages education. My father, Dr. Hector Garcia believed that education was the key to the advancement of our group. Therefore, he made the official motto of the AGIF    “Education is our Freedom and Freedom Should be Everybody’s Business.”  There are many success stories of AGIF youth who received scholarships. Ms. Alicia Rodriguez, National Chairwoman tells how the AGIF scholarship program helped her family.

I received women's re-entry scholarships from the AGIF that helped me continue my education. I received my BA in education and MA in Education Administration. I currently work as the coordinator for the Community Learning Center in Ulysses helping adult students achieve their high school diploma. 
 
 I have found this organization to be helpful in promoting education for our youth and women through scholarships and leadership trainings. The AGIF has been extremely instrumental in molding what I am today and serving as a positive role model for my family. I cannot say nor do enough to thank the AGIF. I especially thank our veterans who served our country and continue to serve by volunteering their time to the AGIF that helps in so many aspects of daily lives. 
The American AGIF scholarship programs help students financially.  Each AGIF chapter raises money for scholarships and is matched by the National AGIF.  The money is presented to deserving students. Some of the AGIF youth success stories are:

 

· Raul Yzaguirre, founder and President Emeritus of NCLR learned as a youth from Dr. Garcia the importance of education, leadership and accountability.  Raul is recognized across the country for his advocacy for Hispanics.

· Antonio Morales, Jr.  was enrolled in AGIF when he was born.  He was head of the AGIF Youth. He is now the VP for Human Resources for SER the nation's largest on-stop employment trainer and provider in the nation.

· Delia Garcia was involved as a youth and became the Chair of the AGIF youth while in High School.  Delia became the first Latina elected to the Kansas legislature, at the age of 26.  She is now serving her second term.
· Dr. Susanna Garcia, Dr. Hector’s daughter got her doctorate and is a tenured professor at LSU. She was a recipient of AGIF scholarships.

· Tony Canales, Dr. Hector’s nephew and Dr. Cleo’s son, is now considered one of the best lawyers in the USA. He was involved with the AGIF youth.

· Carlos Truan, former Dean of the Texas Senate, received scholarships from the AGIF.

My role is to ensure that my father’s legacy and lessons are not forgotten.  I will continue his work that involves restoring pride in our heritage and culture and improving the status of Hispanics in this country.  This is the reason I am associated with the great online Emagazine SomosPrimos.com which is dedicated to Hispanic Heritage.  I have been writing a monthly column since January 2007 for Somos Primos. I am sharing my father’s biography, his history, goals, and personal mission.  I invite you all to get online, absorb his dedication.  Let his life inspire and encourage all of us to go forward and lift our community through education and a promotion of our history.     
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