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Precious Knowledge is a documentary about the struggle to establish and save the

Mexican–American Studies (MAS)/Ethnic Studies program in Arizona’s Tucson

Unified School District (TUSD). The documentary focuses on three main themes:

the reasons for the establishment of MAS along with an explanation of the

program’s pedagogical approach and its impact on student achievement; the

attempts by former Superintendent of Instruction Tom Horne and former State

Senator John Huppenthal to outlaw MAS; and the student and community

mobilizations to save and reestablish the program. The documentary prominently

features the impact of MAS’s pedagogical approach on high school students by

featuring the experiences of Crystal, Pricila, and Gilbert. In the MAS program the

students learned the history of Chicanos/as in the Southwest, were exposed to

literature based on Chicano/a experiences in the United States, and participated in

art programs that encouraged the development of youth art forms, such as hip hop

and graffiti, along with mariachi and ballet folklórico classes. More importantly, the

program encouraged the students to, in the words of teacher José González,

paraphrasing Paulo Freire (2000), ‘‘Read the word to read the world.’’ The MAS

pedagogical approach portrayed in the documentary transformed the students’

educational and life experiences.

One of the reasons for the establishment of MAS was the need to address the high

dropout rates and alienation amongst Latinos in the TUSD schools. Augustine

Romero stated that throughout the country, approximately 50 % of Latino students

drop out and that these numbers keep getting worse every year. Romero explained

that the perpetuation of an inadequate educational experience is behind the high

drop out rates. He further explained that policy makers use second grade data from

children of color to determine how many prisons will be built in the future. The data

gathered by TUSD Director of Accountability and Research, David Scott (2011),
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showed that for six consecutive years MAS students had higher graduation rates

than their non-MAS peers. The report also showed that a higher percentage of MAS

students as compared to their non-MAS peers passed the reading and writing

portions of the standardized state test. More importantly, the data showed that MAS

was reversing the national trend of increasing high school dropout rates among

Latinos, as well as closing the achievement gap as measured by standardized state

tests.

The inadequate education experienced by many Mexican–Americans is not a new

trend, it is part of ‘‘the plight dimension of Mexican–American education, of what

schools have done to or for Mexican–American students’’ (San Miguel & Valencia,

1998). In the late 1960s, Chicano/a students throughout the Southwest walked out of

their schools to demand an end to educational practices that ranged from remedial

tracking to punishment for speaking Spanish in the playground. MAS is the direct

result from these grassroots struggles for educational equity.

Drawing from Mesoamerican indigenous concepts, such as Xinachtli to describe

the germination of a seed and the relational ethic of In Lak’ech, ‘‘you are my other

me,’’ along with history lessons that connect the students to their indigenous past,

the MAS program developed a sense of belonging in the students. From a critical

pedagogical approach, the teachers and students learned how institutional and

structural forces impact education, and empower themselves to transform their

inadequate educational experiences. The MAS teachers and directors strive to

incorporate the community to the school by inviting the students and their families

to break bread in the school. This develops a sense of belonging in the students

through the program’s practice of an ethic of authentic care (Valenzuela, 1999).

The sense of community fostered by the MAS program was not well received by

everyone. Former Arizona State Superintendent of Public Instruction Tom Horne

became an outspoken opponent of MAS that demanded TUSD shut down the

program and ‘‘start teaching students to treat each other as individuals rather than on

the basis of their race.’’ Horne stated that building community, or what he defined as

ethnic solidarity, was a primitive act and that the school’s goal is to help students

move beyond this primitivism. Horne reaffirmed the view that the school serves to

‘‘civilize’’ those that are constructed as ‘‘savages.’’ Horne’s oppositional stance

towards MAS, as portrayed throughout the documentary, is founded on a discourse

of defending American values, morality, and civilization. Horne, along with White

allies, lobbied to shut down the program. These efforts culminated in the drafting

and presentation of SB 1069 before the state legislation, which intended to ban

Ethnic Studies. Actual footage shows Horne lying before elected officials when

presenting SB 1069. A group of state legislators asked Horne if he had visited a

MAS classroom. Horne initially stated that he had not, but retracted when

questioned why he opposed something he had not seen and stated that he had in fact

been invited but had not made the effort to visit.

Similarly, former State Senator John Huppenthal argued that MAS indoctrinated

students to feel resentment towards the United States and that it taught anti-

American values. Huppenthal was the only opponent that actually visited a MAS

classroom. During and after the classroom visit, Huppenthal focused on the

classroom and teacher’s aesthetic presentations rather than on the MAS pedagogical
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approach and results. On his way out, Huppenthal was approached by a Chicana

student and rather than being reprimanded for his political and ideological

disagreements with the MAS program, she extended her hand and thanked him for

the visit and reminded him of the importance of MAS for students like her.

After the visit, Huppenthal stated that he disagreed with teacher Curtis Acosta’s

cultural views, yet respected him for ‘‘being well groomed, articulate, and

passionate about his profession,’’ which in Huppenthal’s words, show ‘‘classic

American values.’’ Huppenthal’s concern was on the teacher’s and classroom

aesthetic presentation. This view of education resonates with what Valenzuela

(1999) identifies as aesthetic care, the concern with form and non-personal content

of education, a key feature of the subtractive schooling process.

As SB 1069 lingered in the senate floor, teachers, students, and community

members organized to defend MAS. One of the actions to defend MAS was a

ceremonial run in 100± degree weather from Tucson to Phoenix. The day the

runners arrived in Phoenix, SB 1069 died before making it to a final vote. This

victory was short lived because incoming governor Jan Brewer soon introduced two

pieces of legislation: SB 1070 and HB 2281. SB 1070 further criminalized

undocumented immigrants and would potentially lead to racial profiling of anyone

suspected of being an undocumented immigrant, and HB 2281 was directed towards

MAS. The convergence of both legislations, truly a macroaggression upon the

Mexican–American and immigrant communities of Tucson, had emotional,

psychological, and even physical effects on the MAS students and teachers. The

students reflect on Mr. Acosta, who was always upbeat, and concluded that the

battle to save MAS was taking a toll on his personality.

HB 2281 eventually passed through the legislation and was signed into law by

governor Jan Brewer. In the process of obtaining Brewer’s signature, Horne

continued attacking MAS and its students by representing them as criminals and

members of anti-American paramilitary organizations before the media. The

students, upon finding out that Horne was holding a press conference, marched to

the state building to protest these attacks. The students, teachers, and community

members risked arrest chanting, ‘‘Whose classes? Our classes!’’ inside the state

building. At the end of the school year, the students and teachers are seen reflecting

on their experience in MAS. Through the lingering sage smoke, Crystal reminds her

peers that despite MAS being outlawed, the struggle has not ended and that their

generation needs to continue la lucha.

The documentary Precious Knowledge serves as an artifact that documents the

plight and struggle dimensions of Chicanos/as in the quest for educational equity

(San Miguel and Valencia 1998). It also highlights that while Chicana/o educational

experiences and levels of educational attainment have improved, the educational

forces the Chicano/a student movement of the 1960s and 1970s opposed remain

prevalent. The documentary narrates the reasons behind the establishment of MAS,

the political and ideological framework the forces opposing MAS espouse, and the

student and community struggle to save the program. More importantly, Precious
Knowledge serves, in the words of Crystal, as a reminder that the struggle for

educational equity for Chicanos/as has not ended y que continúa.
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