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awareness of the increasing presence and potential power and influence 
of latina/os in the united states could not be more apparent than in the 
analysis following the 2012 national election, in which president barack 
obama was reelected for a second term. At 71 percent, the high Latina/o 
turnout for Obama sparked interest in the possible impact Latina/os are having on 
national elections (see, e.g., Lopez and Taylor 2012; Kopicki and Irving 2012). The 2012 
election is just one example of the attention “Latinos” or “Hispanics” are increasingly 
receiving, as a function of the demographic shift that has caused the Census Bureau 
(2009) to categorize Hispanics as the “largest and fastest-growing minority group” 
in the United States. But the trend toward understanding “Latinos”/”Hispanics” as a 
whole, arguably, has drawn visibility and scrutiny away from the social conditions and 
circumstances of the various individual national origin groups, such as Puerto Ricans, 
who comprise the Latina/o population in the United States.

Notwithstanding the importance of examining similarities and discerning trends 
among all Latina/os, the Center for Puerto Rican Studies (Centro) at Hunter College 
was prompted to look deeper into the gaps in our current knowledge and understanding 
of the social condition of stateside Puerto Ricans, cognizant of what such a void means 
for public policymakers and a broad range of stakeholders, including community-based 
organizations, community activists and advocates and foundations that rely on accurate 
information about societal problems.  To help bridge the gap, Centro established the 
Puerto Rican Research and Policy Initiative in 2009 to promote research and provide a 
forum for the examination of the social conditions of stateside Puerto Ricans with the 
goal of informing public policymakers and others of the implications the findings that 
the research would produce. In December 2010, the Puerto Rican Research and Policy 
Initiative convened a conference on the situation of stateside Puerto Ricans.  Much of 
the research presented and discussed at that conference is contained here in this Special 
Issue after having undergone an extensive peer review process.

The Puerto Rican Social Conditions and Public Policy Conference

This Special Issue has its origins in the Puerto Rican Social Conditions and Public 
Policy Conference sponsored by Centro’s Puerto Rican Research and Policy Initiative. 
Held on International Human Rights Day, December 10, 2010, at the Hunter College 
School of Social Work, the conference brought together scholars, activists, and a variety 
of other “stakeholders”—including representatives of community-based organizations 
and foundations—to exchange information and debate the policy implications of a 
series of research papers focusing on stateside Puerto Ricans. The keynote address 
delivered by Juan Cartagena—then General Counsel and Vice President for Advocacy 
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at the Community Service Society and currently the President and General Counsel of 
LatinoJustice/PRLDEF—outlined the urgency of examining and addressing the particular 
need for expanding the number and range of research projects on stateside Puerto Ricans. 
An overview of Puerto Rican working poor, presented by Edwin Meléndez, Director of 
the Center for Puerto Rican Studies at Hunter College, followed, setting the framework 
for understanding the social conditions under which stateside Puerto Ricans live.

The topics covered over the course of this one-day conference included strengthening 
the educational pipeline; fairness in criminal justice; health equity/mental health; 
and economic opportunity. Hilda Lloréns of the Institute for Community Research, 
Carmen I. Mercado of Hunter College and Luis O. Reyes of Center for Puerto 
Rican Studies at Hunter College, respectively, offered a range of perspectives on 
the education of Puerto Rican girls, the need for teachers to meet the Puerto Rican 
community’s needs, and the status of the educational pipeline in New York City as 
it affects Puerto Ricans. Regarding criminal justice, a discussion on the Puerto Rican 
Youth and Criminal Justice was facilitated by Brian Montes and José Luis Morín, 
both of John Jay College of Criminal Justice, while Jenny Rivera of CUNY School of 
Law and Jodie Genine Roure of John Jay College of Criminal Justice addressed the 
difficulties Puerto Rican encounter in accessing a legal education.

Health equity and mental health issues were addressed in several panels. The first 
focused on community mental health services to Puerto Rican clients, presented 
by Yiara Sofía Blanco, Ingrid Rodríguez, María José Carranza and Jean Castillo, all 
affiliated with the Cornell Scott-Hill Health Corporation. In a second health panel 
discussion, Giovani Burgos of McGill University and Fernando I. Rivera of University 
of Central Florida spoke to the question of residential segregation and its intersection 
with socioeconomic status and disability in stateside Puerto Rican communities. Stress 
and mental health among Puerto Rican women was the subject of a third presentation 
by Blanca M. Ramos of the School of Social Welfare, University at Albany.  Rafael A. 
Torruella of the National Development and Research Institutes led the final health-
related panel, which involved an examination of the relocation of drug users from 
Puerto Rico to the United States.

At the Puerto Rican social conditions conference, Hunter College School of Social 
Work and the CUNY Graduate Center Professor Mimi Abramovitz introduced the topic 
of economic opportunity with a discourse linking societal stress to social conditions 
and social problems. Her presentation was followed by Ramón Borges-Méndez of 
Clark University, who addressed the status of Puerto Ricans in Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) occupations, while Héctor R. Cordero-Guzmán, 
of the School of Public Affairs at Baruch College, provided an analysis of Latino 
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businesses and self-employment in New York. Rounding off the presentations on 
economic conditions was Ismael García-Colón of the College of Staten Island, who 
spoke of the experience of Puerto Rican farm workers in the United States.

At the closing plenary, presenters and conference attendees heard commentaries 
on the conference themes of education, criminal justice, health and economics 
respectively from Brooklyn College professor Victoria Núñez, attorney Juan Cartagena, 
Center for Puerto Rican Studies Distinguished Lecturer Iris Zavala Martínez and 
Center for Puerto Rican Studies researcher Marjorie Anne Visser. In addition to the 
closing remarks, a sharing of ideas and an exploration of potential solutions ensued. 
Conference presenters and attendees resoundingly expressed astonishment and 
concern over the severity and extent of the social problems among stateside Puerto 
Ricans. As was recommended at the conclusion of the conference, this Special Issue 
represents part of Centro’s ongoing effort to continue to disseminate information 
about the social circumstances and challenges faced by stateside Puerto Ricans.

Stateside Puerto Ricans and social conditions:  

Dire circumstances going unnoticed

At the social conditions conference, presenters and attendees alike commonly 
observed that many stateside Puerto Ricans live under dire circumstances that 
go unnoticed in many contemporary studies conducted on Latina/os. Most of 
the conference’s paper presentations explicitly or implicitly identified as a major 
shortcoming of current studies on Latina/os the frequent failure to disaggregate 
the experience of distinct Latina/o groups. This accounts, in large measure, for the 
absence in the academic literature many of the issues and problems stateside Puerto 
Ricans encounter that were exposed and debated at the conference.

It is well documented that many Latina/os nationally live under harsh social and 
economic conditions, but the conference revealed data about Puerto Ricans that in 
certain instances are even more severe than the figures for other Latina/os. In 2008, 
the poverty rate for Puerto Ricans living in the United States was 22.6 percent, slightly 
above the poverty rate of 20.7 percent for all Latina/os (Pew Hispanic Center 2010). A 
closer examination of Puerto Ricans ages 16 to 24 in New York City, however, shows 
that Puerto Ricans in that age group has the highest percentage of poverty at 33.4, as 
compared to other Latinos with household incomes under the federal poverty level: 
22 percent (Treschan 2010: 11). While half a million Latino children in the United 
States have asthma in the United States, two-thirds of those children are Puerto Rican 
(Flores et al. 2002: 83–8).  Homeownership among Puerto Ricans at 40.3 percent is 
lower than the rate for Latina/os overall at 49.1 percent and the rest of U.S. population 
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overall at 66.6 percent (Pew Hispanic Center 2010). Moreover, in New York City, the 
city with the largest concentration of Puerto Ricans, Puerto Ricans have the largest 
percentage (33 percent) of any other group residing in public or subsidized housing 
(Treschan 2010).

Education was another area that raised profound concerns at the conference. 
Puerto Ricans in the United States have one of the highest dropout rates among 
Latinas/os, who have consistently have had the highest school dropout rate in the 
nation over time when compared to African Americans and Whites (Flores et al. 2002: 
83–8). Even though they have the largest percentage of English proficiency among all 
Latina/o groups (Pew Hispanic Center 2010), educational outcomes for Puerto Ricans 
continue to lag significantly compared to other Latina/o groups in certain localities, 
such as in New York City (Treschan 2010).

While the educational outcomes for Latina/o communities across the United States 
are disturbing, Puerto Ricans face particular challenges that tend to go undetected. 
For example, a 2010 Community Service Society (CSS) study uncovered that “Latinos 
have the lowest school enrollment rates and educational attainment of any racial or 
ethnic group in New York City…  However, Puerto Ricans, who are overwhelmingly 
native-born, also stand out for having low school enrollment and educational 
achievement” (Treschan 2010: 4). Specifically, “Puerto Rican young people… who 
are not immigrants—all are citizens by birth and more than 90 percent were born on 
the mainland United States—stand out for having high rates without a high school 
diploma, while Dominican youth have the lowest proportions of those without a 
high school diploma. The differences between the Puerto Rican and Dominican 
communities’ high school rates raise questions about the effectiveness of schools in 
Puerto Rican versus Dominican neighborhoods” (Treschan 2010: 9). Based on the 
data it gathered, the CSS report concludes: “Puerto Ricans, particularly males, emerge 
as the most disadvantaged youth group in NYC, with rates of school enrollment, 
educational attainment, and employment lower than any comparable group, including 
young black males” (Treschan 2010: 4).

Income distribution among Puerto Ricans in comparison to other Latina/o groups 
is another area of inquiry deserving of closer examination. Research points to a pattern 
of income distribution for Puerto Ricans that is distinct from other Latina/os in New 
York City. While Puerto Ricans are more likely than Dominicans or Mexicans to have 
households with moderate and higher incomes, “Puerto Ricans [also] have the highest 
rates of households with poverty incomes” (Treschan 2010: 12). Among the factors 
cited for the differential access to opportunity and social progress for Puerto Ricans 
are persistent discrimination over time and “neglect from government agencies” 



 9Introduction • José Luis Morín

(Dolnick 2010). The implications are ominous. Puerto Ricans are U.S. citizens—yet, 
they have some of the worst socioeconomic indicators of any single racial or ethnic 
group in New York City. One conclusion to be drawn is that, if you are Latina/o, U.S. 
citizenship will not necessarily guarantee access to equal opportunity or freedom 
from discriminatory or unequal treatment. The assumption that a Latina/o with U.S. 
citizenship is better off in all instances may also be a factor that accounts, at least in 
part, for the lack of attention to social conditions in Puerto Rican communities. 

Social conditions addressed in this Special Issue

Drawn from the presentations delivered and discussed at Centro’s conference on social 
conditions, this Special Issue brings together the work of academics and practitioners 
whose analysis provide insights into the various social dimensions of life for stateside 
Puerto Ricans.  Each suggests public policy recommendations to improve conditions 
in their areas of concern.

Linking economic status to the realities of residential segregation and Puerto Rican 
with disabilities, Giovani Burgos and Fernando I. Rivera, in “Residential Segregation, 
Socioeconomic Status, and Disability: A Multi-Level Study of Puerto Ricans in the 
United States,” introduce the Racialized Place Inequality Framework to explain the 
interconnectedness of socioeconomic status, segregation and disability in Puerto 
Rican communities. Their multilevel analysis points to the deleterious impact of 
segregation and the need for public advocacy about the known and potential health 
risks that Puerto Ricans associated with residential segregation.

As had been the case at the social conditions conference, health equity and mental 
health issues are also covered in this Special Issue of CENTRO Journal. Blanca M. 
Ramos expands upon the discussion about mental health and Puerto Ricans in her 
article “Psychosocial Stress, Social Inequality, and Mental Health in Puerto Rican 
Women in Upstate New York.” Focusing on psychosocial stress in relation to social 
inequality, Ramos investigates the difficulties that Puerto Rican women in small cities 
endure in obtaining support and adequate mental health services. Her study points to, 
among other things, the need for culturally responsive program development.

A final health-related article addresses substance abuse and the problems 
emanating from the relocation of drug users from Puerto Rico to the United States 
for drug-treatment services. In his article, Rafael Torruella examines Puerto Rico’s 
local government practice of underserving drug users in Puerto Rico and its use of 
relocation as an “escape valve.” Utilizing thematic and narrative analyses of individuals 
relocated to New York City for treatment services, Torruella provides insights into the 
lives of this Puerto Rican migrant population and their struggles to obtain adequate 
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drug treatment services. Exposing the dehumanizing nature of relocation, Torruella 
recommends short- and long-term measures to end the practice.

Three articles in this edition of CENTRO Journal are dedicated to the topic of 
education.  In “Puerto Rican Girls Speak!: The Meanings of Success for Puerto Rican Girls 
Ages 14-18 in Hartford, Connecticut,” Hilda Lloréns and Carlos García-Quijano present 
an ethnographic study of third-generation Puerto Rican girls and how the complexities 
of navigating family, economics, social relationships, and education inform their beliefs 
about success and influence their chances for success. The authors find that these girls, 
while expressing a desire to pursuit and education and to be successful, are unsuspecting 
of the structural conditions that hinder them from doing so. Their study provides a view 
into the lives and life chances of young Puerto Rican women.

As the preceding articles all point out, a great segment of stateside Puerto Ricans live 
under circumstances in which social and economic disadvantage is highly concentrated. 

Carmen Mercado takes a historical look at teaching in Puerto Rican neighborhoods 
in “Recruiting and Preparing Teachers for New York Puerto Rican Communities: A 
Historical Public Policy Perspective.” Drawing lessons from decades of community 
activism, Mercado asserts that the recruitment and preparation of quality teachers is 
central to the success of stateside Puerto Rican youth in the 21st century. She provides 
specific examples of practices and strategies to assist in preparing teachers to meet the 
classroom needs of Puerto Rican children.  In contrast, Luis O. Reyes, in “Minding/
Mending the Puerto Rican Education Pipeline in New York City,” examines that 
which requires attention or “minding” and that which requires “mending” to ensure 
improvement in educational outcomes for Puerto Rican and Latina/o children in New 
York City public schools. Reyes stresses that such efforts as minding hiring patterns 
and mending the educational pipeline by enhancing student support and providing 
culturally competent teachers and staff can make a difference in the education of 
Puerto Ricans in the United States.  

As the preceding articles all point out, a great segment of stateside Puerto Ricans live 
under circumstances in which social and economic disadvantage is highly concentrated. 
That disadvantage manifests itself in many ways—in poor health care, housing, and 
education, among others. Under such conditions, Puerto Ricans are typically unable to 
secure even the most minimal recourse to legal representation to protect their rights. 
Aggravating the situation are the numerous obstacles that prevent Puerto Ricans from 
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ever pursuing careers in the legal profession, which in turn limits the production of 
lawyers available and willing to serve their communities. Jenny Rivera and Jodie G. 
Roure, in “So You Want to be a Lawyer. Puerto Ricans and their Journey into the Legal 
Profession: Overcoming Challenges,” affirm the need for a diverse legal profession, 
singling out the many impediments to securing an adequate basic education that 
ultimately lead to dramatically low rates of law school admissions.  Rivera and Roure 
outline a series of strategies to help prepare Puerto Ricans for accessing a legal education 
and careers in the law, beginning with a strengthening of the educational pipeline.    

Addressing social conditions in Puerto Rican communities:  

Transcendent themes and issues 

The articles in this Special Issue make incontrovertibly clear: Puerto Ricans living in 
the United States endure social conditions that are cause for grave concern and that 
merit immediate attention and public policy action.  As the research in this volume 
shows, the extent to which contemporary stateside Puerto Ricans are affected by 
poverty, inequality, the lack of adequate medical and mental health services, the 
broken educational pipeline, and the absence of equity in access to legal education, 
representation and services is often overlooked by studies on the overall Latina/o 
population in the United States. While acknowledging the value of research that 
seeks to understand phenomena that cuts across all Latina/os, this Special Issue 
draws attention to the importance and need for research that disaggregates the 
various Latina/o groups in the United States.  Identifying common approaches and 
solutions is warranted, but to do so to the exclusion of the particular circumstances 
and challenges that affect Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, Colombians, Dominicans or other 
persons of Latin American descent limits our ability to comprehend more deeply and 
act effectively on the exacting and exigent needs of any of these particular groups.

An underlying theme of all of the works presented here is that the need for more research 
on the social conditions of Puerto Ricans is imperative. Given the trend toward 
overarching “Latino” research, a concerted and sustained effort to produce studies  
on stateside Puerto Ricans will be required. 

An underlying theme of all of the works presented here is that the need for 
more research on the social conditions of Puerto Ricans is imperative. Given 
the trend toward overarching “Latino” research, a concerted and sustained 
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effort to produce studies on stateside Puerto Ricans will be required. The social 
conditions conference and the articles in this volume make abundantly evident 
that it cannot be expected that policymakers, community representatives, 
foundations, and others will understand what is needed to improve the lives of 
stateside Puerto Ricans without the data and critical analysis from which they 
base their decisions and actions.  

The Center for Puerto Rican Studies is to be commended for having taken the 
initiative to support and disseminate the research found in this journal. Words of 
appreciation are also owed to all who presented at and participated in the Puerto 
Rican Social Conditions and Public Policy Conference, as well as to all of the authors 
whose data and analysis are now available in this publication with the goal of fostering 
a better understanding and improving the circumstances of many Puerto Ricans living 
in the United States.
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