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The purpose of this study is to develop a better understanding 
of Puerto Rican first- and second-generation youth’s 
migration, identity and adaptation to new lives in the 
Orlando, Florida, metropolitan area. This qualitative study 
draws on participant observations, informal conversations, 
newspaper articles and reports, focus groups and individual 
interviews with thirty adults and twenty first- and second-
generation youth to describe the experiences of these 
Puerto Rican youth. In the paper I argue that these youth’s 
challenges of identity and incorporation are no different 
from many of the first- and second-generation youth 
migrating from other countries. The data show that language 
barriers, accommodations to home, community, and school, 
and cultural challenges do exist among first- and second-
generation Puerto Rican youth. Yet these youth indicated 
high levels of academic achievement and social adaptation, 
and overall felt supported by their families, community and 
school. [Key words: Puerto Rican youth identity, adaptation, 
migration, transnational identity, immigration theory] 
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 from Puerto Rico to Deltona, Florida 
in the 1970s when I was sixteen years old, I have been astounded by the changes 
in Central Florida over the last twenty years. My family was one of the few Puerto 
Rican families that migrated back then. The push-pull factors for leaving the Island 
were largely influenced by growing economic tensions in Puerto Rico. Increasing 
teacher and student strikes at the university disrupted my brother’s education, 
and crime rates escalated. These were indicators that things were not going to get 
better on the Island. One of the greatest pull factors in Florida was the fact that 
housing was so incredibly affordable. Like us, other relatives left too. When my 
family arrived in Deltona, Florida, there was no Puerto Rican social infrastructure 
to assist in our incorporation, nor a close kinship that allowed us access to social 
networks on the Mainland. The bodega, or what some Puerto Ricans refer to as 
the “tiendita” or local little store back on the Island, was nonexistent. Bilingualism, 
whether in church services, local banking, with cashiers in the supermarket,  
or with teachers or school officials, only happened in South Florida. 

My family moved primarily because they wanted a safer and better quality  
of life for their children. At every visit, I began to see more Latinos and Puerto 
Ricans in Deltona, Deland and Orlando. With more migration from the Island 
and other parts of the Mainland came more supermarkets that carried Latino, 
particularly Puerto Rican, products. People were no longer only addressing their 
customers in English, but also in Spanish. The more I visited, the more I realized 
communities, academia and other institutions were experiencing this change,  
but there was little documentation to explain why. As someone who migrated 
at the age of sixteen, I was interested to see how first- and second-generation 
Puerto Rican youth today were coping.

We know that nationally, first- and second-generation immigrant children are 
currently the most rapidly growing segment of the U.S. child population. As one 
examines the demographics more carefully, Latino/a youth are growing at a fast 
pace, mainly as a consequence of high birth rates and immigration. In metropolitan 
Orlando, Florida, Latino/a youth and their families have become the largest 
communities, particularly Puerto Ricans. 

The media (Ramos 2006; Schneider 2005) have portrayed Puerto Ricans in  
Florida as predominantly Island-born, middle class, college-educated and suburban. 
Studies conducted by the Puerto Rico Planning Board, Aranda (2007) and Duany and 

having migrated
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Matos-Rodríguez (2006) confirm that many people now move between the Island 
and the Mainland for reasons such as retirement, reuniting with family members, 
studying, and searching for a better quality of life rather than simply finding a 
job. Higher wages, better working conditions, opportunities for occupational 
advancement and the promise of a better life also attract middle-class Puerto Rican 
migrants from the Island. For many, the American dream of owning a house in the 
suburbs is another reason for moving abroad. There are also many who have migrated 
from other parts of the mainland, including Chicago and the Northeast, who are 
attracted to better weather, economic opportunities and the lower cost of living. 

 For those migrating directly from the Island, missing relatives back home,  
learning the language and achieving in school are especially difficult challenges. 
The Puerto Rico Herald (2004) reported that thousands of Puerto Rican students 
are arriving in Florida unable to read, speak or write English well. Also, Puerto 
Rican youth are facing other social adjustments, including community and school 
adaptation, that may put Puerto Rican youth at risk of being marginalized and 
“locked out” of opportunities for a better future.

The future character of American society will be intimately related to the 
adaptation of today’s immigrants, even in the unlikely case of a drastic reduction 
of immigration in the coming decades (Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 2001: 3). 
Families migrate to improve their lives, but there is a cost involved in all immigrant 
journeys, particularly for immigrant youth, regardless of their optimism and strong 
work ethic. As the immigrant population continues to grow, we know that how well 
the first- and second-generation families adapt economically and socially will have 
considerable implications for the Orlando metropolitan area. 

For those migrating 
directly From the island, 
missing relatives back home, 
learning the language 
and achieving in school 
are especially diFFicult 
challenges. 

This paper explores the process of identity construction among Puerto  
Rican youth, and their adaptation to life in the Orlando, Florida, metropolitan area. 
This research draws on participant observation, newspaper articles and reports, 
informal conversations, interviews and focus groups with thirty adults and twenty youth.

The paper proceeds as follows. To understand the experiences of Puerto 
Rican youth in Orlando, Florida, it is critical to examine the various theories on 
immigration, transnational identity and adaptation of immigrant groups to the U.S. 
Previous research has well documented that what the immigrant families bring 
with them, including financial resources, social class, educational background, 
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psychological and physical health, as well as social supports, influences how well the 
youth immigrant experience will be. Secondly, social scientists continue to argue 
that discussions around immigration continue to focus on adults. “Much of the work 
to date has either emphasized the adult immigrant experience or has examined the 
physical rather than psychological health of children” (Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-
Orozco 2001). In this study, I examine how Puerto Rican youth measure up to other 
first- and second- generation groups migrating to the U.S. I also keep in mind that 
Puerto Ricans, unlike other immigrant groups, are U.S. citizens, which situates them 
within a distinct sociohistorical and political context trajectory. Therefore, part of 
understanding Puerto Rican youth in Orlando is knowing how youth from different 
Puerto Rican diasporic communities across the U.S. have faired. After reviewing  
the literature, sources of data and methods of analysis are then discussed, followed by 
the findings, conclusions and recommendations.

This paper contributes to the limited theoretical analysis and empirical data on 
Puerto Ricans living in Central Florida, and it adds to our understanding of how 
first- and second-generation Puerto Rican youth experience their everyday lives at 
home, school and community. The study extends the scholarship on Puerto Rican 
youth living in other regions in the U.S. by focusing on Puerto Rican youth whose 
experiences living in the Orlando metropolitan area are different. 

unFortunately, puerto 
ricans and their youth 
are seldom included as 
a comparative group in 
current immigration studies.
Literature Review

To understand the experiences of Puerto Rican youth in Orlando, Florida, 
it is critical to examine the various theories on immigration, identity and 
adaptation of immigrant groups to the U.S. The sociological models that 
examine assimilation processes argue that the erosion of ethnicity and ethnic 
identity experienced by most American ethnic groups occurs within the course 
of three generations (Alba and Nee 2003), particularly with respect to languages. 
Immigration has been studied mostly using a straight-line model that proposes 
a one-way path of acculturation and ethnic identification that largely derives 
from the historical experience of European immigrants and their descendants. 
Yet more recent non-European migratory groups from Asia, the Caribbean and 
Latin America have raised doubts about their ability to assimilate. The notion 
that families and their children are uniformly being incorporated into a single, 
unified middle class America is just not evident. This variation has recently led 
social scientists to re-conceptualize how they understand the “one model fits 
all” explanation for how immigrants are incorporated into a new environment. 
Immigrant studies scholars (Deaux 2006; Bailey 2002; Portes and Rumbaut 1996; 
Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 2001; Bean and Stevens 2003; and Kasinitz, 
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Mollenkopf, Waters, and Holdaway 2008) claim that while assimilation may still 
represent the master process in the study of immigrants, it is a process subject to 
many contingencies. Therefore, we must move away from looking at all groups 
within a uniform framework. Moreover, while there is considerable difference 
across ethnic groups, there is much variation within each group, particularly for 
the second generation. Young people are “becoming incorporated into different 
spheres in different ways” (Kasinitz, et al. 2008: 15). 

According to Portes and Zhou (1993), the children of recent immigrants experience 
“segmented assimilation,” in which rapid absorption to the American mainstream is 
only one of many possibilities. They posit that: 1) children from higher social class 
backgrounds will use education as a means for social and economic mobility;  
2) others will assimilate to more marginalized and impoverished communities;  
and 3) still others will maintain strong cultural and solidarity ties within their 
immigrant community, experiencing simultaneously social and economic mobility. 

Bailey’s empirical work (2002) on Dominican Americans and Dominican youth, 
argues that the model of straight-line assimilation fails to explain the historical 
experiences of many non-Europeans in American society. Instead, “many members 
of such groups have retained distinctive social identities and have not enjoyed the 
socioeconomic successes enjoyed by Americans of European descent” (2002: 16). 
In the case of Dominican youth, Dominican Americans undermine established 
categories because “their language, phenotypes and enacted identities flout United 
States assumptions about purity of categories and the unity of language, race,  
and identity” (Bailey 2002: 9). Moreover, the fact that they speak Spanish makes 
their Latino identity separate from how American society constructs Black identity, 
and consequently, Dominican Americans are maintaining a distinct ethnolinguistic 
identity. According to Maira (2002), for Asian Indian youth, nostalgia and coolness 
are used to create a remix of Indian-American ethnic authenticity. This entails 
reenacting memories and traditions of their homeland as practiced by the parents 
of second-generation Indian-American youth. At the same time, creating a sense of 
collective ethnic identity or “coolness” by listening to bhangra music and attending 
desi clubs is a way for youth to make sense of their collective and individual Indian 
selves. For others, as in the case of second-generation Guatemalan-Americans, 
choosing a transnational life by traveling to and from Guatemala is one way of 
maintaining their language, culture and identity; additionally, it allows them not to be 
subsumed by a majority Latino/a group (Eck 2009). In all cases, these studies suggest 
that children of immigrants follow a multifaceted pathway in how they identify with 
and integrate into the host society. 

So how do Puerto Rican youth compare to other first- and second-generation 
immigrants? Unfortunately, Puerto Ricans and their youth are seldom included 
as a comparative group in current immigration studies. One reason is that many 
immigration scholars view the experiences of Puerto Ricans as categorically 
different from those of other first- and second-generation immigrants because 
Puerto Ricans are American citizens. Yet some scholars argue that Puerto Rico’s 
long political status as a colonial entity of the U.S. has created a dependency and 
inferior identity for Puerto Ricans both living in Puerto Rico and the U.S.—ever 
since the U.S. landed in Puerto Rico in 1898. Furthermore, the nature of Puerto 
Rico’s history, subjugation and exploitation by the U.S. has in turn created forms 
of racism and discrimination that have plagued many Puerto Rican communities in 
the U.S. As American citizens: 
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U.S. Puerto Ricans have suffered more social and economic decline than any other 
Latino or non-Latino group. With an individual poverty rate of 40 percent and a child 
poverty rate of 58 percent in 1991, Puerto Ricans, as a people, are the poorest in the 
nation. (Walsh 1998: 219)

Puerto Rican second-generation youth (Puerto Ricans born in the U.S.) have not 
faired that much better. Study after study has shown (Rosado 1991; Nieto 2000; 
Tapia 1998; Vélez 1989; Walsh 1998; Wojtkietwicz and Donato 1994; Flores 2000; 
Cordero-Guzmán 1993; and Oropesa and Landale 2000) that Puerto Rican youth 
primarily from urban regions in the NE are poorer than youngsters from other 
Latino/a groups, live in segregated neighborhoods and attend segregated schools, 
come from female-headed households (often young females who become pregnant at 
an early age), are more frequently unemployed, have the highest high school drop-out 
rates and are dependent on government aid. 

More recent studies (Aranda 2006; Duany 2002, 2006; Pérez 2004) on Puerto 
Rican migration and identity offer a new paradigm for viewing Puerto Rican 
immigrants. They posit that while Puerto Ricans do not cross international borders 
and maintain citizenship, “they do cross geopolitical, social, and cultural ones” 
(Aranda 2007: 21), and consequently, Puerto Ricans might be better understood if 
studied from a transnational perspective. These efforts of these scholars, particularly 
Aranda’s work, proved very useful for this study, both theoretically and empirically 
for several reasons. First, Aranda attempts to move away from simply looking at 
Puerto Ricans’ experience within structural constraining factors that affect their 
incorporation. Instead, she explains how their subjective experience, or what she 
argues are emotions of transnational migration, might help us understand this 
experience as more than just demographics or “passive numbers of historical  
and economic processes, and begin to see them as flesh and blood” (2007: 12). 
More important, her theory and perspective on the incorporation of Puerto Rican 
immigrants focuses on the often neglected “experiences of the Puerto Rican middle 
class” (2007: 24). The Puerto Ricans that she studied were U.S. citizens, privileged 
economically, fully bilingual, and educated with college degrees. “Yet many of their 
struggles over incorporation were rooted in prejudice, ethnocentrism and xenophobia 
revealing the persistence of racism in the United States” (2007: 174). 

puerto ricans might be better 
understood iF studied From a 
transnational perspective.

Segmented assimilation theory (Portes and Rumbaut 1996, 2001) also proved to 
be insightful to explaining how Puerto Rican first- and second-generation youth 
experience their everyday lives in the Orlando metropolitan area. I found that 
Portes and Rumbaut’s third path of incorporation, called “selective acculturation,” 
or what they define as the deliberate preservation of the immigrant’s community’s 
culture and values, accompanied with economic integration (2001), most resembled 
the incorporation path of first- and second-generation Puerto Rican youth into 
their new environment.
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Thus, based on my review of the literature, Puerto Rican youth identity and their 
adaptation to the Orlando metropolitan area are complex and multilayered and 
should not be necessarily viewed as a monolithic, straight-line path to incorporation. 
Instead, the literature suggests other factors need to be taken into account,  
including social class, generational differences and migration within the Puerto Rican 
population. In this study, empirical evidence is provided that suggests Puerto Ricans, 
particularly those from the Island, share adaptation and identity issues (e.g., language 
barriers, social and cultural values, and a transnational identity) similar to other 
first- and second-generation immigrants. Also, Puerto Ricans migrating to Orlando 
come with higher SES, educational backgrounds, and skills that set them apart 
demographically from earlier Puerto Rican migrations in the Fifties and Seventies to 
other regions in the U.S. Because of these aforementioned factors, one could theorize 
that the identity and adaptation issues of Puerto Rican first- and second-generation 
migrants and their families will also be different, creating heterogeneous experiences 
with different sets of challenging and coping mechanisms.

Data Source and Methodology

To provide a thorough empirical analysis of first- and second-generation Puerto 
Rican youth living in the Orlando metropolitan area, this study relied on newspaper 
articles, participant observation, individual interviews and focus groups with fifty 
participants. It was also important that the individuals whom I spoke with were 
representatives of multiple perspectives, including gender, different age groups and 
first- and second-generation youth from both the Island and Mainland. 

The data were collected in 2006–2007 during three distinct periods, which for  
the purposes of this paper, I will call: Phase I, Phase II and Phase III. The collection 
of data during Phases I and II was influential in helping me select the sample for 
conducting individual interviews and focus groups during the last phase of this 
project. This study was also preliminary to a larger quantitative research project 
using survey data.

For this study, using a qualitative method allowed for flexibility in relying on 
different sources of data. Using this type of analysis was also less threatening to 
respondents because it allowed them to engage directly with the researcher.  
I have found when working with minority youth that the qualitative approach is  
a more naturalistic way for respondents to feel comfortable during interviews and  
be more candid in their responses. As I mentioned earlier, having lived near the 
Orlando area and also being Puerto Rican gave me quicker entry into the lives of 
these adults and youth. Puerto Ricans whom I talked with, in particular, felt the 
topic was timely and of interest to them.

Phase I

During Phase I, I spent several months in the spring of 2006 researching 
documents about the migration and adaptation of Puerto Ricans from the Island 
and the Mainland to the Orlando metropolitan area from the Seventies to the 
present. Newspaper articles from the Orlando Sentinel were helpful, as well as 
a report I found on the Internet, written by Jorge Duany and Félix Matos-
Rodríguez, in which they presented their findings about Puerto Ricans in  
Central Florida at a conference sponsored by the Orlando Chamber of Commerce. 
These documents underscored the reality that Orlando had become the new 
home for many Puerto Ricans, particularly from the Island; they were also helpful 
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in beginning to identify some of the demographics and reasons why Puerto 
Ricans were moving to Central Florida. Nevertheless, I was still perplexed 
why there was such little attention focused on this significant transformation 
happening in Orlando. As I mentioned earlier, the transformation of Central 
Florida, particularly Orlando and neighboring communities, was astounding. 
There was a visible Puerto Rican enclave with restaurants, banks, grocery stores 
selling Puerto Rican products and radio stations promoting Puerto Rican culture 
in Spanish; these businesses had not existed in the late Seventies. But there were 
few stories documenting this phenomenal makeover. 

there was a visible 
puerto rican enclave 
with restaurants, banks, 
grocery stores selling 
puerto rican products and 
radio stations promoting 
puerto rican culture in 
spanish; these businesses 
had not existed in the late 
seventies. but there were Few 
stories documenting this 
phenomenal makeover. 
 

Consequently, I sought and obtained funding from Albion College to travel 
to Puerto Rico and talk with individuals who already had knowledge and were 
conducting research on Puerto Ricans who were migrating to Orlando. While there, 
I also visited libraries at the University of Puerto Rico in Río Piedras and government 
offices (i.e., Puerto Rico’s Planning Board) where I could access documents that were 
not available back home. People with whom I spoke in turn provided me with other 
names of researchers in Puerto Rico and Orlando that I later contacted. I was also 
fortunate to have relatives living on the Island that knew of friends and family living 
in Orlando. One relative in Puerto Rico put me in touch with her sister, who lives 
in Orlando in a neighborhood that is one of the largest U.S. communities of Puerto 
Ricans, now called Little Puerto Rico. She had many contacts with the school system, 
which allowed me easier entry and access to people who worked directly with youth. 
It was clear that while the interest was there, very few people were collecting any data 
on Puerto Rican migration to Orlando and even less on Puerto Rican youth. 
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Phase II

After returning from Puerto Rico, I began to make preparations for a one-week  
visit to Orlando. Two primary goals during the second phase of this project were  
to: 1) meet face to face with as many Puerto Rican community leaders and others  
as possible who worked directly with youth, and acquaint them with the project;  
and 2) eventually to recruit Puerto Rican parent and youth respondents for the 
interviews during Phase III. For my data collection, I took field notes from 
participant observation and informal conversations.

Even though I was no longer a resident of Orlando, being familiar with the area 
and also being Puerto Rican allowed me quicker entry into the community. As I 
connected with more leaders, I found it critical to convey to them that I had a vested 
interest in Orlando and the kids because of my personal attachment to this area, 
having been a migrant myself and having lived in Florida. I also wanted to convey  
that our research and presence was not going to be short-lived and that they would 
see more of me in the years to come. 

Although the intent of this study was not to focus solely on Puerto Rican first-  
and second-generation youth and their schooling, I found that schools provided 
greater access to more youth and people who worked closely with them. Schools are 
also where immigrant youth first come into systematic contact with the new culture, 
and become a significant predictor of a child’s future well-being and contributions to 
society (Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 2001). 

Before beginning the interviews, it was important to have a general understanding 
of where Puerto Ricans and their youth spent time outside of school and their 
neighborhood. Therefore, I spent time acquainting myself with grocery stores, 
restaurants, bodegas, community centers and after-school activities where Puerto 
Ricans were serviced. I reached out to one church leader who supported the project 
and felt that visiting churches would yield more interest from youth to participate. 
After participating in parent advisory meetings and visiting community centers that 
serviced Latino/a members, particularly Puerto Ricans, I was able to identify several 
community leaders, teachers, families and youth who were willing to be interviewed.

Phase III

In preparation for the last phase of the project, I stayed in contact with community 
leaders, parents and teachers whom I met during Phase II. Continuous e-mail 
exchanges and phone calls were conducted between January and April of 2007 in 
order to establish a tentative schedule for interviewing respondents when I returned 
in May. The primary focus of this trip was to collect data using semistructured 
interviews with adults and youth. I also relied on participant observation and had 
casual conversations with youth and adults when the opportunity arose, at parent 
conference meetings or in the reception area at one of the colleges while waiting 
to meet with college officials. I even took part in one of the aerobic classes that 
was taught by a Puerto Rican instructor. A total of fifty respondents (thirty adults 
and twenty youth) were formally interviewed (four focus group and individual 
interviews made up the basis of the study). The four focus groups included the 
following: one parent focus group with ten participants; two focus groups with 
ten and five participants, respectively; and one high school focus group with five 
participants. Twenty individual interviews were scheduled for four teachers and 
five administrators from the middle and high schools, four parents, five community 
leaders and two college representatives.
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The interview questions were developed around issues that were raised after visiting 
informally with school officials, parents, community leaders and youth during my first 
visit to Orlando, including youth identity development and adaptation to the Orlando 
metropolitan area. In setting up the interviews, school officials and community leaders 
insisted that the best time to schedule with youth and their families was in May, a time 
when school was winding down before the summer started. 

Sample and Selection of Respondents 

Respondents were chosen primarily using snowball sampling techniques.  
As mentioned earlier, in understanding how Puerto Rican youth adapted to their  
new environment, it was important that the sample represented multiple 
perspectives, including gender, different age groups and first- and second-generation 
youth from both the Island and Mainland. Through networking and contacts with 
kin and reliable informants, I was able to meet with parents, students, teachers and 
community leaders to share the objectives of my study. Fascination with my project 
by teachers and community leaders led to further contacts with more Puerto Rican 
youth, all of whom would later become respondents. As I mentioned earlier,  
being a Puerto Rican and native speaker also increased my credibility and comfort 
with different Puerto Rican participants.

Thirty adults and twenty youth were chosen to be interviewed based on their 
availability and interest, even though there were more respondents who wanted to 
participate. Unfortunately, due to restricted time and funding, I limited the project 
to fifty respondents. I found during this time that teachers, parents, community 
leaders and particularly youth were very busy. Scheduling individual interviews after 
school hours was challenging, particularly with students, since high school students 
were getting ready for their final exams. Therefore, focus groups proved to be more 
effective in accessing students. Consequently, the two focus groups with the middle 
school youth were scheduled during classroom time; and the high school focus group 
was scheduled at the community library. Parents who did not work were able to be 
more flexible in meeting with me during the day. A majority of the parents found it 
more convenient to meet after work. One of the parents generously offered her house 
for the parent focus group. Respondents who agreed to participate were assured of 
their anonymity and confidentiality.

The adult respondents included teachers, community leaders from the Orlando 
Regional Chamber of Commerce and community agencies (e.g., youth center and 
churches), representatives from the University of Central Florida and parents.  
With the exception of three adults who were from the Mainland, the remaining 
parents in the sample were first generation from the Island. Six white Caucasians 
were teachers and staff. Adult respondents ranged in age from 30–65, and the 
majority were born and raised on the Island. They were majority middle class, 
educated, white collar (worked in a managerial or professional occupation) and fluent 
in both English and Spanish. A small number of the adults who had direct contact 
with the youth respondents were school officials. The twenty youth were from 
middle school and high school. They ranged in age from 12–16. Gender was evenly 
represented in the sample. At the time of the focus groups, all of the middle-school-
age students were first generation and had arrived a year or less to the Mainland, 
whereas, the high school students were second generation and born in the U.S.

The goal in selecting the sample was to interview Puerto Ricans from both 
the Island and Mainland. However, as I will explain below, the sample is more 
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representative of Puerto Rican youth from the Island. Although in casual 
conversations, I was able to talk with five youths from the Mainland, only two of 
those who participated in the focus groups were second-generation Puerto Ricans, 
born on the Mainland. 

as it turned out, i Found 
that having other latino/a 
youth in the Focus groups 
proved useFul in  
understanding puerto  
rican youth’s identity  
and their relations with 
other ethnic groups.

There were three students from the high school focus group who were 
from Colombia and Argentina; the other two were second-generation Puerto 
Ricans. All five preferred speaking in English, although in some cases during 
the interview, they switched from English to Spanish. Initially, the intent was 
to interview only Puerto Rican students, but the other Latino/a students who 
were close friends with many of the Puerto Rican students in the school were not 
excluded. I found it difficult at the time to exclude those two students from the 
focus group, and therefore, they were visited to participate as well. As it turned 
out, I found that having other Latino/a youth in the focus groups proved useful 
in understanding Puerto Rican youth’s identity and their relations with other 
ethnic groups. Even though they were not part of this sample, I also had informal 
conversations with three other second-generation Puerto Ricans that while I was 
at one of the school parent meetings. Due to scheduling issues, the fifteen middle 
school students were interviewed during the class periods for courses to help  
with English transition, which tilted the sample toward youth from the Island. 
One class included three Dominicans, a factor that again contributed positively 
to the data collected. Throughout both of these focus groups, most of the youth 
chose to speak in Spanish. 

Instrument

The bulk of the data was collected in one-on-one interviews and focus groups using 
a semistructured interview protocol about the respondents’ identity, formation and 
adaptation experiences at home, school and community in Orlando. The interviews 
elicited information regarding respondents’ identity issues, language use, cultural 
practices at home, music they listened to, frequency of contact with relatives back 
home and adaptation problems at school, home and their community. For parents 
and other adults, I was also particularly interested to understand how they saw their 
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children adapting to their new environment. This included how the youth were doing 
at home and at school, and who they were friends with. I also explored how families 
and their children felt about other Latinos and about differences between Island-
born and Mainland-born Puerto Ricans. 

Individual interviews lasted one hour, and focus groups lasted almost 90 minutes. 
The parent focus group included seven parents and lasted three hours. The parents 
in the study had no relationship with the youth who were interviewed. All interviews 
were transcribed from audiotaped conversations from both individual and group 
interviews. Field notes were also collected from my observations at parent meetings, 
visits to the supermarkets, restaurants and other community functions. Notes were 
incorporated into the analysis. I did not use the tape recorder when visiting the 
middle school students in their classrooms.

FInDIngS/ReSULtS 

Two major themes emerged during the third phase of this project: 1) Adaptation and 
Incorporation, and 2) Puerto Rican Identity. This section of the paper summarizes 
the data from my interviews, observations, informal conversations and focus groups 
in terms of these themes. 

Puerto Rican Youth Adaptation and Incorporation

Many of the families that I interviewed were middle class, and when they moved 
to Orlando they were not necessarily looking for a job but better opportunities and 
a healthier, safer environment for their children. They clearly communicated high 
aspirations to their children, which included being successful in their school and 
community. While many recognized that it was important to have a visible,  
vibrant Puerto Rican community, they were not interested in living in all Puerto 
Rican neighborhoods (as happens in Puerto Rico).

Teachers, adults and community leaders all agreed that the Puerto Rican 
population residential settlement in Orlando was different from that on the Island 
and other cities like New York and Chicago. Housing was affordable, with many 
options for families. New arrivals could buy larger homes with more backyard space 
for less than what they could afford on the East Coast or the Island. Because of urban 
sprawl, ethnic enclaves in Orlando, while visible, are not in close proximity to each 
other. While there are neighborhoods that are more populated by Puerto Ricans, 
such a Buenaventura Lakes and Meadow Woods, these communities are more 
residential, suburban neighborhoods.

Two Puerto Rican parents from the Mainland commented that their families 
moved to Orlando because it was affordable to buy a house. At the same time, 
they felt that they had lost the diversity that came with living near different ethnic 
enclaves in Chicago and New York City that were vibrant and visible. One Mainland 
parent commented:

Puerto Ricans coming from other cities like new York are better adjusted to diversity 
than kids coming from the Island because kids from these larger cities are exposed to 
different cultures both in the school and neighborhood. 

The youth that I spoke with were excited to be in Orlando because they had 
Disney World and other amusement parks to visit. Yet youth from the Island agreed 
that they had little say in migrating to the U.S. They understood that their parents 
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wanted a better environment for them. At the same time, they felt isolated in their 
neighborhoods in Orlando. 

One youth stated:

We don’t have the same freedom to go out as we did in Puerto Rico. Where we live, 
there is no transportation to take you around. In Puerto Rico, I could take the bus and 
visit my family and friends. But here, we have to stay in the house.

Dewind and Kasinitz (1997) contend that for many immigrants a lack of social ties 
outside the immigrant’s ethnic community “may restrict immigrants’ knowledge of the 
full range of available opportunities,” and consequently may have some costs to their 
mode of incorporation into the U.S. In keeping with this, Puerto Rican adults did state 
that they were more interested being with different friends who were not Puerto Rican. 
One community leader found that living in more integrated neighborhoods proved 
more beneficial for Puerto Ricans’ acculturation and success than living in a Puerto 
Rican neighborhood, where they would be protected but also insular. 

It is healthier to be separated. We may feel that we are protected by having our 
Spanish newspaper and our Spanish television and all of that, but it’s not healthy  
to be protected. You have to integrate and you have to work together.

While majority parents in this study saw benefits to not living in a neighborhood 
with majority of Puerto Ricans or other Spanish-speaking individuals, the youth  
felt differently. During the time I spent at the middle and high school’s cafeteria, 
library, hallways, and the community center, I observed that Puerto Rican youth did 
interact mostly with other Latinos/as. This was also apparent with the respondents 
who participated in the high school focus group Also, I found that first-generation 
Puerto Ricans who had limited English skills tended to relate to Dominicans, 
Colombians, Mexicans and other Central Americans that were also non-native 
speakers. One Puerto Rican youth commented: “I feel more comfortable talking  
with other kids that speak Spanish. I don’t have to work as hard.”

also, i Found that First-
generation puerto ricans 
who had limited english 
skills tended to relate to 
dominicans, colombians, 
mexicans and other central 
americans that were also 
non-native speakers.
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As part of the incorporation process, parents were also concerned about how their 
sons and daughters were doing in school. They felt that their sons and daughters 
were doing well and were receiving a good education. At the same time, they faulted 
the schools for not doing more to help students who were not English proficient and 
parents who were not committed to attending ESOL (English for Speakers of Other 
Language) parent meetings to make sure that they were aware of what was going on 
with the school in relation to their children. They also recognized and agreed that 
it wasn’t the parents’ fault if they couldn’t attend these meetings because they were 
single parents raising a family and also working full time. Puerto Rican teachers who 
I spoke with felt that there was a commitment to multicultural education in the 
schools, yet there were always a few Anglo teachers who just didn’t understand and 
didn’t care to learn. Parents, teachers and youth whom I interviewed felt that the 
youth were getting a good education, yet many teachers lacked the “cariño” (warmth) 
that one saw with Puerto Rican teachers back home on the Island.

Parents from the Island also stated that their students spend a lot of time focused 
on reading and writing. This quote from one parent echoed the sentiments I heard 
from several parents:

Often times they are not eligible to play sports or do other recreational activities, 
including drama, not because they don’t have the talent, but because they have to 
spend a lot more time learning the language. teachers really don’t show the attention 
and sensitivity that our children are used to back on the Island. Children may have 
problems at home or other personal struggles and teachers don’t reach out. they are 
very cold and sometimes not human. 

They also noted that coaches discriminated against Latinos. One parent from  
the Mainland affirmed: 

We have no coaches that are Hispanic. Sometimes they don’t select our kids to be on 
the team. We don’t understand why because when they played in Puerto Rico they 
were really good. We can only think that there might be some discrimination going  
on. For example, my son tried out for basketball and he didn’t get on the team.  
then he tried for volleyball and he still didn’t get on the team. So the only way he 
could do sports was after school in a city league.

Parents and students, regardless of whether they were from the Island or 
Mainland, had high career aspirations and dreams. In a focus group conducted 
with seven parents, I found that all were committed to their children’s 
success and made every effort to make sure they were taking the right classes. 
Additionally, these parents were involved in activities after school and were 
responsible when they got home from school with other work assignments, 
including homework. Many of these parents were also recent migrants from the 
Island who were educated, middle class professionals and who had left for better 
job opportunities. However, their primary drive was to provide a better life for 
their children. While many were seeking new job opportunities, they were not 
by-products of economic hardships. Puerto Rican youth also had a high regard for 
their families and school and an overall healthy perspective on life. High school 
youth expressed that their parents worked hard and pushed them to also do well 
in school. They all agreed that they did not want to disappoint their parents. 
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They wanted to be in careers that would allow them a better economic life.  
One young Puerto Rican female from the Mainland commented: 

I come from a single parent household and my mother encourages me to work hard 
in school. I know of a lot of friends who have dropped out of school, have kids and 
are looking for jobs. In my family, I have sisters who did the same. I am not going to 
marry until [I am] much older. All I want to do is finish school and go on to college.

The findings in this study support Aranda (2007) and other immigration 
scholars (Portes and Rumbaut 2005; Nee and Sanders 2001), who have argued that 
financial capital, but also human capital (education and job training) and social 
capital (opportunities gained through social networking), facilitate how migrants 
adapt to their new environment. After interviewing Puerto Ricans who had 
moved to the United States and then returned to the Island, Aranda (2007) found 
that class origins had ramifications for how they adapted to mainland society. 
More than differing conditions of exit, their class origins, particularly having an 
economic safety net in the form of parental resources, shaped their quality of life 
and well-being prior to migration. This, in turn, shaped the contexts in which 
migration decisions were made (2007: 41).  

adults who had moved From 
the northeast or midwest 
Felt they were more isolated 
because orlando lacked 
the diversity and ethnic 
enclaves that they were 
used to back home.

 
Overall, the findings seem to suggest variability in how connected respondents 

felt to their new home in Orlando. I found that a majority of the middle and 
upper middle class were not attached to living in a predominantly Puerto Rican 
neighborhood. Adults who had moved from the Northeast or Midwest felt they 
were more isolated because Orlando lacked the diversity and ethnic enclaves that 
they were used to back home. For adults, it was clear overall that they had made 
the right decision to move to Orlando even though there were some challenges, 
particularly with their children, regarding language acquisition, attention by teachers 
and discrimination. From the findings, I also discovered that families and their youth 
wanted to fit in, achieve economically and at the same time maintain their ethnic 
community and values. Their experiences seem to exemplify a lifestyle that was 
culturally diverse rather than a melting pot. 



[ 144 ]

Puerto Rican Youth Identity        

Whether they were from the Mainland or the Island, the Puerto Rican youth  
in this study had had a strong desire to maintain their Puerto Rican identity. 
Those who had migrated from the Island, particularly parents, felt the need to 
speak in Spanish at home, maintain family values, listen to Latino music and be 
with other Latino/a friends. Therefore, part of the incorporation process was to 
remain connected to their puertorriqueñidad. This desire to remain connected  
to their immigrant identity was no different from what has been documented  
by Portes and Zhou (1993) as alternative patterns of immigrant adaptation or  
“selective assimilation.” A majority of the respondents that I spoke with felt 
connected to the Puerto Rican community because they already had family and 
friends who were living in Orlando. Yet for many of them, identity also meant living 
transnational lives that perpetuate a connection to the homeland. 

Both adults and youth commented on the need to visit family on the Island. 
Parents felt that being able to return to the Island allowed their children to stay 
connected to their culture. Also, because they were closer to Puerto Rico,  
airfare was relatively inexpensive, and they could fly to and from the Island more 
regularly to visit. These youths, regardless of whether they were first or second 
generation, often frequented the Island, mostly because of family ties. Because they 
were close to Puerto Rico, airfare was relatively inexpensive, and they could fly to and 
from the Island more regularly to visit friends and family. One Puerto Rican teacher 
felt that many of the families who migrated didn’t stay long anyway because they saw 
Central Florida, particularly Orlando, as a transient location and would eventually 
return to Puerto Rico or move to another city in the U.S.

the unique aspect of Puerto Ricans is that they go back to Puerto Rico because airfare 
is cheap. transitional identity is well and alive. However, many of these same families 
will not stay because Orlando is seen as a transient place. they come and then move 
to other parts of the United States. Many who leave Puerto Rico do not sell their 
homes because they feel they will go back. they keep a safety valve. 

 Another Puerto Rican community leader mentioned: 

there is a different dynamic with the Puerto Rican population, by being citizens  
and by the geographical proximity.

For youth, it was important to go home to visit relatives. In the middle school 
focus group, the quote below represents how student generally felt:

I sometimes feel lonely because our family is back in Puerto Rico. I miss my “abuelitos” 
[grandparents]. In Puerto Rico, I could see them regularly during the week. 

But one parent who had moved to Orlando in the Seventies did not share the  
same connection to the Island and mentioned that “El Puerto Rico mio ya no existe” 
(“The Puerto Rico where I was raised, no longer exists”). Consequently, this family 
had not visited the Island in over twenty years. 

At the same time, parents and youth understood the importance of becoming 
American without letting go of their Puerto Rican identity. Part of the 
Americanization process for Puerto Rican immigrants has been about retaining 
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Spanish and their cultural roots and at the same time learning English. In other 
words, to be American for Puerto Ricans does not require relinquishing native ways 
and beliefs. Parents in the focus repeated the following claim: 

Some of the struggles that our children face revolve around learning english. In the 
literature on Puerto Ricans and other immigrants, language immersion is a critical issue 
to student success. this does not mean that an immigrant has to give up their native 
language in order to successfully incorporate into mainstream society and school. 

Overall, the sentiment by most respondents in this study, no matter whether  
they were first or second generation, adult or youth, was to adapt as an American. 
This meant to work hard, be educated and become successful. Doing well in school 
and learning English were important prerequisites to becoming successful. At the 
same time, there was a keen sense of maintaining who they were and not giving up 
their language and culture.

In Orlando, many enjoyed being able to shop in grocery stores and find any 
product they needed to cook their food at home, or to locate restaurants and vendors 
that sold food that was as good as what they remembered eating back on the Island. 
Some enjoyed being greeted in Spanish when they visited stores like Wal-Mart or 
other retail stores. There seemed to be an overwhelming sense of pride in seeing 
visual representations of Puerto Ricans in the city, including the Puerto Rican 
Parade. The emotion of pride and a sense of identity were also demonstrated among 
youth. One youth from the Island said, “I am Puerto Rican first and then American.” 
One Puerto Rican teacher responded: 

Once a Puerto Rican, always a Puerto Rican. Regardless of you being a first or  
second generation, Puerto Rican is first. American is too ambiguous an identity;  
it’s too broad. Kids want to be successful and to be recognized. they also want to 
keep their identity and want to be accepted. they don’t want to be absorbed.  
they want a distinctive identity that makes sense. Language too is very important. 

Youths whom I interviewed were eager to talk about what made them Latino/a. 
Puerto Rican students described the foods they ate at home and some that they 
missed eating when they were living in Puerto Rico. Most of them listened to 
reggaeton and hip hop. 

One youth commented:

Being Puerto Rican is listening to the music and eating Puerto Rican food at home.  
We also speak Spanish at home.

Most of the youth I spoke with took great pride in their ethnic group. 
Whether they were Puerto Rican, Dominican, Colombian or Central American, 
they clearly identified with their own ethnicity instead of choosing a panethnic 
label such as Latino or Hispanic. Puerto Ricans, regardless of whether they were 
from the Mainland or Island, did not choose to identify culturally as American. 
Parents agreed that Puerto Rican identity should not be lost in school or at 
home. And when asked if their children felt Puerto Rican, they all effusively  
said “ABSOLUTELY!” 

One parent shared: 
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My son is more Boricua than the coquí. Wherever he goes, he always says he is 
Puerto Rican. 

Another parent responded: 

Well, we keep playing the same music at home, we speak Spanish at home. We don’t 
force them. I know my older son tells others that he’s Puerto Rican, but I remind him 
that he doesn’t have the background because he hasn’t lived on the Island. And that is 
why it’s important for me to keep reminding him to not forget his culture. 

One youth also commented:

I see myself as Puerto Rican. It’s just the way it is. I like the music and Daddy Yankee, 
and speak Spanish. At home we eat Puerto Rican food, even though we eat other things too. 

In this study, respondents from both the Mainland and Island commented in 
different ways on how Puerto Ricans from the Island viewed Puerto Ricans from  
the Mainland and vice versa. It was often noted by parents and teachers  
(both Puerto Rican and Anglo) that Puerto Ricans leaving the Island had a different 
socioeconomic status compared to those living in other parts of the Mainland. 
Nuyoricans, a term that referred to Puerto Ricans born or raised in urban centers on 
the mainland, were less educated and more blue collar, while those from the Island 
were predominantly white collar professionals and highly educated. Often Puerto 
Ricans from the Mainland were identified by teachers and parents as the ones who 
were more inclined to join gangs, be more violent in the streets and disrespect the law 
than those coming from the Island. I found after talking with youth that they too had 
similar attitudes. 

Youth also had stereotypes about what it meant to be Puerto Rican. Having the 
opportunity to listen to a multiethnic perspective in the high school focus group 
allowed me to understand some of the inter-group tensions within the immigrant 
communities in Orlando. All five of the youths in the focus group felt there was some 
resentment towards Puerto Ricans. At the same time, they stated that many Puerto 
Ricans did not maximize their opportunities because they had citizenship and took 
their American legal status for granted. Many generalized that to be Puerto Rican 
was to be loud, wear baggy clothes and be lazy. They asserted that Nuyoricans were 
really “ghetto.” 

“Being born in the U.S. gives you certain privileges, and many don’t understand the 
hardships of becoming a citizen,” one noted.

Parents also felt that immigrants from other countries stereotyped Puerto Ricans 
believing that Puerto Ricans should know the language and not have as much 
difficulty in the U.S. because of the support they have received as American citizens. 
Parents resented that others viewed them this way and were not more aware of the 
discrimination and mistreatment that Puerto Ricans have received from Americans 
both in the U.S. and on the Island. Adults also made distinctions about differences 
in socioeconomic class among Puerto Ricans. One parent who was an activist in 
the school system for Hispanic equity claimed that there were increasing class 
distinctions among Puerto Ricans that undermined unity among them: 



[ 147 ]

there exists an elite Puerto Rican class that is trying to control the affairs of all 
Puerto Ricans. But this is difficult to do because there are too many different 
fractions in the community for this to happen. But this small elite Boricuas is trying to 
emphasize class differences and do not keep the Puerto Rican community’s interest. 

The following quote by one adult represented the sentiment by all Puerto Ricans 
that I interviewed. 

Overall, Puerto Ricans want to be successful, they want to keep their identity, they 
want to be respected in the world, and do not want to be absorbed. We also come 
with different values from Puerto families and children born and raised in Chicago 
and new York City. At the same time, there are parents that are less involved in their 
kids here than they were back on the Island. While many parents send their kids to 
private schools in Puerto Rico, once they are here, they are not as involved with them 
and rely on the school to be responsible. Some parents have reason not to be involved 
in parent/school meetings because they don’t know the language and are not able to 
communicate with teachers and understand what they need to do. And sometimes, 
teachers don’t find translators for parents to help them out. 

Summary, Conclusions and next Stage of this Project 

The objective of this study was to develop a better understanding of Puerto  
Rican first- and second-generation youth living in the Orlando metropolitan area. 
Today, first- and second-generation immigrant youth are the most rapidly growing 
segment of the U.S. child population. Latino/as continue to grow as a consequence 
of high birth rates and immigration. Yet much of the work on immigrants has 
emphasized adult immigration experiences instead of those of youth.

Having migrated in the Seventies to Central Florida from Puerto Rico at the age 
of 15, I have been astounded by the changes that have occurred there over the last 
twenty years. Today, Orlando has become one of the popular destinations for Latino/
as immigrants, particularly Puerto Ricans. Yet little is known about the Puerto Rican 
migration and their adaptation issues, and even less about their youth. The media 
have repeatedly portrayed Puerto Ricans in Florida as predominantly Island-born, 
middle class, college educated and suburban. 

For this study, data were collected during 2006–2007 using a qualitative design, 
including newspaper articles, participant observation, individual interviews and 
focus groups. Fifty interviews with adults and youth were conducted to test 
the applicability of current theories on first- and second-generation immigrant 
identity and adaptation. I found the work of Portes and Rumbaut (1996, 2001) 
and Aranda (2007) useful in recognizing the considerable variation that exists 
in contemporary Puerto Rican immigrant patterns of youth identity and their 
mode of incorporation in their homes, communities, and schools. Moreover, 
these theories opened the door to understanding first- and second-generation 
immigration youth and their parents from both a social and psychological context. 
Immigrants choose different paths to acculturation. Families with higher cultural 
capitalism, SES, and educational backgrounds, as in the case of this study, tend to 
choose a more selective acculturation path into mainstream society without giving 
up their homeland identity. 

Many scholars view the experiences of Puerto Ricans as categorically different 
from those of second-generation immigrants because Puerto Ricans are American 
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citizens. Some argue, however, that Puerto Rico’s long political status as a colonial 
entity of the U.S. has created a dependency and inferior identity for Puerto Ricans 
living in the U.S. Because of discrimination, poverty, segregation, oppression and 
colonialism, others argue that Puerto Rican youth, compared to other ethnic youth, 
have become disillusioned and cynical, particularly towards the school system. 
However, the findings in this study offer a different perspective. 

In this study the findings confirmed variability in how respondents felt connected 
to living in Orlando. I found an overall sense of optimism and work ethic about the 
future. Marginalization and/or feelings of being locked out of opportunities were 
not the general sentiment of those who had migrated. Parents, students, teachers 
and community leaders wanted to have Puerto Rican youth succeed. These families 
were primarily first- and second-generation Puerto Rican families that had remained 
very connected to the Island and had high aspirations and dreams to be successful 
in their jobs, schools and communities in Florida. Some traveled to and from the 
Island regularly, while others found ways to maintain Puerto Rican identity at home 
with their friends and community. Despite this connection to the homeland, most 
of the parents felt that becoming successfully incorporated into U.S. society meant 
living in the neighborhoods that were not all Latino/a, including Puerto Ricans. 
Although parents who had migrated from the Midwest and Northeast urban centers 
did believe that there was a lack of the diversity in Orlando compared to where they 
grew up, I found that youth generally interacted more with Latino/a youth than 
Anglos and other ethnic groups. All respondents recognized that schools that were 
multicultural in their structure and operations significantly affected how families and 
students responded to them.

marginalization and/or 
Feelings oF being locked out 
oF opportunities were not 
the general sentiment oF 
those who had migrated.

Most of the respondents also acknowledged that struggles continued because 
some families did not have the same economic opportunities and support that 
they had on the Island. While living in Orlando provided many opportunities 
for their youth, such as access to better schools, safer community, and a better 
standard of living, struggles remained. Life was not easy with two working 
parents becoming involved in their sons and daughter’s school and social life,  
and still trying to attend parent meetings.

 Overall, both parents and youths felt enormous pride in being Puerto Rican.  
This meant maintaining Island identity, which translated to living a transnational 
life. For youth, being American and Puerto Rican meant combining aspects of their 
parents’ home society with elements of the host society into a bicultural or hybrid 
identity (Aranda 2007). Traveling to and from the Island, maintaining family ties, 
language and cultural practices were critical for the families’ identity. At the same 
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time, there was an eagerness to be “American” and follow all of the necessary steps 
to gain academic and economic opportunities, which included language acquisition, 
parents being involved in their children’s education, and youth having high 
educational and career aspirations. 

While there was solidarity among Puerto Ricans as to what it meant to be Puerto 
Rican, respondents also made distinctions. Several comments by parents and youth 
suggested that Puerto Ricans migrating from the Northeast and other cities in the 
U.S. were perceived as lower class, “troublemakers” and “less educated.” One activist 
stated that Puerto Ricans were creating class distinctions among themselves. From 
the findings, there was a perceived division between Island-born and Mainland 
Puerto Ricans in both adults and youth. The data seemed to suggest that Puerto 
Rican solidarity and homogeneity are not static, but are instead fluid and contingent 
regarding many factors, including migration trajectory, socioeconomic factors and 
host reception among other variables.

several comments by 
parents and youth 
suggested that puerto 
ricans migrating From the 
northeast and other cities 
in the u.s. were perceived as 
lower class, “troublemakers” 
and “less educated.”

The findings also describe for Puerto Ricans a pathway of limited assimilation 
that some immigration experts argue seems to be the most favorable for immigrants 
because “it has a protected effect for immigrants, allowing them to achieve better 
outcomes than if they were to assimilate fully” (Xie and Greenman 2005: 6).  
Puerto Ricans are deliberately preserving their Island’s culture and values; and at  
the same time, they are integrating economically by continuing to have the financial 
and human capital (education and job training) that facilitate successful integration 
into the Orlando metropolitan area. Nevertheless, if xenophobia, discrimination, 
racism and increased poverty continue to grow, Puerto Rican’s second generation, 
like other second generations, will join what Rumbaut and Portes describe as  
“a pervasive downward mobility of rainbow underclass youth” (2001: 10).  
(In this study, however, there is no empirical evidence to suggest such a trend.)

There were limitations to the study. While this was not planned, the majority of 
respondents I interviewed migrated directly from the Island. Also, many parents, 
teachers and community leaders I spoke with came from middle class backgrounds, 
which limited our understanding of how Puerto Ricans from lower educational and 
socioeconomic levels fared in comparison. The study also did not fully examine how 
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race and gender shape Puerto Ricans’ incorporation and adaptation at work,  
school and neighborhood; or reach out to youth who participated in other social 
spaces including churches, community youth agencies and sport organizations not 
affiliated with the school. 

Most of the empirical and theoretical models today underscore the fact that the 
immigrant experience is more complex than was understood and studied in the past. 
I acknowledge that segmented assimilation does provide a new way of examining 
second-generation youth and their incorporation in the U.S. But, there are other 
models emerging in transnational studies focusing on youth that contribute to our 
understanding of immigrant youth identity and their incorporation (Nieto 2002; 
Bailey 2002; Ek 2009; Sánchez 2007).

puerto ricans migrating 
From diFFerent regions 
oF the mainland and the 
island are coming with 
diFFerent understandings 
and experiences oF what it 
means to be puerto rican 
and how to be incorporated 
in american society.

Documenting the experiences of first- and second-generation Puerto Rican  
youth in Central Florida can contribute enormously to the literature on the  
Puerto Rican diaspora, which has focused primarily on other regions of the  
United States. Furthermore, focusing on Puerto Rican first- and second-generations 
as transnational migrants can advance current knowledge of immigration and 
transnational studies on other children of immigrants. 

Since little is still known about Puerto Ricans in Florida and Orlando, it is 
too soon to draw conclusions about this population. Puerto Ricans migrating 
from different regions of the mainland and the Island are coming with different 
understandings and experiences of what it means to be Puerto Rican and how to  
be incorporated in American society. It is clear that adult immigrants are in 
an upward path in society. But the longer Puerto Ricans remain in the United 
States, will second- and third-generation Puerto Rican youth follow a downward 
assimilation due to increased economic challenges that place them in situations  
with increased crime, joblessness and poverty?

Unfortunately, according to recent newspaper reports, Puerto Rican youth are 
experiencing challenges such as dropping out of school, joining youth gangs and 
becoming pregnant as teens. We know of course that these social problems are 
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not related to innate or cultural deficiencies in Puerto Ricans as once theorized 
(Nieto 1995; Walsh 2002), but are heavily influenced by school policies and practices 
themselves, and overall, how society continues to perceive them. 

In closing, we need more studies on what it is like to be a child in a new country. 
Questions about how immigration affects the family system, how children adapt 
to our schools and make the transition to the workplace and how they relate to 
their friends, community and neighborhood are critical for understanding a child’s 
future well-being and contributions to society. Secondly, this study demonstrates 
that examining the Puerto Rican experience as a collective limits the variability 
of individual agency. Consequently, there needs to be an increased focus at an 
individual level of analysis that emphasizes the immigrant as an active agent in  
what he/she brings to the situation, what he/she encounters and what he/she does 
(Deaux 2006). As a result, a comprehensive theory of how immigrants negotiate 
identity in their new environments needs to be considered by incorporating 
psychological models within a broader social context.
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