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This article explores program models that seek to address 
obstacles to Puerto Rican adults’ successful entry into 
social work careers. These models target Puerto Ricans 
employed in social work agencies and related fields who 
have not completed a bachelor’s degree and may benefit 
from programs that address barriers to obtaining post-
secondary credentials. Programs include such features as 
tuition assistance, transportation assistance, child care, 
support in strengthening verbal and written English skills, 
and access to networks of employers. Using cross-case 
analysis, three higher education partnership models were 
examined with a particular focus on recruitment practices, 
links with employers, and support services available for 
Puerto Rican adults. Implications for the field of social 
work and Puerto Rican communities are discussed. [Key 
words: social work, education, Puerto Ricans, low-wage]

a b s t r a c t



(Miles and Huberman 1994; Yin 2003), this article explores workforce development 
models for Puerto Rican adults supporting entry into career pathways in social 
work. These models are appropriate for low-wage workers who possess a high school 
diploma, but who face entry and completion barriers to college. Program designs 
that benefit disadvantaged populations include such features as tuition assistance, 
transportation assistance, child care, support in strengthening verbal and written 
English skills, and access to networks of employers (Giloth 2004; Takahashi and 
Meléndez 2004). Such programs constitute a considerable resource for Puerto 
Rican workers as they transition from low-wage work and enter or re-enter a career 
pathway by upgrading their knowledge and skills. Jenkins (2006: 6) defines career 
pathways as “a series of connected education and training programs and support 
services that enable individuals to secure employment within a specific industry 
or occupational sector, and to advance over time to successively higher levels of 
education and employment in that sector.” 

This article analyzes program components of pathway initiatives targeted at 
supporting adult Puerto Rican workers (25 years old and above) who are out of 
the higher education pipeline and need assistance with enrolling, re-enrolling, and 
completing certificates, and/or two- and four-year undergraduate graduate degrees 
in human services and social work. American Community Survey data presented in 
Table 1 reveal a pool of close to 20,000 Puerto Rican adults within the U.S. employed 
in social work positions that could upgrade to higher educational credentials and 
advance within the field of social work. Anticipated employment growth in the social 
work sector signals a greater demand for bilingual Puerto Ricans within the field in 
order to address the mental health and social service needs of their communities 
(Acevedo, González, Santiago and Vargas-Ramos 2007; Ortiz-Hendricks 2007;  
and U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2006). 

Successful career pathways are created by Labor Market Intermediaries 
(LMIs), which are partnerships between community-based organizations, 
institutions of higher education, and/or labor unions (Giloth 2004; Takahashi 
and Meléndez 2004). These partnerships support the human capital 
development of low-income workers and formally connect them to employers. 
According to Giloth (2004: 8), these programs provide a second chance for 
low- income adults who have been poorly served by the K-12 education system 
and “in the best cases, these programs serve as credentialing intermediaries 
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that link the job ready with employers, help employers define jobs and job 
qualifications, and provide an alternative to the informal hiring networks that 
operate through internal labor markets.” 

Particularly germane to this analysis are initiatives sponsored by LMIs that 
assist Puerto Rican adults with high school diplomas with the completion of 
two-year degrees in human services and/or their successful transfer to a four-year 
undergraduate (Bachelor of Social Work) pathway. The career pathways examined 
here are designed to directly address barriers to degree completion for Puerto Ricans 
and to facilitate career advancement within social work. Typically, these barriers 
include financial constraints, such as tuition affordability and financial aid, the need 
to strengthen verbal and written English skills, child care and transportation needs, 
and inadequate access to networks of employers (Takahashi and Meléndez 2004).  
In addition, low-wage Puerto Rican students struggle to meet competing demands 
of families, employers, and academic programs with schedules that were designed for 
mainstream students with few external responsibilities (Gardella et al. 2005;  
Negroni-Rodríguez, Dicks and Morales 2006).1  

While Puerto Ricans have participated in significant political struggles during 
the civil rights era to address systematic discrimination by educational institutions 
(Totti and Matos-Rodríguez 2009; De Jesús and Pérez 2009), a large segment of this 
community continues to experience challenges in regards to educational attainment 
and labor force participation (De Jesús and Vásquez 2005; Meléndez and Visser 
2009). For example, an October 2010 report by the Community Service Society 
found that Puerto Rican youth, especially men, fare worse than other comparison 
groups (including African Americans) in their rates of school enrollment, educational 
attainment, and labor force participation (Treschan 2010). For decades, Puerto 
Rican youth have been shortchanged by the K-12 public school system, and their 
experiences within public and private institutions of higher education have also been 
characterized as troubled (Rodríguez and Bosque Pérez 1994; De Jesús and Vásquez 
2005). These conditions converge with economic pressures and other social problems 
to weaken the career development of Puerto Rican adults and call for a review of 
“targeted social policy efforts” to address these persistent challenges and to study the 
effectiveness of institutions that “serve” these communities (Treschan 2010: 13).

The expansion of such programs represents such targeted policy efforts and a 
mutually beneficial opportunity for Puerto Rican communities and the social work 
profession to increase the number of professionals prepared to competently address 
the needs of Puerto Rican and other Latino communities (Chapa and Acosta 2010; 
Hernández and Fitch 2004; Negroni-Rodríguez, Dicks and Morales 2006; Ortiz-
Hendricks 2007; and Ortiz et al. 2007). 

Low-wage Puerto Ricans and Social Work Employment

Puerto Ricans attain lower levels of education credentials than the average for the 
U.S. population and are less likely to participate in the labor force (Aguilera 2005; 
López 2009). Recent analyses reveal that the economic and employment crisis 
currently affecting the U.S. has long been experienced by a large percentage of low-
wage Puerto Ricans. Using American Community Survey data, Meléndez and Visser 
(2009) estimate that “50.69 percent of all Puerto Ricans aged 26 and older were 
engaged in low-wage jobs as compared to 43.70 percent of the entire US population.” 
Further, an analysis by Enchautegui et al. (2009: 1) citing Congressional Budget Office 
and American Community Survey data found that “24 percent of mainland-based 
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Puerto Rican workers earn $9 per hour or less, and 27 percent of Puerto Ricans 18 to 
64 years old do not hold a job.” Despite these formidable occupational challenges, 
an anticipated increase in social work positions presents an opportunity for bilingual 
Puerto Ricans with relevant training and skills to considerably increase their earnings 
(Vidal de Haymes and Kiltey 2007).

According to a recent National Association of Social Workers study on social 
work compensation (Whitaker and Wilson 2010), the median income for MSW-level 
social workers is $55,000 per annum or $29.64 per hour, while the median income for 
BSW-level social workers is $40,000 per annum or $21.97 per hour. Average salaries 
for bilingual social workers at the MSW level are higher at $60,000 (Whitaker and 
Wilson 2010: 6), confirming the potential for bilingual Puerto Ricans to increase 
earnings by obtaining an advanced social work degree. 

Puerto Rican adults currently employed as social work and human service 
assistants2 constitute an important pool for cultivation as professional social 
workers. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reports median annual wages for social 
and human service assistants as $27,280 per annum or $14.83 per hour (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics 2010). 

As Table 1 reveals, the average earnings for a social work assistant increase close 
to $13,000 or 34 percent upon obtaining a BSW degree; and another $15,000 upon 
completion of an MSW degree. The average salary for a bilingual MSW of $60,000 
reflects an additional $5,000 or a 9 percent premium for bilingual skills. These data 
suggest the hypothetical possibility for a bilingual Puerto Rican social work assistant 
earning the average wage of $27,280 to double one’s earnings through the successful 
completion of a career pathway initiative leading to an MSW degree. 

Employment in the social work/human services sector is expected to increase 
by 16 percent in the 2008–2018 decade. Growing elderly populations will need 
social services, leading to new positions in medical and public health social 
work, case management, long-term care, and gerontological social work services. 
During this same period, social work positions focused on mental health and 
substance abuse are also projected to grow by close to 20 percent; medical and 
public health social work positions are expected to grow about 22 percent, a rate 
of growth much faster than the average. In addition, employment for social and 
human service assistants is also expected to grow much faster than the average 
(23 percent) during the 2008–2018 decade.

The growth of Puerto Rican and Latino populations throughout the country 
(López and Dockterman 2001) presents an opportunity for Puerto Ricans prepared 
and credentialed to meet the social service and mental health needs of communities 
where large populations of Puerto Ricans and other Latinos make up the client base 
(Chapa and Acosta 2010; Hernandez and Fitch 2004; and Ortiz et al. 2007). 

education level avg. annual earnings differential premium percent

MSW (Bilingual) $60,000.00 $5,000.00 9 percent

MSW $55,000.00 $15,000.00 37 percent

BSW $40,000.00 $12,720.00 34 percent

SW Assistant $27,280.00

table 1.  social workers and social work assistants earnings

Source: Whitaker & Wilson, 2010; Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010
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Distribution of Puerto Ricans Employed in Social Work 

A review of the distribution of Puerto Rican adults reporting employment in the 
social work sector as professional social workers and social work assistants is useful in 
obtaining a more accurate understanding of the low representation of Puerto Ricans in 
social work, as well as the demand for pathway programs such as those described in this 
article. According to American Community Survey data, less than 3 percent of all social 
workers and social work assistants respectively in the United States are Puerto Rican. 

Nationally, 811,454 adults (25 years and older) report employment in professional 
social work positions in the U.S. Of these, 23,623 are Puerto Rican, representing 2.04 
percent of all social workers in the U.S. Social work assistant positions are held by 
380,938 adults; of these, 7,661 are Puerto Rican, representing just 2.08 percent of all 
social work assistant positions in the U.S. (See Table 2). 

Of the 23,623 Puerto Ricans employed in social work, 69.98 percent report they 
are employed as professional social workers and 30.01 percent report employment as 
social work assistants. However, further analysis reveals that not all adults reporting 
employment as “social workers” have attained a bachelor’s degree or higher. 

Of 16,532 Puerto Ricans employed in professional social work positions, 25 percent 
possess a master’s degree, while 37 percent possess a bachelor’s degree. Five percent 
of Puerto Rican social workers possess an associate’s degree, 17 percent report having 
some college, but no degree, and 13 percent possess a high school diploma (see Table 
3). The overrepresentation of Puerto Ricans in the some college but no degree 
category is a particularly relevant data point for this analysis, as over 35 percent 
of Puerto Ricans employed in professional social work positions do not possess a 
bachelor’s degree. Twenty five percent of all Puerto Rican’s employed as social work 
assistants possess some college but no degree, while 17 percent possess an associate’s 
degree and 19 percent possess a high school diploma. Fully 60 percent of Puerto 
Ricans employed as social work assistants have not attained a bachelor’s degree. 

Educational Attainment of Puerto Rican Social Workers/Assistants

A review of the educational attainment of the social work and social work 
assistant categories enables a more accurate analysis of the number and 
percentage of Puerto Ricans who stand to benefit from social work career 
pathway initiatives. In addition, a closer review of data, for three cities with high 
concentrations of Puerto Ricans (NYC, Philadelphia, and Hartford) where the 

   social workers sw assistants

Not Hispanic 729,637 299,123

Puerto Rican 16,532 7,091

Other Latino 65,285 35,023

Total 811,454 341,246

Percent of Total

Not Hispanic 89.92 percent 87.66 percent

Puerto Rican 2.04 percent 2.08 percent

Other Latino 8.05 percent 10.27 percent

Total 100 percent 100 percent

table 2.  us social work occupations

Source: American Community Survey (2006-2008 three year sample)



programs reviewed in this article are located, indicates the great need for Puerto 
Rican social workers in these communities. 

Comparing Puerto Rican social worker and social work assistant attainment to 
the overall U.S. average for all adults 25 years and above, it becomes evident that 
Puerto Ricans employed in social work are underrepresented in the attainment of 
bachelor’s and master’s degrees and overrepresented in the high school diploma 
and some college/no degree categories. Nationally, Puerto Ricans are slightly below 
the national average of 5.91 percent in the associate’s degree category at 5.5 percent, 
although variation exists at the local level. 

Analysis of the distribution of Puerto Rican social workers in Philadelphia, 
New York, and Hartford reveals that at least 30 percent of adult Puerto Ricans 
employed in social work have not yet completed a BA (n = 3,565). Adult Puerto 
Ricans in Philadelphia represented the largest subgroup of Puerto Ricans employed 
in social work without attaining a BA at 46.19 percent (n = 342). New York City 
has the highest proportion of its Puerto Rican population employed in social work 
working with a BA or higher (64.33 percent), relative to 30.9 percent working with 
an associate’s degree or less. Hartford interestingly has a bi-modal distribution of 
Puerto Rican social workers—34.14 percent have only a high school diploma and 65.8 
percent hold a BA. These data suggest the importance of the role pathway programs 
may play in supporting Puerto Rican adults to enter college, as well as in completing 
bachelor’s and master’s degrees in social work.4 

These data also reveal that Puerto Rican adults employed in social work and 
social work assistant positions, while making up a very small share of social workers 
nationally, are overrepresented in the attainment categories some college but no degree, 
and underrepresented in bachelor’s and master’s degree categories relative to the national 
average. The data indicate that a market exists within the Puerto Rican community 
for career pathways into social work; however, the literature confirms that entry 
barriers still exist. As such, the question guiding this research was: “What program 
components assist low-wage Puerto Ricans in successfully entering and progressing 
along a social work career pathway?”
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 hs diploma some college associate’s bachelor’s master’s

U.S. 52,440 87,225 47,986 339,613 258,906

percent 6.46 10.74 5.91 41.85 31.90

Puerto Rican 2,170 2,762 910 6,084 4,026

percent 13.12 16.70 5.50 36.80 24.35

NYC      

Puerto Rican 852 768 311 2,359 1,667

percent 13.28 11.97 4,84 38.34 25.99

Philadelphia      

Puerto Rican 25 138 179 349 49

percent 3.37 18.64 24.18 47.16 6.62

Hartford      

Puerto Rican 42 0 0 81 0

percent 34.14   65.80  

table 3.  educational attainment for u.s. and puerto rican social workers and social work assistants

Source: American Community Survey (2006–2008 three year sample)



Method

The study employed a comparative case study (Miles and Huberman 1994; Yin 2003) 
of three social work pathway programs serving Puerto Ricans and utilized multiple 
sources of data including interviews with program directors, published articles, 
annual reports, recruitment materials and other program descriptions including 
brochures, and websites. Using a protocol adapted from Takahashi and Melendez 
(2004), administrators responsible for and/or involved in the design of each program 
were interviewed regarding their program history, characteristics, and outcomes. 
Questions focused on institutional motivation and context, program design, 
recruitment and retention, support services, links to community-based organizations 
and other employers, training certifications and career ladders, and program impact 
(see Appendix for interview protocol). 

A purposive sample (Maxwell 1996; Patton 1990) was assembled that included 
programs serving low-wage Puerto Rican participants and/or those whose 
programmatic missions explicitly address the barriers faced by Puerto Rican workers 
in obtaining professional credentials. While no program explicitly targeted Puerto 
Ricans per se, all programs were located in urban areas with traditionally high 
concentrations of Puerto Ricans, and two of the programs served a majority Puerto 
Rican population. Additionally, all programs were organized to address the barriers 
that Puerto Rican workers confront in entering career pathways. Table 4 provides 
basic information on each model. 
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program: Health Careers Core Curriculum, (HC4)

institution: 1199 SEIU Training and Employment Fund, CUNY, New York, NY                                    

program type: Pre-College, Associates, Bachelors, Graduate

participants: 800+

program: ¡Adelante! Bilingual Career Development Certificate

institution: St. Joseph College, West Hartford, CT                                     

program type: Four-course undergraduate certificate/Bachelor’s Degree completion

participants: 12

program: Harcum at Congreso

institution: Harcum College, I-LEAD, Congreso de Latinos Unidos, Philadelphia, PA 

program type: Associate’s Degree 

participants: 100

table 4.  social work pathway models

Source: Whitaker & Wilson, 2010; Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010

The three programs analyzed differ by type of institutional host/sponsor and by 
level of credentials offered. One program (HC4) is union based in partnership with 
the several campuses within the City University of New York. Another program is a 
partnership between a private two-year college and a community-based non-profit 
organization offering an Associate’s Degree in Human Services. The third is a career 
development certificate focused on undergraduate degree completion based at a 
Catholic women’s college. These varying program and organizational structures provide 
a range of approaches targeted at addressing the needs of Puerto Rican workers.5 

Data were analyzed using the constant comparative method where the 
researcher simultaneously codes and analyses data in order to explore relationships, 



refine concepts, identify properties, and integrate them into a coherent narrative 
(Miles and Huberman 1994; Taylor and Bogdan 1984). This approach provides for 
richer description of program components that may help low-wage Puerto Ricans 
overcome barriers to entering social work pathways (Miles and Huberman 1994: 173).    

Program Descriptions

1199 SEIU League Training and Upgrading Fund

Health Careers Core Curriculum (HC4) Program

The Service Employees International Union (1199 SEIU) is the New York City and 
Long Island chapter of this national 200,000-member union of health care workers. 
Approximately 14,000 union members enroll in the Training and Upgrading Fund 
programs annually. Of these, approximately 92 percent are people of color and 12 
percent are Latino.6 The part-time HC4 program allows union members who are 
first-time or returning college students to take up to 34 credits of required college 
courses through the City University of New York (CUNY), and apply those credits 
to health care-related associate’s or bachelor’s degree programs. A voucher program 
enables participants to cover up to six credits a semester with no out-of-pocket costs. 
Union members pay only for books and fees. 

Participants attend a required program orientation and the Training and 
Employment Funds’ College Bound workshop and must pass the reading and writing 
portions of the CUNY-ACT skills assessment. Courses are offered on CUNY 
campuses, at local union sites, and online. Participants are enrolled in a cohort and 
are supported by case managers and counselors who provide counseling on campus 
and at the fund’s sites, assisting with course selection and referral to support services 
including tutoring and study skills workshops, time management, and computer and 
Internet research to assist with college-level work. Participants have seven-day access 
to program advisors. 

Within the CUNY system, HC4 works primarily with the College of Staten Island 
(CSI), New York City Technical College in Brooklyn, and Lehman College in the 
Bronx. Each of these campuses provides a range of academic programs in human 
services and/or social work, with New York City College of Technology offering 
both an Associate’s Degree in Applied Sciences in Human Services and a Bachelor 
of Science in Human Services accredited by the Council for Standards in Human 
Services Education. The College of Staten Island offers a Bachelor of Arts in Social 
Work (BASW), and Lehman College offers a Council of Social Work Education 
Accredited BSW and MSW program. At the undergraduate level, each of these 
programs focuses on generalist practice. 

St. Joseph College, West Hartford, CT

íAdelante! Bilingual Career Development Certificate 

The ¡Adelante! Bilingual Career Development Certificate program at St. Joseph 
College in West Hartford, CT is designed to allow bilingual working adults with 
some college credits to obtain an undergraduate career development certificate 
with the goal of completing a bachelor’s degree in social work. Participants are 
admitted into the college’s undergraduate Weekend Program for Adult Learners 
and complete four specialized courses for the certificate: Prior Learning and Adult 
Education, Business and Professional Communication, Latino/a Storytelling,  
and Community Interpreting and Cultures. ¡Adelante! is housed within the 
college’s Department of Social Work and Latino Community Practice and serves 12 
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students through: 1) affordable tuition for part-time returning students; 2) flexible  
schedules that accommodate working adults; 3) bilingual faculty advisors and 
faculty mentors; 4) individualized tutoring and academic support; 5) classes 
conducted in Spanish and English; 6) culturally relevant curricula; and 7) inclusion 
of families and communities in the college experience, whereby family members 
are invited to participate in annual events and conferences organized to celebrate 
the accomplishments of program participants as well as emphasize the role of 
family and community support in student success. Students earn the certificate 
upon completion of the four-course sequence, and each credit satisfies general 
education distribution requirements and is transferable to a four-year bachelor’s 
degree program. In addition to continuing within St. Joseph College’s Weekend 
Adult College, ¡Adelante! has also negotiated transfer and articulation agreements 
with other local institutions such as Capitol Community College and Central 
Connecticut State University. 

congreso’s 2009 AnnuAl 
rePorT observes ThAT The 
ProgrAm WAs esTAblished 
To “Address mAny vAriAbles 
ThAT Weigh inTo creATing 
self-sufficiency, Provides 
enTrAnce inTo higher-WAge 
emPloymenT, And increAses 
college Access by bringing 
college To The communiTy.”
Harcum at Congreso, Philadelphia, PA 

In partnership with the Institute for Leadership, Education, Advancement and 
Development (I-LEAD) and Congreso de Latinos Unidos of Philadelphia;  
Harcum College, the oldest two-year degree granting institution in Pennsylvania, 
offers North Philadelphia residents associate’s degree programs in Human Services,  
Law and Justice, Leadership, and Early Childhood Education. The program draws 
on the strengths of each partner and, in its first year, enrolled approximately 100 
community residents (over 90 percent of the students are Puerto Rican). Congreso’s 
2009 annual report observes that the program was established to “address many 
variables that weigh into creating self-sufficiency, provides entrance into higher-wage 
employment, and increases college access by bringing college to the community”  
Or as the program director observed: “any and all social barriers that our students 
would face that would hinder their academic success.” 
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According to Atlas and Mireya Leon (2010), the partners identified three main 
barriers to higher education for Puerto Rican residents of North Philadelphia—
finances, transportation, and a discomfort in being outside of their community. As 
a result, key features of the program include locating the associate’s degree program 
within the community at Congreso’s facilities, effectively addressing transportation 
concerns (and providing dinner each evening), subsidized tuition, and support 
services (including housing/rental assistance, financial literacy programs, and case 
management) for participants. 

Each partner is well suited to contribute specific components of the program,  
as Atlas and Mireya Leon (2010) observe: 

Congreso provides the long-standing history and community trust needed to attract 
(recruit) students, social support, facilities, and financial aid assistance; I-LEAD 
provides leadership curricula, professional training, and academic assistance; and 
Harcum provides the accreditation, professors, curriculum, and financial aid leverage.

In addition, Harcum at Congreso instructors are hired based on their experience 
working effectively with this population and receive additional professional 
development from I-LEAD on how to specifically address the needs of Puerto  
Rican and other low-income students. 

While Harcum at Congreso is only in its second year, it has a documented 80 
percent retention rate (Atlas and Mireya León 2010) and plans to expand from its 
current enrollment of 100 students to over 300 (Congreso 2009 Annual Report). 
The Human Service curriculum is a modified version of the curriculum offered at 
Harcum College’s main campus, designed to be relevant to the needs of Harcum at 
Congreso’s students. Classes are held at Congreso’s Education and Training center, 
a newly-renovated facility with state-of-the-art classrooms, computer laboratories, 
and smart boards in the heart of the Kensington community of North Philadelphia. 
Dinner is provided for students each evening. Students have access to a range of 
social services including case management, job readiness training, rental assistance, 
financial literacy programs, and tutoring through Harcum at Congreso. 

Harcum at Congreso students are trained as human services generalists through 
courses in sociology, psychology, and the humanities. In addition, the program 
emphasizes the development of the following skills: interviewing, observation, 
recording, case management, group work, advocacy, and community mobilization 
(http://www.harcum.edu/_Human_Services.aspx). Students also participate in 
supervised internships in community agencies—a key link for them to employers as 
Congreso itself is one of the largest human service employers in North Philadelphia. 

Findings

Motivation and Context

The interviews with program directors and founders provided a deeper 
understanding of how these programs respond to the needs of Puerto Rican 
workers and social work employers. Each program emerged from institutional and/
or personal commitments to incorporate Puerto Rican workers more fully into the 
particular institution and the profession of social work. Leaders were well aware 
of barriers facing Puerto Rican workers and linked their work to institutional 
missions, social work, and social justice values, and their personal and professional 
ties to Puerto Rican communities. They reported that these experiences and 
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relationships deeply motivated them to develop and strengthen pathways for 
Puerto Ricans into social work. 

For example, the founding director of ¡Adelante! sees the Certificate as an 
extension of the College’s mission and the educational needs of the local community: 

In the greater Hartford area and in the State of Connecticut, Puerto Ricans are 
among the least well-served populations by higher education, both in terms of their 
participation rate in college and their graduation rate. Comenzamos was a project to 
encourage Latinos at Capital Community College who were interested in social work 
to go on to a four-year school, a four-year social work program. At that time only 9 
percent of Latinos at Capital were getting their associate’s degree and going on so we 
decided to work together as a coalition. 

¡Adelante! is in its second year and serves 12 students—the majority of whom are 
Puerto Ricans from the Greater Hartford area. According to program staff, of 11 
students in the first cohort, 100 percent successfully completed the Certificate and 
matriculated into bachelor’s degree programs. After receiving a $50,000 grant from 
¡Excelencia! in Education (via the Wal-Mart Foundation) and recruiting two new 
Latina professors, ¡Adelante! has developed a promising pathway model for Puerto 
Rican adults into social work. These preliminary outcome data offer a compelling 
example of possibilities for programs of more significant size.

Harcum at Congreso was established in 2009 and was conceived by Congreso’s 
former President and the Executive Director of the Institute for Leadership, 
Education, Advancement and Development (I-LEAD) which had achieved success 
in the development of smaller partnerships between non-profit organizations and 
Harcum College to serve the education needs of employees. Harcum at Congreso 
began with a small cohort of Congreso employees in an effort to provide them 
with an opportunity to upgrade their skills and credentials at the work site.  
These original four employees graduated with their associate’s degrees and 
have received salary increases or promotions since graduation. According to 
the program director, some of these program graduates had “attended larger 
educational institutions and felt intimidated by the competition of the other 
students, lost faith in themselves and dropped out. Students here find this a  
more empowering model because we’ve brought college to them and provided 
them with the supports to succeed.” 

Outreach and Recruitment

All programs utilized conventional strategies for recruiting students, such as 
presentations, distributing brochures, direct mailing, and posting program 
information on institutional websites. Prospective participants in HC4 are recruited 
from the union membership via flyers, brochures, and advertisements in the union 
magazine sent to members’ homes. Members fill out response cards for more 
information. Each year, according to the program manager, this yields several 
hundred applicants to the program. A considerable challenge for some applicants is 
their difficulty passing the CUNY entrance exam, which gains them admission into 
the partner CUNY campuses (College of Staten Island, Lehman College, and New 
York City College of Technology). These members are referred to college preparatory 
programs also sponsored by the union and may reapply to HC4 upon obtaining a 
passing score on the entrance exam. 
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While HC4 serves approximately 800 workers and utilizes union communications 
infrastructure (e.g., newsletters, email lists, etc.) and word-of-mouth for recruitment, 
informants from the private institutions discussed their heavy reliance on personal 
and professional networks to conduct outreach and recruit potential students. 
Additionally, they described the extremely labor-intensive nature of relationship 
building with mutual aid associations, community-based organizations, health care 
institutions, and government agencies that employ low-wage Puerto Rican workers. 

¡Adelante! utilized focus groups with prospective students and employers to 
develop its recruitment strategies, which include formal and informal approaches 
aimed both at strategically strengthening relationships with larger institutional 
employers with access to resources for tuition reimbursement, and recruiting  
“one student at a time.” Emphasizing the importance of relationship building and 
trust in recruitment, the ¡Adelante! program director observed: 

It’s difficult because there is a lot of distrust and fear to overcome. If you’re creating 
a program specifically for a population that is reluctant to go to college, that has been 
spurned and hurt in the past, you really need to build relationships one student at 
time. So you could have your glossy brochure, which we have, and you can have your 
admission staff on board, but ultimately it’s going to come down to building these 
relationships one student or one family or one church or one beauty parlor at a time. 
That’s the other piece—the informal piece that when we’ve had breakthroughs with 
any of our programs, it’s been because of personal connections. This person knew 
that person at this agency. They trusted her, so they’ll trust you.

Recognizing the prohibitive cost of private higher education, ¡Adelante! has sought 
to strengthen relationships with institutional partners who provide resources for 
upgrading their workers skills and credentials. These included large private agencies, 
state agencies, and health care institutions, with which the college has had long-
term ties. ¡Adelante! continues to develop and strengthen relationships with large 
employers in health and human services and working with agencies who can apply  
for incumbent worker funding: 

We have been going to state workforce development programs that at least at one 
time had some money and might in the future. In Connecticut a priority area for 
incumbent worker funding is health, so this is a perfect opportunity for us. So, for 
example, a year ago would have been the case, that Hartford Hospital had a group of 
employees interested in ¡Adelante! They might have received $25,000 from the state 
that they could use toward tuition support for those employees. 

¡Adelante! aggressively targets employers seeking to upgrade the skills and credentials 
of their Puerto Rican employees. It also leverages relationships with agencies and 
professional associations such as the state chapter of the National Association of 
Social Workers to identify participants.  

Harcum at Congreso initially targeted Congreso employees, but since has 
expanded its enrollment to include North Philadelphia residents (35 percent 
reportedly are over 25 years of age) and is now utilizing its formal partnerships 
and informal networks to recruit prospective students. Program staff are 
strengthening and developing partnerships with local high schools and 
are seeking to establish a partnership with a prisoner re-entry program in 
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conjunction with local police and parole departments. These non-traditional 
recruitment partnerships show promise, but they will need further assessment as 
they are implemented. Clearly, targeting students from this re-entry population 
requires the provision of extensive support services. 

Support Services 

Informants discussed the importance of support services in the form of advising, 
mentoring, and tutoring as essential components of their programs. HC4 provides 
its participants with tutors and counselors at each of the campus sites where its 
members take classes. Significantly, students have access to these advisors seven days 
a week. Students receive tutoring support in taking the entrance examination as well 
as the CUNY Proficiency Exam (CPE) that they must pass in order to transition to a 
four-year program of study.  

menToring WAs esPeciAlly 
emPhAsized in The ProgrAms 
in The PrivATe insTiTuTions.

Mentoring was especially emphasized in the programs in the private institutions. 
In ¡Adelante! a designated faculty mentor provides participants with additional 
academic support. In addition, of the four courses that students take in the program, 
three of the course faculty teaching these are bilingual. The small size of the cohort 
(10–12) also fosters the opportunity for mutual support and community building 
among students, facilitated by faculty over time. 

This small cohort model is also emphasized at Harcum at Congreso as is the hiring 
of adjunct faculty experienced at working successfully with low-income populations. 
In addition to these resources, Harcum at Congreso students may receive a range 
of support services provided by Congreso’s social service department. While there 
programs are small in scale, they provide important examples of how the emphasis 
on a small supportive cohort, with support services and committed bilingual/ 
bicultural faculty and support staff are key features in addressing the learning needs 
of Puerto Rican adults. 

Career Development/Ladders

All programs provide participants with formal internship opportunities, which are 
aligned with the expectations of accrediting bodies. These internships are key program 
components which provide participants with field experience, supervision, and the 
opportunity to relate academic work to practice and to develop formal relationships 
with employers. The bachelor’s level social work programs accredited by the Council 
on Social Work Education (CSWE) provide students with field education internships 
leading to a Bachelor of Social Work degree, which may make them eligible for 
advanced standing admission to the second year of Master of Social Work programs.  

All three pathway models provide participants with assistance in developing 
education and career development plans. The program director of ¡Adelante! 
observed that it emphasizes career development and is designed to advance students 
workers on a career trajectory in social work: 
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It’s the ¡Adelante! Certificate in Career Development for Bilingual Professionals, 
so it’s very explicitly about career development and that is how you attract adults 
to college. Not by saying “you’ll love it” and “it’ll improve the opportunities for 
your children.” All that’s true, but what really attracts people tends to be career 
opportunities and advancement, and we mean it. So this program is very specifically 
looking at bilingual career development. Students begin by making an educational 
and professional plan and then we help them to realize that plan. They improve their 
English and Spanish communication skills, which will help them advance in college as 
well as in the workplace. 

¡Adelante! provides low-wage adult workers with a pathway to enter or/re-enter 
college through admission in St. Joseph’s Adult Weekend College, where they may 
elect to major in social work or other professional fields. The unique nature of the 
social work and Latino Community Practice department, which also houses a post-
baccalaureate certificate program in Latino Community Practice (LCP) provides 
an extended pathway through the bachelor’s degree for ¡Adelante! students who are 
interested in social work careers. The program’s founder expects this will strongly 
position ¡Adelante! graduates for successful careers in social work: 

The social work major has a Latino community practice concentration, which is a 
bilingual professional credential at the undergraduate level. And essentially it’s 
¡Adelante! plus an approved bilingual field placement. And so I would predict that 
those students that do go on and do social work will also do the Latino community 
practice concentration. That will be a distinguishing credential for them. 

While it is too early to assess the long-term trajectories of the first ¡Adelante! 
graduates, these credentials offer low-wage Puerto Rican adults the possibility of a 
entering a profession where they may earn a more livable wage with access to health 
insurance and other key benefits. In addition, while there are clearly many challenges 
involved in the acquisition of social work credentials, this career appeals to the desire 
of many Puerto Ricans to “give back” to one’s community.

The pathway programs described in this article represent novel and innovative 
institutional responses to both supporting the career development of low-wage 
Puerto Rican adults, as well as developing the human capital necessary to meet the 
growing demand for bilingual, bicultural social workers. While more comprehensive 
and longitudinal evaluation is needed to ascertain the full impact of these programs, 
the individual level successes of programs like ¡Adelante! and Harcum at Congreso 
provide a useful view of the potential for substantial change in pathway programs for 
low-income Puerto Ricans. 

A number of challenges are also evident from the interview data. Among  
these are that education and program administrators eager to address the  
needs of the Puerto Rican community may generate unrealistic expectations  
of what can be accomplished by addressing the most obvious barriers to 
completion of degrees. In their enthusiasm to remove barriers to degree 
completion, administrators must be aware that not all Puerto Rican workers 
eligible for programs will succeed and admission criteria should carefully  
evaluate the student’s ability to persist with available resources in order not  
to set them up for failure. 
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Another issue for further analysis is the lack of clarity as to how participants  
can upgrade and transfer credits and credentials from one institution to another. 
While transfer and articulation agreements exist within the CUNY system and 
¡Adelante! at St. Joseph College, these agreements have yet to be solidified at 
Harcum at Congreso. There is also need for resolution of credit transfer issues  
from associate’s degree programs accredited by the Council on Standards for 
Human Service Education and bachelor’s degree programs in Social Work 
accredited by the Council on Social Work Education (Topuzova 2006).  
Resolution of these issues would help to establish a more streamlined educational 
pathway for Puerto Ricans, as well as others enrolled in these programs. 

Finally, while Bureau of Labor statistics data presented in this analysis suggest 
that social work jobs will increase in the years to come, there is also evidence  
that the economic downturn may constrain this job growth (Rasmus 2010).  
These adverse economic conditions may exacerbate historical patterns of 
discrimination against Puerto Ricans, and their exclusion from professions, 
including social work programs. Administrators and faculty need to be alert to  
these issues and seek to strengthen ‘their programs’ to support participants in 
navigating these difficult labor market conditions. 

Conclusion

Nationally, Puerto Ricans suffer from inadequate employment opportunities as a 
result of lower educational attainment and confront multiple barriers in their pursuit 
of the credentials that lead to middle class employment (Aguilera 2005). At the same 
time, census data described here reveal a pool of Puerto Ricans who are already 
employed in the social work sector, but who have not completed undergraduate and 
graduate degrees in social work. Career pathways into social work provide a mutually 
beneficial solution by upgrading the knowledge and skills of Puerto Rican workers 
and addressing critical demand for bilingual and culturally competent social workers 
to address the needs of their communities (Chapa and Acosta 2010; Hernández and 
Fitch 2004; Negroni-Rodríguez, Dicks and Morales 2006; Ortiz-Hendricks 2007;  
and Ortiz et al. 2007).

The pathway programs described in this article represent novel and 
innovative institutional responses to supporting the dual goals of career 
development of low-wage Puerto Rican adults and providing the field with the 
human capital necessary to meet the demand for bilingual, bicultural social 
workers. These programs provide several key areas of assistance to Puerto Rican 
adults, including tuition support, academic support, and support services to 
students. Affordable tuition, prepaid tuition vouchers; and culturally relevant 
curricula, flexible schedules, credit transfers, supervised internships; and 
counseling, tutoring, and mentoring from bilingual faculty are among the 
critical services identified by Negroni-Rodríguez, Dicks and Morales (2006) 
as critical for success in social work education. In addition these authors 
emphasize the importance of institutional commitment and support, as a key 
feature in the creation of learning conditions that support adults on their way 
to completing credentials in social work. While additional research is needed 
to evaluate longitudinal outcomes of these programs and how they address the 
economic, cultural and linguistic needs of Puerto Rican workers. these pathway 
models suggest great promise in building the human capital of the Puerto Rican 
community and enhancing its capacity for self-sufficiency. 
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N oT E S
1 While not specific to Puerto Ricans, the barriers identified in a report by the Council on 
Social Work Education (CSWE) Task Force on Latino/a Social Work Education (Ortiz et al. 2007) are 
also experienced by many Puerto Rican adults. One hundred twenty five accredited undergraduate and 
graduate social work programs were surveyed in order to assess the “state” of Latinos in social work 
education. The study analyzed Latino student recruitment, retention and graduation data from 25 
percent of the total number (506) of nationally accredited social work programs at the baccalaureate, 
masters, and doctoral levels and found Latinos to be consistently underrepresented relative to their 
national population (Ortiz et al. 2007). The most frequently ranked obstacles to Latino student 
recruitment and retention included: insufficient financial aid and the high cost of tuition; insufficient 
Latino faculty and staff or insufficient institutional Latino/a staff in the social work program; lack of a 
large pool of Latino applicants; and no focused recruitment efforts on Latino students (Ortiz et al. 2007).  
2 According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, social and human service assistant is a generic term 
for workers with a wide array of job titles, including human service worker, case management aide, 
social work assistant, community support worker, mental health aide, community outreach worker, life skills 
counselor, social services aide, youth worker, psychological aide, client advocate, or gerontology aide. These 
staff usually work under the supervision of professionals from a variety of fields, such as nursing, 
psychiatry, psychology, or social work (http://www.bls.gov/oco/ocos059.htm). 
3 There are many possible explanations for this bimodal distribution in Hartford including the 
small sample size and the possibility that Puerto Rican social workers may reside in the greater 
Hartford area but not reside within the city of Hartford proper. 
4 Because of the relatively small population of Hartford compared to New York City and 
Philadelphia, these data may not fully represent the Puerto Rican social work community within 
this municipality or the broader Hartford metropolitan area (as data were only analyzed for the City 
of Hartford). 
5 While there are a limited number of higher education/workforce development programs 
targeting Puerto Ricans, and this analysis is by no means a comprehensive description of all 
programs offered to Puerto Ricans, these models provide important insights into services that are 
most effective with this population.
6 1199 SEIU Institutional data provided by Mr. Dennis Rivera. Specific data on Puerto Ricans 
was unavailable
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A P P E N D I x

Interview Protocol (Adapted from Melendez and Takahashi, 2004)

motivation and context. What motivates your institution/organization to engage in programs 
that target the disadvantaged? How do factors such as industry, region, government policy, 
organizational leadership, and prior experience influence the structure of these training initiatives? 
How did you go about fundraising for this program? 

links to employers. What is the role of employers in determining the context of skills training? 
What are the connections of training programs to employers and industry? What formal and 
informal mechanisms exist to establish and maintain these connections? 

program design

• Recruitment and case management. How are students/workers recruited to participate in these 
programs? What are the criteria for selection? How is participant progress monitored? How 
effective are these programs in targeting low-income Puerto Rican participants? Are there 
examples of innovative outreach? 

• Support services. What kind of support services are provided or facilitated to overcome barriers?
• Links to CBOs. What are the connections between training programs and community-based 

organizations? What formal and informal mechanisms exist to establish and maintain these 
connections? 

• Training. What combination of job readiness, basic skills, and soft skills is offered to participants? 
How are the types of skills and the curriculum defined? 

• Certifications and career ladders. Are training programs connected to credential-granting 
institutions, and do they offer transferable skill competencies, certification, or more advanced 
degrees? Is the potential for career ladders an explicit consideration of program design and 
development? 

• Retention and other employer services. What kind of post-program participation follow-up is 
provided? To what extent do programs deal with supervisor attitudes and expectations in the 
workplace? To what extent do programs deal with the attitudes of incumbent workers? Is 
changing the culture of the workplace a priority, and if so, how is this accomplished?

• Impact of program. To what extent has the program impacted the ways in which employers in the 
field of social work think about and engage with low-income Puerto Rican workers? 
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