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I. INTRODUCTION
When he found out that I had been born in Argentina, Pablo, a 10th grade student at a Los Angeles high-school, asked me about a picture that appears in his history book.  It portrays a woman with a white handkerchief and a sign with the names of disappeared people.  I explained that it was all part of the ´Dirty War´ and, briefly, told him about what Argentineans experienced during that difficult time of Argentinean history.  
The importance of this anecdote is that very few know that California’s schools use a text, published by Prentice Hall, that includes a section on Argentina that discusses the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo, and that matches the academic standards of the World History class which is mandatory for students in public schools. 
Although few know about this text, and its connection with the dramatic history of Argentina in the 1970s, even less know that Argentina is probable the only country in the World that has a national holiday, March 24th, for the purpose of reflecting about the importance of human rights and democratic practices. 
The discussion about Argentina in texts used by California’s students presents an excellent opportunity to help educate about this topic.  For that purpose, this proposal suggests a set of activities oriented to students, teachers, and the community as a whole that will culminate in a special event that would take place on March 24th of every year.
II. THE PROBLEM
The Military Coup of March 24, 1976

The military coup of March 24, 1976, beyond overthrowing a government democratically elected by the people, imposed a system of state terrorism that was denounced by numerous international organizations such as Amnesty International and the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights. (1,2)  Dissidents were arrested, tortured, kept in clandestine centers of detention, and, in many cases, murdered.  According to a study by the National Commission on Disappeared Peoples, it was estimated that throughout the country there were 340 clandestine centers of detention. (3)  Although this commission was able to document the disappearance of about 9,000 citizens, Amnesty International suggested that the number was closer to 30,000. (4) 
During this period of official terror, the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo played a fundamental role. (5)  In the best tradition of passive resistance, they questioned the illegal practices of the military government and denounced to the world what was happening.  When the succession of several de facto governments finally led to the elections of 1983 and to a democratic administration, the military dealers had to answer for their acts in historic trials that brought to light the crimes against humanity that had been committed. (6)
The military coup, state terrorism, the violation of human rights, the fundamental role of organizations such as the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, and the trials against the military leaders provide a historic lesson that serves to remember the importance of upholding the universality of human rights and the imperative of defending democratic institutions, even at times of crisis.
The ´Dirty War´ is Part of California’s Lesson Plans
In California’s high-schools, 10th grade students take World History, Culture and Geography: The Modern World.  The class is needed for graduation and is part of what is required by the University of California (UC) and California State University (Cal State) to be able to be considered for admission. The course, also, is taught in accordance with the California History-Social Science Content Standards that are mandated by the Department of Education. (7,8)
Specifically, standard 10.10.3 states: “Discuss the important trends in the regions today and whether they appear to serve the cause of individual freedom and democracy.” (8)  One of the few texts approved by education officials that follows this standard is World History: The Modern World.  In chapter 18, section 4, “Latin America Builds Democracy,” there is a page subtitled “Struggling for Democracy in Argentina” where fundamental issues of Argentina’s contemporary history are briefly discussed.  The ´Dirty War´, the kidnappings, and the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo are mentioned.  The text also includes pictures of the Mothers.  One depicts a woman wearing a white handkerchief, holding a sign that reads “30,000 Detained-Disappeared  Present,” and showing pictures of two young people who disappeared on July 26, 1976. (9)  
March 24 is a National Holiday
In 2006, the Argentinean government approved Law 26,085 that established March 24th as ´Día Nacional de la Memoria por la Verdad y la Justicia´ (Memorial National Day for Truth and Justice).  As with the US Memorial Day, citizens are expected to pause and reflect about what happened in the country between 1976 and 1983. (10)  For that purpose, cultural, educational and social events are organized throughout Argentina to highlight the lessons brought about by the traumatic event that changed the history of the nation.
III. THE PROPOSAL
With the objective of:

a) adding to the efforts of the Argentinean government who wants to promote the education of what the ´Dirty War´ meant to Argentinean history, and
b) expanding the teaching and learning of this topic in California’s high schools,
five activities that will help educate students, teachers, and the community as a whole will be organized by a steering committee which will include representatives from the Argentinean community of Los Angeles, the educational sector, human rights organizations, and the media:
1. A student contest will be organized.  It will be opened to students from public and private schools from Los Angeles County who are taking a World History class.  Students will   be asked to write a 500 to 1,000 word essay that should answer the question: What does it mean to me, the Argentinean military coup of 1976?
2. A professional development class for teachers will be organized through the Professional Development branch of the Los Angeles Unified School District.  The course, which will include the history and literature of the times, will focus on the Argentinean Dirty War and will be oriented to history and foreign language teachers.
3. A series of community meetings will be organized.  Through poetry readings, music and films, the encounters will help promote a discussion and analysis of the Argentinean experience and human rights issues.
4. An annual event will be organized to parallel the Argentinean national holiday of March 24th with the purpose of reflecting about the importance of supporting human rights and democratic institutions.  In the event, a representative from the Argentinean Consulate will highlight the importance of the day, prizes will be awarded to the students that would have participated in the essay contest, and an organization/individual will be recognized for its/his/her work towards promoting human rights.
5. A website will be designed and published to promote all these and future activities.
All these activities will be publicized through the local and Argentinean media.  Furthermore, key institutions such as the Los Angeles Unified School District, United Teachers Los Angeles, the Argentinean Consulate in Los Angeles, Province 25 (Ministry of Interior), and cultural and human rights organizations will be asked for their support.  
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APPENDIX A: CHRONOLOGY OF EVENTS
1 JULY 2010                    Appointment of a steering committee
1 AUGUST 2010              Publication of a website

1 SEPTEMBER 2010       Rules for the Student Essay Contest are published
15 FEBRUARY 2011       Student Essay Contest closes
 26 MARCH 2011             First Annual Meeting
1 JULY 2011                     Professional Development class syllabus presented to LAUSD
24 SEPTEMBER 2011      Community Meeting
APPENDIX B: BUDGET
Steering Committee  (volunteers)                                                                             $0

Website                                                                                                                  $730
            Design                                                       $600

            Domain                                                         10

            Monthly publication fee (12 months)         120   
            Maintenance (volunteer)                                 0                    
Student Essay Contest                                                                                             $500
            Writing rules, evaluation (volunteers)           $0

            Prizes (3 prizes and 3 honorary mentions)  500    

First Annual Meeting                                                                                            $1,900
            Rent (1 evening -Asociación Argentina, Burbank)  $1,400

            Food (subcontracted –no cost to organizers)                     0

            Other (publicity, printing, etc.)                                      500

Professional Development course                                                                           $300

            Writing proposal (6 hours at $50 per hour)                 $300

Community Meeting                                                                                                   $0

            Staff (volunteers)                                                               $0

            Music, poetry readings, food (volunteers and donations)    0
Total                                                                                                                     $3,430

APPENDIX C: Steering Committee

The Steering Committee will include four members that represent the educational community, the local media, human rights organizations, and the Argentinean community of Los Angeles.

Ana Deutsch

Argentinean born Ms. Ana Deutsch is the co-founder and clinical director of the Los Angeles-based Program for Torture Victims.  Through the program, Ms. Deutsch has helped thousands of victims rebuild their lives and contribute to society.  Currently, Ms. Deutsch is a consultant to the Inter-American Institute of Human Rights based in Costa Rica, and is an expert witness to the Intra-American Human Rights Court. In 2004, California First Lady Maria Shriver awarded her the first Minerva Award, honoring women who have made significant contributions to California's women and families.
Nestor M. Fantini

Mr. Nestor Fantini is a Los Angeles educator who was born in Argentina.  Arrested by the military during Argentina’s Dirty War, he was adopted by Amnesty International as a Prisoner of Conscience.  In 2010, he was re-elected member of the Northridge East N. Council for another 2-year term.  In 2005, he helped found La Luciernaga, a cultural organization of Latino poets and musicians.  He is editor of its website.   

Gabriel Lerner

Mr. Gabriel Lerner, who was born in Argentina, is News Editor of the Los Angeles Spanish daily La Opinión.  He has been a war correspondent for several newspapers and radio stations from Argentina, Spain and the US.  A published poet and novelist, Mr. Lerner founded Alfil Editorial and, between 1980 and 1989, was its editor. He is also the founding editor of HispanicLA.com, and director of Palabra Abierta.

