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Carlota Cardenas Dwyer, Ph.D.                    November 19, 2011                        Chicago, Illinois 
 

Working for Change Founders Panel Part 1: 1960s-1970s 

National Council of Teachers of English Centennial / Early History of the Latino/Chicano Caucus 

 “When I was your age…You were never my age.” 

The Year of the Dragon, Frank Chin 

If we were to turn the clock back about fifty years to 1962, step outside 

the door of this hotel, walk to Wabash Ave., and hop a bus to Old Town,  there 

around a corner at 1660 North Hudson Ave., would be St. Michael’s H.S.  Peering 

into our 1962 time capsule, we would see an unrecognizably  youthful, slim, 

naturally chestnut haired, eager, first year teacher called “Miss Cardenas.”  She 

would be teaching her first of many/ plus years of high school English—the 

curricular twin pillars of (1) school- room language, a hybrid species in itself and 

not to be confused with  “language arts;” and (2) the eleventh-grade survey of 

American literature.   

     Naturally,  like almost every other teacher of the time,  I was teaching what I 

had been taught and what was in our textbooks of the early sixties—one book for 

grammar and mechanics,  doggedly presenting every year the same nuts and bolts 

of parsing  sentences in binary exercises, requiring students to choose one from a 

parentheses-bound pair, like an eye exam (Which is better, one or two?)—verb or 

verbal?  subject or complement?  who or whom?   That’s what passed for literacy,  

and, furthermore,  we diagramed sentences with chalk on a board of black slate;  

Paleolithic/Stone Age cave dwellers would have felt right at home! 

American literature started  in the fall right around the mid-1600s.  All of 

the  authors lived on the East Coast, with names like John Smith and William 

Bradford,   a monochromatic procession of U.S. writers that slowly inched 

westward, I should say mid-westward,  so after the holidays  Earnest Hemingway 

and F. Scott Fitzgerald  would appear,  and by spring were joined by the likes of  

Willa Cather and John Steinbeck!   Those were the days when in September we 
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began our  survey of so-called American literature lock-step  in  mid-seventeenth-

century  Plymouth Colony and by June  had rarely made it past 1940.   

 At that time to step into an English class was to enter a self-perpetuating, 

self-referencing world—the teacher, the textbooks, the curriculum, a veritable 

house of wax figures, all produced annually,  like prototypes of an unyielding world 

view, repeated but never renewed.    The breadth and depth of our national 

literary reserves, if sketched by means of reverse engineering from this 

perspective, would be rather anemic. The revered canon of U.S. literature, the 

bedrock of eleventh-grade  English classes across the entire country, managed to 

grow without expanding its vision of the nation . By extension, one could view the 

NCTE as a microcosm  of American culture for the first half of the twentieth 

century.  It was a narrow path that wound its way through the materials and 

methods of our profession.    

 So there I was, teaching my class in  1962 when a Black student raised her 

hand and asked, “Why don’t we read something written by a Black author?”  Good 

question I thought, but considering the practicalities, I responded by saying there 

was nothing in our textbook and we didn’t have any other books in the bookroom, 

except for The Scarlet Letter.  I had just read my first James Baldwin myself in 

a Great Books group, and wasn’t sure I could actually bring it into my classroom.  

The moment passed.  Now when I look back on those years in the early sixties, I 

realize that an unprecedented awareness was developing in classrooms-- students 

understood that they no longer recognized themselves in their teachers or in 

their textbooks, and they would start to ask for change.  Seeking to expand my 

own education,  I left St. Michael’s at the end of the next year and went to the 

University of Illinois in Urbana to begin a master’s degree program in English.   

 For two years my foundation in American literature was strengthened and 

soon included such writers as Sylvia Plath and John Updike, more contemporary, 

perhaps, but certainly not what we would consider diverse today.   In fact,  you 

might say a funny thing happened to me on my way to that degree.  I ended up 
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learning German because at that time the University of Illinois did not accept 

Spanish to fulfill the graduate school foreign language requirement.  They did not 

consider Spanish a “scholarly” language, and I had to choose either French or 

German.   So German it was… 

No surprise that in those days, I  did not see the  Mejicano/Latino culture, 

history, or language of my home and family in Chicago in anything I ever read or 

taught in an English classroom.    Great writers have told us that “the past is 

never over,” but from this time on, nothing would ever be the same in our 

professional lives.  In fact, this point in the past—those early sixties-- is still so 

long ago and different from today that I think of it as BC—Bill Gates and Steve 

Jobs were not yet ten years old and probably still playing with their Legos—so it 

was BC-- 

--Before   computers, before cell phones/--even before Chicanos!  Of 

course, I refer to Chicanos not as a  population  or an ethnicity but to Chicanos in 

particular and Latinos in general as a cultural constituency.   However, by the time 

I finished that degree and took on a new teaching position in New York, a national 

spotlight was placed on Delano, California.   Cesar Chavez and his Chicano labor 

movement of 1965 instantly ignited a near explosion of social and cultural activity,  

propelling the sixties to an unprecedented level of ethnic  self-awareness and 

literary creativity.   Activist writers  sounded a call that we all heard—north, 

south, east, west, it no longer mattered.  From the fields of Delano to the barrio 

communities of Denver, Chicago, Detroit, and many, many more, it was a time of an 

outpouring of cultural and social expression.  Writers of every genre—poetry, 

prose, drama—all appeared,  adapting and creating their own texts and aesthetic 

as they went along.  The voices of a few rose into a chorus of the many.   

For those of us who were already trained and experienced in teaching 

English,  for me, American literature in particular,  the sounds and sights of  

these recently created works that my teaching colleagues in academia found  so 

confounding, rang straight to my mind and heart like a familiar tune.    I heard 
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Melville’s admonition to follow no more the authors of a foreign, European 

sensibility (“Hawthorne and His Mosses,” 1850), I heard Emerson’s invocation to 

capture the language of the common man (“Art and Criticism,” 1859) and to 

conform to none other than one’s self ( “Self Reliance,” 1841).  I heard Thoreau’s 

impassioned plea to cease support of anything less than what was right and true to 

my own majority of one (”Civil Disobedience,” 1849) —messages that had  new 

cadence but were no longer distant nor far away . 

 

More to the point, I recognized roots of early Greek drama in Luis Valdez’s  

huelga oriented  teatro campesino , and saw essentially no space between Walt 

Whitman’s free verse of 1855 and that of Abelardo Delgado and other poetas of 

1975 who re-liberated verse, challenging rather than cajoling,   and inventing 

rather than imitating.    Who could not embrace Antonio Mares of Bless Me, 

Ultima as a twentieth-century Huck Finn, torn by conflict and seeking renewal in 

the reconciliation of his heart with a voice only he heard.   Who could require 

more footnotes than T.S. Eliot?  What was so different? 

 

It quickly became apparent to this emerging  generation that our challenge 

would be three-fold—the literature itself, criticism, and textbooks:    1)  We 

ourselves would have to seek out and gather the literature,  generated by the 

great upheaval of Chicano social activists and artists;  

 

 (2)  We would be the ones to write the criticism and pedagogy  vitally necessary  

to accompany this recent literature.   When I looked for critical analysis, here is  

what I found  in my routine survey of critical literature.  Robert Spiller first 

published his Literary History of the United States in 1946, with a copyright  

renewed up through 1974.  I quote: 
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The Spanish civilization of the Pacific coast was too thin in 

population, too indolent to make a concerted stand…Within a 

short time it underwent absorption into the cultural complex 

of the new West—along with southern New England, New 

England, Midwestern, European, and Oriental elements--while  

lending the mass some of the richness of its pigment (659). 

…That is what passed for criticism of the Hispanic tradition at the time… 

 

(3)  We personally needed to make contact and persuade textbook publishers to 

change everything they were doing—this literature—historic and contemporary—

needed to be transformed into curriculum with pedagogical support on a national 

level.  For us it was not simply an issue of what to teach, but just as importantly, 

how to teach it.   Contextualize it. 

I soon realized that the first means of distribution for Chicano writers was 

the network of small publications in the numerous barrios scattered across the 

whole country.  With my husband’s support I embarked on an excursion from New 

York  that took me to Chicago, Detroit, Washington, and finally to Denver.  I met 

with writers and  visited community organizers and small publishers—I picked up 

ms. papers and past issues from the floor in one barrio newspaper office because 

they had been raided by the police the night before, and everything was helter-

skelter.   One contact I met, said “Oh, you’re looking for Chicano literature,  give 

me a piece of paper and I’ll write something for you here!”   Before long, Chicano 

publishers were identified, and the first wave of contemporary literature became 

available.  Our efforts converged, and a new canon was gradually accumulating, so 

when we received requests for teachable titles, we could say, “take this, and this, 

and now this.” 

 

Because we were still technologically in BC with no pdfs, no email, not even a 

fax; our tubes were  not You, but Ipana or Colgate…almost all of our early work 
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was done on our own, each in our own small patch of the universe.  We traveled 

with  paper copies, and the range of circulation  frequently did not exceed the 

span of our arm’s reach.   Felipe Ortego in 1971 was just finishing the first 

dissertation on historical backgrounds of Mexican American literature, with a 

final chapter on emerging contemporary writers.  Shortly before that, in 1969 

when I applied to the doctoral program in English at SUNY, Stony Brook, I 

indicated that I intended to write my dissertation on the contemporary Chicano 

literature I saw proliferating by the day.   I was told that I would be accepted to 

the program, but that there was no SUNY faculty that could assist me with the 

dissertation.   

 Not discouraged by their lack of a qualified advisor, but moving forward, I 

assured SUNY that I would accept a current faculty member, Ruth Miller,  

specializing in African American literature, as my advisor.  I assured them I would 

have no difficulty identifying appropriate resources on my own.  Somehow they 

acquiesced. 

Just as my students in Chicago did not view themselves reflected in our 

classroom earlier, so I did not perceive myself or my culture represented in the 

first convention of the NCTE that I attended Milwaukee 1967.  When I met many 

of the people on these Founder panels and in this room for the first time, we were 

not only strangers to each other but also estranged from the prevailing 

sensibility.  It was not exactly a replay of  “Dr. Livingston, I presume,” but not 

really very far from that.  We essentially spotted each other a mile away, just as 

Victor Villanueva writes about his Stanley/Livingston moment with Kris Gutierrez 

in Philadelphia,  and the conversation and collaboration would begin.   

      Because we were geographically separated, we  had to wait until a national 

NCTE convention, sometimes a 4Cs meeting, was scheduled, so we could meet in 

person. We were still in BC.   Roseann Gonzalez, Felipe Ortego, Jose Carrasco, and 

myself—along with several others predominately hovering  below the radar across 

the Southwest-- were already working in concert.   
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 The assassination of Martin Luther King in April, 1968, right in the middle 

of a 4Cs meeting, was a major turning point for all of us in the NCTE.  We were 

instantly activated, as we prepared to mobilize ourselves into taking  meaningful 

steps to impel changes we knew could be delayed no longer.  A fresh sense of 

urgency spurred us to organize ourselves into a vital coterie of change agents.  

Again we had to move on multiple fronts—starting with our deep sense  of 

affiliation and connection within the NCTE.  The small group dialogue first 

initiated by a few kindred souls needed to be taken up by many and  expanded to 

impact not only individual classrooms across the country but also the whole English 

teaching profession and textbook industry.  

 Evidence of this new attitude and purpose was  shared across many fronts 

when various NCTE caucuses joined the Task Force on Racism and Bias  and 

expressed ideas that had been simmering all along but had not been translated 

into a national agenda or defined rules of engagement.  In 1970  Searching for 

America , published by the Task Force on Racism and Bias and the NCTE,  

articulated the problems—the gaps and distortions of the literary presence of 

whole generations (both past and present) of people of diverse cultures.  The 

response was formidable--background became foreground,  activist attitudes  

dictated agenda, and private knowledge was converted into every English teacher’s 

arsenal of bibliographies and duplicated handouts of sample literature, ready for 

action in the classroom—purple ditto, black mimeo, eventually multi-hued 

photocopies—we covered the whole color wheel of printing history!  

 However, progress was not smooth or even without some rancor.   In 1970 

when Felipe Ortego submitted an essay on Chicano literature to College English , 

it was rejected.  Ortego was advised that another essay on the subject had 

already been accepted.  With the control  that flows from nothing less than  

smoldering indignation, Felipe responded with a letter to the editor, published in a 

1970 issue of College English.  Citing our formation of a NCTE Chicano caucus, 

Felipe noted that the incident underscored our sense of urgency, pointing out that 
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it was yet another painful example of  “… the kinds of responses Chicano teachers 

of English have received from NCTE  and its Anglo oriented publications”  

(“Huevos Con Chorizo :  A Letter to Richard Ohman,” College English, 1970). 

 

Nonetheless we persevered. The learning curve among the gathering 

personalities was quick if not instantaneous.  Our energies were exerted in 

numerous, sometimes overlapping but never conflicting directions.    During  NCTE 

conventions we would meet in one of our own rooms,  forming and performing as a 

de facto caucus  even before we had the name. We would move furniture,  slip off 

our shoes and sit on beds with calendars and program proposal forms in hand, to 

plot and strategize on how we could  integrate  our issues and resources into the 

next convention—from Las Vegas in 1971, where we had finally achieved a critical 

mass, we planned for Minneapolis in 1972, from there we planned Philadelphia in 

1973.    We outlined one- and two-day pre-convention workshops,  we brought 

materials by the carton, we engaged not only scholars like Felipe Ortego, our first 

English Ph.D., but also boots (literally) on the ground poets, like Ricardo Sanchez  

in New Orleans 1974, and later Tino Villanueva in Boston, who spoke and read from 

their own works .  The dots were slowly connecting—English teachers were 

emotionally electrified and asking for more and more materials to take back to 

their local multi-cultured students and schools.   

Our network of contacts grew and grew—our panels of consultants similarly 

multiplied ; we were teaching ourselves, as we were involving more and more 

teachers.  From Montana Walking Bull Rickards we learned to reject the 

generalizing overtones of terms like “Native American” in favor of more specific 

identities, such as Mohawk or Navajo.   From Lawson Inada we learned the bitter 

emotional toll a presidential Executive Order had on a  population of American 

citizens who discovered the bitter limitations of their presumed  equality.  From 

Bill Cook we learned with dramatic underscoring about a perspective  that had 
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been earlier only suggested.  And the pages kept adding up, and the connections 

were reinforced. 

   Emboldened by this powerful response, Roseann Gonzalez and I 

instigated our own guerrilla actions,  stealthily trolling through publishers’ booths 

on the convention floor, innocently asking for the American literature textbook, 

and then causing tremors of shock and agitation when we provocatively identified 

the use of that label  as deceptive because there were few or no  writers of 

diversity represented.  Rejecting the tactic of subtle sotto voce, we would cause 

heads to turn, and were quickly referred to a token editor, usually in a quiet 

corner,  but no substantive follow-up was forthcoming.  

 

 Washington Square Press had published We Are Chicanos in 1973, and   

Houghton Mifflin   Chicano Voices in 1975.   However, U.S. literary anthologies 

remained the white elephant in the room year after year.  It was not until the 

NCTE convention in Chicago 1976 that an editor from a major press signaled  

possible change in the conventional table of contents.   

Even then the contact was less than congenial—after one of my own program 

presentations, among the clutch of teachers who approached afterward, asking 

for more materials and information, was a gentleman who questioned  the “ethnic 

exclusivity”  of publications like Chicano Voices.  I responded that it was the sole 

avenue we had at the time to insert Chicano literature into the national 

curriculum.  I said, somewhat peeved at the underlying criticism, that it was our 

only recourse  until major publishers were open to adding minority literature to 

the ossified American literary anthology,  and I didn’t know of any publisher that 

was interested.  What followed was both a totally unexpected shock and music to 

my ears.  He said, “Scott Foresman is interested.”   And Scott Foresman was and 

with several of us participating,  the next revised edition of their America Reads 

series was completely changed.   
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 In 1979, teachers across the nation would finally be equipped to start the 

first days of eleventh-grade English class with the chronicles of Cabeza de Vaca 

along with those of John Smith, with the autobiographical account of W.E.B. 

Dubois  accompanying that of Benjamin Franklin,  and countless other works that 

finally mirrored the complexions and ethnicities of students and teachers in the 

classroom.  Similarly, English teachers of diverse cultures and backgrounds were 

no longer limited to a peripheral presence but were welcome to join as  effective 

participants and leaders in numerous  NCTE committees, commissions, boards, and  

affiliates.    

 

 As the decade of the 70s came to a close, there is no question that the 

status quo of 1962 had changed.  Was even more change needed?  Clearly the 

answer is yes; and the decade of the 80s would be witness to even more progress 

than we had  hoped for earlier.  By 1984 Sandra Cisneros would immortalize her 

own corner of Chicago itself , as we say here, 1500 North on Campbell 

Avenue/Humboldt Park,  in The House on Mango Street.  However, as I 

imaginatively step out back on Wabash Ave. to take the return trip from the  St. 

Michael’s H.S.  of the past  and  look around this room on this bright NCTE 

Centennial Saturday morning, I do not feel alone on this stage.  I stand with 

Roseann Gonzalez, Felipe Ortego, Kris Gutierrez, and numerous others from the 

past.    We all join you today with more to celebrate than we might ever have 

anticipated.  When someone invariably asks that familiar question, the answer 

rings with more truth than ever before,  

 

“…teach English, it’s not only what we do, it’s what we are (finally!).” 

 

©Carlota Cardenas Dwyer 

CarlotaD204@gmail.com   
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