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The Education Longitudinal Study is used to examine 
Puerto Ricans’ and whites’ transitions out of high school 
and into young adulthood to weigh their relative chances 
of attending college and earning incomes above the 
poverty line. We found that Puerto Ricans and whites that 
expected to attain a bachelor’s degree or more and that 
reached a higher level of math are significantly more likely 
to enroll in four-year and two-year colleges or universities. 
Puerto Ricans and whites with higher standardized test 
scores are more likely to enroll in four-year but not two-
year colleges. Puerto Ricans from affluent contexts are 
more likely than those from less affluent areas to attend 
four-year colleges and earn incomes above poverty. White 
and Puerto Rican females are more likely to be in poverty. 
[Key Words: testing, poverty, educational attainment, high 
school curriculum, wage labor, neighborhood context]
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their transition from high school to young adulthood involves attendance at a 
postsecondary institution and the acquisition of job-related skills or credentials. 
Attaining a middle-class position is greatly facilitated by going straight from high 
school into a college or postsecondary institution and acquiring a degree. Deviations 
from this pathway are generally believed to delay or impede the social mobility of 
young people (Lewis et al. 1998). Of the major Latino subgroups, Puerto Rican youth 
appear to be the most disadvantaged in the labor market. Compared to Mexican 
youth, Puerto Ricans have the highest unemployment rate at 22 percent, versus 18 
percent for their Mexican counterparts (Catanzarite and Trimble 2008). Moreover, 
the participation rate of Puerto Rican youth in the labor force rate is lower, at 34.3 
percent, than the labor force participation rate of all Latino youth (38.6 percent;  
see Catanzarite and Trimble 2008).

This article aims to discover the factors associated with Puerto Rican youths making 
the transition from high school to college; and to model the economic status (poor vs. 
not poor) of those Puerto Ricans who bypassed college and went into the labor force 
after leaving high school. These outcomes are strongly related to their probabilities 
of entering the middle class later in life. Our point of departure looks at respondents 
when they were high school seniors and then at their activities and achievements when 
they were 20 years old. Because Puerto Ricans in the United States have a history of 
experiencing racist oppression and economic exploitation (Acosta-Belén and Santiago 
2006), as well as widespread exposure to low educational expectations and inadequate 
school programs and facilities (Vélez 2008), we compare their educational and 
economic outcomes to those of white respondents in the data set.

One of the guiding assumptions here is that young people make decisions that 
are greatly affected by local context. In other words, the neighborhoods where these 
youths reside have specific structural characteristics (e.g., school quality) that mediate 
their relations with social institutions. These neighborhoods also vary in the prevalence 
of adults who can serve as positive role models and present the kinds of normative 
behaviors and images of the future that are associated with upward mobility.  

We also assume that the students’ family socioeconomic background has a strong 
effect on educational outcomes not only by impacting the neighborhood of residence but 
through its role in providing enriching activities outside of the school (e.g., arts classes) 
that enhance their children’s academic opportunities (Glick and Van Hook 2008). Most 
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in The uniTed sTaTes, The ideaL 
PaThWay for adoLescenTs in
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importantly, stratification theories, like the “status attainment” model, assume ethnic 
minorities gradually (over generations) attain parity with the dominant group by converting 
the socioeconomic resources of the parents into privileged access to social networks and 
cultural resources necessary to achieve similar or higher educational attainment among their 
children (Alba and Nee 2003; Hout and Hauser 1992). Thus, comparing how socioeconomic 
status impacts whites’ and Puerto Ricans’ access to college as well as the likelihood of 
becoming poor can give us an idea of whether Puerto Ricans are on track to achieve the 
level of mobility attained by other ethnic groups in the more recent past.

This sTudy exPLores The 
causes behind The TransiTions 
of PuerTo rican youTh inTo 
eiTher a PosTsecondary 
insTiTuTion or LoW-income 
sTaTus (for Those noT 
enroLLed in coLLege) by 
examining daTa from The 
educaTionaL LongiTudinaL 
sTudy (eLs), Which conTains  
a samPLe of abouT 300 PuerTo 
ricans foLLoWed from age  
16 To age 20.

This study explores the causes behind the transitions of Puerto Rican youth  
into either a postsecondary institution or low-income status (for those not enrolled  
in college) by examining data from the Educational Longitudinal Study (ELS),  
which contains a sample of about 300 Puerto Ricans followed from age 16 to age 20. 
We use sociological theories to predict educational and labor market outcomes for 
these young adults. Our assumption is that enrollment in a postsecondary institution 
is the best pathway into the middle class.

Modeling Educational Outcomes

Personal and family traits, school experiences, and personal decisions provide 
a framework to understand the educational attainment of Puerto Ricans in the 
U.S. Low family socioeconomic status (SES) is one of the most frequent causes 
of dropping out (Hauser, Simmons, et al. 2000), both directly and indirectly by 
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impacting the odds of living in a concentrated poverty area (Sampson, Morenoff  
and Gannon-Rowley 2002).  

Students coming from more affluent families generally have higher odds of 
attending college than those with more modest economic backgrounds (Swail et al. 
2005). Moreover, high SES students have higher odds of entering higher education 
through a four-year rather than through a two-year college compared to lower SES 
students (Plank and Jordan 2001). Previous research also suggests students who 
possess higher academic aptitude and get better grades in high school attend college 
at higher rates than those with lower aptitude and grades. In addition, students who 
enroll in advanced science and mathematics courses in high school enter and finish 
college at higher rates than those who take the less demanding courses found in the 
general and vocational curriculum tracks (Swail et al. 2005).

The organizational features of schools are frequently mentioned as having significant 
effects on student outcomes (see Sadovnik, Cookson and Semel 2006). In particular, 
tracking or curricular placement is one institutional practice that has immediate and long-
term effects for high school students, affecting not only their chances of finishing high 
school but also their chances of attending college (Kao and Thomson 2003). Students who 
complete more advanced courses in high school or who enroll in an academic program 
(frequently called college preparatory) show a higher tendency to enter a four-year 
rather than a two-year public college (Stephan, Rosenbaum and Preston 2009).

Schools also can have an impact on student outcomes by the manner in which 
they allocate resources. For example, it has been suggested that spending aimed at 
obtaining smaller class sizes has positive effects on the mathematics achievement  
of U.S. students (Wenglisnki 1997).

and, aLThough PuerTo ricans 
cannoT be cLassified as 
immigranTs or foreign born, 
evidence suggesTs ThaT Those 
born in PuerTo rico Tend To 
earn Less Than Their u.s.-born 
counTerParTs.
Modeling Economic Outcomes

The “collective efficacy model” (Sampson, Morenoff and Earls 1999) focuses on 
the environmental influences of neighborhood adults. It contends that high status 
neighbors provide role models for a young person’s belief in the American dream, 
namely that hard work in school and employment leads to upward mobility.  
High status role models demonstrate that educational attainment and regular work 
schedules lead to rewarding careers. Where these role models are prevalent, pursuit 
of the American dream via educational attainment becomes normal behavior. 
Furthermore, norms to pursue more education are enforced more strongly in 
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neighborhoods with fewer low-status adults and a greater concentration of families 
with young children (Sampson, Morenoff and Earls 1999). 

The presence of high status adults in a neighborhood is the most consistent 
neighborhood predictor of educational outcomes (Ainsworth 2002; Brooks-
Gunn, Duncan and Abers 1997; Brooks-Gunn et al. 1993). Other characteristics of 
neighborhoods also influence collective efficacy. In Wilson’s (1987) influential work 
on the underclass, he argues that neighborhoods with many jobless males undermine 
collective socialization towards greater educational attainment. 

Consistent with the neighborhood context, spatial mismatch and urban underclass 
perspectives, Holloway and Mulherin (2004) find that adolescents who live in poor 
neighborhoods are less likely to accumulate early work experience and more likely to be 
out of the labor force. And, although Puerto Ricans cannot be classified as immigrants 
or foreign born, evidence suggests that those born in Puerto Rico tend to earn less 
than their U.S.-born counterparts (Poston 1994; Vélez and Burgos 2010). High school 
students who worked longer hours appear to have better labor market experiences 
(higher wages, lower unemployment) right after leaving high school (Mortimer 2003). 

Data

Data for this project are from the Educational Longitudinal Study and file 3b of 
the 2000 U.S. Census of population and housing. The ELS presents panel data with 
a base-year sample of Americans who were in the 10th grade in 2002. Follow-ups 
occurred at two-year intervals, when most students were high school seniors and 
20 years old. This study uses the sample of respondents identifying as either white 
or Puerto Rican and who participated in the second two follow-ups, to model the 
transition out of high school and into young adulthood. Census data is merged with 
ELS data at the level of students’ five-digit residential zip code areas (ZCA). ZCAs 
are used instead of tracts because they are the smallest ecological unit available for 
merging these data. Multiple imputations are used for missing data (Allison 2002).

Measurement

Dependent variables. To study transitions to promising pathways from high school to 
adulthood, we measured two outcomes. First, we examined the highest level of education 
attempted, measured as an nominal variable, with these categories: did not finish 
high school or earned a GED or equivalent, high school diploma, enrollment at a 
two-year (or less) college, and enrollment at a four-year college. Second, we examined the 
determinants of poverty among 20 years olds not in college. We used poverty status rather 
than wages because data on total income is missing for far fewer cases than is data on wages. 
Respondents are classified as poor if they are not currently in college and their annual 
income is below the federally defined poverty level for individuals (approximately $10,000).

Independent variables

Descriptions of the independent variables are shown in Table 1. Pertinent 
information about them is discussed here. All independent variables are measured 
from information in the second follow-up when most students are seniors. The one 
exception is for students’ standardized test scores. For this variable, we use the base-
year because this is the only panel containing a composite test score for reading 
and math. Because of the many contextual factors of respondents’ neighborhoods 
and schools and the interrelated nature of these factors, we constructed two indices 
labeled, concentrated poverty and concentrated affluence. Additional variables include 



SES, family structure, schools’ percent of teachers with certification and student to 
teacher ratio, as well as educational expectations, high school academic curriculum, 
and high school grade point average. We examined variables related to language 
background and place of birth for students and parents, but found no significant 
effects from these variables and thus they are not included in the analyses.

Analytic Strategy

The purpose of these analyses is to compare the pathways to the middle class followed 
by whites and Puerto Ricans. To accomplish this task, we estimate separate models for 
these two groups predicting two outcomes among 20 year olds: educational attainment 
and, for those not in college, poverty status. Educational attainment is operationalized 
as the highest level of education attempted by age 20. Because this variable contains 
unordered categories, it is predicted with a multinomial-logit model (Borooah 2002). 
Poverty status is a binary variable so we model it with logistic regression. 

All models are adjusted for the survey design using the NCES-defined strata and primary 
sampling units (i.e., base-year schools) by adjusting standard errors using the Taylor series 
method (Lee and Forthofer 2006). Doing so is important because the homogeneity of 
students within the same school will bias standard errors downward and make hypotheses 
tests too liberal. In addition, estimates use the weight designed for analyses of the first 
two follow-ups. This weight adjusts for different probabilities of selection and for sample 
attrition and makes estimates representative of people who were 10th graders in the 
U.S. in 2002. Models are estimated in the SAS procedure SURVEYLOGISTIC.
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variable description

SES Composite variable created by the NCES from information on family income, parents’ 
occupational prestige, and parents’ education.

Female 1 = yes (reference: male).

Math pipeline Highest math taken(range, 1 to 8), from transcripts.

Test score Composite math and reading standardized scores, 10th grade.

Grade point average In academic courses over the high school years, from transcripts.

Expects a BA or more Self report, 1 = yes.

No. of academic credits Over the high school years, from transcripts.

Concentrated povertya
Based on neighborhoods’ fraction poor, neighborhoods’ fraction of families with children headed 
by women, neighborhoods’ male labor force participation, neighborhoods’ proportion black or 
Latino, schools’ proportion black or Latino, schools’ proportion on free or reduced priced lunch, 
schools’ proportion of students in the bottom SES quartile.

Concentrated affluencea
Based on the neighborhoods’ fraction of families with incomes over 75k, fraction of adults with 
a BA or more education, and fraction of adults with professional or managerial occupations, and 
schools’ proportion of students in the top SES quartile.

percent teacher certified Administrator reports.

Nontraditional family At least one biological parent is absent.

Students per teacher From administrators’ reports.

Hours worked per week Senior year of high school.

Suburban residence 1 = yes.

table 1.  descriptions of independent variables

a  Index created by standardizing variables and averaging scores.



Results

Table 2 contains weighted means and percentages for each variable for Puerto 
Ricans and whites. The table shows that rates of high school completion are 
quite high for both whites and Puerto Ricans, with only 4.0 and 6.6 percent 
of them, respectively, failing to earn a high school diploma by age 20. These 
percentages may be surprising to those following debates about high school 
graduation rates in many large U.S. cities, which report drop-out rates at 40 
percent or more. The difference lies in methodology. Other studies determine 
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ALL WHITES PUERTO RICANS

dependent variables (20 years old) percent percent percent

Highest level of education, age 20

Less than high school 4.04 3.97 6.58

GED or equivalent 2.07 2.04 3.26

High school diploma 18.01 17.80 24.94

Enrollment at two-year college 26.27 26.03 34.25

Enrollment at four-year college 49.61 50.16 30.96

Is poor (among those not in college), age 20 52.99 52.42 66.13

independent variables (18 years old) mean std mean mean

SES 0.16 0.70 0.17 -0.20

Female (1 = yes) 0.51 0.50 0.55

Nontraditional family (1 = yes) 0.36 0.36 0.58

Expects bachelor's or more (1 = yes) 0.72 0.72 0.70

No. of academic credits 18.26 4.46 18.30 16.90

Math pipeline 5.54 1.60 5.56 4.66

Grade point average 2.71 0.78 2.73 2.04

Composite test score 53.01 9.17 53.21 46.22

Index of concentrated poverty

    ZCA proportion mother head 15.01 45.74 13.46 67.06

    ZCA proportion poor 18.39 46.39 17.15 60.14

    ZCA proportion idle men 21.52 55.39 20.43 58.29

    Schools’ percent free lunch 17.69 14.44 17.28 31.54

    Schools’ percent minority 20.69 20.26 19.62 56.83

    ZCA percent minority 13.28 16.24 12.52 38.86

    Schools percent bottom SES 10.81 11.11 10.59 17.96

Index of concentrated affluence

    ZCA percent mngmt/prof. 42.97 69.66 43.44 26.94

    ZCA percent bachelor's or more 42.42 75.14 42.96 24.31

    ZCA percent above $75k 44.97 74.67 45.39 30.72

    Schools’ percent top SES 21.99 21.05 22.15 16.34

School percent certified teachers 87.97 22.90 88.08 84.39

School student per teacher 16.68 4.03 16.68 16.86

Hours worked per week 16.43 11.32 16.37 18.31

Suburban residence (1 = yes) 0.43 0.43 0.42

table 2.  percentages, means and standard deviations for puerto rican and white respondents in the els, 
2004–2005

Note: Means, proportions, and percentages are weighted to represent people who were sophomores in 2002



drop-out rates by estimating how many freshman in high school graduate from 
the same school four years later. This method underestimates high school 
completion for individuals since many students change schools but nevertheless 
graduate. Data sets like ELS may underestimate dropout rates for Latinos as they 
do not count many immigrant youths who never attended school in this country. 
Our estimates count students who earn a diploma by age 20, so it includes those 
who took up to six years to finish high school. 

The percentage of Puerto Ricans and whites who did not pursue further education 
after earning a GED is also low (3.3 and 2.0 percent, respectively). However, at higher 
levels of attainment, there are large differences between whites and Puerto Ricans. 
One fourth of 20-year-old Puerto Ricans have earned no more than a high school 
diploma (24.9 percent); for whites, this percentage is lower (17.8 percent). More 
Puerto Ricans than whites have, as their highest level, attempted enrollment in a 
two-year college (34.3 versus 26.0 percent, respectively). However, less than a third of 
Puerto Ricans (31.0 percent) have ever enrolled in a four-year college; this contrasts 
to half (50.2 percent) of 20-year-old whites. 

Thus, the low high school drop-out rates for both groups indicates that improving 
Puerto Ricans’ high school completion rates will do little to improve Puerto Ricans’ 
education relative to whites. At the start of the 21st century, Puerto Rican-white gaps 
in educational attainment have been pushed up the educational pipeline into the 
realm of higher education, with the largest gap occurring with enrollment in four-
year colleges.

Among students not in college, there are also striking differences between Puerto 
Ricans and whites in their chances of entering the middle class. As seen in Table 2, 
the poverty rate of Puerto Ricans (66.13 percent) not in college is far higher than that 
of whites (52.42 percent).

Historical and current patterns of segregation, discrimination, and inequality have left 
Puerto Ricans transitioning from high school into colleges or jobs less well positioned 
than whites of the same age. Puerto Ricans at age 18 have far fewer advantages in their 
families, as seen by their relatively low SES (-0.17 vs 0.20) and high rates of nontraditional 
family structures (0.58 vs 0.36). They also lag behind whites in measures of achievement 
and preparation for college: they average fewer high school credits in academic areas 
(16.9 vs 18.0); their average level of math is nearly a year behind that of whites (4.7 vs 5.6); 
and their grade point averages (2.04 vs 2.73) and standardized test scores (46.2 vs 53.2) are 
almost a standard deviation behind those of whites. However, Puerto Rican youth remain 
quite optimistic about their future academic promise. Fully 70 percent of Puerto Ricans 
expect to earn at least a bachelor’s degree. While more whites (72 percent) hold this 
expectation, the gap is small, and considering Puerto Ricans’ relatively greater obstacles, 
their optimism is a testament to their perseverance. 

The extremely high levels of residential segregation that separate whites from 
people of color not only create advantages for whites but also disadvantages for Puerto 
Ricans. Puerto Ricans’ schools and ZCAs have much more poverty, single-parent 
families, and idle men than those of whites. For examples, Puerto Ricans’ ZCAs have 
an average poverty rate of 60 percent, or more than 3 times the average poverty rate 
of white residential areas (17 percent). Similarly, Puerto Ricans’ schools and ZCAs 
are much less affluent. For example, in their ZCAs, 24 percent of the adults have a 
bachelor’s degree or more. In whites’ ZCAs, 43 percent have achieved such credentials. 

In terms of school resources, we find smaller but nevertheless important gaps as 
well. In Puerto Ricans’ schools, 84 percent of the teachers are certified and there are 
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16.9 students per teacher. In whites’ schools, 88.1 percent of the teachers are certified 
and there are 16.7 students per teacher. In addition, Puerto Ricans work more hours 
per week than whites (18.3 vs 16.4).1 

Thus, Puerto Ricans transitioning out of high school are segregated from whites 
to a considerable degree and in very unequal circumstances. However, little is known 
about which of these factors is instrumental for educational advancement and 
transitioning to well-paying jobs for Puerto Ricans. We examine the importance of 
various factors next.

Educational Attainment

Coefficients from multinomial logit models predicting the highest level of education 
attempted by age 20 are shown in Table 3. The top model uses the sample of whites  
(N = 7,635); the bottom model uses the sample of Puerto Ricans (N = 242). Coefficients 
indicate the conditional log-odds of being in the category at the top of the column 
relative to those of earning no more than a high school diploma, which is the reference 
category. Negative coefficients indicate an increased chance of being in the reference 
category; positive coefficients, the opposite. The two lowest levels of attainment are 
combined (GED earners and those that are pushed out of high school) because there 
are too few Puerto Ricans in these categories to analyze them separately.

This means The onLy benefiT 
of having more affLuenT 
ParenTs among PuerTo 
ricans is a higher chance 
of finishing high schooL. 
PuerTo rican sTudenTs are 
noT as successfuL as WhiTe 
sTudenTs are in converTing 
socioeconomic advanTage
inTo PosTsecondary 
enroLLmenT.

By running separate models for the two groups, it is possible to compare 
Puerto Ricans and whites in the relative importance of background factors. 
However, it is important to remember that the sample of Puerto Ricans is much 
smaller than that of whites. While the relatively small sample should not bias 
the estimated coefficients, it does mean that there is much less power to discern 
statistical significance for Puerto Ricans than for whites. Lack of significance 
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for coefficients should not be taken, by itself, as indicative of substantively 
important differences. This limitation notwithstanding, the models can suggest 
which factors are related to attainment for Puerto Ricans and how these factors 
differ from those of whites.

As seen in the bottom portion of Table 3, the most consistent indicators of 
attainment at age 20 for Puerto Ricans are academic ones. Puerto Ricans that expected 
to attain a bachelor’s degree or more and that reached a higher level of math are 
significantly more likely to enroll in four-year and two-year colleges or universities than 
they are to stop school after high school. The other indicators of academic background, 
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vARIAbLE
FOUR-YEAR 

COLLEGE
TWO-YEAR 

COLLEGE
PUSH OUT/GED

whites    

SES 0.91 *** 0.49 *** -0.25  

Female 0.10  0.26 ** 0.70 ***

Nontraditional family -0.24 * -0.23 ** 0.34 *

Concentrated poverty -0.28 ** -0.06  0.29 *

Concentrated affluence 0.65 *** 0.30 ** 0.61 ***

Percent certified teachers 0.00  0.00  -0.01  

Students per teacher -0.03  0.00  -0.01  

Hours worked per week -0.21 *** -0.12 ** -0.05  

Suburban residence -0.10  0.03  0.00  

Expects a bachelor’s or more 1.87 *** 0.66 *** -0.04  

No. of academic credits 0.09 *** 0.03  -0.24 ***

Math pipeline 0.48 *** 0.14 ** -0.13  

High school GPA 1.08 *** 0.33 *** -0.71 ***

Standardized test score 0.02 *** 0.00  0.02  

Intercept -8.22 *** -1.52 ** 3.50 ***

puerto ricans

SES 0.16  0.02  -2.93 *

Female -0.06  0.41  0.33  

Nontraditional family -0.46  -1.01 * 0.17  

Concentrated poverty 0.41  0.21  0.05  

Concentrated affluence 1.28 ** 0.91  2.16 *

Percent certified teachers 0.01  0.01  0.02  

Students per teacher 0.13  0.01  0.05  

Hours worked per week -0.11  -0.34 ** -0.31  

Suburban residence 0.04  0.57  1.26  

Expects a bachelor’s or more 1.63 *** 0.75 * -1.98  

No. of academic credits 0.09  -0.01  -0.39 **

Math pipeline 0.82 ** 0.68 ** -0.11  

High school GPA 0.27  -0.42  -1.18  

Standardized test score 0.07 * 0.01  0.02  

Intercept -12.78 *** -3.13  2.78  

table 3.  multinomial-logit model predicting whites’ odds of reaching each level of attainment relative 
to attaining at most a high school diploma by age 20

***, **, * indicate p < .001, .01, and .05 on two-tailed tests



although not as consistently, also suggest a greater likelihood of attending a college 
or university than stopping at high school. Puerto Ricans with higher standardized 
test scores are more likely to enroll in four-year but not two-year colleges. In addition, 
students that took fewer academic courses during high school are more likely to be 
pushed out or to earn a GED than they are to earn a high school diploma. 

For whites, factors related to academic background also predict attainment. 
All five indicators significantly predict attendance at a four-year college, three of 
the five predict enrollment at a two-year college, and two of the five predict who 
is pushed out or earns a GED. For Puerto Ricans, many of the coefficients are of 
similar magnitude as those of whites but they do not reach statistical significance. 
For example, the coefficient for the math pipeline variable predicting who is 
pushed out or earns a GED for whites is—0.13 and significant; for Puerto Ricans, 
it is -0.19 and not significant. Only high school GPA appears to matter more for 
whites than for Puerto Ricans. 

Other than those related to academic achievement, background factors have 
inconsistent effects on Puerto Ricans. Family SES predicts who is pushed out of high 
school or earns a GED, but it cannot predict who attends four-year or two-year colleges 
(net of academic factors). For whites, the magnitudes of the SES coefficients predicting 
the higher levels of attainment are much larger and significant. This means the only 
benefit of having more affluent parents among Puerto Ricans is a higher chance of 
finishing high school. Puerto Rican students are not as successful as white students are 
in converting socioeconomic advantage into postsecondary enrollment.

Puerto Ricans from nontraditional families are more likely to stop school after 
earning a high school diploma than they are to attend four-year or two-year colleges, 
although only the latter is significant. Puerto Ricans from areas with concentrated 
poverty appear remarkably resistant to its effects in terms of attainment (with all 
of its coefficients being not significant and in the opposite direction from that 
predicted). However, Puerto Ricans from affluent contexts are more likely than those 
from less affluent areas to attend four-year colleges even net of academic background 
and family SES. Finally, working during high school appears to reduce Puerto Ricans’ 
attainment, but only in regards to attending a two-year college. 

Figure 1 is used to evaluate the magnitude of the main variables predicting 
Puerto Ricans’ attainment. The dashed line in the figure shows the probability 
of Puerto Ricans reaching each level of attainment if they had the Puerto Rican 
average for all independent variables. That line, in other words, represents the 
probabilities for the average Puerto Rican 20 year old. The other four lines indicate 
these probabilities if the averages are changed to that of whites for four variables: 
math pipeline, number of academic credits, test scores, and concentrated affluence. 
These four additional lines are, according to the statistical models, what would 
occur if Puerto Rican-white gaps in these underlying variables were eliminated. 
The changes in probabilities estimated are, of course, hypothetical. Such large 
changes would presumably result in a number of other changes that cannot be 
anticipated by the models. Nevertheless, they do suggest which types of policies 
might affect Puerto Rican attainment the most. 

As seen in the figure, fewer than 1 percent of (average) Puerto Ricans are pushed 
out of high school or earn a GED, 25 percent stop school after earning a high school 
diploma, 50 percent enroll in two-year colleges, and 25 percent enroll in four-year 
colleges. Raising the number of academic credits from the Puerto Rican to the white 
mean would have little affect on the (average) Puerto Rican. While it can predict which 
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Puerto Ricans earn a diploma and which do not, so few (average) Puerto Ricans do not 
earn at least a diploma that by itself it would not matter for many people. In addition, 
changing Puerto Ricans’ presence in affluent areas would only have small affects on 
Puerto Ricans’ attainment. It would raise their enrollment in two-year colleges from 50 
to 51 percent and their enrollment at four-year colleges from 25 to 28 percent. 

If Puerto Ricans’ average test scores were raised to those of whites (that is, if the 
test score gap were eliminated), Puerto Ricans’ enrollment in two-year colleges 
would decline, from 50 to 46 percent and their enrollment at four-year colleges 
would increase from 25 to 33 percent. While the gains in four-year enrollment  
are large, there are reasons to doubt the long-term importance of high test 
scores. First, their effects on four-year college enrollment may occur primarily 
because test scores are weighted heavily in the admission to selective colleges  
and universities even though they are poor predictors of college graduation 
(Alon, Sigal and Tienda 2007). In addition, the increase in four-year college 
enrollment largely comes at the cost of reducing two-year college enrollment. 
The total gain in college enrollment at both types of schools is only 4 percent. 
This is not necessarily a bad tradeoff, since entering college at a four-year 
institution vis-a-vis a two-year college confers students an extra advantage in 
completing the degree (Dougherty 1994).

In contrast to the meager effects of other variables, taking more rigorous math 
courses during high school has consistent and powerful affects on attainment. 
If Puerto Ricans averaged the same level of math completion as whites, their 
enrollment in two-year colleges would rise from 50 to 54 percent and their 
enrollment at four-year colleges would rise from 25 to 31 percent. Thus, their total 
college enrollment rate would increase by 9 percent (as opposed to the 4 percent 
raise expected from increasing their test scores). Furthermore, prior research has 
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figure 1.  probability of puerto ricans reaching various levels of educational attainment by age 20.

Note: Estimates calculated from the multinomial logit model shown in Table 3 for Puerto Ricans. The line labeled, “All mean 
values” indicates that all variables are set to their mean value among Puerto Ricans. The other lines suggest what might happen if 
Puerto Rican means equaled those of whites on the variables shown.
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shown that the rigor of students’ math coursework during high school is one of the 
best predictors of college completion (Adelman 1999). 

Poverty

Table 4 shows coefficients from logistic regression models predicting whether or not 
whites and Puerto Ricans have incomes below the poverty threshold for individuals. 
These models only include Puerto Rican and white 20 year olds who are not college. 
Because selection into the sample is not random, the coefficients in the model may 
not reflect a causal pathway. They describe differences in the conditional means of 
poor and non-poor individuals. Positive coefficients indicate higher poverty rates; 
negative coefficients the opposite.

As seen in the table, only three factors significantly distinguish poor and non-poor 
Puerto Ricans. First, Puerto Ricans’ odds of being poor are considerably lower if 
they grew up in areas of concentrated affluence. The magnitude of the coefficient 
indicates that increasing their level of concentrated affluence by one standard 
deviation makes their odds of being poor (1 / exp [-1.45] =) 4.25 times lower. 

Second, Puerto Ricans who expect to complete a bachelor’s degree or more are 
more likely to be poor (odds ratio = 2.1) than Puerto Ricans who do not expect to earn 
a bachelor’s degree. While this finding suggests that high expectations may reduce 
Puerto Ricans’ incomes, it should be kept in mind that most Puerto Ricans with high 
educational expectations are in college and hence not included in this sample. Third, 
Puerto Rican females are more likely than Puerto Rican males to be poor (odds ratio=2.1) 

For whites, many more of the coefficients are significant. Whites from high SES 
backgrounds, from concentrated poverty areas, who worked fewer hours, who took 
less rigorous math courses, who expected to earn a bachelor’s degree, and females 
are all more likely to be poor. However, some of the factors that significantly predict 
whites’ poverty are of similar magnitude as those predicting Puerto Ricans’ poverty 
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WHITES PUERTO RICANS

SES 0.28  -0.32  

Female 0.78 *** 0.73 * 

Nontraditional family -0.12  -0.40  

Concentrated poverty 0.14 ** 0.00  

Concentrated affluence 0.12  -1.45 ***

Percent teacher certified 0.00  -0.01  

Students per teacher -0.02 * -0.01  

Hours worked per week -0.31 *** -0.29  

Suburban -0.08 0.45  

Grade point average 0.01 0.31  

Test score 0.00  0.03  

Expects a bachelor’s or more 0.31 ** 0.76 ** 

No. of academic credits 0.00  -0.02  

Math pipeline -0.13 *** -0.35

Intercept 1.29 1.15

  

table 4.  logistic regression model predicting poverty status among 20 year olds not in college

***, **, * indicate p < .001, .01, and .05 on two-tailed tests, respectively. Significance tests for the last column (Puerto Ricans only) 
use one-tailed tests.
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even though for Puerto Ricans they are not significant. Puerto Ricans and whites 
who worked more hours per week during high school benefit equally (-0.31 for whites, 
-0.29 for Puerto Ricans); and taking less rigorous math appears to increase Puerto 
Ricans’ chances of being poor more than it does whites’ chances (-0.13 for whites and 
-0.35 for Puerto Ricans). However, Puerto Ricans are less influenced than whites by 
concentrated poverty and more influenced than whites by concentrated affluence.

Conclusions

This paper uses data from the Education Longitudinal Study to examine Puerto Ricans’ 
and whites’ transitions out of high school and into young adulthood to weigh their relative 
chances of entering the middle class. The data show that by age 20, marked differences in 
educational attainment and poverty already exist between Puerto Ricans and whites. White 
people 20 years of age are much more likely to have been enrolled in a four-year college 
than Puerto Rican people of this age. Puerto Ricans, relative to whites, are more likely to 
be in a two-year college or to not be in college at all. Were Puerto Ricans not enrolling in 
college because of lucrative employment opportunities, their lack of college enrollment 
would not signal distress. But the opposite is true. Puerto Ricans not in college are also 
much more likely than their white counterparts to be poor. Puerto Ricans transitioning 
to adulthood are much less likely than whites to be on track to attain middle class status. 

More than anything else, Puerto Rican-white differences in educational attainment 
are created by the achievement differences between whites and Puerto Rican that 
emerged in youth. High achievement is strongly associated with greater attainment for 
Puerto Ricans and whites. The causes of these achievement differences are not examined 
here, but they are surely related to Puerto Ricans’ lower SES, residence in high poverty 
neighborhoods, and attendance at schools with many poor and minority students.

These analyses suggest that the two most important areas for improvement 
for Puerto Ricans are math performance and their overall test scores. If Puerto 
Ricans reached levels of math comparable to those of whites during high school, 
they would be much more likely to attend four-year and two-year colleges. Raising 
Puerto Ricans’ test scores would primarily result in higher attendance at four-year 
colleges. Test scores have become very important for admission to selective colleges 
and universities (which may explain why they cannot predict enrollment at two-year 
colleges among Puerto Ricans), but they are not good predictors of who will graduate 
from college (Alon and Tienda, 2007). In contrast, taking rigorous courses during 
high school is strongly associated with earning a bachelor’s degree (Swail et al. 2005).

However, Puerto Rican-white differences are created by more than achievement 
differences. Even net of the effect of achievement, students from low SES families are 
more likely to leave high school early or to earn a GED. Consistent with the collective 
efficacy model, we also find that Puerto Ricans’ underrepresentation in contexts of 
affluence reduces Puerto Ricans’ enrollment in four-year colleges, although only slightly 
net of academic background and other factors. Working more during high school lowers 
Puerto Ricans’ chances of entering a two-year college but not a four-year one. 

Among Puerto Ricans that are not in college, 66.1 percent have incomes below 
the federal poverty line for individuals. This rate is especially high for females, those 
Puerto Ricans who took fewer math classes, and those who live in places with fewer 
affluent neighbors and schoolmates. 

There is also evidence suggesting that a high SES background actually associates 
with greater chances of being poor among people not in college, although this 
is not true of Puerto Ricans. One explanation for this surprising finding may be 
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that prior to age 20, students prepare for a transition into either college or the labor 
force, but situational contexts limit their ability to prepare. The clearest factor 
affecting this process is the amount of time worked during high school. Working 
more prepares people for entering the labor force but not college; hence, we observe 
that people who work more attain less education but are also less likely to be poor 
if they don’t go to college. The notion of preparation may also explain why white 
students from high SES backgrounds who do not attend college have relatively high 
poverty rates. High family SES may be a context that limits preparation for the labor 
market because it places so much emphasis on preparation for greater educational 
attainment. The few young adults from high SES backgrounds who do not attend 
college may have poor preparation for work in the labor market.

Explanations for these surprising findings notwithstanding, the analyses 
nevertheless point to powerful factors that limit Puerto Ricans’ chances of mobility 
into the middle class. At the end of high school, Puerto Ricans’ average educational 
achievement is far below that of whites. And even if Puerto Ricans’ achievement 
did rise to a level equal to that of whites at the end of high school, their lower SES 
and concentration in poor rather than affluent areas would continue to affect their 
educational attainment and chances of earning wages above poverty. For both 
white and Puerto Rican females, the chances of reaching the middle class look 
particularly bleak if they do not pursue higher education. 

Finally, our findings for family SES do not fully support the application of the 
status attainment model to Puerto Ricans. For them, higher levels of affluence 
at home boosted high school graduation rates but did not lead to higher odds of 
attending college. Not being able to capitalize on parental SES is potentially an 
impediment for the collective chances of Puerto Ricans moving into the middle 
class. Perhaps the impact of family background on educational and economic 
outcomes among Puerto Ricans in the U.S. is predicated on a segmented 
assimilation model (Portes 2001; Vélez and Burgos 2010), in which local economic 
conditions, political processes, and the relative size and human capital stock of the 
co-ethnic population modify the opportunity structure for Puerto Ricans.

The results of our study point to the integration of Puerto Ricans into schools 
and neighborhoods with less poverty and greater affluence as an important 
vehicle for their educational advancement. Vigorous enforcement of anti-
discrimination laws targeted at housing providers and financial institutions could 
have a positive impact on the current and future homeownership rates of Puerto 
Rican householders. In metropolitan areas where Puerto Ricans can attain parity 
in housing values and suburbanization rates with whites, they tend to be less 
segregated (Vélez, Martin and Méndez 2009), and lower segregation rates have 
been linked to higher homeownership rates for Puerto Ricans (Krivo 1995). In 
the meantime, efforts to improve the educational achievement of Puerto Rican 
students should center on developing policies to encourage the availability and 
selection of college-oriented courses, such as advanced math and science courses 
in the urban high schools they attend. Another policy recommendation supported 
by our findings is the reduction of the reliance on testing and test scores in college 
admission decisions, as Puerto Ricans are negatively impacted in their quest of 
attending four-year colleges by lower test scores.

Our results also suggest that paid employment in high school might forestall 
poverty among whites (the results for Puerto Ricans were in the same direction but 
not significant) who do not pursue a postsecondary education. For these youths, 
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paid work might lead to jobs with more opportunities to learn and develop skills 
that can boost income at age 20. This finding calls into question laws that restrict 
the employment of youths younger than age 16 during the school year, as for some 
youths, working offers a potentially favorable option to acquire human capital and 
improve their life chances. Local school officials should create or expand programs 
that are flexible in allowing high school students to combine school and work. 

N OT E S
1 Not shown is that Puerto Ricans are more likely than whites to live in large cities. Whites 
are more likely to live in rural areas and small towns. We have focused on suburban areas because 
preliminary analyses did not reveal any differences in outcomes by city size except for those 
between suburbs and all other areas.
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