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Project Background
 
While U.S. education policy is widely discussed and well documented, the impact 
of our nation’s states on that policy has received much less attention. Launched 
in 2003 and led by the New York State Archives, the States’ Impact on Federal 
Education Policy Project has worked to create and foster the use of a  
comprehensive, accessible, nationwide historical record that documents the  
efforts of states to affect U.S. education policy since the mid-twentieth century. 

The Project has connected leaders in state and national education with archivists 
to ensure the preservation of and access to the record of education policy, and  
supported sustainable connections between the two communities. The  
policymakers are themselves repositories of stories and wisdom not captured in 
the written record. The interviews presented here enrich the written record of 
education policy during this dynamic and critical period. Our narrators helped to 
shape the course of education policy in the United States over the past decades. 
We invite you to learn from their unique experiences and perspectives. 

To the Reader

This printed transcript is a lightly edited record of the original oral  
history interview recorded in April 2015 between Josué Gonzalez and Anita 
Hecht of Life History Services, LLC, on behalf of the States’ Impact on Federal 
Education Policy Project of New York State Archives. This transcript is  
accompanied by a digitally audiotaped oral history interview, as well as a  
narrative biographical summary of the narrator, both housed at New York State 
Archives. 

Oral history interviews contain first-person accounts of historical events,  
individual experiences and significant memories. In this spirit, let it be  
understood that these interviews do not attempt to recount “absolute truth.” 
Instead, they intend to relate the stories that hold meaning for the particular  
narrator. Interviews are not always chronological or complete with regards to  
specific data. Accuracy is always the goal, though there may be corrections, and 
certainly additions, to any oral history. 

With generous support from 
The New York Community Trust – Wallace Foundation Special Projects Fund

Interviewing & Production by Life History Services, LLC
www.lifehistoryservices.com / 608.255.9669 

Madison, Wisconsin  USA
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A Narrative Biographical Summary of 
Josué M. González 

 
As told to Anita Hecht, Life History Services, January 2015 

 

 

Josué M. González was born on the Texas/Mexico border in Rio Grande City, Texas, on 

March 24, 1941. As Josué writes in, “Words Were All We Had: Reflections on Becoming 

Biliterate”1 the geographical area he was born in was “not fully connected, culturally, to 

the rest of the country.” It was a remnant of an earlier Mexico and home to Spanish 

speakers since the early 1700s. Indeed, Josué’s parents were native Spanish speakers 

and his family roots in the area went back many generations. 

  

Josué’s first language was Spanish, though he states that bilingualism and biliteracy 

were the norm in Rio Grande City. Since the criminal code in Texas forbade until 1972 

any teaching in a foreign language, the language of instruction was always English. Josué 

attended public schools and recalls that despite English-only instruction, most teachers 

and school administrators were all Spanish speaking and reflected the strong, local 

Hispanic majority.  

 

Though the area was very poor, education was highly valued in the González family.  

Josué’s father had completed a fifth grade education and his mother had finished high 

school. The family owned a small convenience store, and Josué’s father was a Methodist 

minister. Both stressed the importance of school and church to their children. In fact, 

the first reference book Josué ever knew was the Bible Concordance in Spanish.  

 

Josué was a good student and developed both bilingual pride and a love of the Spanish 

language. He graduated from Rio Grande City High School in 1959 and continued on to 

                                                        
1 Reyes, María de la Luz, ed. (2011). Words were all we had: Becoming biliterate against the odds. NY: 
Teachers College Press. 
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college at Texas A&M University (then Texas A & I) where he earned both a Bachelors 

degree in Spanish in 1963, and later a Masters degree in 1967. His interests revolved 

early around journalism, Spanish literature, and political activism, though he recalls that 

in those days his politics had less to do with language or education, and more with the 

civil rights movement.  

 

Josué’s first job in higher education was as a grader for his Spanish literature professor. 

This experience launched him into a career as a Spanish teacher. After receiving his 

Bachelor’s degree he taught high school English, French, and Spanish at the high school 

level. Though the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was passed in 1965, 

he does not recall it having any significant impact during his early years of his teaching.  

 

After several years of teaching, Josué returned to Texas A&M to earn a Masters degree 

in Education and Spanish in 1967. At this point the field bilingual education was 

appearing on the horizon. Indeed, in 1968, Title VII of the ESEA was passed. It was 

known as BEA, the Bilingual Education Act. After graduate school Josué worked as a 

bilingual education specialist at a regional education lab in Austin, Texas. After that he 

became the director of a Bilingual Program Development Center for the San Antonio 

Independent School District for several years. Grants for this program flowed through 

Title VII of ESEA in 1968, known as Exemplary and Innovative Programs. However, the 

legislation did not include provisions for research or for preparation of materials and 

teachers. Indeed, Josué recalls that people didn’t initially realize that bilingual people 

were needed to create bilingual curriculum materials. 

 

Through Josué’s early postgraduate advocacy work, he became a strong advocate for 

programs in bilingual education and built a long career in the field of education policy. In 

1970 he was invited to Washington DC by a fellow civil rights organizer, who worked for 

then Senator Walter Mondale, to serve on the staff of the Senate Select Committee on 

Equal Educational Opportunity. As a staffer he organized the first Senate hearing ever 
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held on the condition of Puerto Rican education on the mainland. He states that from 

his experience on the Hill, he learned the intricacies of policymaking and witnessed first 

hand what happened when advocates have access to the legislative process.  

 

After his Washington experience Josué returned to Texas as Executive Director for a 

national curriculum development project to develop supplementary curriculum 

materials for public schools involved in bilingual education. The project was funded by 

Title VII of the ESEA, as well as the Hearst Foundation. In those days, the presumption 

was that materials should be allied with the specific history and culture of the child, 

rather than integrating a theory of practice for all language minority kids.  

 

Such issues around practice affected policymaking, and vice-versa, though as Josué 

states, the movement between the states and federal government around bilingual 

education policy was never a straight line. Indeed, the momentum for bilingual 

education was always an uphill battle from the local to the state level, and eventually, to 

the federal level.  

 

In the early 1970s Josué returned to academia, first at the University of Texas, Austin, to 

begin doctoral studies. Given the technical nature of the program, he transferred to the 

doctoral program in Educational Administration at the University of Massachusetts at 

Amherst, where he earned his Ed.D. in 1974, a program he found to be more innovative 

and advocacy-oriented.  

 

By this time many states, including Texas, New York, California, and Illinois, had bilingual 

education programs and were developing expertise and making progress through large 

national associations such as NABE (National Association of Bilingual Education), TESOL 

(Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages), and CAL (Center for Applied 

Linguistics), reaching thousands of teachers across the country.  
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Significant court decisions, such as Lau v. Nichols and the Aspira Consent Decree of 

1974, furthered the assurance of bilingual education. That same year, ESEA 

amendments established a larger grant program, which encouraged bilingual education 

language instruction as a means by which a child would learn by using their native 

language, while also achieving competency in English. Also significant was the Equal 

Educational Opportunities Act contained in the 1974 amendments, which contained a 

civil rights measure. Indeed, the 1970s showed big gains and in bilingual education and 

policy.  

 

Josué cites four main constituency groups that advocated for bilingual education 

policies. One, the so-called acculturationists, who wanted to immigrants to learn English 

so life in the USA would be easier for them; two the utilitarians, who valued language 

for international business and commerce; three, civil rights activists who viewed 

biligualism as social policy, important for maintenance of cultural history and values; 

and four, humanitiarians who believed that languages are positive social forces in 

creating a humane and beautiful world. 

 

As for Josué’s professional trajectory, he spent 1973 through 1978 as a lecturer and 

professor at several universities, including the University of Massachusetts, Chicago 

State University, and Southern Methodist University in Dallas. In 1978 he was named by 

Commissioner of Education, Ernest Boyer, as Director (Assistant Secretary) of the Office 

of Bilingual Education and Minority Languages Affairs, for the US Department of 

Education under President Jimmy Carter. Josué held his post until Reagan won the 1980 

US Presidential election.  

 

During his tenure at the federal level, Josué advocated for fellowship programs for 

teachers studying bilingual education at the doctoral level. Indeed, such programs were 

included in the 1978 ESEA amendments, whereby student loans were only due if the 

graduates did not work in bilingual education after completing their studies. Josué 
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recalls that in those years, Title VII continued to pay for travel once a year for bilingual 

educators to attend the NABE conference (National Association of Bilingual Education). 

Other advances included a fellowship program with NIE (National Institute of Education) 

and closer linkages to NABE.  

 

By the 1980s, the political tides had shifted. Critics of bilingual education were less than 

enthusiastic about recognizing ethnicity and foreign languages as a legitimate medium 

for teaching children. Sentiments ranged from intellectual curiosity about plusses and 

minuses of such programs, to downright rejection of the use of languages other than 

English in schools. By 1982, bilingual education policy had come full circle back to where 

it was in Texas in 1972.  

 

From 1982 to 1986, Josué worked for the Chicago public school system, where he 

became an associate superintendent for six years in the Office of International and 

Multicultural Education. He recalls this era as very politicized, with the Office of Civil 

Rights asserting compliance to mandates that were often pitted against bilingual 

education.  

 

Under Reagan, the ESEA amendments of 1984 allowed for alternative programs and 

application of Title VII monies. The 1988 amendments moved even further away from 

encouraging and funding bilingual education. According to Josué, Title VII, as it was 

originally conceived, had ended.  

 

The late 1980s and 1990s led Josué back into academia, where he spent two years at 

City College of Chicago, six years at Teachers College of Columbia University, and since 

1998, he has been a professor of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies at Arizona 

State University. Along the way he has researched and published numerous articles and 

books on policy topics concerning bilingual education; to name a few—professional 

development and teacher training of bilingual educators, the condition of Hispanic 
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education in Arizona, and comparative studies of educational curricula in Mexico and 

the USA, with authors John Petrovic, Elsie Szecsy, and others. Foremost is the 

Encyclopedia of Bilingual Education. (see attached resume) 

 

Josué has also served on several advisory committees and commissions and received a 

number of awards and recognitions for his nationwide leadership in education on behalf 

of Hispanic children and youth. He is currently active in civic affairs and is a co-editor of 

the Bilingual Research Journal, the nation’s premier journal in the field.  
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