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Speaking English in Puerto Rico: 
The Impact of Affluence, Education and Return Migration

Amílcar Antonio Barreto

Puerto Rico’s Education Department announced a new initiative to strengthen the
teaching of English in the island’s public school system. Governor Pedro Rosselló stat-
ed that this plan would help establish a bilingual citizenry. His administration used the
restitution of official bilingualism in 1993 to justify this change in pedagogical policy
(“A enseñar” 1997: 20). Critics suggested that this project was part of a political ploy to
build support for Puerto Rican statehood in the halls of Congress. More than a centu-
ry after the Spanish–American War, language remains an important, if not divisive, fac-
tor in Puerto Rican–United States relations. It also affects interactions between insu-
lar Puerto Ricans and their ethnic brethren on the North American continent. In any
case, scholars have yet to adequately weigh how various factors impact the levels of
bilingualism in Puerto Rico. 

First, this article illustrates the connection between cultural identity and language
in Puerto Rico. After more than a century of U.S. rule, Spanish is still the dominant
language. English is seen as a marker of “out group” membership; however, it is also a
valued skill. Data from the 1990 federal census shed light on the state of bilingualism
down to the municipal level. Afterwards, these data are employed in a multivariate
regression model exploring how affluence, education, and long-term U.S. residency
impact bilingualism on this Caribbean island. 

Cultural Identity and Economics 

Four centuries of Spanish rule in the Caribbean ended as a result of the Spanish–
American War of 1898. Under the provisions of the peace accord—the Treaty of
Paris—Spain agreed to relinquish its claims of sovereignty over Puerto Rico to the
United States. Island residents were guaranteed very few rights under the new regime.
One of the few was the recognition of individual property rights (Ramírez Lavandero
1988: 42). Cultural and linguistic rights were not included (García Martínez 1976:
67–68). On the contrary, the new sovereign aimed to remold Puerto Rico in its own
image. For American policymakers, the Spanish language was one of the things
“wrong” with Puerto Ricans (Urciuoli 1998: 42). Long before the first U.S. troops set
foot on this Antillean island, American society interpreted learning English as a sign of
loyalty and patriotism (Baron 1990; Steinberg 1981). But, what Americans may not have

“¡Nuestro idioma es el Español!”  Officers of the “People’s Committee in
Defense of Spanish” leading massive march against official bilingualism,
San Juan, January 1993. Photographer: Ismael Fernández/El Nuevo Día.



counted on was that Puerto Ricans began developing a distinctive cultural identity
while their society was still governed by Madrid’s legates (Maldonado-Denis 1976: 36;
Pedreira 1978: 118; Picó 1986: 115). 

The federal commissions assigned to evaluate Puerto Rico’s condition following
the suspension of hostilities assumed that the English language and other American
cultural traits were innately superior (Carroll 1975: 59). In keeping with this attitude,
the 1899 Carroll Commission recommended establishing English as the medium of
instruction in the island’s public school system (Carroll 1975: 65). Concurring with
this recommendation, the federal government set about implementing a now infa-
mous policy known as “Americanization,” an initiative whose origins date back to
the eighteenth century when the targets were indigenous peoples (Carlson 1987: 3).
The federal government later focused its attention on immigrants, seeking to assim-
ilate them by mandating attendance in public schools where English was employed
as the medium of instruction (Steinberg 1981: 54). According to one noted scholar,
this period represented not only the birth of the Americanization policy, but also
the genesis of the English-first movement (Baron 1990: 64). Those who resisted cul-
tural assimilation were considered disloyal (Hobsbawm 1983: 280). The same princi-
ple was applied to Puerto Rico (Negrón de Montilla 1975: 35–36). At the dawn of the
twentieth century the U.S. federal government embarked on a cultural project in the
Caribbean, with the unabashed aim of promoting the linguistic defection of its new
colonial wards. Americanization in Puerto Rico was officially in effect until the late
1940s with the most intensive period of policy implementation lasting until the
1930s (Osuna 1975: 282).

Policy implementation required the active participation of public school teachers.
Ironically, they were among the first to directly challenge the use of English as the
medium of instruction (Negrón de Montilla 1975). The largest teacher’s union—the
Asociación de Maestros de Puerto Rico—spearheaded the drive to abolish Americanization.
Teachers, who represented the largest organized bloc of local intellectuals early in the
twentieth century, fought this federal mandate and turned to the politics of national-
ism—both moderate autonomism and radical separatism (Ferrao 1993: 39–40). Across
societies intellectuals consistently are found leading nationalist movements (Connor
1994: 158; Smith 1981: 108). Studies show that to this day teachers in Puerto Rico still
harbor a strong cultural resistance towards the United States (Nieves and Cintrón 1975:
99–141) and much of that resistance is aimed at the teaching of the English language
(López Laguerre 1997: 141–195). Teachers of English as a second language are often
viewed as agents promoting cultural defection despite the recognition that knowledge
of English is a marketable skill (Pousada 1996: 500). Americanization gave the Spanish
language a social meaning it would not have acquired otherwise (Meyn 1983: 52).

Puerto Rican intellectuals actively promoted the articulation of a new ethnic iden-
tity seeking to distinguish Puerto Ricans from Americans—us from them. An integral
part of ethnogenesis is the conscription of observable cultural traits, or objectification
(Handler 1988: 13–15). Over time the nexus between the Spanish language and Puerto
Rican cultural identity became an unquestioned conviction, or what Gramsci referred
to as a hegemonic belief (Barreto 1998: 92–93). Once entrenched in society, such beliefs
make it difficult for leaders to advocate incongruous policies for fear of being labeled
extremist or treasonous (Lustick 1993: 123). Studies have noted that Puerto Rican elites
were key actors in the articulation of puertorriqueñidad (Ferrao 1993; Guerra 1998;
Janer 1998; Scarano 1996). Indeed elites, especially intellectuals, are the primary ethnic
mythmakers in any society (Barreto 1998). Though the construction of ethnic bound-
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aries is an elite-driven process, the Puerto Rican masses decided to enlist in the effort
(DeGranda 1972: 122). At the mass level, islanders still maintain a strong identity with
their vernacular (Alvar 1982: 37). Political leaders of all stripes claim that the defense of
Puerto Rican culture and the Spanish language is an integral part of their mission as
lawmakers and law enforcers (Morris 1995: 71). 

It is rather interesting to note that, after a century of U.S. rule and the election of
many local administrations committed to Puerto Rican statehood, the island’s school
system has yet to produce a truly bilingual citizenry (Resnick 1993). Ironically, the com-
bined effects of resisting Americanization coupled with the expansion of public edu-
cation throughout the island has resulted in Puerto Ricans having a stronger command
of the Spanish language today than was the case before 1898 (Rivera 1996: 189).
Government-directed assimilationist policies often backfire: “Programmed assimila-
tion appears to produce an opposite effect. Assimilation is apparently most apt to be
achieved as an accidental by-product, not by design” (Connor 1994: 139).

Puerto Ricans may identify themselves, in part, on the basis of the Spanish lan-
guage. However, to say that one language identifies the “in group” does not negate the
possibility that the cultural characteristics associated with an “out group” might be
held in high esteem. Language diffusion is directly tied to the social prominence asso-
ciated with a particular idiom (Aitchison 1991: 75; Weinstein 1983: 11). Connected to
social status are the economic benefits linked to the acquisition of a new medium of
communication (Edwards 1985: 50). Despite the fact that Puerto Ricans may identify
themselves on the basis of the Spanish language, they also recognize clear rewards
linked to learning English (Flores 1993: 166). English is associated with the metropoli-
tan power—the political sovereign—including social prestige and lucrative employ-
ment opportunities. Indeed, in Puerto Rico not only does the federal public sector
operate in English but so do many American-owned firms that dominate the island’s
economy (Muntaner 1990: 233–234). It should not be surprising that wealthier families
send their children to study in the United States, where supposedly they will improve
their language skills and return with an esteemed symbol of high social status—a
degree from an American university. 

Acceptance into an American institution of higher education is based on entrance
exams written in English. Once a student is admitted to university, success will depend
on how well one copes with the language barrier. Therefore, many middle and upper
class families send their children to private schools that employ English as the medi-
um of instruction (Muntaner 1990: 259). Many Puerto Rican children in private
schools are taught in English, despite the fact that Americanization officially ended in
1949, when Education Secretary Mariano Villaronga signed a decree establishing the
Spanish vernacular as the language of instruction (García Martínez 1976: 109). This
directive applied to public schools and had no bearing on the policies of private acad-
emies. Many of these non-public institutions are parochial schools, and their use of
English left them vulnerable to accusations that they and their ecclesiastical superiors
were accomplices in the latest version of Americanization (García Martínez 1976:
135–139). School administrators, at the time this study was conducted, responded that
they are constrained by the fact that many of the clerics teaching in their schools are
monolingual Anglophones incapable of lecturing in Spanish (Beirne 1976: 71). The con-
troversy continues to this very day. English may represent their language, but it is also
a coveted symbol of social and economic prestige as demonstrated by the school choic-
es of many affluent Puerto Rican families. Complicating matters is the fact that
English is also the vernacular of many mainland Puerto Ricans.  
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Speaking English at the Municipal Level 

Administratively Puerto Rico is divided into 78 municipios. They range in size from
San Juan, with 440,000 inhabitants, to Culebra with 1,500 residents (U.S. Dept. of
Commerce 1992: 2). Just how linguistically homogeneous is Puerto Rico? Though some
scholars may find faults with the questions census forms asked or flaws in the data col-
lection process, the most complete data set encompassing all island residents is found
in the U.S. census for Puerto Rico. Census data reveal that more than 98% of island res-
idents—age five and above—speak Spanish. The municipality with the highest per-
centage of Spanish-speakers—99.5%—is Maricao (U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993b: 87).
The capital of San Juan is ranked number 44; more than 98% of sanjuaneros speak
Spanish. The seventy-seventh ranked town, where 96.1% speak the vernacular, is
Vieques. Puerto Rico’s linguistic anomaly is Ceiba where only 80.7% of the municipali-
ty’s population is Spanish speaking. Ceiba is odd in another way: government data reveal
that less than a quarter—22.5%—of Puerto Rico’s non-Spanish speakers speak English
with ease (U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993b: 87). Yet in Ceiba more than 96% of the
municipio’s non-Spanish speakers are Anglophones (U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993b: 87).
This incongruity is the result of the town’s proximity to the Roosevelt Roads naval com-
plex. Where we find American military bases we also find English speakers.

How have a hundred years of American rule affected the state of the English lan-
guage on the island? Census data from early in the twentieth century indicate that less
than 4% of Puerto Ricans spoke English (see Table 1). By 1990, just under 50% claimed
the ability to speak both of the island’s official languages. Of course, this means that
most islanders cannot speak it. How well do Puerto Rican bilinguals speak English?
The federal census in 1980 and 1990 divided the number of Puerto Rican bilinguals
into two categories. Looking at the most recent census figures we see that in 1990 only
23.6% said they could easily speak English with ease while 24.1% said they could speak
it with difficulty. How should one interpret these statistics? To those advocating the
island’s permanent and comprehensive unification with the United States, these num-
bers show a progressive rise in the percentage of bilinguals. On the other hand, their
opponents say that these numbers illustrate that most Puerto Ricans have resisted
Americanization and that most islanders cannot speak the lingua franca of the United
States. Depending on one’s ideological perspective and status preferences, the glass is
either half full or half empty. 

English Fluency in Puerto Rico (percentages)1

ABLE TO SPEAK ENGLISH

WITH WITH
YEAR TOTAL DIFFICULTY EASE
1990 47.7 24.1 23.6
1980 42.2 22.9 19.3
1970 42.7 n.a. n.a.
1960 37.7 n.a. n.a.
1950 26.1 n.a. n.a.
1940 27.8 n.a. n.a.
1930 19.4 n.a. n.a.
1920 9.9 n.a. n.a.
1910 3.6 n.a. n.a.

Sources: U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993b: 87; 1984: 11; 1973: 625–626; 1963: 121.
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In eight municipios, more than 30% of the population speaks English with ease. The
municipality with the highest percent of bilingual Hispanophones is Guaynabo—
39.4% of the population is bilingual (U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993b: 87). Guaynabo is
also the most affluent Puerto Rican municipality, with a per capita annual income of
over $8,000 (U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993b: 208). San Juan has the second highest per
capita income on the island—just under $6,400. In contrast, Puerto Rico’s overall per
capita income is less than $4,200 per year (U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993b: 208). These
numbers underscore two significant geographic patterns. Four of the eight “most bilin-
gual” municipios —Bayamón, Carolina, Guaynabo, and San Juan— are core segments of
the greater San Juan metropolitan area. The remaining four are located near the
Roosevelt Roads naval base: Ceiba, Culebra, Fajardo, and Vieques. Not only are there
military personnel living in these areas, but we also find American expatriate commu-
nities (McCaffrey 1999: 58–59). There are 19 municipios where 20 to 30% speak English
with ease. In most municipios—47 out of the 78—between 10 and 20% are true bilin-
guals. Less than 10% are bilingual in four towns (U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993b: 87).
The lowest levels of bilingualism are found in Las Marías—7.9%—Puerto Rico’s fifth
poorest town. Its per capita income is only $2,500 per year (U.S. Dept. of Commerce
1993b: 208). We do not have enough evidence to determine causality, but there appears
to be a connection between affluence and bilingualism.

Mainland Puerto Ricans and English 

The island’s linguistic state is affected by the large numbers of Puerto Ricans resid-
ing on the U.S. mainland. Starting in the 1940s, thousands of Puerto Ricans left in
search of better economic opportunities in the United States. In recent decades many
returned to the island, augmenting the number of bilinguals in each of the 78 munici-
pios. What was at one point a unidirectional stream is now a two-way guagua aérea.
Every year thousands of Puerto Ricans travel between the island and the mainland
(Rivera-Batiz and Santiago 1996: 131–135). Mobility redefines the Puerto Rican com-
munity’s sense of place and puertorriqueñidad. Generally, the longer a migrant or immi-
grant resides on the North American continent, the greater is one’s familiarity with the
English language. Quantitatively and qualitatively, the intensity of linguistic contact in
the United States is greater than anything ever seen in Puerto Rico, and this includes
the Americanization era (Barreto 1995: 69). A question that remains unanswered is
how much these ethnic Puerto Ricans impact bilingualism on the home island. 

For mainland Puerto Ricans, as is the case with their ethnic brethren on the island,
the Spanish language holds great symbolic value (Zentella 1990: 89–90). In mainland
communities fluency in Spanish is often employed as a symbol of cultural authenticity
(Ramos-Zayas 1997: 215). Unquestionably, insular Puerto Ricans live in a society where
the English language can be seen in print and heard in the mass media with regular fre-
quency. Yet on continental North America Puerto Ricans are exposed to the English
language to a degree unseen on the island. Thus, while the Spanish language holds great
symbolic value, it is used with diminishing frequency among Puerto Ricans living in
the United States for an extended period (Urciuoli 1991: 298–301). Over time, new-
comers to the United States pick up the American vernacular and by the third or
fourth generation Puerto Ricans are often English dominant. 

According to some scholars, one should not assume that Puerto Ricans fall into the
same linguistic category as other immigrants to the United States. A key difference,
they point out, is the constant two-way migration from the island to the mainland and
back again. Thus, virtually all mainland Puerto Ricans are bilingual to varying degrees
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(Flores 1993: 162). As is the case with other Latinos in the United States the Puerto
Rican communities of New York, Hartford, and Chicago live in a permanent bilingual
zone (Flores 1993: 166). Puerto Ricans have an “inner space,” where Spanish or lan-
guage mixing flourishes, and an “outer space”—the domain of the workplace—where
anything other than standard English is frowned upon (Uricuoli 1998: 77). 

Acquiring fluency in English was a necessary but not sufficient condition for
acceptance into the American mainstream. Even English-dominant Puerto Ricans
find that they are often socially marginalized and treated as outsiders by the larger
Anglo community. When Latinos do learn English, they usually become proficient in
the dialect heard in their communities. Given the socioeconomic state of Latinos,
many learn non-standard variants of English that are often related to “black English”
(Flores 1993: 164). As a result, those speaking these non-standard variants are fre-
quently labeled “communicatively incompetent” (Urciuoli 1998: 3). The situation is
classic: damned if you do and damned if you don’t. Latinos are discriminated against
for speaking non-standard English, the dialect they most frequently encounter, and
chastised for speaking Spanish (Zentella 1990: 90). Beyond language we also must
address the issue of race. The paradigmatic American was both white and
Anglophone (Steinberg 1981: 42; Urciuoli 1997: 19). In addition to language, racial het-
erogeneity has acted as a barrier thwarting the full acceptance of Latinos in the
United States (Oboler 1995: 32–40).

Let us briefly examine the impact, in statistical terms, of living in the United States
in regard to language use in Puerto Rico. In 1990, the federal census conducted in
Puerto Rico asked island residents whether they had lived in the United States.
Responses were divided into several categories. The first category was six months to
a year and the last grouping applied to those who lived on the mainland for 10 years
or more (U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993a: 243–250). Returnees were asked their pri-
mary activity on the mainland. In each municipio, except one, the most popular
response was “working a job or business.” A near exception was Guaynabo, where
almost as many returnees in this municipality claimed to be attending school as
engaged in working in the private sector (U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993a: 246). The
one exception, again, was Ceiba, where most of those who lived in the U.S. for an
extended period claimed that their main objective while in the United States was
working for the military (U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993a: 244). Data from Ceiba
prove to be a statistical anomaly in more than one category. Obviously the bilingual-
ism data from Ceiba concern Americans, who moved there to work for the Navy, as
well as to returning mainland Puerto Ricans.

Since the focus of this study is language we shall concentrate on the individuals
who lived in the United States for the longest period—ten years or longer. They are
more likely to have picked up more English than those who lived stateside for short-
er periods. The town where long-term U.S. residents make up the smallest percentage
of the local population—1.5%— is Loíza (U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993a: 247). In San
Juan the percentage is only 2% (U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993a: 249). There are 32
municipios with under 3% long-term residents, 40 municipios with between 3% and 5%,
and five towns where between 5% and 7% of municipal residents have lived on the
mainland for ten years or longer. Of the 78 municipalities, the one with the second
highest percentage of long-term U.S. residents is Arroyo, with 6.2% (U.S. Dept. of
Commerce 1993a: 243). The remaining town and statistical anomaly, again, is Ceiba,
where 15.7% of its population can be categorized as long-term former U.S. residents
(U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993a: 244). 



Language, Congress and Education Policy 

In recent years the linguistic situation on the island of Puerto Rico has attracted
attention in the United States. During the 1990s Congress addressed the Puerto Rican
status controversy, and it even debated sponsoring a federal status referendum or
plebiscite. However, a special election was never formally sanctioned by Washington.
An issue that resurfaces during congressional discussions of Puerto Rico’s status is the
level of bilingualism on the island (Moynihan 1993: 73–74). The statistics from Table 1
were cited by the Rosselló administration in a bid to have Puerto Rico admitted as the
fifty-first state of the United States. The island’s chief executive pointed out that the
number of Puerto Ricans who could speak English has consistently increased through-
out the twentieth century. Pro-Commonwealth and pro-independence supporters
quoted the same numbers but gave them a different interpretation.

How did Congress respond? The first notable reaction was congressional inaction.
Congress refused to sponsor a special vote on the status question. Scholars hypothesize
that this was due to congressional opposition to the statehood cause (Meléndez Vélez
1998: 195). Openly opposing the idea of Puerto Rican statehood, Representative John
Duncan of Tennessee said: “I believe Puerto Rico should greatly emphasize the(sic)
English language training if they want to become a part of our Union” (Congressional
Record 1998a: H695). When discussing the so-called “Young Bill” in the House of
Representatives, Representative Bob Goodlate from Virginia compared Puerto Rico to
the Canadian province of Quebec—a region known for its linguistic nationalism and its
strong separatist movement: “Make no mistake, H.R. 856 will create an American
Quebec. If Puerto Rico gains statehood under this bill, it is likely to declare Spanish as
the official language, which could then force the U.S. Government to make Spanish the
quasi-official language to accommodate the needs of Puerto Ricans” (Congressional
Record 1998b: H799). In the words of independentista leader Rubén Berríos Martínez:
“ . . . as long as Puerto Ricans are Puerto Ricans with their distinct identity and lan-
guage, Congress as a body cannot seriously consider statehood” (U.S. House 1995: 53).

It was during congressional deliberations over the status question that Rosselló’s
Education Secretary Víctor Fajardo announced that the administration would embark
on a new classroom initiative designed to give greater emphasis to the English language
(Valdivia 1997a: 8). This initiative was also tied to the symbolic restoration of English
as one of the territory’s official languages (Dept. of Education 1997: 5 & 14).
Remarkably, earlier PNP governments, despite their commitment to statehood, made
no significant changes to the Commonwealth government’s language policies
(Muntaner 1990: 205–215). The Rosselló administration calculated that a pledge to
enhance cultural accommodation with the United States would increase support for
statehood in Congress (Meléndez Vélez 1998: 258). At the same time it proved to be a
lightening rod for administration critics who suggested that this proposal was a har-
binger of the old Americanization policy (Delgado Cintrón 1997: 67). Not surprisingly,
the island’s two largest teachers unions announced that they opposed the govern-
ment’s English language initiative just as their predecessors resisted the former
Americanization policy (Valdivia 1997b: 16).

An Ecological Model 

Leaving aside the pedagogical merits of this program, one might question whether
the administration’s proposal will successfully increase the number of bilinguals on the
island. Even if the goal is to make statehood a more attractive prospect to federal law-
makers, scholars have yet to directly address what factors contribute to the island’s
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level of bilingualism. Understanding the current state of bilingualism in Puerto Rico
will help us to better understand the degree to which a new pedagogical initiative may
affect mastery of English. We shall employ a model relying on data collected from the
island’s 78 municipios that were published in the 1990 census. Models based on geo-
graphical, or “ecological,” data give us rather precise information about the geograph-
ical units being studied, in this case municipios. However, their conclusions do not auto-
matically apply to individuals. To do so would lead us to commit an “ecological fallacy”
(Archdeacon 1994: 236-237). Nonetheless, ecological models are frequently used in the
social sciences, and they provide researchers with the opportunity to explore various
questions that would be difficult to investigate otherwise.

Descriptive Statistics of Model Variables (percentages)
(N=78)

Standard
Variable Mean Deviation Minimum Maximum

Bilinguals 18.72 6.63 7.69 38.71

Affluence 38.70 9.65 20.80 65.50
Education 10.43 3.92 4.40 29.20
USA-Res 3.47 1.71 1.46 15.56

Sources: U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993a: 243–250; 1993b: 52, 87, 208.

Specifically, we shall treat the percent of municipio residents who can speak English
with ease as our model’s dependent variable (see Table 2). This is our measure of bilin-
gualism. Next, the model needs to spell out what independent variables impact these lev-
els of municipio bilingualism. Three variables stand out: affluence, education, and long-
term U.S. residency (USA-Res). First, we predict that areas with greater affluence are
more likely to have larger numbers of bilinguals. To measure affluence, we take from the
federal census the percent of municipio families living above the official poverty line.
Second, we assume that higher levels of education are associated with increased levels of
proficiency in English. In our model we use the percentage of municipio residents with a
bachelor’s degree or higher. Independent variable number three is the percent of munici-
pio residents that lived in the United States for ten years or longer. With this variable we
assess the impact of mainland Puerto Ricans on the island’s level of bilingualism.

An Ecological Model of English Proficiency 
by Spanish-Speaking Puerto Ricans, 1990 Census

UNSTANDARDIZED OLS COEFFICIENTS (t-STATISTICS)

Variable b t-score significance

Constant -4.768 -3.018 .003

Affluence .318 5.633 .000
Education .777 5.598 .000
USA-Res .885 3.820 .000

N = 78, Adjust R2 = .770, F = 86.982, Sig. = .000

Sources: U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993a: 243–250; 1993b: 52, 87, 208.
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Now that we have specified our dependent variable and our three independent
variables we can take the next step. In this study we shall rely on OLS—“ordinary
least squares” regression (see Table 3). An adjusted R2 of 0.77 tells us that this model
explained 77% of the variance in the percentage of bilinguals across all of Puerto
Rico’s municipios. Not only is the model statistically significant (Sig. = .000), but so are
each of the independent variables assessed. The independent variable showing the
greatest impact on our dependent variable, though not by much, is prolonged resi-
dency in the United States (USA-Res). With an unstandardized coefficient of 0.885,
we can say that for each percentage increase in the municipal population that lived on
the mainland for ten years or more, the percent of bilinguals increased 0.885%.
Almost as strong as the impact of long-term U.S. residency, was the impact of college
education (b = 0.777). The weakest of the three variables, although it was still statisti-
cally significant, was affluence (b = 0.318). At this point we could tentatively conclude
that long-term residency impacts the levels of bilingualism in Puerto Rico’s munici-
palities about as much as education does.

Our study would have stopped here except for the fact that we previously dis-
cussed a noteworthy anomaly. In linguistic terms Puerto Rico’s biggest anomaly is
the town of Ceiba—home of the Roosevelt Roads naval complex and the municipio
with the largest percentage of non-Spanish speakers. It is possible that our original
model might be affected by such a significant exception to the Puerto Rican norm.
With an eye toward improving our model, we rerun the same multivariate regres-
sion and leave out data from Ceiba. The revised model looks at the impact of the
same three independent variables on levels of bilingualism in the remaining 77
municipios (see Table 4).

Our revised picture of Puerto Rican bilingualism is much clearer than the previ-
ous model. In terms of the overall model the adjusted R2 increased from 0.77 to 0.83.
Whereas the first model explained 77% of the variance in bilingualism across all
municipios the second model explained 83% of the variance. Not only does the mod-
ified model explain bilingualism across the island’s municipios better than its pred-
ecessor, it also highlights the hidden impact of mainland Puerto Ricans on the
island’s level of bilingualism. The unstandardized coefficient for USA-Res increased
from 0.885 to 2.257. Thus, for every percent increase in the municipal population
that lived in the United States for ten years or longer, the percent of bilinguals goes
up over two percent.

An Ecological Model of English Proficiency by Spanish-
Speaking Puerto Ricans Excluding Ceiba, 1990 Census

UNSTANDARDIZED OLS COEFFICIENTS (t-STATISTICS)

Variable b t-score significance

Constant -10.035 -5.963 .000

Affluence .316 6.520 .000
Education .865 7.207 .000
USA-Res 2.257 6.894 .000

N=77, Adjust R2 = .830, F=124.680, Sig. = .000

Sources: U.S. Dept. of Commerce 1993a: 243–250; 1993b: 52, 87, 208.
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The impact of education and affluence changed little with the new model. Clearly,
holding a college degree and having a higher income are factors associated with fluen-
cy in English. However, their impact pales in comparison to living in continental
North America. English language instruction in Puerto Rico leans heavily towards
learning to read and write the American vernacular. But classes in school do not auto-
matically translate into an improved ability to speak the language. Again, the census
question asks about the ability to speak English and not the capacity to read it. On an
island which is more than 98% Spanish speaking, relatively few in Puerto Rico, with
notable exceptions such as federal government employees or those working in the
tourism sector, have the opportunity to regularly practice what English they know.

Conclusion 

The results of this study do not bode well for the Rosselló administration’s efforts
to create a new bilingual citizenry. To a large degree the increased percentage of Puerto
Ricans able to speak English well is due to prolonged residency in the United States
and not a product of the island’s Department of Education. Daily contact and person-
al interaction foster bilingualism far more than any other single factor. The
Commonwealth government would have to go far beyond English language instruc-
tion in the public school system if it wanted to recreate the same conditions found on
the U.S. mainland. And given the island’s high levels of unemployment, we are not like-
ly to see the island’s government encouraging large-scale return migration to increase
the percentage of Puerto Rican bilinguals.

In the end, it remains to be seen how far the island’s public is willing to go in pro-
moting English. Beyond politics and the status question, efforts to encourage profi-
ciency in English are also frustrated by economic realities. As stated previously, knowl-
edge of English is not only a status symbol but also a marketable skill. Puerto Ricans
with a sufficient command of the American vernacular are always tempted to leave the
island for greener pastures on the mainland, where their language skills alone make it
more likely that they will earn a higher salary stateside than on the island. An addition-
al question is how mainland Puerto Ricans, who tend to be more fluent in English than
those who have remained on the island, are received on the island, where they are often
stigmatized as Nuyoricans. Many mainland Puerto Ricans find themselves in a cultural
no-man’s land, where they are treated as Americans or semi-gringo by islanders and are
deemed non-Americans by white Anglos. So long as Puerto Rico remains an American
jurisdiction, questions of vernacular(s) will affect not only Puerto Rican–American rela-
tions but also the relationship between mainland and insular Puerto Ricans. 
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N O T E

1. These percentages apply to island residents who speak Spanish. The data from 1910
through 1970 are for individuals age 10 and above. For 1980 and 1990 the numbers apply to
those age five and above. Data that were not available is indicated by “n.a.”
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