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Aprendemos nuestra historia. Compartimos nuestros historias. Celebramos nuestra cultura.

We learn our history. We share our stories. We celebrate our culture.
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Sylvia Mendez: A Family’s Fight for Equal Education

Sylvia Mendez was born in 1936 and grew up in California. Her
father was Mexican American, and her mother was Puerto
Rican. When Sylvia was eight years old, her aunt took Sylvia,
her brothers and their cousins to enroll in the public school
near their home.

School officials allowed Sylvia’s cousins to attend because
they had lighter skin and a French-sounding last name.
However, Sylvia and her brothers had darker skin and a
Mexican surname, so they were turned away. They were told
to attend a separate school for Mexican American children
that was much farther from their home. Sylvia did not think this
was fair. The children were being judged by their appearance
and heritage instead of their abilities.

During this time, many California schools separated students
according to their race or ethnic background. Latino families
and other community members began fighting back against
these unfair practices in California’s courts. Their experiences
show how communities challenged the racial boundaries that
affected where children could live, learn and belong.




Sylvia’s parents, Gonzalo and Felicitas Mendez, joined the Guzman,
Palomino, Estrada and Ramirez families in a lawsuit against four
Orange County school districts. Sylvia also participated in the fight.
She testified in court as a young child, speaking before the judge
and answering questions about herself and her education. Her
testimony helped show that Mexican American children could
speak English and deserved the same educational opportunities as
other children.
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The families did not have to fight alone. The League of United Latin
American Citizens, known as LULAC, supported the effort to end
segregation. Other important civil-rights organizations—including
the NAACP, the American Civil Liberties Union, the National
Lawyers Guild, the American Jewish Congress and the Japanese
American Citizens League—also supported the case. Some
submitted legal arguments explaining why segregation was unjust.
Their involvement shows how community organizations can provide
families with information, legal assistance and a stronger public
voice.

In 1947, the decision in Mendez v. Westminster successfully ended
school segregation in Orange County, California. It also helped lead
to the end of school segregation throughout the state and became
an important step toward greater educational equality in the United
States.




Sylvia later became a pediatric nurse. After retiring, she traveled
around the country sharing her family’s story and teaching students
about equality and the importance of education. In 2011, President
Barack Obama awarded Sylvia the Presidential Medal of Freedom in
recognition of her lifelong work for civil rights and educational
equality.

Sylvia’s story reminds us that families and communities can create
change when they work together, ask for help and speak out against
injustice. It also teaches us that we are never too young to make a
difference. Sylvia was only a child when she spoke in court, but her
voice and her family’s courage helped inspire important changes for
future generations.




Reading Comprehension Questions

Why were Sylvia Mendez and her brothers denied entry to the school
near their home?

Why were Sylvia’s lighter-skinned cousins allowed to attend?

Why did Sylvia’s family believe this treatment was unfair?

What did Sylvia do when she appeared in court?

How did LULAC and other civil-rights organizations help the families?

What did the court decide in Mendez v. Westminster?

Vocabulary

Match each word to its correct meaning.

___ Segregation

__ Justice

_ Equality

___ Testimony

__ Discrimination

__ Courage

Definitions

A. Treating people unfairly because of their identity or background
B. Separating people according to race or another characteristic
C. Information a person gives in court

D. Fair treatment and protection of everyone’s rights

E. Having the same rights and opportunities

F. Acting even when something is difficult or frightening



Reflection: Why Justice Matters

Justice means treating people fairly and protecting their rights. Justice
matters because a strong society gives every person the opportunity to
learn, grow and contribute. When people experience discrimination, their
voices, talents and opportunities may be unfairly limited.

Every child has the right to a great education. A student’s skin color,
language, last name, disability, family income or cultural background
should never determine the quality of education they receive.

Sylvia was only a child when she spoke in court, but her voice helped
change education for many students. Young people can make a
difference each day by including others, speaking up when something is
unfair, listening to different experiences and asking trusted adults or
organizations for help.

Reflection Questions
Why is justice important in our society?

What does a great education look and feel like to you?
What is one way a young person can stand up for justice?
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