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For more than a century, the Puerto Rican Diaspora has been shaped 
by periods of intense migration to United States urban centers, by ongoing circular
movement between the island and the mainland and, more recently, by the dispersion
of the Puerto Rican population to diverse regions of the states. While the composi-
tion of Puerto Rican Diaspora communities is becoming more complex and diverse,
the experiences of Puerto Ricans continue to be inextricably linked to the colonial
nature of the U.S.-Puerto Rico relationship (Dobles & Segarra 1998; Solis 1994).
Political, social-cultural and linguistic tensions inherent in the relationship between
Puerto Rico and the U.S. have frequently been mirrored in the schools attended 
by Puerto Rican students. As a result, Puerto Ricans educated in U.S. schools have
alternately experienced schools as sites of oppression, struggle, resistance and 
hope (Nieto 2000). This volume presents the work of scholars documenting 
and investigating these themes as they concern the education of Puerto Rican
communities in diaspora. Drawing from a variety of disciplines and methodological
approaches, these articles examine past and contemporary experiences of Puerto
Ricans as they have interfaced with U.S. schools in the domains of policy, pedagogy,
lived experience and theory. 

While following in the line of previous journal editions on Puerto Rican education
(CENTRO: Journal of the Center for Puerto Rican Studies 1996/97; Harvard Education
Review 1998), this issue, however, is published during a period when more Puerto
Ricans live within the mainland U.S. than on the island (Falcón 2004) and migration
patterns to and within the continental U.S. have shifted dramatically—reconfiguring
the political and economic position and potential of Puerto Ricans in areas such as
Central Florida and other Sun Belt communities such as Texas, Georgia and North
Carolina (Falcón 2004; Duany and Matos Rodríguez 2006; Vargas-Ramos 2006). 

Even as some Puerto Ricans have begun to move and settle in a wider range of
stateside communities, Puerto Rican communities have also deepened their roots in
long-standing urban enclaves and have made increasing contributions in numerous fields,
including the field of education. For example, migrant and U.S.-born Puerto Ricans have
been incorporated into mainstream policy-making and practitioner roles in urban school
districts (e.g., elected and appointed officials, school board members, superintendents,
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school leaders, etc.). A growing number of Puerto Ricans have also emerged as nationally
known education scholars—most prominent among them Sonia Nieto, and have
specialized in studying the education of Puerto Ricans. The incorporation of Puerto
Ricans into these roles represents progress from earlier decades, when Puerto Ricans
were summarily excluded from policy, decision-making and faculty positions. 

In addition, Puerto Rican and other Latino/a students now attend more schools
with (and without) bilingual programs named in honor of influential Puerto Ricans
such as Antonia Pantoja, Herman Badillo, Julia de Burgos, Roberto Clemente, 
Tito Puente and Pedro Albizu Campos. Many of these programs were founded by
Puerto Ricans energized by the Civil Rights movement and a commitment to
culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings 1995; Antrop-González and De Jesús
2006). We are also encouraged by the increase in research about Puerto Ricans by
both established and emerging Puerto Rican scholars (Antrop-González and De
Jesús 2006; Diaz-Soto 1997; Flores-González 2002; Hidalgo 2005; Irrizary and Nieto
(in press); Mercado and Santamaría 2005; Nevárez-La Torre 1997; Nieto 2000;
Olmedo 2003; Ramos-Zayas 1998; L. Reyes 2006; X.A. Reyes 2006; Pedraza and
Rivera 2005; Rolón-Dow 2005).2 This scholarship has powerfully challenged deficit
perspectives of Puerto Rican students, families and communities with theories,
methods and data that highlight or call for additive frameworks to education. 
These frameworks build on and value the histories, resources, strengths and cultural
and linguistic practices present in Puerto Rican communities. 

Despite these substantial gains, Puerto Rican and other Latino/a students continue to
be mis-educated or under-educated compared to their White and Asian peers, 
as revealed in measures of educational attainment and achievement (De Jesús and
Vásquez 2005, 2007). This Boricua “achievement gap” partially results from dire
shortfalls (or gaps) in the allocation of financial, instructional, linguistic and cultural
resources for Puerto Rican students, which continually limit the educational
opportunities available to them. Puerto Ricans, alongside other Latino/a and African
American students, continue to struggle for access to (in the words of New York State’s
Fiscal Equity settlement), a “sound, basic education.”3 Inspite of persistent attention to
educational problems and considerable resistance and reform efforts on the part of
Puerto Rican communities; students, parents, community members, practitioners and
scholars today continue to confront and address many of the same challenges as those
faced by previous generations. Indeed, a review of the topics addressed by the
contributors to the CENTRO Journal special issue on education (The Education of
Puerto Ricans) published a decade ago and of the 1998 Harvard Educational Review
special issue (Colonialism and Working-Class Resistance: Puerto Rican Education in the
United States), reveals striking similarities to the themes explored by the contributors in
this present issue. These themes may be expressed in different ways and may take place
across a wider range of diverse communities, but there is evidence that the themes are
recurring and long-standing. They include language politics; struggles to establish and
maintain bilingual education programs; broader school reform efforts led by Puerto
Ricans; analysis of sociocultural, economic and political contexts that shape school-
community relationships and experiences; and stories of individuals like the late Antonia
Pantoja, who sought to craft places of belonging in spaces characterized by white
privilege and racist practices. The persistence of these themes serves as a stark reminder
that progress in manners concerning racialized groups in America is neither linear nor
consistent. Thus, we cannot expect the passage of time to ensure greater gains in the
educational rights and experiences of Puerto Rican and other Latino/a communities. 
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A case in point is the 2005 letter of a Central Florida school teacher (Jan P. Hall) 
to her congressional representatives. When leaked to the press, Hall was suspended,
but her letter (excerpted below) powerfully reflects the contemporary manifestation
of attitudes that have greeted Puerto Rican students and educators in U.S. schools
for more than a century: 

Dear Honorable Congressman, 
As a classroom teacher in Florida for 28 years, I know that foreigners are
the largest users of our taxpayers’ money. Foreigners are taking all of the
jobs that poor and little-educated Americans could have. Many people 
are being paid under the table, and therefore they are not paying their 
fair share of taxes. Schools are dealing with too many problems with
language differences, and time is lost to our American children who have
parents who pay taxes… Our school at Sadler Elementary where I teach is
92% Puerto Rican. Please consider changing the laws and keeping these
people home in Puerto Rico. They are trashing Orlando daily. These P.R.
children are holding American children back academically, and Puerto
Rican teachers can keep getting extensions on their temporary certifi-
cates so that they are allowed to teach without proper training. I can
truthfully say that Puerto Rican teachers at my school ask me continually
for help with math, as they do not get but the equivalent of a fifth grade
education in Puerto Rico. They almost always can do no algebra and rely
on the system to get by… I know that the solution is difficult, but other
countries protect their borders and do not allow foreigners to take
citizens’ jobs. Very truly, Jan P. Hall (quoted in Shanklin 2005)

While Hall’s nativist and prejudiced observations are offensive to all immigrants
and Puerto Rican migrants—they also reveal her ignorance regarding Puerto Ricans’
status as U.S. citizens and the colonial conditions that underlie this “privileged”
status. Hall’s conflation of Puerto Ricans as immigrants also reveals the ways in
which many mainstream U.S. educators and policymakers continue to view Puerto
Rican students (whether 5th generation or recent migrants)—as foreigners. Hall’s views
are also a response to shifting settlement patterns among Puerto Ricans who are
moving from traditional rust belt enclaves in the Northeast and Midwest to Sun Belt
locations like Central Florida, which is now home to the fastest growing Puerto
Rican community in the U.S. (Duany and Matos Rodríguez 2006). 

Despite nine decades of U.S. citizenship and one hundred and ten years of U.S.
cultural and linguistic influence and imposition, Puerto Rican students continue to
be regarded as foreigners in U.S. schools and along with other Latino/a immigrants
are subordinated by the English-dominant curriculum; they are also relegated as
intellectually, culturally and linguistically inferior, and considered dirty, dependent upon
government and a drain on the communities in which they reside. The long-standing
nature of some of the most pressing educational challenges faced by the Puerto Rican
community must thus be understood in the context of the unresolved relationship
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between Puerto Rico and the U.S.—a situation which has created dire conditions on the
island and contributed to accelerated migration in recent years. The rendering of Puerto
Ricans as second-class citizens thus serves as a backdrop for understanding the particular
ways that the Puerto Rican Diaspora is formed and performed across time and in
different contexts and the ensuing consequences on their educational experiences. 

The articles presented in this special edition highlight the specific ways that the
Puerto Rican Diaspora, across a range of time periods and communities, experience
education as a site of oppression, struggle, resistance and hope. They also point to
particular circumstances of the present time period that pose dilemmas concerning
the education of Puerto Ricans and create new possibilities that those concerned
with the well-being of Puerto Rican communities should consider. In “Felícita ‘La
Prieta’ Méndez (1916–1998) and the end of Latino Segregation in California,”
Jennifer McCormick and César Ayala tell the story behind the Méndez v. Westminster
case. This case ended the legal segregation of Mexicans in California schools and set
important precedents for the Brown v. Board of Education case. Through a
combination of historical and ethnographic methods, McCormick and Ayala
reconstruct the life trajectory of Felícita, in Juncos, Puerto Rico; in Arizona, where
her family migrated in 1926; and subsequently in California where, along with her
husband, she raised her three children. In 1945, Felícita and her husband Gonzalo
Méndez, a naturalized American citizen born in Mexico, sued the Board of
Education of Westminster County when their children were refused admittance 
to a public school in Southern California on account of their skin color (they were
considered “too dark”) and their surname. 

McCormick and Ayala show the different forms of racial exclusion that 
Felícita and her family experienced—in Puerto Rico because they were considered
“mulattos,” in Arizona because they were considered “Black” and in California
because they were considered “Mexican.” As they fought for educational equity 
for the children of their community, Felícita, and those who joined her, had to 
fight against some of the same characterizations (e.g., dirty, diseased, intellectually
inferior, un-American) of Latino/a children as those reflected in Jan Hall’s letter some
60 years later. The authors illustrate how out of a lifelong struggle against exclusion,
Felícita developed a universalistic anti-racism and a strong sense of citizen rights. 

McCormick and Ayala show the relevance of the larger architecture of the U.S.
empire when examining cases such as that of Felícita Méndez. They challenge conven-
tional notions of racial stratification and argue, instead, that a complex system of
gradated exclusion best describes the racial/ethnic stratification system of the United
States. They call the processes of partial exclusion and partial enfranchisement,
processes of “bordering.” Through these processes, the empire determines who belongs
in the polity and what level of political and economic rights they possess.

Felícita’s life, as analyzed in this article, serves as a poignant reminder of the need
to address Puerto Rican educational struggles, challenges and possibilities vis-a-vis
those of other marginalized groups. Felícita and her husband were not only
concerned about their own children. Rather, they enlisted the support of other
parents and community organizations to struggle against the systemic forms of
racism evident in the educational system. Their story can provide poignant lessons
for community members, activists and scholars who continue to work toward
educational equity for Puerto Rican children. As Felícita shows, by paying attention
to the common good of all children, the fracturing of communities that comes from
processes of bordering can be diminished. 
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In “RicanStructing the Discourse and Promoting School Success: Toward a Theory
of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP) for DiaspoRicans,” Jason G. Irizarry and
René Antrop-González provide an analysis of ethnographically derived data on
academically successful Puerto Rican students and the teachers who effectively 
teach these students. This article merges the results of three studies conducted in
Midwestern and Northeastern urban communities with sizeable Puerto Rican
populations, and extends the Ladson-Billings (1995) articulation of Culturally
Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) from its almost exclusive focus on African-American
students to one that is RicanStructed and includes implications for DiaspoRican
students whose life experiences are grounded in the U.S.

Irizarry and Antrop-González ground their analysis within the history of Puerto
Rican education and its direct relationship to U.S. colonialism as well as a review 
of recent literature, which explains the conditions under which Puerto Rican and
Latino/a students may succeed academically. They then assert that the RicanStruction
and extension of CRP to Latina/o students involves several components—first among
them that teachers know their students well through the establishment and
maintenance of high quality, interpersonal relationships. White, African-American
and Latina/o teachers who participated in one of the studies voiced the importance 
of connecting with their Puerto Rican students and getting to know them well in
order to make their teaching practices relevant to their students’ lives both within 
and outside the classroom. Student participants observed that they often academically
succeeded in spite of school and acknowledged the importance of a critical and nuanced
presentation of Puerto Rican history as an important dimension of their academic
engagement. The student and teacher voices presented in this article encourage
educators to modify their practice and inform broader efforts to improve educational
outcomes for Puerto Rican and Latino/a students in U.S. schools. 

In “Investigating the Investigators: An Analysis of The Puerto Rican Study,”
Madeleine López focuses on the relationship between social scientific research 
and the Puerto Rican community, specifically in the arena of public education and
language policy formation. She focuses on The Puerto Rican Study, conducted and
published between 1953 and 1958, contextualizing her analysis with a historical portrait
of research conducted about the educational experiences of Puerto Ricans from the
post-World War II years through the 1960s. López asserts that scholars have generally
dismissed the significance and lasting impact of The Puerto Rican Study, partly because
they have conflated it with the 1960s “culture of poverty” studies that characterized
Puerto Ricans as “inherent problems.” López shows that prior to the 1960s, a host 
of educators trained in social science methodology produced studies that presented
alternative portrayals of the challenges Puerto Rican students faced. After outlining
the details of The Puerto Rican Study and examining the context in which it was
written, López argues that the organizers of this report employed a methodology that
seriously considered the educational needs and cultural particularities of the Puerto
Rican community. She shows the ways that researchers respected the need for the
maintenance of the Spanish language, a crucial marker of Puerto Rican cultural
identity, as essential for the success of Puerto Rican pupils.

While we do not recommend that researchers and practitioners look to
implement the findings or curriculum guides of this dated study, we concur with
López’s assertions that it behooves researchers to look back to such studies as 
The Puerto Rican Study and seriously consider the issues and possibilities that their
analyses raise. As López shows, The Puerto Rican Study was particularly innovative 
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for its time as it sought to be inclusive in involving parents, community members,
practitioners and social scientists. As a result, parents and community members
challenged racist and culturally insensitive portrayals of child delinquency, gender
roles and family responsibility. Additionally, López explains that researchers included
Puerto Rico as a research site and sought the input of Puerto Rican teachers on the
education of Puerto Rican mainland students. This under-utilized practice of
collaborating across geographic boundaries offers great potential for researchers and
educators conducting their work with Diaspora Puerto Ricans. The National Latino
Education Research Agenda Project, housed at Centro provides a useful present day
model for how this cross regional work can be done including the perspectives of key
stakeholders in Latino/a education (Pedraza and Rivera 2005). Given the changing
nature of the communities that Puerto Ricans call home, researchers ought to
seriously consider how such types of alliances and collaborations might be forged 
in ways that better represent and serve Puerto Rican communities. 

Madeleine López raises epistemological and methodological issues of importance
to researchers whose work focuses on the Puerto Rican community. She points to 
the power that social science research has in determining how a population is
constructed and represented. For groups such as Puerto Ricans, who have
historically had to struggle for the enjoyment of full educational rights, these
constructions and representations hold important consequences. 

Billie Gastic’s reflections on her academic trajectory in “Don’t Believe Them
When They Tell you that I Don’t Exist” address a critical phenomenon that most,
and we dare say—all, Puerto Rican students and scholars confront within U.S. higher
education settings. That is, we have been so underrepresented in higher education
and among the professoriate that it is assumed that we (highly educated and
accomplished Puerto Ricans) do not exist. While especially true for those of us, 
like Gastic, who were raised in U.S. working class Puerto Rican communities, 
a recent report documenting the decline of Puerto Rican faculty within CUNY
(Pimentel 2005) demonstrates how Puerto Ricans representation in higher education
continues to be endangered. 

G
astic, a professor of Education Policy at Temple University, documents the
conditions under which she and her working class Puerto Rican migrant parents

navigated the landscape of New York City’s parochial and specialized public schools
to acquire academic skills and opportunities that would allow her to succeed in spite
of a school system that “conspired against her” and expected that she would be a drop
out or enter the entry level workforce. She recounts her mother’s prompting her to
ask her 8th grade teacher if she could work with the algebra textbook (instead of the
one assigned to her) in order to help her prepare for the specialized high school exam
and subsequently gain access to a Stuyvesant High School education and, later, Yale,
Harvard and Stanford degrees. She emphasizes the role that Puerto Rican spaces like
the ASPIRA club at Stuyvesant, and Despierta Boricua and Casa Cultural Julia de
Burgos at Yale, played in grounding her in her community and history and facilitating
her academic success in academic “foreign” spaces. In this regard, Gastic’s
experiences map on to Irizarry and Antrop-Gonzalez’ Boricuafied extension of
culturally relevant pedagogy. The student voices they present also call for a critical
and nuanced presentation of Puerto Rican history as an important dimension of the
academic engagement of Puerto Rican students. 

Gastic’s autobiographical journey resonates with the themes so many Puerto Ricans
have experienced accessing and succeeding in U.S. institutions of higher education, 



and her own perseverance and success, while inspirational, reinforces the significance of
her title—“Don’t Believe Them When They Tell You That I Don’t Exist.” Perhaps when
there is no longer the assumption and expectation that Puerto Ricans do not exist in
higher education, there will be no more need for special journal issues on Puerto Rican
education. In the mean time, we expect this edition to lead to a productive and
insightful discussion about the struggle for educational justice for Puerto Rican
students past, present and future. As Puerto Rican scholars invested in both personal
and professional ways in the well-being of Puerto Rican communities, we are hopeful
that the work contained herein will further advance efforts aimed at better
understanding and addressing the educational potential of the Puerto Rican Diaspora. 

N O T E S
1 Although author names are listed alphabetically, both authors contributed equally to
the production of this introduction and the editing of this special issue. 
2 While not an exhaustive list, these Puerto Rican scholars represent both established
scholars and emerging scholars who are working on issues of Puerto Rican education. 
3 The New York State Court of Appeals New York State Campaign for Fiscal Equity
decision required the state “to offer all children the opportunity of a sound basic
education, “consisting of ” the basic literacy, calculating, and verbal skills necessary to
enable children to eventually function productively as civic participants capable of voting
and serving on a jury, “as well as” minimally adequate physical facilities and classrooms
which provide enough light, space, heat, and air to permit children to learn, “minimally
adequate instrumentalities of learning such as desks, chairs, pencils, and reasonably
current textbooks,” and “minimally adequate teaching of reasonably up-to-date basic
curricula such as reading, writing, mathematics, science, and social studies, by sufficient
personnel adequately trained to teach those subject areas” (Campaign for Fiscal Equity v
State of New York, 86 NY2d 307, 316, 317 [1995] [CFE I]). 
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