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Abstract

This volume covers a range of topics related to American
education from a Hispanic point of view. Legislative inter-
vention in the teaching of social studies in Florida, critical
race theory in education, the strengths and weaknesses of
the decentralized American education system, and the
higher education of Hispanics in the United States, are
some of the topics explored. The volume concludes with a
critical interpretation of the shortage of teachers in the
State of Florida at a time of great socioeconomic and polit-
ical polarization in the United States of America, as a rep-
resentative case of the central debates in education in the
second decade of the twenty-first century.
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1

Legislative Intervention in Social
Studies Education in Florida

Introduction

The U.S. education system has developed organically (von
Feigenblatt, 2021¢; Goldin, 1999). The decentralization of
its development is reflected in its current structure. The
Constitution of the United States has survived the test of
time and although it has undergone modifications, its
original structure endures (Gillion, 2020). One of the lega-
cies of U.S. development is that powers that are not clearly
enumerated in the constitution as powers of the federal
government belong to the governments of individual
states. One of the most important examples of these pow-
ers is power over education at all levels. Although the Fed-
eral government has a Department of Education, its role
and authority differ greatly from its counterparts in coun-
tries with more centralized education systems (von Fei-
genblatt, 2021b; von Feigenblatt & Acuna, 2021; von Fei-
genblatt, Domingue, & Vallé, 2015).

The third chapter of this book concentrates on the issue
of the advantages and disadvantages of a decentralized
system of education, but the brief explanation of the de-
centralization of the American educational system serves
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as a preamble to explore legislative interventions in educa-
tion in the State of Florida. Known as the Sunshine State,
Florida has a complex history. A Spanish possession until
the nineteenth century, it is characterized by its ethnic di-
versity and by being an important tourist center (Fernan-
dez-Armesto, 2003).

The sociocultural polarization afflicting the United
States has affected all sectors of public policy (Chetty,
Hendren, Jones, & Porter, 2018; Gillion, 2020; Kelin,
2020). Issues of education and in particular national iden-
tity have received increasing polit- ical attention at all lev-
els. Florida’s unique characteristics, such as a large His-
panic immigrant population and a large rural area, have
turned the southern state into a battleground on issues of
national interest such as the social science and civil rights
curriculum (Osorio, 2021; Shumow & Pinto, 2014).

The State of Florida has one of the lowest unemploy-
ment rates in the entire country, 3.3% according to March
2022 data («Latest Statistics», 2022). Although one of the
state’s main industries is tourism and services, the state
governments pro-free market policies have managed to fa-
cilitate a relatively rapid recovery. The fiscal facilities of
the State and the conjuncture of a severe economic and
political crisis in several neighboring countries have had
the positive externality of promoting the in- vestment of a
large number of foreign and American entrepreneurs
(«Florida Realtors Market Data», 2022). Among the effects
that the flow of extra-state investment has had has been a
boom in the real estate sector. The economic growth of the
State has resulted in significant socio-cultural and demo-
graphic changes.

Florida is not the only American state that has received
a large influx of immigrants, but immigration to Florida
has several characteristics that have had a great influence
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on socio-political trends in the Sunshine State. An eth-
no-national group with great influence in South Florida is
the Cuban community (Gonzalez, 2010; Sabogal, 2012;
Shumow & Pinto, 2014). Important since before the great
influence caused by the communist revolution on the is-
land. The Cuban community in Florida has achieved great
success in the private and public sectors (Osorio, 2021;
Penton, 2021). Proximity to the island is an important fac-
tor but the political situation in Cuba has resulted in a
marked emphasis on anti-communism and anti-socialism.
Among the many influential Cubans in Florida, we can
mention Senator Marco Rubio, the Lieutenant Governor of
Florida, Ms. Nunez, the Mayor of the City of Miami, Fran-
cis Suarez, among others (Osorio, 2021; Shumow & Pinto,
2014).

Another important group in South Florida is made up
of Venezuelans who have become immigrants because of
the deep political crisis in their country. Among Venezue-
la’s immigrants are some of the Country’s leading families,
and they have invested in businesses and real estate in cit-
ies such as Weston and Doral (Sabogal, 2012). Venezuelan
immigrants also tend to be conservative and anti-socialist
because of the political crisis in their country and also be-
cause many represent the transplanted elites of their
homeland. Other ethnic groups present in Florida include
Haitians, Nicaraguans, Vietnamese, and Hondurans,
among others. Although it is difficult to generalize about
the characteristics of the immigrants from these countries,
studies indicate that there is a great polarization from the
point of view of socio-economic status of newcomers
(Jimenez, 2017). From former hierarchs and big business-
men to illiterate peasants. One of the few things in com-
mon between the two socio-economic extremes is that
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they share a conservative view from the point of view of
community values (Gillion, 2020).

Thus, although they have very different opportunities
in Florida and live in parallel worlds, they share a conser-
vative vision of family and education (Gonzalez, 2010).
North Florida is an agricultural region, historically linked
to the legacy of the old aristocratic South before the civil
war. Rural areas in the United States tend to be conserva-
tive and are regularly political strongholds of the Republi-
can Party. Florida is no exception. A political map of Flori-
da shows that the strength of the Democratic Party is con-
centrated in urban centres in central and northern Florida
while South Florida, due to the large concentration of His-
panics tends to be Republican (Kelin, 2020). The result of
demographic characteristics, history, and economic devel-
opment has been a conservative tendency in aspects of so-
cial values and a neoliberal tendency from the economic
point of view.

Another unique feature of the State of Florida is the
high number of Northern pensioners residing in the Sun-
shine State. Many of those pensioners come from northern
states with much more liberal tendencies and because of
their high purchasing power, they settle in upscale urban
regions, such as Broward and Palm Beach counties in
northeastern South Florida. These en- claves have a dis-
tinct socio-political culture from the rest of Florida and
due to the decentralized school system of the United
States; the sociocultural difference is reflected in the com-
position of the school boards of the districts located in
those enclaves. The result of the socio-political character-
istics previously exposed has been a socio-political polar-
ization between the Florida Department of Education and
the various school districts, which reflect the demographic
composition and socio-political trends of the regions
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where it is located. Polarization is reflected in moments of
crisis and in debates on issues related to traditional values.
At the same time, the faculty also does not reflect the de-
mographic characteristics of the parents and students that
make up their school districts. The nature of the teaching
career and the requirements to obtain teacher certification
in the State of Florida results in a group with sociocultural
characteristics that are not very representative of the popu-
lation they serve. Teachers must have at least a bachelor’s
degree from a recognized university, one year of super-
vised experience as a teacher’s aide, and pass three state-
wide exams in order to receive professional certification.
Many teachers come from other states and by the nature of
their profession tend to have a higher level of education
than the general population.

For all the above, Florida has become a battleground in
education. The centrality of education-related issues is evi-
dent in the attention given to education by the governor
and legislature («Civic Education Curriculumy», 2021; «In-
dividual Freedom», 2022; «Parental Rights in Education»,
2022). Governor DeSantis in collaboration with the Re-
publican majority in the Florida legislature has passed two
laws directly aimed at public education («Individual Free-
domy, 2022; «Parental Rights in Education», 2022). One of
these is entitled the Fatherhood Rights in Education Act
and the other is the Individual Liberty Act. The next sec-
tion of the chapter explores the importance of each of the
laws and the potential impact they can have on social
studies education.
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