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There is a lot of intense disgust with Arizona’s war on Ethnic Studies, primarily based on its 
intrusions into freedom of speech and attacks on diversity in the classroom. There are new 
legal challenges to the law and its enforcement, and there have been numerous newspaper 
editorials and public radio segments on the issue. But missing from the debate is a close look 
at the controversial law itself. 

Arizona passed ARS 15-112, which became effective December 31, 2010. That law prohibits all 
charter and public schools in the state from including classes that: “(1) Promote the 
overthrow of the U.S. government; (2) Promote resentment toward a race or class of people; 
(3) Are designed primarily for pupils of a particular ethnic race; and (4) Advocate ethnic 
solidarity instead of the treatment of pupils as individuals.” There are provisions in the law to 
ensure that teachers can still say that the Holocaust happened and that Native American 
classes should not be penalized as long as they “comply with federal law.” 

Arizona Superintendent for Public Instruction John Huppenthal spent a great deal of time 
during his campaign for public office attacking the substance of the Mexican American 
Studies classes in Tuscon and size of the their staff. When he assumed his new post, he 
immediately declared that Tuscon’s MAS program violated the new law. On December 27, 
2011, a court ruling upheld Huppenthal’s decision. 

Huppenthal then informed the Tuscon school district that the state would withhold $14 
million in state education funding if they did not shut down the MAS program. Tuscon caved 
and gutted the MAS program. Huppenthal told the press that when the district complied, 
several books that had been used for MAS classes were moved to Tuscon school district 
storage facilities, including a nationally renowned Native American curriculum resource 
book, Rethinking Columbus. 

Huppenthal, on the defensive after outrage about what some people called censorship and 
freedom of speech intrusions, said that the Arizona law does not ban books. But critics claim 
that regardless of the law’s verbiage, the effect has been to restrict certain books and the 
teaching of a fair amount of material about Mexican and Native American history and 
culture.

The Arizona law probably violates the very letter of the U.S. Constitution, whose first 
amendment protects our freedom of speech. But ARS 15-112 most certainly violates the spirit 
of the first amendment. It also violates its own stated protection for classes with Native 
American content. In fact, by directly or even de facto eliminating ethnic-studies education, 
ARS 15-112 takes diversity out of the schools. It reinforces the concept and practice of cultural 
and linguistic assimilation. By only offering opportunities for all students to learn about the 
English language and mainstream white American culture, the law puts every district in 
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Arizona in violation of its own law, which among other things prohibits classes that “are 
designed primarily for pupils of a particular ethnic race.” White is a race too. 
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