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I first learned about Mendez V. Westminster when my mom read me “Separate Is Never
Equal: Sylvia Mendez and Her Family's Fight for Desegregation” by Duncan Tonatiuh. This book
narrates the true story of Sylvia Mendez and the efforts of her parents to pursue litigation which would
lead to the desegregation of children of color in the Orange County School District in Southern
California in the 1940s. The efforts of the Mendez family, together with other Latino families, were
able to give their children, and many more, a chance at a better education and future. Over time, I
became more and more interested in the Civil Rights Movement, more specifically as it related to the
educational system of the United States and how it has affected Mexican-Americans. As I continued
learning, I steadily became more interested in how Latinos contributed to the educational Civil Rights
Movement.
I was inspired to pursue this topic as my History Day project when I met Sylvia Mendez on
September 5th, 2019 at Utah State University. I had done research about her case in the past and
understood how fortunate I was to have an opportunity to listen to her speak. I began conducting my
research by expanding on my initial knowledge of the case. For the initial stages of research, I used a
majority of online resources to construct the visual pieces of my documentary. Through these
resources, I was able to expand on the significance this case had on the history of Mexican Americans.
As I progressed in my research and had completed my script and voice over, I found several
documentaries that provided me with a greater understanding of the education system for Latinos in

the 1940’s. As I began to arrange images, I used iMovies and Adobe Audition as my main editing
softwares.
I am immensely grateful to both Syliva Mendez and Professor Mariesela Martinez-Cola for
allowing me to interview them for my documentary. Syliva Mendez was gracious enough to provide
me with an interview on the day she came to visit Utah State University. Through her interview, I was
able to further understand what the Mendez family was working towards. USU Professor
Martinez-Cola provided me with a greater understanding of the context surrounding Mendez V.
Westminster. I was able to further understand the social stigmatization that Mexican Americans faced
in the 1940’s while also learning more about the goals of the lawyers and the support of several Civil
Rights organizations such as the NAACP.
The legacy and impact her family made on the U.S. educational system is historic and fits with
this year's theme of Breaking Barriers. If it wasn’t for her parents, Felicitas and Gonzalo Mendez, who
shattered the race barrier, children of color in Ms. Mendez’s generation would not have been able to
get the education they needed to pursue a college degree and break the cycle of poverty.
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