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In the last two decades, Puerto Ricans have been moving rapidly 
in large numbers to the Central Florida region. Research suggests 
that this migration is partially due to a search for better economic 
and educational opportunities (Duany and Matos-Rodriguez, 2006). 
This study explores the schooling experiences of a group of Puerto 
Rican students in a Central Florida high school. Observations and 
interviews indicate that for many of these students, an overcrowded, 
often culturally irrelevant, and linguistically racist school environment 
has tainted the promise of greater educational opportunities in 
Central Florida. Moreover, a high stakes test known as the Florida 
Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) is making receiving a 
high school diploma an overwhelmingly daunting task. Finally, 
implications for Latina/o sociology of education are discussed. [Key 
words: Puerto Ricans, Florida, education, educational needs, school 
curriculum, cultural competency]
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 began migrating to the 
Diaspora as United States citizens and filling up seats in her schools, they have been 
the recipients of schooling programs that have worked to assimilate them to United 
States values, traditions, and cultural norms. This attempted assimilation process  
has been largely carried out through public schooling (Negrón de Montilla 1975; 
Walsh 1991; Solís Jordán 1994; Nieto 2000; Spring 2001). Historically, by and large, 
the educational experiences of Puerto Ricans in the United States have been wrought 
with tensions created by the assimilation strategies of schools where students from 
this ethnic group are alienated by monocultural and Eurocentric curricula, sharp 
contrasts of sociocultural norms between students and teachers, and exhibitions of 
linguistic and cultural racism in school policies and practices (see Nieto 1995, 2000). 
Thus, notions of assimilation and resistance are central to understanding the context 
of schooling for Puerto Ricans and other minority groups in the United States. 

The push and pull dynamic of this paradigm is exacerbated by the increasingly large 
numbers of minority groups in United States public schools that, while they often  
make up the majority of the student body, are only marginally included in the fabric  
of the public school system and are often the subjects of insidious curricular policies 
and practices (Negrón de Montilla 1975; Walsh 1991; Solís Jordán 1994; Nieto 2000; 
Spring 2001). While there is a significant and growing body of literature that highlights 
how schools are meeting or not meeting the needs of Puerto Rican students in 
US schools, it has mostly been focused on Puerto Ricans in the Northeastern and 
Midwestern United States. Therefore, there is a much greater need to explore the 
educational experiences of Puerto Ricans in other areas of the United States.  
Hence, the Central Florida region presents a prime location to extend this research. 

The Puerto Rican population in the last ten years has grown exponentially in 
Central Florida, which has the fastest growing Puerto Rican population in the  
United States (Duany and Matos-Rodríguez 2006) and is radically changing the  
once homogenous identity of this geographic region. Moreover, Puerto Ricans 
are now the largest Latina/o group within Florida’s Orange and Osceola Counties, 
with Orange County claiming the largest number of Puerto Ricans in the state 
and Osceola, the largest percentage. In 2005, 62 percent of all Latina/o students in 
Central Florida PK-12 schools were enrolled in either Orange or Osceola County 
(De Jesús and Vásquez 2006). Additionally, in the district where this study was 
conducted, 27 percent of the students are classified as Limited English Proficient 

Since Puerto ricanS

A lot of these people who left New York, or the Northeast,  

or Latin America, Puerto Rico… who have all converged here  

on Central Florida, hoping to have a home, more educational  

and economic opportunity, life in the fun and sun of Florida,  

near Disney and beaches and all that wonderful stuff that they 

thought they were going to live are just chasing the Florida dream 

[ jose, school social worker ]
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(LEP). The increasingly large population of Puerto Ricans and Latinas/os in the Central 
Florida area behooves the exploration of their schooling experiences in this region. 

Therefore, in this qualitative study, we explore and analyze the experiences of 
Puerto Rican high school students enrolled in a Central Florida high school.  
More specifically, we elucidate the voices of a group of Puerto Rican youth in order 
to examine the extent to which one Central Florida high school is meeting or not 
meeting the needs of this ethnic population. We were interested in exploring how 
school-based policies and practices were accommodating the rapidly increasing 
population of Latino/Puerto Rican students and their linguistic and cultural 
identities. To what extent, if any, did students feel alienated or included at school 
and in the community at large? While this is only one qualitative study in a unique 
and specific locality, findings may provide insights for other schools in different 
geographic regions of the United States. 

More SPecifically, we 
elucidate the voiceS of a 
grouP of Puerto rican youth 
in order to exaMine the 
extent to which one central 
florida high School iS Meeting 
or not Meeting the needS of 
thiS ethnic PoPulation.
Review of Relevant Literature

This qualitative study addresses the Puerto Rican/Latino educational experiences  
in the Unites States in contrast with those in Central Florida. Specifically, it addresses 
issues related to language, culture, and achievement, in U.S. schools. It is well understood 
that Latinas/os are the fastest growing racial/ethnic population in the United 
States, and recent research indicates that in the Central Florida region the Puerto 
Rican population is growing exponentially and currently comprises nearly fifty 
percent of the entire Latina/o population. While many studies have explored the 
experiences of Puerto Ricans in the Midwest and Northeast, very few studies have 
addressed Puerto Rican schooling experiences in Central Florida. 

Unique Position of Puerto Ricans in the United States

It is important to understand the context in which Puerto Ricans are schooled 
in United States schools. Unlike other im/migrant groups, Puerto Ricans, under 
colonial rule of the United States, have been subjected to U.S. educational policies 
since 1898.1 Additionally, all Puerto Ricans are United States citizens by way of the 
Jones Act of 1917. Thus, they have the right to travel, without restriction, between 
Puerto Rico and the continental United States. This fact has caused many Puerto 
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Ricans to become circular migrants who are able to seek economic and educational 
opportunity in the U.S. and maintain close ties with their homeland. Nieto sums up 
the implications of this unique situation of Puerto Ricans:

… because of the ease of getting back and forth, there has been no need to sever ties 
with the home country, contrary to the experiences of most immigrants. This experience 
has provided a cultural and linguistic continuity not afforded previous or even more 
recent immigrants, and it has been manifested by a practical need for continued use of 
the Spanish language and the maintenance of cultural patterns. (2000: 11)

This necessity to maintain a linguistic and cultural identity, when met with the 
assimilationist education policies that are frequently present in US schools, has the potential 
to create an atmosphere of alienation and/or marginalization for Puerto Rican students. 
Despite the pleas of scholars (Walsh 1991; Ladson-Billings 1994; Sleeter and McLaren 1995; 
Wiley and Lukes 1996; Valenzuela 1999; Nieto 2003, 2004; Antrop-González and De Jesús 
2006; Irizarry and Antrop-González 2007) for schools to combat this paradigm by adopting 
language policies and multicultural curricula that facilitate the maintenance and enrichment 
of the students’ home language and culture, there are many schools and school districts 
that continue the colonial legacy of “deculturalization” for the sake of “Americanization” 
(Spring 2001; Valenzuela 1999). According to Navarro (2004), this dichotomy can be 
very detrimental to the linguistic and cultural development of Puerto Rican youth. 

Language, Culture, and Achievement

While various racial/ethnic groups whose native language is not English have 
been attending United States schools almost since its inception, it was not until 
the landmark Supreme Court decision of Lau v. Nichols (1973) that the federal 
government mandated that some form of bilingual instruction be provided for 
English Language Learners (ELLs). Notwithstanding this court ruling, language 
policies in United States’ schools remain largely inadequate for providing a context  
in which those who do not speak English as a first language can attain a quality 
education. While the older and more vicious tactics of “sink or swim” have largely 
been abandoned, bilingual education programs in U.S. schools commonly do not strive 
to enrich or maintain the students’ first language and culture. This phenomenon is 
evidenced by the fact that most English Language Learner (ELL) students experience 
a transitional bilingual education program that seeks to immerse students in English 
content courses, such as math, social studies, and science as quickly as possible, while 
providing only a cursory ESL course. Particularly, high school students are usually in 
regular courses with an English via ESL class, giving the student only a one- to four-
year window to learn English as well as the academic courses required for graduation 
and to enter college. Thus, many Latino/Puerto Rican youth are victims of inequitable 
bilingual education programs that continue to be assimilationist in nature (Spring 2001; 
Nieto 2003). Valenzuela (1999), in her study of Mexican Americans in the Southwest, 
also refers to this practice as subtractive schooling, where students are divested of their 
home language and culture, further marginalized and confronted with the difficult 
challenge of maintaining their linguistic culture and heritage in the face of linguistically 
repressive and hostile school climates and less than adequate bilingual education 
policies carried out by bureaucratic actors. 

The basic understanding that schools are bureaucratic institutions that inherently 
serve the interests of White middle class teachers who claim to serve urban youth 
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of color (Sleeter and McLaren 1995; Cross 2003) underscores much of the research 
exploring the achievement of students of color. A finding that is paramount to any 
discussion in this vein is Ladson-Billings’ (1995) notion of culturally relevant pedagogy 
that calls for a departure from Eurocentric curricular practices toward curricula that 
are socially and culturally applicable to the experiences of urban students.  
While her work largely focuses on African American students, Puerto Rican  
scholars have extended this theoretical/pedagogical framework to address the 
schooling experiences of Puerto Rican students (Irizarry and Antrop-González 2007). 
These researchers’ vision for culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP) is based on the 
Freirian ideal that pedagogy must be “authentic, affirming, and liberatory” and  
also must be flexible and responsive to “variability “within groups (2007: 54).  
Thus, this research suggests the need for a departure from the pre-packaged  
curricula that is often pervasive in urban schools. 

while variouS racial/
ethnic grouPS whoSe native 
language iS not engliSh have 
been attending united StateS 
SchoolS alMoSt Since itS 
incePtion, it waS not until 
the landMark SuPreMe court 
deciSion of Lau v. NichoLs (1973) 
that the federal governMent 
Mandated that SoMe forM 
of bilingual inStruction 
be Provided for engliSh 
language learnerS (ells). 

Using the theoretical framework of Critical Whiteness Studies, Marx (2003) 
explored the cultural mismatch between students and teachers that often hinders  
the ability to provide CRP and found that White teachers’ perceptions of Whiteness, 
masked in the normality of their own cultural norms, and overtly and covertly 
expressed through their pedagogies, negatively affected their Latina/o students. 
Incidentally, rather than helping their students, these teachers hinder these students’ 
learning process by not valuing, respecting, and incorporating their cultures into 
their teaching. In addition, the lack of these teachers’ success to make students feel 
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valued exacerbates the barriers to creating meaningful interpersonal relationships 
with students (Antrop-González and De Jesús 2006). Furthermore, they blocked 
opportunities for honoring their students’ cultural/social capital (Stanton-Salazar and 
Dornbusch 1996; Muller 2001; Stanton-Salazar 2004; Rodriguez 2008, Yosso 2005).

In her quantitative study of 10th-grade student and teacher relationships, 
Muller suggests that there is potential in such relationships and that “teachers’ actions 
are especially important for setting the tone of the relationship and the foundation for 
students’ academic progress” (2001: 243). The notion of caring teachers vs. uncaring 
teachers has suggested a similar impact that teachers can have on students (Valenzuela 1999; 
Antrop-González and De Jesús 2006). Moreover, the transmittance of social capital 
through the building of social networks with teachers or other adults in the school and 
community (Flores-González 2002; Stanton-Salazar 2004) and access to institutional 
support mechanisms (Conchas 2001) have been shown to increase student 
participation in school and positively affect achievement. Furthermore, through such 
relations, students are able to obtain access to high stakes information (Liou, Antrop-
González, and Cooper 2009) that have the potential to help prepare them to navigate 
schools and be better prepared for post-secondary education. This high stakes 
information includes such things as college admissions and financial aid information. 
The above studies highlight and provide insights regarding the experiences of Puerto 
Ricans in US schools in general. In the next section, this review will explore the 
literature directly related to the Central Florida region.

Puerto Ricans and Central Florida

While there is a gap in the literature pertaining to the Puerto Rican/Latino 
population in Central Florida, recent studies provide a general outlook and preview 
of the Puerto Rican population in this region. These pioneering studies show that the 
significant migration of Puerto Ricans to Central Florida since the 1990s is bringing 
migrants from both the Island and Diasporic centers, such as the Northeast and 
Midwest (Duany and Matos-Rodríguez 2006; De Jesús and Vásquez 2006). Duany 
and Matos-Rodríguez (2006) state, “the main impetus for this flow was the rapid 
expansion of the Orlando metropolitan area after the establishment of Disney World 
and other tourist attractions. Puerto Ricans from both the Island and the mainland 
began to settle in and around Orlando looking for jobs, lower-cost housing, and a 
higher quality of life” (2005: 60). Moreover, they suggest that Puerto Ricans do seem 
to be doing better in Central Florida than in Puerto Rico as well as those in other 
areas of the United States, particularly in terms of economic standing and educational 
attainment levels. However, they “have not attained parity with other major ethnic 
groups in Central Florida…on average Puerto Ricans have lower family incomes and 
educational levels” (2006: 46). De Jesús and Vásquez’ (2006) analysis of the 2000 
census further explored the educational attainment of Puerto Ricans/Latinos in  
the Central Florida region. Their analysis indicates that among Hispanics,  
Puerto Ricans represent the greatest number of adults with less than a high school 
diploma. Moreover, Puerto Ricans are underrepresented in all categories of post-
secondary educational attainment. 

Additionally, Navarro (2004: 64), in her study of ten Puerto Rican students who 
had dropped out of Central Florida high schools, corroborated previous studies 
with her finding that the students she interviewed had migrated to Central Florida 
because of their parents’ search for better educational and economic opportunities. 
However, her participants were discouraged by their “watered down” ESL curriculum 
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and absence of support from institutional actors in the schools, such as teachers, 
counselors, and administrators. Additionally, the lack of adequate language 
instruction and preparation to pass the High School Comprehensive Test (HSCT), 
which has since become the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT),  
along with the stigma associated with the relatively likely chance that they might  
fail the exam, pushed many of these students out of school. 

they SuggeSt that Puerto 
ricanS do SeeM to be doing 
better in central florida 
than in Puerto rico aS 
well aS thoSe in other 
areaS of the united StateS, 
Particularly in terMS of 
econoMic Standing  
and educational 
attainMent levelS.
High Stakes Testing/FCAT

During the period of the rapid influx of Puerto Ricans to the region, the state of 
Florida was undertaking “sweeping educational reforms” that included increased 
accountability through standardized testing (De Jesús and Vásquez 2006). The Florida 
Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) is this state’s high stakes test that has the 
absolute authority to determine whether a student receives a high school diploma. It is 
currently administered for students in grades 3 through 11, and the graduating class of 
2003 was the first to take the FCAT. Initially, the test could only be taken in English, 
but Senate Bill 2546, passed in 2003, allows for non-native speakers to take the test in 
their first language. Despite this change, the criteria for submitting an alternate exam 
for state approval remains complicated.2 Moreover, an article in the Orlando Sentinel 
reported that Puerto Ricans are failed by standardized testing and that only 14 percent 
of ELLs pass the reading portion of the FCAT and they have less than a 50  
percent graduation rate (Deluzurgiaga, Hay Brown and Postal 2004). Unfortunately,  
the deleterious effects that the FCAT specifically has on Puerto Ricans is hard to 
measure since Florida does not collect disaggregated data for Latinos. 

However, one quantitative study on the FCAT (Borg et al. 2007) shows that 
Blacks and Latinas/os suffer the most from this test in terms of decreased graduation 
rates. This statistic is evidenced by the fact that 20 percent less students pass the 
FCAT than the previous exit exam in Florida. Additionally, the pressure to do well 
on high stakes tests narrows the curriculum and leaves less time to focus on Spanish 
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language instruction or bilingual education, and ultimately further subtracts from 
the equitable educational experiences for ELLs (Valenzuela 2001; Solórzano 2008). 
Finally, research has shown that tests like the FCAT only serve to increase the 
achievement gap because of how well performing schools are rewarded while poor 
performing schools are penalized (Valenzuela 2005). Thus, such testing reproduces 
social stratification (Gayles 2007), in addition to leading some districts to “game the 
system” by purging the student body of poor performing students (Vasquez Heilig 
and Darling-Hammond 2008). 

Hence, the term “high stakes testing” is no misnomer, which is why Valenzuela 
(2001) called attention to the “high stakes consequences” of the Texas Assessment 
of Academic Skills (TAAS) and “challenged the wisdom” of such high stakes testing 
(99). Her proposition to move away from single tests that can determine promotion, 
retention, and graduation to multiple assessment criteria has major implications and 
invaluable implications for Florida and its FCAT. 

MeThodS

This study was driven by our interest in exploring the educational experiences of 
the rapidly increasing population of Puerto Ricans in the Central Florida region. 
Therefore, this study focused on Puerto Rican high school students’ perspectives of 
their schooling experiences in a large comprehensive high school located in Central 
Florida. This study was guided by three areas of inquiry:

1. Why have the study participants and/or their families migrated to the Central  
Florida region?

2. How do students perceive their high school’s climate and culture, particularly with regard  
to its large Puerto Rican/Latina/o population?

3. What are students’ perceptions regarding their teachers and the extent to which they impact 
their academic achievement? 

Description of Study Site 

This study was conducted at Sunshine High School (a pseudonym), which is a large 
comprehensive high school in the Central Florida region that houses a student body 
of 2,900 students in grades 9 through 12. The school was undeniably overcrowded. 
Portable classrooms filled the entire football field. Nearly 3,000 students were 
crammed into 3 half-hour lunch periods where students endured very long lunch 
lines and scrambled to get their food, which many had only a few minutes to eat 
by the time the bell rang for the next period. Additionally, while the school had a 
particularly large Latina/o population, there were only a handful of Latina/o teachers 
and administrators. 

In contrast, the school had an 88 percent minority enrollment and of the entire 
student body, 64 percent were eligible for free or reduced lunch. More than half of 
the 88 percent of minority students were Latina/o (58 percent). While the school does 
not disaggregate data for Latina/o subgroups, it was reported by a school guidance 
counselor that nearly 90 percent of the 58 percent of Latinas/os were of Puerto Rican 
descent. As all the schools and school districts in this region are graded annually as 
part of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), it is possible to report that the district in 
which Sunshine High is located received a ‘C’ for the 2006–2007 school year while 
Sunshine High received an ‘F.’ 
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additionally, while the 
School had a Particularly 
large latina/o PoPulation, 
there were only a handful 
of latina/o teacherS and 
adMiniStratorS. 

The majority of our time was spent on the third floor, where the guidance 
counselors and ESL support staff were located. This area had a number of Latina/
Puerto Rican women who were secretaries, guidance counselors, and ESL support 
staff. Interestingly, this area was inundated with posters and brochures advertising 
every type of military service imaginable. Moreover, there were numerous posters, 
handouts, flyers, and brochures for alternative high school diploma programs.  
Such programs, we learned, were an emerging and rapidly growing option for  
students who were unable to pass the FCAT. 

Participant Criteria

Participants for the study were recruited and selected based on several criteria. 
First, study participants had to self-identify as Puerto Rican. Second, they had 
to be enrolled in grades 11 or 12, as the majority of Puerto Rican students drop 
out by the tenth grade (Nieto 1998). Therefore, the participants in this study 
are the ones who have persevered through tenth grade and thus would be more 
likely to finish high school. There is one exception to these criteria in the 
study. Emily, a 17-year old sophomore, was included in the study. Although her 
age would suggest that of a junior or senior, she was eager to be interviewed for 
this study; thus, she was included.

There were several limitations of this study: First, classroom observations were 
not part of this study. Second, this study includes a biased sample of only junior and 
senior Puerto Rican students, with the exception of Emily and three Puerto Rican 
staff members, which limits the perspectives to only this demographic of students 
and staff. Third, the site of the study was chosen because of its very large Puerto 
Rican population. Other sites in this region may produce contrasting results to 
those of this study, as it is one study at a particular school with a unique student 
population. Therefore, findings cannot be generalized to other schools.  
Nonetheless, they may provide insights for other educators and further research. 

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures 

Once the pool of possible participants was selected, a visit to the school was made 
to meet the students and describe the intentions of the study. This introduction 
was held in the school library and involved a presentation of the study design, 
a question-and-answer period, and informal conversations over food and 
beverages. Following the initial meeting, three school visits over a period  
of three months were made. Each visit lasted for three to four days.  
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During the visits, in-depth interviews with students were conducted.  
The in-depth interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes to 1 hour each with 
12 students. In addition to interviewing students, three staff members were 
interviewed, including an assistant principal, guidance counselor, and social 
worker. Also, we observed several lunch periods. During these observations, 
we had many informal conversations with school administrators including 
assistant principals, guidance counselors, and other personnel. We were invited 
to and attended a meeting between teachers and administrators that involved 
a conversation about a forthcoming transition of creating small learning 
communities and dividing the school into two separate schools.

All interviews were conducted in a private room located in the guidance counseling 
and administration area of the school. Before interviewing each participant, they were  
debriefed about the interview process and the procedures taken to protect their 
identities and confidentiality. They were also given the opportunity to choose whether 
they preferred to conduct the conversation in English or Spanish. All of the interviews 
were tape-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using the constant comparative 
method (Strauss and Corbin, 1998) to identify recurring themes. Of the 12 Puerto Rican 
student participants included in this paper, eight of them were females and four were 
males. Also, two female and one male staff member were included. We should note that 
interviews with staff members are only marginally included in the analysis, as we wanted 
this paper to distinctly privilege the voices of students. Thus, staff member voices are 
only included to provide context and support of the student voices. 

while MoSt of the 
ParticiPantS echoed a SiMilar 
deSire to learn engliSh and 
enjoy greater educational 
and econoMic oPPortunity, 
aShley alSo exPreSSed hoPe 
for a Safer environMent.
FindingS

Better economic opportunities and Bilingualism 

In their recent study, Duany and Matos-Rodríguez (2006) suggest that increasing 
Puerto Rican migration to the Central Florida region, particularly Orange and 
Osceola Counties, is due in part to a quest for a “better quality of life including 
housing, education, health, tranquility, and security” (2006: 10). Likewise, all of the 
participants interviewed for this study expressed that their parents relocated from 
the Island and other parts of the United States to Osceola County for one, or a 
combination, of the aforementioned reasons. For example, Javier, who had already 
experienced living as a Puerto Rican in the Northeast and the South explained,  



[ 229 ]

“They [parents] wanted me to have a chance to learn English and have a better 
chance than they had in life…so I can do better at life and [know] English and 
Spanish and that would help me out a lot.” While most of the participants echoed 
a similar desire to learn English and enjoy greater educational and economic 
opportunity, Ashley also expressed hope for a safer environment. She stated,  
“We chose to move here because in Puerto Rico there’s a lot of violence, killing and 
everything. And also for my best [education]… the schools are not good over there.” 
Additionally, Alex, an 11th grader who expressed excitement at learning English, 
arrived in Central Florida by way of a family vacation. As he stated, “We were on 
a family vacation in Central Florida, and we just decided to not go back to Puerto 
Rico.” Finally, Jersey, a 12th grader, also remarked that, “We came to Central Florida 
to learn English and receive better educational opportunities.” 

While a few of the participants reported being in close proximity to crime and 
gang activity, the majority of them remarked that they lived in quiet neighborhoods, 

Javier m  puerto rico 7/1  11 1.9  airplane mechanic  m-hS 

       f-hS 

alex m puerto rico 1 11 2.5 not stated m-hS 

       f-hS 

Jersey m puerto rico 1.2 12 3.3 architecture m-some college

       f-hS

carla f puerto rico circular migrant* 12 2.0 public relations m-Some college

   /6 months

Kimberly f puerto rico 2 12 3.0 pharmacist m-hS grad

       f-hS 

ashley f puerto rico 8 11 2.7 medical assistant m-hS 

       f-Some college

michelle f puerto rico 7 11 2.9 not sure/wants m-college degree

      to go to college  f-Some college

Elisabeth f Dominican republic 5/2 12 undisclosed neurologist m-hS 

       f-hS 

omar m puerto rico 7 11 2.5 Work m-hS

       f-hS

maría f uSa circular 11 2.6 possibly tv m-hS 

   migrant*/1   production but

      not sure

Emily f uSa 12/5 10 3.0 pediatric medicine m-hS dropout

       f-hS dropout

glenda f uSa 14/3 11 3.1 x-ray technician m-hS 

       f-hS

TABLe 1:  description of Student Participants

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2009).

name	 gender	 birth	 yrs	in	the	 grade	 gpa	 career/post	 parents’
(pseudonym)	 	 	 us/central	 	 	 secondary	 education

	 	 	 at	fla	 	 	 aspirations

nena f 44 puerto rican guidance counselor

maría f 41 puerto rican/cuban assistant principal

José m 42 puerto rican Social Worker

TABLe 2:  description of Staff Participants

name	 gender	 age	 ethnicity	 occupation’
(pseudonym)	
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and a few of their parents were homeowners in Central Florida. Without exception, 
the participants who migrated from Puerto Rico explained that they were happy that 
they have been able to learn English and that being bilingual has been helpful for their 
families and in the communities in which they live. However, for many of these students, 
an overcrowded, often culturally irrelevant, and linguistically hostile school environment 
have tainted the promise of greater opportunity in Central Florida. Moreover, a high 
stakes test known as the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) is making 
receiving a high school diploma an overwhelmingly daunting task. In the year this study 
was conducted, only 25 percent of students in the school were meeting the reading 
standards, and 45 percent were meeting math standards as measured by the FCAT.  
Thus, much work needs to be done in order to better accommodate the educational 
needs of Puerto Rican high school students at Sunshine High School. Unfortunately, 
for the youth in this study, our observations in conjunction with the students’ stories 
provided a picture of an educational atmosphere that was not much different from that  
of most students of color in urban schools throughout the United States.

They Don’t Talk About My People

it makes me feel sad because, like, they don’t care where you come from or appreciate 
it, they don’t talk about my people. it makes me feel bad because you come over 
[here] for better opportunities and if they treat you like that it’s not worth it. 
(Michelle, 11th grade, 2.9 gPA) 

The stories told by several of the students strongly suggest that Sunshine 
High School’s primary role is to reproduce and perpetuate subtractive schooling 
(Valenzuela 1999). That is, from the moment these Puerto Rican youth enter school, 
they are subjected to a monocultural curriculum that privileges a colonial Eurocentric 
perspective. Moreover, they are situated in an often linguistically hostile school 
climate. The above comment from Michelle is representative of most of the students’ 
feelings that teachers and class discussions did not incorporate Puerto Rican culture 
or history in the curriculum. Nena, a guidance counselor, reported that despite 
the very large Puerto Rican population, there was not a single class that addressed 
Puerto Rican history. One of the participants also told a story about two class history 
projects where students were required to do a report on a “foreign” place and a place 
in the United States. They, however, were not allowed to report on Puerto Rico for 
either project. Hence, Michelle expressed feelings of intense marginalization.  
In contrast to Michelle’s experiences, a few of the students expressed that their Puerto 
Rican teachers would talk to them personally about the Puerto Rican experience. 

For example, Javier reported having a history teacher who “talks a lot about 
Spanish and mostly Puerto Rican [history]” and Emily said that during Hispanic 
heritage month they did a “mini project with a timeline” in English class.  
The testimonies of Javier and Emily are evidence that there are a few teachers that 
may be making an effort to engage their students through a culturally responsive 
curriculum (Irizarry and Antrop-González 2007). However, the extent of this effort, 
and whether the content escapes the typical colonial perspective when discussing the 
culture and history of Puerto Ricans, needs to be further examined. What is known, 
through informal conversations with teachers and observations of the school culture 
in general, is that the few students who did experience some type of inclusion in the 
curriculum felt more comfortable and respected at the school. 
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they are Subjected to a 
Monocultural curriculuM 
that PrivilegeS a colonial 
eurocentric PerSPective.

Elisabeth, a multi-ethnic Latina, expressed that if the school has “a party or 
something [and] they [play] Spanish music we feel good about it because they’re 
actually thinking about us…we speak Spanish.” This comment from Elisabeth implies 
that she does not always feel like the school is thinking about her and other Latinas/os 
who speak Spanish as a first language. Thus, while we cannot generalize the experiences 
of some of the participants to all Latinas/os in the school, we feel confident in 
speculating that many of the nearly 60 percent Latina/o population at Sunshine High 
may at times experience similar feelings of alienation and marginalization. 

The linguistic culture of the school was, in many cases, repressive for Spanish 
speakers. Javier, Michelle, and Alex explicitly expressed frustration with being told 
not to speak Spanish in their classes and throughout the school. 

When i talk Spanish in class, they tell me don’t talk in Spanish ‘cuz this is America 
and you know…so i ‘gotta talk english. Sometimes i understand english but some of 
them think it’s disrespectful when i’m talking Spanish in front of them but actually i’m 
not talking to them, i’m talking to my friends. (Javier, 11th grade, 1.9 gPA)

it makes me feel, like, kinda sorry ‘cuz there’s a lot of people that speak Spanish  
and they treat us like we’re left out…you know they have their preferences.  
(Michelle, 11th grade, 2.9 gPA)

i don’t understand my teachers in english and most of my classes are in traditional 
english speaking classrooms. (Alex, 11th grade, 2.5 gPA) 

On the other hand, those who did not voice frustration were complacent with 
the fact that this was the United States and that they felt they were obligated 
to speak English. Several of the participants even commented that some Puerto 
Rican Spanish teachers would hardly speak to them in Spanish. It is understood 
that this may be a strategic attempt to help the students learn English. However, 
inhibiting the use of Spanish in a school with such a large population of English 
language learners and enforcing English-only policies and practices, even through 
native Spanish speakers, may serve to explicitly or implicitly send a message 
to these students that their native language is of no value in this country. It is 
important to note that in conversations with some of the Puerto Rican staff, 
we learned that they were also subjected to similar exhibitions of linguistic 
racism. Both María and Nena shared stories of being told by colleagues that they 
should not speak Spanish in the school, citing reasons such as “How do I know 
you’re not talking about me?” Or “We’re in America...English, English, English.” 
Nena, when discussing a very successful multicultural project for students that 
she implemented and was eliminated reportedly due to financial constraints, 
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indicated: “I do feel like I’m alone and if that’s how I feel as a professional,  
I can imagine how the students feel.” 

Based on conversations with students and staff about the linguistic culture and 
climate of the school coupled with a curriculum that reportedly does not do enough 
to meet the diverse cultural and linguistic needs of the students, Sunshine High is 
perpetuating the traditional, colonial objective of stripping Puerto Rican youth of 
their identities. The experiences of many of the students at Sunshine High confirm 
Nieto’s (2003) perspectives concerning Puerto Rican students’ struggle to maintain 
and/or develop a sense of ‘personhood’ in US schools. That is, these students’ 
self-esteem, self-respect, level of self-worth, and sense of “belonging and dignity” 
are constantly at odds with school policies and practices that often, implicitly or 
explicitly, view their Puerto Rican “identity” as the major barrier to academic success. 

Why am I in this class?

Another perplexing finding in this study revealed that several of the native Spanish-
speaking Puerto Rican students were enrolled in beginning-level Spanish courses that 
they reported as being very easy. While one cannot presume this to be a deliberate 
attempt to avoid the students’ heritage language development, while replacing it  
with English, we do have to ponder why such practices are taking place. It may be 
possible that the three guidance counselors are overwhelmed by the 2,900 students 
they are responsible for and unable to effectively make sure that all students are in 
the appropriate courses. 

another PerPlexing finding 
in thiS Study revealed 
that Several of the native 
SPaniSh-SPeaking Puerto 
rican StudentS were 
enrolled in beginning-level 
SPaniSh courSeS that they 
rePorted aS being very eaSy. 

Another example of misplaced or miscategorized students is that of Kimberly and 
María. While there were several participants who had questionable ESOL placements, 
the situations of Kimberly and María were very clear. They are both very fluent speakers 
of English. María was born and raised in Miami, Florida, and spent only three of her early 
childhood years on the Island. She is from a working class family and lives only with her 
mother. Kimberly was born and raised in Puerto Rico, educated in private schools, 
and is from a middle-class family. Her parents own a small business in Central Florida, 
and she has only been in the United States for three years. Despite their command of 
the English language, they were both placed in the school’s ESOL program.
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 María transferred to Sunshine High from another school and was not only 
improperly placed in the ESOL program, but also nearly had to repeat the tenth  
grade due to poor record keeping at the school. Maria explained that the ESOL class  
“is a waste of my time.” However, when asked if she ever questioned why they put her in 
this class, she stated, “Not really, I was just put in the class.” At the time of the conversation 
with María, she had already been in the ESOL class for almost an entire school year. 

In contrast, Kimberly’s mother, who transferred her in and out of a number of 
private schools in Puerto Rico in her attempts to find a school that was a good fit and 
moved to Central Florida specifically for better college opportunities, immediately 
took issue with Kimberly’s unnecessary ESOL placement:

Like when i was in eSoL, when i first came here they put me in eSoL. i told her 
[mother] and she got mad and she was like, oh no, you shouldn’t be in eSoL. So she 
came and they had a big meeting, should they take me out of eSoL, they took me out. 
i took the test, and she came and took me out of eSoL.

Research has suggested that Kimberly and her parents’ middle class status has 
provided them with the type of cultural capital (Bourdieu 1984) that has instilled a 
sense of agency, entitlement, and the knowledge of how to effectively communicate 
with the school while advocating for their child. This finding is not to imply that 
María’s mother does not care or is unable to advocate for her child’s needs. However, 
as shown by Lareau and McNamara Horvat (1999), parents who do not have a certain 
type of cultural capital that comes from membership in the middle and upper class 
may feel at odds with the school, less educated and knowledgeable in regard to 
what is best for their children, and ultimately, unaware of the “acceptable” tact and 
procedures to navigate the system and obtain the best results for their children. 

Achievement, Aspirations, and College Preparation

While theories of social reproduction (Bowles and Gintis 1976; Bourdieu and 
Passeron 1979; Anyon 1980) through schools posit that urban school systems’ policies 
and practices are constructed in a way that reinforces and maintains current patterns 
of social stratification for many, such schools offer the only hope for an opportunity 
of social mobility. Each of the participants’ willingness to stay in school and endure 
the very conditions that research has profoundly shown discourages students’ desire 
to participate in school, is evidence that these students believe that through education 
there is hope. Unfortunately, Sunshine High’s curricular practices do not relate to, 
or include the social, cultural, or historical experiences of these Puerto Rican youth. 
On the contrary, repressive language polices and practices, lack of important social 
networks (Stanton-Salazar 2001), and the absence of institutional support mechanisms 
(Conchas, 2001; Liou, Antrop-González and Cooper 2009) have left many of these 
student participants feeling marginalized and on their own in their journey to graduate 
from high school and ultimately attend college. 

Each of the participants expressed aspirations to attend college. However,  
very few of them felt that school was challenging or preparing them for college.  
None of the youth in the study we spoke with admitted to spending more than an 
hour a day doing homework and a few of them spent as little as 10 minutes to no time 
at all on homework each night. In fact, the students who spent the least time on 
their homework were both the highest achievers and lowest achievers in the group. 
This finding supports the notion that the school is not challenging some of these 
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students and that some of them may simply be bored with, and thus resistant to, 
the curriculum, while others may breeze through assignments with very little effort. 
Although none of the participants indicated they were enrolled in any Advanced 
Placement (AP) courses, this finding suggests that some of them may be in the 
wrong academic track, which is surely limiting the educational opportunities of these 
students. Needless to say, time spent doing homework is not necessarily indicative 
of how well one is doing in school (Kohn 2006). Moreover, Carla and Elisabeth were 
both taking a class about parenthood, where they actually had to wear strap-on baby 
bellies on occasion to learn about motherhood. As the school had an on-site day care 
service, students in this class would often spend time interacting with the children in 
the daycare as well. 

each of the ParticiPantS’ 
willingneSS to Stay in 
School and endure the very 
conditionS that reSearch 
haS Profoundly Shown 
diScourageS StudentS’ deSire 
to ParticiPate in School, iS 
evidence that theSe StudentS 
believe that through 
education there iS hoPe. 

In addition to poor academic tracking, most of our participants lacked any 
guidance from school staff in learning how to achieve their post-secondary education 
goals. Many of them reported that their parents were their major source of 
information. As most of the students’ parents did not attend college, it seems that 
many may not have the resources and knowledge to effectively guide their children 
through the college application process. Moreover, while the guidance counselors, 
who were all Latina, certainly indicated a desire to help students in this regard,  
there were only three for the entire school of 2,900 students, leaving those three  
with a particularly daunting task. 

 Therefore, the need for students to develop meaningful relationships with other 
adults and social networks in the school that can help them through this process is 
greatly needed. Unfortunately, only two of the participants reportedly made those 
important connections in the school to help them prepare for and navigate the college 
process. Of the two students who articulated such relationships, one of them was a high 
achiever. Both Emily and Ashley expressed relationships with teachers and/or other 
social networks and support systems that have impacted their academic achievement. 
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Emily, who is a 17-year-old tenth grader with a self-reported 3.0 grade point 
average, has only recently become a high achiever. It is important to note that 
Emily started school late and was held back in the third grade at the request of her 
father. In our conversation, Emily expressed a deep sense of pride in her academic 
improvement and an understanding of the importance of school to her future.

i’m real happy about this progress report that i got, because i really tried hard and i 
really want to graduate with a decent gPA and try my best to go where i want to go, 
like college. i want to go to college, i want to study and be in the medical field.  
(emily, 10th grade, 3.0 gPA)

Furthermore, Emily indicated that a very special relationship with a former teacher 
and her religious faith are two important factors that helped her to stay focused on 
her studies and thus, improve her academic standing. Similar to students in an earlier 
study (Antrop-González, Vélez and Garrett 2005), when asked about how church has 
helped her, Emily explained that “going to church keeps me confident” and that  
“it helps me a lot because I know that what I go through [pressure and school work] 
is going to help me.” 

In addition to church, Emily was very passionate about her relationship and the 
guidance she’s received from her former teacher:

one of the teachers from 9th grade, she made me feel real comfortable in the school. 
She really had a passion for people to be comfortable around her [and made students 
feel] comfortable around the school…She’s amazing. i keep in contact with her.  
And i try not to cry. She’s teaching in middle school, in her school, and she’s amazing. 
She’s the best thing that ever happened to me in this school so far… it’s her way of 
being. She’s amazing. She never gave up on anybody at all. She gave good advice,  
she was also there. i told her basically my life story and she knows a lot about me.  
She was, i always had lunch with her every single day.

Ashely, a junior with a self-reported 2.7 GPA, also expressed having a good 
relationship and receiving guidance from two of her teachers. Speaking of her 
Puerto Rican Spanish teacher, she said, “She’s my good friend, yes. She’s always 
there for me.” When asked if she felt this way about any of her other teachers, 
she responded that she also had a very good relationship with her chemistry 
teacher, who is helping her to take the appropriate courses to prepare for college 
and her pursuance of a degree in the medical field. Thus, she remarked that 
“she’s always helping me out and telling me to follow this course, that’s what 
she’s always saying.” Much like the experiences of students in a recent study 
(Rodríguez 2008), these students’ voices also emphasized the importance of 
student/teacher relationships in the schooling process.

What am I ‘gonna do with a certificate of attendance?

The question of what one can do with a certificate of attendance is a very 
real concern for all but one of the students in this study. Kimberly is the only 
student who reported passing all components of the high-stakes exit exam 
called the FCAT; therefore, of the three seniors, she is the only one guaranteed 
to receive a diploma this school year. Moreover, recent changes in the FCAT 
standards will require students to also pass a science component their senior 
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year. Hence Emily, a sophomore who had also passed, will be required to take 
the new science component next year. Fortunately, a legislative bill passed 
in 2003 (an effort spearheaded by then Florida state representative John 
Quiñones) allows for those who do not pass the FCAT to attend a community 
college that will accept a “certificate of attendance.” This certificate permits 
students to begin a college degree program with a two-year extension of time 
to continue taking the FCAT, ACT or SAT tests. Once completed, the student 
will receive a Certificate of Graduation. If not taken and/or passed within the 
two-year extension, the student may not continue taking college classes and 
may lose credits earned up to that point. 

The FCAT is administered to all Florida 10th graders, who then have five chances 
to pass this exam. The percentage of students who passed the FCAT in 2006–2007 
was low enough to leave Sunshine High with an “F” on its report card. According to 
the school’s FCAT report card, only 18 percent of 10th graders read at or above grade 
level, 45 percent in math, and 27 percent in writing. Also, of the 11th graders who 
are required to take a science component of the FCAT, only 19 percent performed 
at or above grade level (http://fcat.fldoe.org/). Unfortunately, it is not possible to 
obtain any disaggregated data for the school or district and, therefore, it is difficult 
to determine how well Puerto Ricans or other Latinas/os in general perform on the 
FCAT. However, the stories of these students provide evidence that this test is 
very stressful and limits many of their academic opportunities. While most of the 
participants had GPAs ranging between 2.0 and 2.5 and were in no particular danger 
of not graduating, all but Kimberly are in danger of leaving high school with a mere 
certificate of attendance. Furthermore, most of the other students have already failed 
the FCAT, and some have failed as many as four to five times. 

i didn’t like this test because even if you have all A’s and you fail the FCAT you have 
to go back again to your grade and start doing the whole process all over again. 
(Michelle, 11th grade, 2.9 gPA)

i took it last year…i took it two times and then this year i took it two times and they 
told me i have to take it again. (Ashley, 11th grade, 2.7 gPA)

Yeah the FCAT, i just came here from Puerto Rico and they said that i needed to pass 
the FCAT in order to graduate and i’m like what…and i got kinda disappointed and i 
wanted to go back [to Puerto Rico] and my teachers were like don’t, just stay. And i’m 
like what am i gonna do with a certificate of attendance? i know Valencia accepts it 
but i want my diploma, cuz i work hard for it. (Carla, 11th grade, 2.0 gPA)

discussion/implications for Latino Urban education

This study revisited common themes pertaining to the education of Latinas/os, 
particularly Puerto Ricans. Such themes as Puerto Rican students’ linguistic and cultural 
accommodation and the effects on achievement were explored and analyzed in a largely 
unexplored region. Research in this region is important and timely. The findings of 
this study indicate that much work needs to be done in order to better accommodate 
the educational needs of Puerto Rican high school students at Sunshine High School. 
Unfortunately, for the youth in the study, what was observed in conjunction with the 
students’ stories provided a picture of an educational atmosphere that is not much 
different from that of most youth of color in urban high schools throughout the United 
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States. Testimonies of the students and staff at Sunshine High corroborate the research 
of previous studies (Duany and Matos-Rodríguez 2006; De Jesús and Vásquez 2006) that 
suggest the primary reason why many Puerto Ricans choose to migrate to Central Florida 
revolves around the perception of having access to better educational opportunities 
and becoming bilingual. Despite students and their families’ attempts to seek out 
such opportunities, however, Sunshine High has only marginally accepted and 
included this relatively new and expanding population of Puerto Ricans. In addition, 
some students endure explicit attacks on their language and culture while others are 
left feeling ostracized as an effect of an assimilationist school curriculum and culture. 
Finally, most of these students, particularly those classified as English language 
learners, are at a high risk of never receiving a high school diploma as a result of 
Florida’s high stakes testing and accountability measures. 

unfortunately, for the 
youth in the Study, what waS 
obServed in conjunction with 
the StudentS’ StorieS Provided 
a Picture of an educational 
atMoSPhere that iS not Much 
different froM that of MoSt 
youth of color in urban high 
SchoolS throughout the 
united StateS.

The school is very limited in its approach toward bilingual education, applying 
only the federal minimum in transitional bilingual education standards. The fact that 
Florida did not have any state regulations in accordance with the Lau v. Nichols ruling 
until 1990 provides evidence as to how recent and sudden the need to revisit the way 
Central Florida does schooling has come about. As history has shown in cases, such 
as Lau v. Nichols and Brown v. Board, individual states are often slow to comply with 
federal mandates; and when they do, much like what was observed in Central Florida, 
it is often in the spirit of doing the bare minimum. This study provided a glimpse 
into the extent to which Central Florida is undertaking this most important task. 
Furthermore, this study is able to provide insight for improvements in the Central 
Florida education system. It also adds to the discussion concerning the educational 
experiences of Puerto Rican youth. Finally, it adds to the existing literature that 
explores and critiques high-stakes testing as a sole measure of academic performance. 

The implications of this study for policymakers, teachers, and administrators in 
Central Florida are far reaching. As this rapidly growing population of Latino/Puerto 
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Ricans in the Central Florida is challenging the largely homogenous population of 
this region, it is important that pre-service and in-service teachers and other school 
agents learn more about their Puerto Rican students with regard to their history as a 
colonized people. Moreover, it is imperative that these school agents honor the lived 
experiences of their Latino/Puerto Rican youth by incorporating culturally relevant 
curricular practices into their classrooms. Also, the high stakes consequences of the 
FCAT, which leaves far too many students behind at Sunshine High in particular 
and in Central Florida in general, need to be critically reexamined. New approaches 
toward accountability should be eagerly sought after.3 

Vélez’ (1989) recommendation to disaggregate data for Latino subgroups is also 
reinforced by this study, as it is difficult to determine how Puerto Ricans are faring 
in schools, particularly at testing, with regard to other Latino groups. Researchers 
need to continue to explore the educational atmosphere for Latinos/Puerto Ricans 
in Central Florida. However, and more importantly, there is a need to communicate 
findings to policymakers and other key stakeholders in order to advocate on 
behalf of students that are being left behind and influence more equitable school 
policies and practices for Latino/Puerto Rican youth. Finally, schools like Sunshine 
High must also work harder to conceptualize, hire, and retain bilingual parents/
caregivers who are employed within the schools to act as liaisons to the Puerto 
Rican community they purport to serve. These liaisons have the strong potential to 
serve as bridges between the larger community and the schools in which they serve. 
In conclusion, this study may provide insights of advocacy and initiate a critical 
conversation regarding the schooling of Puerto Rican students in Central Florida.  
By not communicating these findings, Central Florida runs the risk of allowing entire 
generations of Latino/Puerto Rican students to fall through the cracks of the school 
system and watch their Florida dream become a Florida nightmare. 
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n o t E S
1 This is a result of Puerto Rico’s status shifting from the colonial rule of Spain in  
1898 to the present colonial rule of the United States.
2 There needs to be a translation of the test and data supporting the alternate test 
yields similar results as the FCAT and thus, most counties prefer to use the English 
FCAT with modifications allowed by the state. These include providing an approved 
bilingual dictionary and additional time (whole school day) for the students classified as 
ELL in the state.
3 All students are allowed to take the ACT or SAT tests and passing scores are 
accepted as a replacement for a low FCAT score, but the student must take the FCAT 
three times before the ACT or SAT test scores will be accepted as a replacement.  
The emerging pattern is that ELL students have a greater success with ACT than FCAT even 
though it does not provide the accommodations of use of dictionary or extended times. 
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