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Many of the articles in this issue of the Peabody Journal of Education
speak to concerns about rural life (including education) in view of certain
significant social, political, and economic conditions. This article is an
attempt to recapture a “moment” in American history that has been
popularized by the book and Hellywood film, The Grapes of Wrath (Stein-
beck, 1939/1966). As Thompson and Kutach point out in their contribu-
tion to this issue, the “Okie” (a term which came to refer, generally, to
migrating rural residents of the great plains states) migration to the west
coast during the 1930s depression illuminates many significant issues
and questions related to America’s treatment of the countryside. One
question involves the extent to which the children of Okies attended
“schools” meeting the defnition advanced by DeYoung and Howley
(also in this issue) as sites designed to work catalytically toward the
social production of knowledge, or as sites where Okie children received
“schooling” as a part of a process designed to legitimate existing politi-
cal, economic, and social relations.

The story of Okie education on the west coast is made complex by the
fact that Okies shared the lowest occupational stratum (agricultural
harvest labor) with Mexicans and Mexican Americans. As a result, this
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articie examines how the American educational structure responded to
the increasing number of Okie and Mekican school children in public
schools on the west coast during the depression era.

Between 1931 and 1939 the states of the west coast received over
500,000 plains dwellers from areas between Texas and North Dakota,
along with over 685,000 Mexicans from Mexico (Gamio, 1971; Haslam,
1987). By all accounts, these transients were not received with open arms
by the social, economic, and political establishment on the west coast.
Signs declaring “Niggers and Okies Upstairs” and “No Mexicans al-
lowed” in public places spoke very clearly of their subordinate status in
California. Although Okie and Mexican migrant workers were both
treated as second class citizens and exploited in the labor market, their
histories differ. It is important to understand the prevailing economic
and ideological conditions on the west coast which led to different
historical trajectories, despite similar second class treatment in public
schools.

Ideological and Structural Foundations
of Educational Inequality for Mexican Americans

The shift from an agrarian to an industrial economy (and the growth
of agribusiness) in California forged the development of a Mexican
American working class. The nascent public school movement became
intricately linked to California economy in ways that institutionalized an
oppressive schooling experience for many Mexican American students
(Cameron, 1976). Mexican American education developed during the
late 19th century in such a way that children often were passed through
elementary school without acquiring reading and writing skills. Instead
of literacy, their schooling seems to have been designed to instill na-
tionalistic feelings and patriotism. Ideological assimilation processes,
wherein “Mexican culture” was pejoratively juxtaposed against the char-
acter of the “good American,” (Cameron, 1976, San Miguel, 1987)
evolved in public schools.

Between 1900 and 1940, in the midst of the progressive era, the ra-
tionale and practice of Americanization, school segregation, psycho-
metric labeling, curricular differentiation, and discriminatory teacher
attitudes were institutionally developed. By the 1920s, 80% of Mexican
American students were attending separate “Mexican schools” or
“Mexican classrooms.” Because Mexican immigration coincided with
heightened xenophobia and nationalism, various forms of discrimi-
natory Amerjcanization programs developed. Within this context, Mex-
ican children in U.5. public schools were labeled as “problem” students
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according to several criteria: (a) most Mexicans were poor, (b) they spoke
Spanish and therefore a language problem existed, (c) they were un-
American, {d) they had foreign habits and values, and (e) their E’erform-
ance in school was low. One solution to the “Mexican problem” was to
develop Americanization programs. Another was to establish separate
courses of study (Hill, 1928; Tyack, 1974). ‘

Intelligence testing during this time period aiso serve@ asa vx?hlcle to
sort and separate Mexican American and other poor children into low
ability classes. Spurred by the psychometric movement, a pattern was
set for 1.Q. testing Mexican American students. Based on test param-
eters encoded with white middle-class norms, Mexican American pupils
systematically and persistently scored lower than their white counter-
parts (Valencia & Aburto, 1991). ‘

The isolation of Mexican Americans in schools became multlfacet_ed
and complex. For example, although Mexican Americans were not”m-
cluded in the provisions for legal segregation by ”tbe colgr of ‘law, as
was applied to Asians, Blacks, and Native Americans in Callf’(,)rma publlcf
schools, they were in systematic ways designated as “other.” The use 0
restrictive housing covenants segregated Mexican A_merlcan neigh-
borhood schools. The assumption that Mexican Americans were slow
learners, that their presence in integrated classrooms would 1rr_\9ede the
progress of Anglo pupils, that Mexican Americans ha<.:1 a deﬁme,{\cy 11";
English and therefore should be segregated in ”sPec1al classes” unti
their English proficiency was up to par, were criteria used as curricular
and pedagogical rationale to segregate them (Donatg, Mencha_ica, &
Valencia, 1991; Gonzales, 1990). These segregation devices in Cahff)rmi
schools also had parallels in Texas: (a) the construction of “Mexican
schools, (b) the gerrymandering of school attendance zones, (f:) free.dofn
of choice plans for Anglos only, and (d) internal segregation within
integrated schools (tracking) became conventional practices '(Rangel &
Alcala, 1972; San Miguel, 1987). Historically, government 9ff1c1als sought
to limit the social and political rights of Mexican Americans based on
the rationale that “Mexicans” were “Indians.” As early as the 1850s, the
New York Evening Post claimed that “Mexicans” were ”Ir.rdians" qnd tha’s
they “did not possess the elements of an independet.zt nahone‘xl existence
(Steinberg, 1981, p. 22). Because Indians were demeq the rlg_ht to vote,
to live in white neighborhoods, and to attend white Pubhc school§,
these statutes were thought to be appropriate and appl_xcable to Mexi-
cans. For example, California’s state constitution in the mid-19th century
prohibited “Indian-looking Mexicans” from voting and extended the
privilege only to “white-looking Mexican males” (Menchaca & Valencia,
1991).
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During the 1920s and 1930s the California legislature tried to collapse
the categories of “Mexican” and “Indian” for the purposes of policy
creation and implementation. The “Bliss Bill” (proposed but not passed)
sought to redefine “Mexicans” as “Indians” in order to legally segregate
them from white children. Although Mexicans were not mentioned in
the state education code that legalized school segregation, a 1935 statute
endorsing the segregation of Asian and Indian children seemed to allow
for segregation of Mexican “Indians,” though not of Mexican “whites”
(Woilenberg, 1976).

With particular attention to rural circumstances, historian Gilbert
Gonzales wrote that:

The educational experience of migratory [Mexican] children repre-
sented the social aspect of the economic system, which established the
migrant family as the foundation for its productivity. . . . These condi-
tions condemned generations of Mexican children to poor nutrition,
poor health, poor housing, and virtually no education. The educa-
tional pattern of migrant children was characterized by exclusion,
segregation, irregular (or seasonal) attendance, and very early drop-
out rates. (1990, p. 99)

Gonzales argued further that public schooling was part of a single
svstem that facilitated the transition of Mexican migrant children into
the larger political economy. Many children of Mexican heritage who
could not speak Spanish (and thus were not in need of Americanization)
were coerced to attend separate Mexican schools or Mexican classreoms.
One schoolteacher in San Bernardino justified the segregation of
Mexican American students “based on the theory that the Mexican
is a menace to the health and morals of the rest of the community”
(Gonzales, 1990, p. 24). Because Asian, Black, and Native American
children were legally segregated, it was not difficult to rationalize similar
treatment for Mexican Americans (Wollenberg, 1976).

During the Great Depression, soaring unemployment and deteriorat-
ing social conditions had a serious impact on most people. But for
Mexican Americans it was a particularly trying time. The forced repatria-
tion of hundreds and thousands of Mexicans, including many natu-
ralized and U.S. citizens, was part of a period of blatant oppression.
Abraham Hoffman, in Unwanted Mexican Aunericans During the Great
Depression (1974), found that 249,546 Mexicans were repatriated from the
United States between 1931 and 1933. Albert Camarillo argues that the

rationale behind the repatriation campaign centered around the belief
that Mexicans were taking jobs:
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. . away from American citizens who were already severely unem-
ployed; Mexicans were disproportionately on welfqre rolls and thus a
serious drain on limited relief funds; and most Mex1c.’_ans Were illegally
in the U.S. and should not benefit from public services intended for
citizens alone. (1985, p. 48)

The experience of thousands of repatriated Mexicans crez_ated an inse-
cure environment for almost all Mexican Americans in Cahform'a, even
for those with U.S. citizenship. It also created a labor void that migrating
Okies were eager to fill. And just as the white power structure 1n
California contrived to keep Mexicans out of the state, C1rcur.nstar.\ces
soon escalated to the point that groups of ”civic-minde‘d” Californians
constructed roadblocks to deny dust bowl Okies entry into the state.

The Okie Migration and Its Impact on California Schools

One popular explanation for why emotions ran deep enough to spu}:
the makeshift construction of road blocks was that Okies came in suc
large numbers that west coast states simply could not ac!;ust.‘ In a
passage reminiscent of those addressing the problem of Mexican 1mm1e
gration, a publication of the California State Cl'!amber gf Comme:c"
announced that any further “inflow of depreSS{on'[Okle]_n}xgran s
would “seriously disrupt the economy of California, ;’?opardlzmg wa\%et
scales, living standards, and social welfare programs (1940, p. 36). Ye
the 1930s, when compared to the 1920s, were actually m:a\rked l?y a
decrease in the numbers of migrants and immigrants entering Ca_hfor-
nia, Oregon, and Washington. The reasons for'repatrlatmg Mex1calns
and prohibiting the entry of Okies into California were more compiex
than a reaction to their numbers, to Mexicans taking jobs away from U.S.
citizens, or the alleged tax burden both groups created in the state. 1;'5}8
one historian put it, “Despite frequent complaints about the relatloqs lg
between the migrants and the increasing tax assessments, there existe
considerable evidence that the migrants’ effect upon local taxes were
overemphasized in the public mind” (Stein, 1973, p. 57). Moreove}r‘, asl
this study regarding the education of migrants w1llvshow, ‘local schoo
officials often chose the expensive option of segregating Oklg and Mexi-
can children from the mainstream. The point is that the reality of num-
bers and taxes did not match popular perception. This suggests that we
need to look deeper for an understanding of why Oknes_ and”l\/lexxcat?s
were treated as they were. The schooling afforded “Mexicans a.nd this
new group of “white” migrants is one avenue for such an mvestlgaho?(i

The works of two novelists, Lois Phillips Hudson (1987) and Gera
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Haslam (1987), exemplify the educational experience of Okie migrant
children. Both of these individuals were “Okies,” and both were recip-
ients of the kind of second class schooling that came to typify the
depression era migrant experience. However, to look closely into the
matter of formal schooling on the west coast, it is helpful to draw a

distinction between the 350,000 migrants from Oklahoma, Arkansas,’

and Texas who entered California, and the 150,000 from states like the
Dakotas and Nebraska who travelled to Oregon and Washington. Hud-
son’s family represents those who came to the Northwest from the
northern plains, while Haslam’s father, from Texas, is representative of
migrants from the southern plains who came to California. Haslam'’s
mother was Mexican American. Marriages between Mexican Americans
and Okies were frequent in the 1930s, something that perhaps reflects
their mutual identification with the experience of subordination. Para-
doxically, friction between Mexicans and Okies was also common as they
competed in the labor market as a source of cheap labor (Camarillo,
1983). There were differences, however, between the Pacific Northwest
and California migration and the northern and southern plains migra-
tion that preclude discussion of a single “west coast” experience.

The legacy of what historian Cletus Daniels refers to as an “agricul-
tural peasantry” made up largely of Asians and Mexican Americans in
California meant that a segregated social system, traditionally defined
by cthnicity, awaited Okies from the southern plains in the 1930s. Histo-
rian Walter Stein (1973} and California novelist Gerald Haslam (1987)
have written about the disruption that resulted when whites began
doing “nonwhite” work. Ethnicity would no longer justify low wages
and poor working conditions in rural California. Theoretically, the state’s
socioeconomic structure was forced to adapt in one of two ways. Either
the conditions and circumstances of agricultural labor would have to
improve to meet white standards, or the Okies would have to be shown
to be as inferior as Mexican migrants. Regrettably, there was (and is) no
place like school for defining inferiority.

Yet the pretext used to segregate Mexicans could not be used to isolate
Okie children in public schools. Okie children were not only white, they
also spoke English. However, Okies in California, generally, had come
from states with very poor systems of public instruction. One need only
recall the Joad family in The Grapes of Wrath (Steinbeck, 1939/1966) to get a
feel for the extent of illiteracy among migrating Okies, though certainly
there was great variation in this regard. A massive study of migrant labor
in California carried out by the State Relief Administration in 1939
indicated that 10% of migrant children were as far as 4 years behind their
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California peers in school, while 20% were 3 years behind and 40% were
hind (Stein, 1973).

: )‘;??r:flalz‘eto thé Americani)zation experience afforded Me.xica_n youlth,
“special” classes proved to be a popular method for schoohpg incoming
Okie children. Occasionally, one needed only to be the Chl]d‘ of a tran-
sient laborer to sit in a special class. More frequently, older Okie children
were found to be deficient in some academic skill and were fqrced to
attend class with children far younger than themselv.eSA‘ This ph'e—
nomenon was made worse by the fact that during their f{rst year in
California, migrant families were often so desperate .that chllfiren were
kept from school because of their earning power in the fields. The
devastating effects of placing migrant children with younger peers was
captured by Henry Hill Coilins, Jr.:

Year by year, as they grow older, the embarrassment of their ignorance
increases; held back sometimes four and five grades, when they enter
new schools tall youths of 13 are out of place in classes with §ma11—fry
of 7. Bashful at their own backwardness and ashamed of their clothes
or “foreign” accent, they stand out as easy targets for the venomed
barbs of their richer and settled schoolmates. “He’s from the countrly
camp, that'’s what they said of my child on the schpol ground. Don’t
you see how it hurts?” one transient mother explained. (1941, p. 261)

Many Okie migrant children dropped out rather tha.n suffer the”hu.rmha-
tion of school, causing one father to lament that his son was "going to
grow up dumb, just like me” (Collins, 1941, p. 261). . .

From the “native” California perspective, the most d.lsturbmg’ aspect
of the Okie migration was the laborers’ inability to ”dl'sappear at the
end of the harvest. Okies had no intention of adopting a perpetgal
migratory lifestyle and had no place to whigh tl}ey could return. Whllet
many Mexicans returned (many against their will) to ngmo, Okleshse_
up ditch bank camps when the work was done and tried to get their
children into schools. Similar to Mexican labor camps, the fllt'h gnd
squalor of these roadside settlements frequently <_iefxed description.
Malaria and tuberculosis would sometimes spread in the.camps, pro-
moting fear and prejudice on the part of the local populations. A Kern
County heaith official surmised:

Growers have lost their fluid Mexican workers who miraC}llously

appeared on harvest day and silently slipped away after their wo;k

was done . . . the large family of the southwesterner harvests the
cotton of the Kern Valley; when the cotton harvest is over, the family

hangs on. (Stein, 1973, p. 50)
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As state health officials and concerned politicians reacted to the des-
perate conditions in the ditch bank camps, segregated “Little Okla-
homas,” analogous to “Little Mexicos,” were created on the outskirts of
rural California communities. Once they settled in these locations, Okies
were determined to send their children to school. The cost of educating
these students, however, fueled already strong anti-migrant sentiment.
Stein concludes that:

By nearly all measurements, the Okie children were not inferior to
California children except that their absence from school had impeded
their education; but their greater age at any given grade level, coupled
with the patterns of prejudice developing against the migrants, led a
number of counties to attempt to segregate the Okie children in
separate classrooms or mobile schools, either of which increased still
further the costs of education. (1973, p. 56)

There is a significant point illustrated by this passage. The consterna-
tion over schooling Okie and Mexican migrants was traditionally voiced
in monetary terms. And yet when it came to implementing desired
school practice, cost was secondary. Segregation sometimes entailed the

* creation of a classroom for transients and consequently the necessity of
investing in another teacher, or possibly a mobile unit to house the
transient students. If the maintenance of a docile, inexpensive labor
system required social distance between the children of property owners
and the children of harvest laborers, then a slightly inflated budget at
the local school was, seemingly, a small price to pay. One Kern County
school district, however, found a way to achieve segregation and keep
costs low; officials there set up a school for Okie migrant children in an
abandoned cow barn. Carey McWilliams in Factories in the Field (1939)
quotes a state board of health report commenting on this school: “There
were no glass windows; the only openings were sections of the wall
which could be propped out, and since it was winter they were closed”
(p. 319). Voicing discontent over costs was one acceptable way of promot-
ing prejudice against Okie and Mexicans. Yet in many instances it
appears that increased costs were preferable to the integration of Okie
and Mexican children with “natives” (Stein, 1973).

This is not to say that some native Californians were against address-
ing the Okie and Mexican problem straight away. One California grower
wrote the following to President Roosevelt when he discovered a federal
migratory camp was to be constructed near his property:

Knowing the character of migrants from my experience of dealing
with them, I object to these hordes of degenerates being located at my
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very door. These sharecroppers’ are not a noble people looking fo.r a
home and seeking an education for their children. '[.'hey are unprin-
cipled degenerates looking for something for nothing. Do not put
these vile people at my door to depreciate my property and to loot my
ranch. (Stein, 1973, p. 50)

Others, reacting to an Okie willingness to date and marry Mexican
Americans, frequently complained of Okie sexual dege.neracy.
McWilliams (1939) contended that through the mampulatlon of the
school experience an efficient relationship between capital and labor‘ w.elsl
perpetuated. Deplorably weak efforts at providing adequate e'du.catlona
environments for Mexican migrant children predated the Okie influx of
the 1930s. McWilliams paraphrased a 1929 California State Department
pampbhlet on the conditions of migratory labor when he stated that

[Mexican American] children were herded together in garages, _school
corridors, and abandoned barns, with as many as 125 PUP[IS per
instructor. Care was taken, also, to segregate migratory children and
to discriminate against them, both as to the character and‘to fhg extfent
of their education. The policy [in] back of this type of discrimination
was announced as an attempt to adjust the child to the crops. (1939,

p. 319)

The schooling Okies received upon their arrivgl in California was a
legacy of a long-established agricultural caste-like system. The con-
tinuity of Mexican American children receiving schoohpg in a barn in
1929 and white Anglo-Saxon Protestant children receiving the same
treatment a few years later speaks all too clearly of the role of schooling
in defining social class and ethnic relations.

QOkies in the Pacific Northwest

Although Henry Hill Collins, Jr, claimed that “in Oregon and Wash-
ington the same California story is repeated” (1941, P 129), the story told
by the schooling experiences of California migrants is not as clgar as the
one told by the experience of migrants from the norther‘n plains :0 the
Pacific Northwest. When compared to California, the agricultural tru_ck
produce” of Washington and Oregon began to grow beyond the‘capamty
of family farms relatively late. As a result, seasonal labor requirements
grew slowly. Much of the labor that was required beyond what lqcal
populations could supply was met by a procession of young men coming
off the heavily mortgaged, mono-crop farms of the northern plains
during the agricultural depression of the 1920s. Though these men
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frequently were referred to as “tramps” and “bindlestiffs,” by no stretch
of the imagination can it be said that an established segregated agri-
cultural caste system had developed by the 1930s (McWilliams, 1939).
Like Mexicans migrating from Mexico to California, “Okies” from the
northern plains moved to the west coast in search of opportunity. The
result was the rapid development of a California-style rural underclass in
Oregon and Washington.

John Blanchard, in Caravans to the Northwest (1940), collected and
reported data concerning the issue of migration to the Pacific Northwest
for the Northwest Regional Council. Blanchard disassociates Oregon
and Washington from the circumstances in California:

Between a considerable number of growers and their help, quite
happy working relationships exist, despite the extremely low standard
of living of the workers. This is because, in the Northwest, a majority
of the growers are small owners. Dealings between them and their
employees often are direct and on a personal basis. Each is close
enough to the others problems to make possibie a sympathetic under-
standing of them. This is in contrast to areas where farms are vast
agricultural enterprises controlled by distant absentee owners or im-
personalized corporations. (1940, p. 43)

One essential difference between California and the Northwest states
was the absence of a sizeable Mexican population traditionally wedded
to harvest labor. Regrettably, census data relevant to the period do not
differentiate Mexican Americans from caucasians. However, information
concerning Asians living in the rural areas of these states has been
compiled. Immigrants or native born Chinese declined in total numbers
in all coastal states between 1910 and 1940. Their contribution to agri-
cultural labor, however, was never large. On the other hand, the Japa-
nese, were encouraged to emigrate to America precisely to bring about a
surplus of west coast agricultural labor. Between 1910 and 1940 the
number of Japanese immigrants in rural California jumped by aimost
50%, while in rural Oregon and Washington the total number of Japa-
nese immigrants was negligible and the percentage increase over the 30-
year period was nowhere near 50% (U.S. Department of Commerce,
1940).

Given the slow growth of large-scale truck farming in the Northwest,
it appears to be a reasonable assumption that the presence of Mexican
Americans there was similarly small. Lois Phillips Hudson, the noted
short story writer and novelist now living in Seattle, maintained in an
interview that although she had heard about Mexicans working in
neighboring areas, it was not until “four or five years” after her family’s
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arrival in Washington in 1937 that she first saw Mexicans working a
Washington or Oregon harvest. And Hudson was hardly a casual ob-
server. Her father had brought his young family west because he could
no longer make a living on their North Dakota farm. At as young as 10
years of age, she worked alongside her parents in the orchards and
fields of Oregon and Washington {Hudson interview, 9 Octol.aer 1988).

The children of Northwest Okies did not take up seats in a pre-
established, class-based, segregated school system similar to circum-
stances in California. The treatment of Northwest migrant children in
schools was something which needed to be determined by schopl boards
and, in some cases, by individual teachers. In an autobiographical short
story, Hudson described her first day at a Washington school. Because of
its poignancy in linking class with treatment in school, it merits quota-
tion at some length:

The teacher kept me standing at her desk while she called the roll and
started the class on a reading assignment. When she looked up at me I
got the impression that'l had already managed to do s.on'}’ethmg
wrong. She asked me where 1 had come from and I said “North
Dakota,” thinking it would be simpler than trying to tell all the_ places!
had been in the last three months. She gave me the last seat in a row
behind a boy in dirty clothes. As she passed him by she made tl‘1e
faintest sound of exhalation, as though she were ridding her nostrils
of a disagreeable smell. At recess a boy in a bright shirt and new
cream-colored corduroy pants yelled “North Dakota, North Dakota
in a funny way as he ran past me to the ball field. The boy who sat
ahead of me came up and said confidently, “We been out gll arounf:l
here for two years. We come from Oklahoma. We're Okies. That's
what you are too, even if you didn’t come from Oklahoma.” I’}mew I
could never be anything that sounded so crummy as “QOkie,” and [
said so. “Oh, yeah!” he rejoined stiffly. | walked away. (Hudson, 1987,
p. 108)

A passage such as this expresses much about the experiences of
America’s depression era migrants in west coast schools. i\lthough data
which could quantify the existence of “special classes would be a
valuable historical contribution, it is not special classes per se that make
a school segregated. Rather, it is the subtle, and somet?mes less-than-
subtle, labeling that accompanies the process of separating students.

During an interview for this article, Hudson discussed her experiences
moving from school to school as harvests were completed. She .noted a
significant difference between migrants from the northern plains .and
those who went to California from the southern plains. Whereas Califor-
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nia Okies had come from areas with very poor state systems of instruc-
tion, Northwest Okies had come from states with some of the best
schooling systems in the country. There was a thread of sound educa-
tional justification for providing “special” treatment for California
Okies, the largest percentage of which were not at the same learning
level as the children of natives. As Hudson points out, however, this
circumstances generally did not exist in the Northwest, thus clarifying
the role schooling would play in creating a class relationship between
growers and pickers. Hudson explained:

The way their curriculum was set up, the natives were a year behind
me. Inlittle old Cleveland, North Dakota, during the fourth grade, we
had fractions. Out here the kids didn’t do fractions until the fifth
grade. I was a whole year ahead and yet here I was called an “Okie,”
because we [migrants] were all lumped together. They resented our
coming because we were poor, because everyone was struggling dur-
ing the depression. Atleast Washington didn’t put up barriers the way
California did, but they resented us. I didn’t know why, because how
do you know why when you’re nine or ten years old? But you don’t
have te know why to feel it. (Hudson interview, 1988)

In her autobiographical short story, “Children of the Harvest,” Hud-
son (1987) tells of her childhood experience living in a tent while her
parents worked an apple harvest. In an interview 50 years after the fact,
she could scarcely contain the amazement she felt when he academic
achievements placed her above her “native” peers: “What was interest-
ing was that in 3 weeks the teacher discovered how far ahead I was, I got
moved ahead of Barbara, who was in the B class, and she was the
daughter of the man who owned the orchard where my parents picked
apples” (Hudson interview, 1988).

Unfortunately, her progress at this school did not mean that she had
somehow put aside the label “Okie” and earned treatment in school
equal to the children of native Northwesterners. The last paragraph of
“Children of the Harvest” indicates the pervasiveness of class demarca-
tion through the process of schooling. Hudson described the circum-
stances that occurred when her parents were forced to find new work:

My teacher wrote a letter for me to take to my next school. In it, she
told me, she had informed my next teacher that I should be put into
the A class immediately. But there wasn’t any A class in my room, the
new teacher explained. By then [ was traveled enough to realize that it
was another special class for transients. The teacher showed us movies
almost everyday. (Hudson, 1987, 112)
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The similarity between the schooling system that awa.ited Okies in
California and the one that developed almost overnight in the North-
west is too exact to dismiss. What happened in the rural schools on 'the
west coast during the last years of the depression reflects the tensmg
inherent in legitimation crises of the sort described by DeYoung an
Howley in this issue. Schools in a late capital system appear read;; to
perpetuate the subordination of certain kim-ils of labor. Go_nzilez offers
ample evidence to support his claim that migrant ”schc_)olmg for Mex-
ican children was part of an overall system that was designed to process
them into a source of cheap labor. ' _

Other explanations become secondary in light of the comparative
circumstances between California and the Pacific Northwest.‘ If one
would argue that California Okies, through no fault of their own,
stepped into a school system designed to accomm(_)date a language
minority group, then one would be forced to explain why the same
treatment was received by Northwest Okies where no such system
existed. If one would argue that the school in Cali.forma represented
typical educational fare for groups at low academlc levels, then Olﬁ
would be forced to explain why California’s education system was repii
cated in the Northwest, when migrants there were as well or better
educated than their native peers.

Conclusion

Writing in 1975, Haslam speaks of Depression era Okies: “Today they
are state legislators and used-car salesmen, waitrfasses ancj college pro-
fessors; they are convicts, guards, country music impresarios, construc-
tion workers and contractors, farm laborers and winos; they are, in a
word, Californians” (Haslam, 1987, p. 26). Up and down the 'west coast,
the class of white fieldhands, so visible during the depression, has all
but disappeared. World War Ii, of course, dirr}imshed the excesses gf fthle
labor market by creating new industries and ]O]Z')S. Prospects for 'gamd:il',
nonagricultural employment brought many Okies to urban areas. A l1-
tionally, in the post world war era, the Bracero program co’nvement y
filled harvest labor needs without the added burden of labor's presence
when the work was done. Hudson's recollections confirm the fact that
postwar Mexican American agricultural migration took in larger and
larger areas, including the harvests of the Pacific Northwest. In short,
Okies experienced upward mobility during tharld Wa}r I due to em.p.loy—
ment opportunities in expanding aviation, shipbuilding, and munitions
industries. Unlike Mexican Americans, Okies were not forced back to
the fields, back to the west coast’s lowest occupational stratum.
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The treatment of America’s depression era migrants in the schools of
the west coast, however, stands as a telling example of the way in which
public education may assauge the tensions created by legitimation
crises. In 1947, the Federal Interagency Committee on Migrant Labor
admitted that

a sizable segment of our pdpulation, through community and state
neglect, has been robbed of so many nominal American and human
rights that it is almost unbelievable. Child labor, substandard living
and a padlock against education have destroyed the rights of children
and drastically disturbed the integrity of family life among family
workers. (United States Department of Labor, 1947, Part V, p. 117)

Herbert Gutman (1976) pointed out that the concept of class is not a
thing or a group of individuals, but a relationship and a process in which
we might reasonably expect socialization at school to play a major part.
Inasmuch as the relationship between agricultural capital and labor is
defined by the schooling awarded the children of each group, the experi-
ence of America’s depression era migrants in California is particularly
telling. The Okie role of farm laborer took precedence over ethnicity
during a period of economic crisis. But what happened during the
economic surge of the war years was a different matter. World War II
became a watershed period for Okies. Richard B. Rice, William A.
Bullough, and Richard ]. Orsi in The Elusive Eden: A New History of
Caltfornin (1988) contend that the war was “the solution to the Okie
problem,” and that by the end of the war Okies were “for the most part
gone from the fields” (p. 416). They took their places in mainstream
California, lured away from agricultural labor by higher wages and
better jobs. Mexican American migrant workers, however, were not
given the same opportunities. In fact, as enrollments increased after the
second world war, Mexican Americans became a threat to the educa-
tional system up and down the west coast. School segregation for
Mexican children continued unabated well beyond the Brown decision.
More importantly, the ambiguous state of the Mexican American’s ethnic
identity in the 1930s—the campaign to redefine Mexicans as Indians
while the courts claimed that they were caucasian—continued after the
second world war.

Regrettably, an analysis of the schooling experience of Mexican Ameri-
can and Okie children reaffirms what such scholars as Michael Apple
and Pierre Bourdieu have said about the complementary development of
capitalism and mass education: Class differences in schools are main-
tained in large measure through the capacity of those with power to
control the basic principles of school finance, student evaluation, and
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other educational objectives (Apple, 1979; Bourdieu, 1977). The'fact that
today Okie migrants are indistinguishable from the white mainstream
illustrates an enduring truth in America: Class is most restrictive when
defined by ethnicity. While they were temporarily subordinated into low
status, low paying agricultural labor, Okies were treated as mer_nbgrs
of America’s educational underclass. When political and economic cir-
cumstances changed, the educational experience afforded this group
changed as well. Although the doors to middle class status are no lpnger
padlocked for Okies, they continue to remain so for Mex1can. Americans.
This seems to expose the utility of the educational system with regard to
Mexican American children in a capitalist society; public schools,‘s.eem-
ingly, stand ready to legitimize extreme social and economic Fiivxslons.

The tenuous circumstances that currently grip rural America, those
so vividly portrayed by Haas in the first article of this issue, seem to
herald -a new era in the history of rural education. As a marginalized,
peripheral group, rural dwellers in this countr){——whether loggex_fs fro_m
the Oregon communities (studied by Miller), miners from We.st Virginia,
or farmers from the great plains—have shared some exF!usxonary and
exploitive experiences with historically oppress_ed minorities. Thg expe-
rience of the Okies on the west coast makes this connection explicit. In
one way or another, all of the articles in this issue speak to the role that
“schooling” has played in this process.

It is clear that the rural education community must refuse to allpw
schools to continue to function as sites where the process of schooling
takes place. As Snauwaert’s article in this issue suggests, rufal schools
must become sites of democratic deliberation. One example is the sug-
gestion made by Thompson and Kutach, also in this issue, ‘th'at an
examination of agricultural ethics is a vital concern for people llylng in
agricultural areas. Rural students must be encouraged to examine the
ethical nature of the forces (economic, political, and social) that touch
their lives and their communities. While there will never be another
Okie migration, there are literally millions of Americans wh-o have
suffered dislocation or dispossession due to the same dynamics that
afflicted the Joads in The Grapes of Wrath (Steinbeck, 1939/19§6). Rural
schools can either play the traditional role of agent in the solution of the
legitimation crisis of the state, or they can begin to wor1.< to expose the
unethical nature of America’s treatment of the countryside.

43



PEABODY JOURNAL OF EDUCATION
A Look at Rural Education in the United States

References

Apple, M. W. (1979). ldeology and curriculum. New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Blanchard, . (1940). Caravans to the Northuwest, Unpublished manuscript.

Bourdieu, P. (9177). Cultural reproduction and social reproduction. In ]. Karabel & A. H.
Halsey (Eds.), Power and ideology in education (pp. 487-510). New York: Oxford
University Press.

California State Chamber of Commerce. (1940). Migrants: A national problevt and its impact on
California. Unpublished manuscript.

Camarillo, A. (1985). Chicanos in California: A history of Mexican Americans in California. San
Francisco: Boyd & Fraser.

Cameron, . (1976). The history of Mexican education in Los Angeles, 1910-1930. Unpublished
doctoral dissertation, University of Southern California, Los Angeles.

Collins, H. H. (1941). America’s own refugees: 4,000,000 homeless migrants. Princeton: Prince-
ton University Press.

Doralo, R., Menchaca, M., & Valencia, R. R, (1991). Segregation, desegregation, and
integration of Chicano students: Problems and prospects. In R. R. Valencia (Ed.),
Chicano fatlure and success: Research and policy agendas for the 1990s (pp. 27-63). New
York: Falmer Press.

Gamio, M. (1971). Mexican imnugration to the United States. New York: Dover.

Gonzales, G. (1990). Chicano education in the era of segregation. Philadelphia: Balch Institute
Press.

Gutman, H. G. (9176). Work, culture, and soctely in industrializing America: Essays in working-
class and social history. New York: Alfred Knopf.

Haslam, G. (1987). Voices of a place. Wainut Creek, CA: Devil Mountain Books.

Hilt, . M. (1928). The development of an Americanization department. Unpublished doctoral
dissertation, University of California, Berkeley.

Hoffman. A.1974). Unwaitted Mexican Americans in the great depression: Repatrigtion pressures,
1929-1939. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

Hudson, L. P. (1987). Reapers of the dust. St Paul: Minnesota Historical Society Press.

McWilliams, C. (1939). Factories in the fields. Boston: Little, Brown, & Company.

Menchaca, M., & Valencia, R. (1991). Anglo-Saxon ideologies and their impact on the
segregation of Mexican students in California, 1920s-1930s. Anthropology and Educa-
tion Quarterly, 21, 222-249,

Rangel, 5. C., & Alcala, C. M. (1972). Project report: De jure segregation of Chicanos in
Texas schools. Harvard Civil Rights-Liberties Law Review, 7, 307-391,

Rice, R. B., Bullough, W. A., & Orsi, R. (1988). The Elusive eden: A new history of California.
New York: Longman.

San Miguel, G. (1987). Let all of them take heed: Mexican Americans and the campaign for
educational equality in Texas, 1910-1981. Austin: University of Texas Press.

Stein. W. . (1973), Califorstia and the dust bowl migration. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press.

Steinbeck, J. (1966). The grapes of wrath. New York: Bantam Books. (Original work published
1939)

Steinberg, 5. (1981). The ethuic myth: Race, ethnicity and class in Amrerica. Boston: Beacon
Press.

Tyack, D. (1974). The one best system: A history of American urban education. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press.

United States Department of Commerce. (1940). Sixteenth census of the U.S. Population, 2
(parts 1, 5, and 7). Washington, DC: Author.

44

Children of the Harvest . . .

United States Department of Labor. {1947). Migrant labor: A human problent. Washington,
i i bor.
DC: Federal Interagency Committee on Migrant La ‘ ' ‘

Valencia, R., & Aburto, 5. (1991). The uses and abuses of educational festing: Chicanos a’s a
case i’n point. In R.R. Valencia (Ed.), Chicano failure and success: Research and policy
agendas for the 1990s (pp. 203-251). New York: Falmer Press.. , o

Wollenbgerg Ct: (1976). All deliberate speed: Segregation and exclusion in California schools,
1855-1975. Berkeley: University of California Press.

45



