By Christie L. Goodman, APR

EDITOR’S NOTE: The Esperanza Peace & Justice Center cele-
brates IDRA's 50 years of advocacy for children s education impact-
ing bilingual education, parenting programs, equity and funding and
many more issues. The San Antonio-based “think tank” continues

to research and publish papers impacting education on all levels in

Texas and throughout the U.S. See: bit.ly/idra-highlights

Demetrio Rodriguez, lead parent plaintiff in the original Texas
school finance suit in 1969, said simply: “I wanted to have ad-
equate schooling.”

By 1994, his dream having slipped away for his children and
his grandchildren, he still held out hope: “I want my great-grand-
children to have adequate schooling.”

Rodriguez was among the Concerned Parents Association
who filed suit against the Edgewood school district and five other
districts in Bexar County. The parents’ concerns were sparked by
students who walked out of schools across south Texas, including
Edgewood students. They protested curricula that pushed them
away from college and toward manual labor, and they protested
crumbling facilities and inadequate funding.

The parents’ concerns also came from seeing their children’s
experiences in school that fell dramatically short of their dreams
for their families. The parents went to court in 1968.

“The Rodriguez deci-
sion is seen by many
legal scholars as one
of the worst Supreme
Court decisions in the

last century and a real
betrayal to the prom-

ise of Brown v. Board
of Education,” said
Celina Moreno, J.D.,

IDRA President & CEO.

Families Insist on
Equitable School
Funding

IDRA’s founder, José A. Cardenas, Ed.D., was appointed super-
intendent of Edgewood ISD in 1969. He offered to testify on the
family’s behalf and to support their case. He worked with them and
their attorneys, advising them to redirect the case. Instead of suing
other nearby poor districts, who (1) were in the same boat and (2)
had no influence on the state’s school funding system, the parents
shifted to take on the State of Texas.

A few months after the lawsuit was filed, the U.S. Commission
on Civil Rights’ six-day hearing in San Antonio on the civil rights
issues of Mexican Americans. The hearings highlighted the low
levels of education for students of color with averages of only 6.2
years for Latinos and 8.7 years for Black students.

The disparities in per-student funding glared. In 1970-71,
Edgewood ISD could spend only $418 per pupil while Lipscomb
CSD, a property-wealthy school district, spent $7,332. And
Edgewood wasn’t even the lowest. That moniker went to nine
other districts down to Myrtle Springs at $328 per pupil. These
low-wealth districts were forced to tax at much higher rates than
property-wealthy districts to even generate what little they could.
(IDRA 1973) Students experienced the effects of these funding
disparities every day. Demetrio Rodriguez’s son Alex recalled that
the third floor of his elementary school was condemned. When it
rained, water poured down the stairs. Several students had to share
a single old textbook. (Barnum, 2023)

Albert Cortez, Ph.D., IDRA’s former director of policy until his
retirement, recalled his days as an Edgewood ISD student in the
1960s and early 1970s: “T remember being in a typing class, and
there were not enough typewriters for all the students who were
taking the class. The keyboard was painted on some of the desks
for those students who couldn’t work with a typewriter.”

The three-judge federal court panel issued its ruling the day
before Christmas Eve in 1971 when schools and institutions were
closed. Rodriguez vs. San Antonio ISD had been a sleeper case
until that moment — until the ruling declared the Texas system of
school finance unconstitutional, and by implication and prece-
dence, most other state systems of school finance.

Dr. Albert Cortez explained, “The State of Texas didn’t do a
very good job of defending something that frankly was indefen-
sible.” The federal judges saw all the evidence that was presented
and agreed with the plaintiffs — the families — that education and
access to educational opportunity was a fundamental right under
the 14th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. The court also ruled
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1997 Archives: Dr. José A. Cardenas (right) presents a copy of his new book,
Texas School Finance Reform: An IDRA Perspective, to Demetrio Rodriguez
(left), lead litigant in the Rodriguez vs. San Antonio ISD case, with Dr. Albert
Cortez (center), IDRA director of policy and school finance expert. The textbook
is out of print but is available from IDRA free online: https://idra.news/TSFRbook

that the level of inequity that existed in the state of Texas was
unconstitutional, essentially mandating the state to make major
changes.

The chairman of the State Board of Education, Ben Howell,
stated: “What the federal court gave us on December 23 was
no Christmas present; it was a bomb. In fact, it was an atomic
bomb!” (Cardenas, 1997)

Dr. Cérdenas reported that much of the reaction was
hostile: “The Texas tradition, at least among the individuals

For years and years,
IDRA led efforts to
achieve school fi-
nance equity and was
instrumental 1in the
state-level Edgewood

court cases, litigat-
ed by MALDEF and oth-
ers, that followed the
Rodriguez case.

and groups with the greatest wealth and political power, is to
detest interference by the federal courts in ‘the way we run
our schools.”” (1997)

But in other circles, he says this period was “characterized
by extensive activity, interest and optimism. It seemed that
everybody wanted to know what the court decision implied.”

Thus, he gave countless interviews and made frequent presenta-
tions about the school finance system, the court case and recom-
mendations to achieve equitable funding.

He and the families made such a stir that a superintendent
from a high-wealth school district “had been asked to inform me
that if I could get the plaintiffs and the district to back off from
the Rodriguez case, I would be guaranteed a long, successful
and lucrative
professional [ ~—

career in the high S =

wealth districts
of Texas.” He
responded by
asking if he could
take the 24,000
children of Edge-
wood with him.
Crickets. (1997)
But finally,
the media, public
officials and the
general public
started to see the ©
disparities affect- |
ing students.
Then came
the U.S. Supreme
Court’s reversal:

a 5-4 ruling that, 2 » ; A
despite the ob- Demetrio Rodriguez with his sons outside Edgewood Elementary
School. Photo: Courtesy of Patty Rodriguez
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servation that the
Texas system was “chaotic and unjust,” it did not violate federal
equal protection requirements. The ruling left it up to states to
decide if all students should have well-funded public schools — a
task that states did not rush to do. The ruling effectively shut
down pending school finance cases in other states like Califor-
nia and New Jersey.

“The Rodriguez decision is seen by many legal scholars as
one of the worst Supreme Court decisions in the last century
and a real betrayal to the promise of Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion,” said Celina Moreno, J.D., IDRA President & CEO.

Less than a month later, Dr. Cardenas reluctantly submit-
ted his resignation as Edgewood ISD superintendent to pursue
full-time what was to become a multi-decade quest for school
finance equity.

He reflected: “When I started with Texans for Education
Excellence in 1973 (which soon became the Intercultural De-
velopment Research Association), many people in positions of
power — the Texas governor, legislators and school superinten-
dents — said they would be happy to change the school finance
system but did not want the federal government shoving it down
their throats. Naive in my heart, naive in my soul, I figured in
a few years, two maybe four, that we would devise a system
that everybody would support and that the problem would be
solved quickly. It was not until about four or five years later that
it started to dawn on us that it was not going to be as easy as we
thought.” (Romero, 2001)

Maria “Cuca” Robledo Montecel, Ph.D., IDRA President &




CEO from 1992 to 2019, stated: “When it comes to education,
in America we have a society that still tolerates ‘separate and
unequal.” How else can we explain why school districts around
the country with the most student poverty, have the least fund-
ing per student? In Texas and around the nation, high-poverty
schools are under-resourced schools. They are most likely to have
overcrowded classes, weak curricula, under- trained teachers, low
: > B cCH [ ¥ testscores and
- high dropout
rates... But
the promise
of quality
education is
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Texas Schools Need e
Funds to Serve Students

f walkouts, advocacy, litigation, research, advocacy and state
me students are tull considered more valuable than others

3adiz = Texas schools in 2021 had a

sa7ss $4,738 gap

difference
per student

I per student in how
— much they could raise
locally for schools.

$7,474

America’s
promise not to
the privileged
few but to all
our children.
The success
in keeping
our word is

This means the richest school $305,292

| America’s districts could raise

success.” S1 1 8,443 more

_ IDRA to spend per classroom on
¥ emerged as
the only entity
in the state
at the time

= dedicated con-

sistently to the

reform of the public school finance system. IDRA conducted the
necessary research to substantiate the claims made earlier by the
plaintiffs in the Rodriguez case. IDRA provided state agencies
and others with extensive information on the need for reform;
prepared and distributed materials; and awakened educators,
lawmakers, government officials and the general public to the th
inequities in the system of school finance and their implications 40
for students’ educational opportunities. in per-student

For years and years, IDRA led efforts to achieve school funding.
finance equity and was instrumental in the state-level Edgewood
court cases, litigated by MALDEF and others, that followed the
Rodriguez case. IDRA’s research, legal strategy, expert wit-
ness testimony, legislative advocacy and community activism
provided a blueprint for those interested in bringing about future
reform in schools and other social institutions. Dr. Cardenas liter-
ally wrote the textbook on Texas school finance (1997).

“What is good for the children of the most powerful in our
society must be the expectation we set for all students,” said Ce-
lina Moreno. Prior to IDRA, she served as the Mexican Ameri-
can Legal Defense and Educational Fund’s trial and appellate
co-counsel in the challenge against the inequity and inadequacy )
of the Texas school finance system. “While the Supreme Court D vwiaos Qeoves WG [ onnen
hasn’t recognized education as a fundamental right, we know
that it is a human right. And a series of Supreme Court decisions,
from Brown v. Board of Education to Plyler v. Doe, reflect its
importance” (2020).

In 1987, a Texas state court found that the state’s unequal
school finance plan did in fact violate the Texas constitution.

39%

difference per

teachers, curriculum, books, classroom
technology tools and supplies.

$186,850

The State of Texas is responsible
for providing funds for educating
all public school students.

But Texas ranks

It doesn't have to be this way.
Texas can do better for our future.

@ 3 ora

In the historic Edgewood vs. Kirby case (which came to be
known as Edgewood I), the state’s supreme court required
Texas to modify its school funding plan in a way that pro-
vided every school district equal return for equal tax effort,
instituting a process for equalizing school funding through-
out the state. But it would take more lawsuits and political




it’s possible.”

Angel’s public art sculpture, The
Beacon, shines on night and day in
the Beacon Hill neighborhood.
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shenanigans to push the state to get serious.

Dr. Cortez described one of the times he testified in a school
finance trial: “I remember the state’s lawyer hammering away at
me, asking how close to equity is close enough? ‘How close to
equalization would you all be willing to accept’ — to, essentially,
settle for. I told the lawyer: It’s either equal or it’s not. It’s either
an equitable funding system or it’s not.”

He added: “It was insulting to be asked how many children
you are willing to sacrifice so that you can ‘compromise’ to
reach a reasonable settlement. At IDRA, we were never interest-
ed in being reasonable. As a matter of fact, we were often called
unreasonable and unrealistic because we had the audacity to
believe that it was possible to have an equitable school funding
system for all kids. I believe that. I still believe that. I still think

In the last five decades, IDRA and many with us have learned
the critical importance of persistence. It has taken persistence in
the courts and in the state capitol. It has taken the persistence of
organizations like IDRA, MALDEEF, the Equity Center and Ev-
ery Texan. It has taken the persistence of school board members,
superintendents and advocates.

And, most importantly, it has taken the persistence of fami-
lies — mothers, fathers, grandparents — and students who insist
that the state do its job to fund schools fairly and provide an
excellent, college-ready education to every student. There’s noth-
ing unreasonable about that.

BIO: Christie L. Goodman, APR, is IDRAS director of communica-
tions. Contact her via email at: christie.goodman@idra.org.

December 6,

Artist Angel Rodriguez-Diaz,
“un hijo del pueblo Latino”,
passed on March 31 at age 67.
- An eminent artist who distin-
° guished himself and achieved
renown in the national and
international art scene, Angel
was especially notable in the
San Antonio community, who
came to know his art not only in
museums, galleries and special
exhibitions, but in his distinctly
impressive public art, in particu-
lar his outdoor sculptures, such
as the “Beacon”, a metal obelisk
on Blanco in Beacon Hill.

I first met Angel in 1995
through his partner and spouse,
Rolando Brisefio, an established
artist in his own right. I got to know Angel better when
I was on the arts committee for the renovation/restora-
tion of San Fernando Cathedral, and asked him to sub-
mit his perception for a painting of “Las Tres Marias”
at the tomb of the resurrected Jesus. Using three local
strong Latina women as models and portraying them in
his own unique and vivid realistic style, Angel’s large
painting demonstrated his mastery of portraiture, for
which he was well known. His work was selected over
all the other submissions, and it became a permanent
icon among all the sacred art in the Cathedral.

Above, Angel at 17 years old
was a budding artist. Below, a
self-portrait years later.

EDITOR’S NOTE: The Esperanza board, staff & Buena Gente note the pass-

ing of an iconic artist whose humanity shone through in all of his artwork and

actions. Our condolences to his husband, Rolando Briserio, his family and many
— friends. |Que en paz y poder descanse! jAngel Rodriguez -Diaz, siempre presente!

In 1998, Angel asked if I wanted to be a model for
his new body of work, “Santos y Pecadores”. The
result was not only a reflection of my sensibilities
to the theme, but the painting also expressed vari-
ous allegorical aspects on an ethnic, religious and
philosophical level, aspects that permeated much of
his artwork .

I remember Angel voicing his very strong convictions
regarding socio-political ethnic and racial inequities,
which were always underlying themes in his artwork.
He also upheld a firm advocacy and voice for the
LGBTQ community, in particular, subjects related to
homosexuality and those still challenged by HIV.

Culturally, Angel was proud of his Puerto Rican heri-
tage and the Latino community. I remember him being
awestruck by a beautiful woman, and emotionally
exclaiming: “ que bella es nuestra raza”! When his
health showed signs of
decline, Rolando asked
some of his friends

to assist in caring for
Angel. We shared
special moments when
we went for a walk
and enjoyed a meal at
Mi Tierra.

Iwill miss Angel...
“hijito del pueblo
Latino”.

—Richard Arredondo

“Las Tres Marias” was on exhibit at the
San Fernando Cathedral and featured
local women who posed for the portrait.




