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Recruiting and Preparing Teachers for 
New York Puerto Rican Communities: 
A Historical Publicy Policy Perspective
carmen i. mercado

The author (cmercado@hunter.cuny.edu) is Professor Emerita at Hunter College, CUNY. 
Her research focuses on the genre of participatory action research, reflecting on the double 
consciousness of someone who benefitted from academic tracking, from experiences as a 
teacher in a dual language school in a Puerto Rican community in the Bronx in 1969, and 
from teaching and supervising teachers in El Barrio in new bilingual education programs at 
Hunter College in 1977.

abstract

In this article I argue that it is time to focus attention on the recruitment and 
preparation of quality teachers in and for U.S. Puerto Rican communities as a way to 
address the low-educational attainment and school success of Puerto Rican youth. 
Although teacher quality is the one factor that has consistently had the largest 
impact on student success, policies and practices that affect teacher recruitment 
and preparation are barriers to increasing teacher quality in and for Puerto Rican 
communities. Nevertheless, advocating for change in the 21st century requires an-
ticipating the challenges we face as well as the powerful tools and practices that are 
needed to overcome these challenges. This article takes a historical, public policy 
perspective to identify the broad range of resources the Puerto Rican community 
has developed over six decades of community activism, in the largest Puerto Rican 
city and Latino city that also prepares the nation’s teachers. [Key words: Puerto 
Rican community, activism, policy, teacher quality]
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it seems paradoxical that at a time when the number of puerto rican and 
other latino students attending new york city schools has increased, 
the number of puerto rican and latino teachers has decreased. Pimentel 
(2002) describes a similar trend at the City University of New York. Presently, 6.9 percent 
of New York City elementary school teachers, and 2.9 percent of secondary teachers are of 
Puerto Rican origin (American Community Survey 2010), in a city that is majority Latino 
(39 percent in 2007), with Puerto Rican students comprising the larger portion. Similarly, 
at the national level, 83.5 percent of all teachers are non-Hispanic White, while the total 
percentage of non-Hispanic Whites is 72.3 percent. In contrast, 6.9 percent of teachers are 
Hispanic within a total population that is 17.6 percent Hispanic (NCES 2009). 

These trends are concerning because research has consistently shown that among 
all education factors and school resources (e.g., investments in technology, educational 
materials, class size), teacher quality has the largest impact on students (Goldhaber 
and Anthony 2003). Empirical research has identified “relatedness” as an important 
dimension of teacher quality, meaning the capacity to develop positive relationships 
with children and youth in the classroom and between home and school (Hamre and 
Pianta 2001, 2005). Further, relatedness tends to be less common for low-income and 
racial minority children than for higher-income, White students (Hamre and Pianta 
2005); and racial and income differences in relatedness may contribute to disparities in 
achievement (Hamre and Pianta 2005; Pianta and Walsh 1996). Another dimension of 
teacher quality of interest to researchers, and similarly related to teacher ethnicity, is the 
“mentoring effect” that results when teachers of color are hired for schools in Latino and 
African American communities. The findings from Goldhaber and Hansen’s longitudinal 
study using large data sets are instructive: “Black teachers have more consistent success 
than White teachers in teaching disadvantaged student groups and this mentoring effect 
is greatest in magnitude for Black teachers at the lower end of the licensure performance 
distribution” (2009: 27–8). These findings suggest that imbalances in the ethnic 
demographics of the New York City teaching staff have consequences for vulnerable 
children and youth. They also put into question criteria used to recruit and hire teachers, 
both of which need attention as a policy priority. 

Even though New York City public school teachers have never been representative 
of the ethnic demographics of the city, and far less so than teachers in other major 
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cities (see Collins 2011), policies and practices have contributed to subtle (and not so 
subtle) differences in the demographics of the teaching workforce, and consequently 
the educational experiences of Puerto Rican, Latino, and other ethnic minorities 
students in New York City. That we need to reexamine the assumptions behind 
policies and practices affecting quality criteria used to recruit and hire teachers has 
been the subject of recent attention given requirements for federal funding imposed 
by the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2002. Arguably the most influential policy 
affecting teacher recruitment and preparation in the U.S. today, NCLB defines teacher 
quality based on quality indicators such as scores on teacher exams, liberal arts major, 
and the capacity to affect yearly progress on standardized test of basic skills its most 
controversial requirement. These criteria have favored the White-stream ethnic-class 
and, as alluded to previously, do not reflect the findings of empirical studies in low-
income communities, nor do they correspond with the goals and values of local Latino 
and African American communities, as consistently expressed in public testimony and 
in commission reports (see Aspira 1968; Del Valle 1998; Reyes 1994). 

That the great majority of Latino families live and operate within the structural and 
environmental contexts of schools and communities which vary tremendously on the 
availability of and type of resources to foster supportive educational environments is seldom 
used to explain the persistent educational attainment gap between White and Latinos.

Policies and practices in K-12 education is another major influence shaping the 
city’s teaching workforce (Collins 2011). Unlike the white-ethnic class, the educational 
experiences that Puerto Ricans and other Latinos are likely to have in K-12 schooling 
does not prepare them for admissions to the City University of New York, the 
traditional pathway into teaching. Findings from a recent PEW survey reveal that 
74 percent of all 16- to 25-year-old native-born Latinos aspire to finish college, even 
though financial pressure to support families temper these aspirations (Lopez 2009). 
Findings from over a decade of research on the educational pipeline consistently 
show that Latino students exit or leave school in large numbers due to economic 
factors that motivate the need to work, and also shape the quality of Latino students’ 
experiences in schools and classrooms (De Jesús and Vásquez 2005; Treschan 2010; 
Valenzuela 1999; Velez and Saenz 2001). That the great majority of Latino families 
live and operate within the structural and environmental contexts of schools and 
communities which vary tremendously on the availability of and type of resources to 
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foster supportive educational environments is seldom used to explain the persistent 
educational attainment gap between White and Latinos. However, there is a strong 
body of evidence to support the conclusion that students who exit school before high 
school completion are not necessarily lacking in ability (Nieto, 2000; Valenzuela, 
1999), and that even high achievers are vulnerable (Gandara 2010; Rolon Dow 2007) 
and need support (Antrop-González et al. 2005). 

Clearly, politics has played a major role in shaping educational policies and practices, 
and not always consistent with the beliefs and values of those who are most affected 
by it. A recent example comes from an analysis of teacher hires by the Department of 
Education in New York City, from the 1990s to 2006. Simply put:  Black and Latino 
teachers are disappearing. This disappearance is striking because it also coincides 
with (a) increases in teachers’ salaries, (b) with the creation of the New York Teaching 
Fellows Program by the New York City Department of Education in 2000, and the 
largest teacher preparation nationally; and (c) mayoral control of public schools. In an 
unusual move (as explained further on), the United Federation of Teachers’ Committee 
on Social and Economic Justice acknowledges the need for changes in policy to increase 
the percentages of teachers of color who also engage in sound pedagogy, advance labor 
solidarity and move us closer to the ideals of a democratic society (UFT 2008).

Seemingly against the odds given their position of power, parents, students, educators, 
and community leaders and activists have also wrought changes in policies and practices 
to the teaching workforce in New York City. What is increasingly referred to as the “Puerto 
Rican Civil Rights Movement” of the 1960s and 70s led to the creation of a new bilingual 
licensing area and the recruitment and hiring of teachers for bilingual instruction for the 
many Spanish-speaking American citizens of Puerto Rican ancestry who were failing in 
English-only instruction. Sánchez-Korrol’s (1996) describes the historic role that Puerto 
Rican educators played in developing both bilingual and English as a second language 
educational practices to improve instruction for Puerto Rican children at the time of the 
great migration, beginning in the 1940s. Clearly, the educational activism of the Puerto 
Rican community has contributed to making modest changes in the ethnic demographics 
of the New York City teaching workforce, dramatically evident in the increased number 
of Puerto Rican elementary and secondary school teachers between 1960 and 1970 (see 
Table 1). With tenure, these teachers gained economic stability and expanded their 
opportunity for advancement through public sector employment. The community, 
historically one of the poorest in New York City, also benefitted from the presence of a 
small professional middle class, which, in some cases, continued to work and reside in 
Puerto Rican communities in East Harlem in Manhattan and in the Morrisania section of 
the Bronx, two of the largest enclaves at the time. 
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In spite of these gains, by the 1990s, these trends were reversed, in part, by the very 
same community activism that introduced bilingual instruction, when a small group of 
parents in Brooklyn filed a lawsuit charging that bilingual education programs failed to 
provide adequate instruction in English to Spanish-speaking students (Del Valle 1998). 
As all communities, the Puerto Rican community is complex and multidimensional, 
even though the assumption of consensus results in describing it in broad brushstrokes. 
Consequently, that which is contentious remains hidden and unexamined, both within 
the Puerto Rican community and across other groups of Latinos. Conversely, we tend 
to give more attention to resistance from outside the community than from within; we 
need to acknowledge and address both sets of issues.

In this article I argue that while the Latino population in New York City has grown 
increasingly diverse and bilingual, it remains the largest Puerto Rican city in the world.

In this article I argue that while the Latino population in New York City has grown 
increasingly diverse and bilingual, it remains the largest Puerto Rican city in the world. 
One consequence of this growth is that Puerto Ricans have become increasingly invisible 
over the past two decades--lost and forgotten in new multiethnic communities that are 
forged as established migrant communities merge and co-exist with new immigrants. 
Thus, the serious economic, political and education issues that are particular to the 
Puerto Rican community are ignored or confused with those of the growing school 
population of English language learners from Central America and also Latin America. 

It is time to refocus attention on the critical problems that affect the education of 
our children and youth, from a historical, policy perspective. Understanding what the 
problems are represents a first step toward developing new and appropriate solutions. 

table 1.  number of puerto rican educators in ny 1950–2008

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2008

K 100 580 783 851 1,619

Primary 200 1,700 3,440 7530 7,772 8,922

Secondary 212 399 1,100 820 1020 1,347 3,690

Special Ed 237 323 1,325

Teachers (Unspecified) 0 200 260 917 9,245 11,796

Managers/Admin 0 99 2,800 720 1585 2,404 2,482

Total 212 698 5,900 5,820 12,072 21,942 29,834
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Although Frank Bonilla made this argument over fifty years ago, the issues that affect us 
in the 21st century are qualitatively different from those a half-century ago even when 
issues of language, poverty and education remains constant.  Part of understanding 
what these differences are requires understanding the impact of educational policies 
on Puerto Ricans and other Latinos, and the powerful tools and practices that are now 
available to the Puerto Rican community to advocate for and shape new policies. I begin 
with a review of sixty years of struggle to secure a quality education for Puerto Rican 
children and youth, from 1950 to 2010. I draw on the historical record, testimonios (or 
personal narratives), and traditional scholarship to give glimpses into efforts to resist or 
advocate for policies with the potential to improve (or not) the education and economic 
conditions of the community. Rather than focusing on policy as text, this narrative will 
focus on policy as agency from the perspective of social actors from the community, as 
well as the agency of groups and individuals who are sympathetic to these concerns. I 
conclude with policy recommendations that build on the lessons of history to shape a 
better future of our youth, our community and our nation.

A History of Struggle, Resistance and Change

Little is known about the more than half century of struggle of the Puerto Rican community 
for an appropriate education for its children, even as the community is frequently 
represented as passive and lacking value for education or as militant and un-American. As 
will become evident, the Puerto Rican community has used a range of tools and practices 
to affect change, including litigation, social movements, civil disobedience, research and 
writing, and their methods have varied with the historical moment. For example, during 
a period characterized as the Great Migration (1945–1960), when concern was focused 
on the socio-emotional adjustment of Spanish-speaking children struggling to learn in a 
language they did not understand, the historical record suggests that power relationships 
between the Board of Education and the community were mediated by a small group 
of middle-class educators from the island (“elite” to some) and representatives (or 
bureaucrats) from the Migration Division of the Government of Puerto Rico in New York. 
Through what may be described as “understandings reached through diplomacy” out of 
public view, the Board of Education acted in response to concerns voiced by this small 
group of Puerto Ricans in position of power. Thus, the position of Substitute Auxilliary 
Teacher (SAT) was created to provide assistance to principals and teachers working 
with pupils and families of Puerto Rican background (Sánchez Korrol 1996). By 1949, ten 
SATs had been appointed, but as Pantoja (1968) made clear, SATs were not teachers but 
instructional assistants who mediated the school-home relationship. In 1950, the position 
of Puerto Rican Coordinators was created and filled by six PRCs who were qualified 
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Spanish/English bilingual teachers with primary teaching responsibilities. PRCs were 
appointed at the junior high school level where the needs were great. These seemingly 
aggressive measures to “bridge the chasm between the Puerto Rican community and at 
least 27 schools with large concentrations of Puerto Ricans (Sánchez Korrol 1993) now 
appear miniscule in comparison to overwhelming needs. However, it took community 
consciousness (or double consciousness) and political awakening to tackle  “problems” 
directly, as a collective. This is a major theme of the decades of the 1950s and 60s, and 
where this historical review begins. 

1950–1960: From Community Consciousness to Political Awakening

The educational system is ill prepared to understand and adjust to the influx  
of Puerto Rican arriving in New York City in the post-WWII era.  Unlike earlier 
immigrants, Puerto Ricans who migrated north from their Caribbean island had  
not come to escape from oppression, discrimination, or even a breakdown of his  

society. Indeed, Puerto Ricans encountered all these problems in their new setting  
(1966 Review of PR community development project).

The distribution of Puerto Ricans by borough is insightful: 34.3 percent in the Bronx, 
34.6 percent in Manhattan, and 19.72 percent in Brooklyn.

In 1967, 1 in 4 students in NYC are Puerto Ricans and public school enrollment 55 
percent minority. (Vázquez 1969)

The appalling failure of our school system to properly educate Spanish-speaking 
students is manifested by a general retardation of 2 or more years in reading…
mathematics; an inadequacy of oral English at the time of graduation; an inordinate 
number of students enrolled in the general course in high school… the vocational 
schools; the low number of students graduating with an academic diploma, and an 
even smaller number going to college; the perpetuation of a negative self-image; 
and an exceedingly high drop our rate. (La Fontaine 1978 [1967])

Out of a teaching staff of 54,000, 350 teachers are of Puerto Rican origin, of which 
150 are auxiliary teachers with no teaching responsibilities. (Negrón 1978 [1967])

A 1967 ethnic census of the City University of New York (CUNY) reveal that there are 
81.8 percent Whites, 10.2 percent Black and 2.9 percent Puerto Rican. Of the 1,923 or 2.9 
percent Puerto Rican, 1,562 or 3.8 percent were in the non-matriculate category. Puerto 
Ricans make up 5 percent of the community college enrollment. (Vázquez 1969: 251)  

data box 1
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Locally and nationwide, the decades of the 1950s and ‘60s represent years of 
turbulence and intense change, which in New York City began in earnest after the Brown 
Decision in 1954, and ended in the 60s with 4 major successive events. These events 
include the New York City Congressional Hearings on the Bilingual Education Bill in 
the spring and summer of 1967, and its passage in January of 1968; the first national 
conference on the special educational needs of urban Puerto Rican youth in May 1968; 
and the passage of New York State Decentralization Law of 1969. Though distinct all five 
are interconnected events of major consequence for the largest public school system 
(and district) in the nation, and the largest Puerto Rican community in the U.S. 

 
The Local Impact of the Brown Decision

In New York City, the Brown resulted in two types of changes. The first, a community 
response commonly referred to as the “white flight” to the suburbs. This change 
dramatically altered the color (and family income) of New York City public school 
students--now predominantly multiracial and poor. At the time, the treatment of Black 
and Puerto Rican children in New York City public school at best reflected limited 
understanding of the specific learning challenges newcomers faced in school, or at worst 
prejudicial or racist attitudes (Haubrich 1968). The second change was imposed from 
the top—a school integration plan designed by the New York City Board of Education, 
ostensibly to end segregated schooling in New York City both as a legal obligation and 
the belief that integration improved the quality of instruction.  After ten years of trying, 
the Board of Education failed to implement forced integration, for a number of different 
reasons. There was resistance from pockets of middle-income white communities that 
feared the lowering of academic standards through racial integration. The teachers’ and 
principals’ unions also opposed integration anticipating problems with the placement 
and supervision of teachers. In contrast, Black and Puerto Rican parents were opposed 
to the decision that was made to bus their children into potentially hostile White 
communities out of concern for their children. Parents feared scars of rejection for 
young children and the potential for interracial conflicts among youth. Consequently, 
after more than a decade of struggle to improve the education in Black and Puerto Rican 
communities, parents became increasingly impatient, and made the decision to shape 
school policy by mobilizing to demand “community control.” Weakened by their inability 
to implement the Brown mandate, the Board of Education was not in a position to resist 
an alternative to forced integration, as will be discussed further on.

New York City Congressional Hearings on the Bilingual Education Bill

Congressional hearings on the Bilingual Education bill (which came to be known as 
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Title VII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act) was well represented by the 
Puerto Rican community, at all levels—from the Migration Division and the Board of 
Education to community-based organizations and parent groups to public intellectuals. 
Piri Thomas’ autobiographical testimony was one of the most compelling: “ I am an 
American born in Puerto Rico. I am the author of a book, Down these Mean Streets, 
that was torn not only from my blood, but also from those who made it out and those 
who didn’t on the streets of Spanish Harlem” (1978 [1967]). He went on to detail some 
of the lived realities of youth in East Harlem, and that he knew well as a dark-skin 
Puerto Rican who had served time in prison. His use of personal narrative rather than 
statistics to influence policy proved effective, from the level of sustained interaction 
with Committee Chairs, Senators from New York, Hon. Jacob Javits and Hon. Robert 
F. Kennedy. However, it was the combined effects of personal narrative with data to 
support these life stories that was most effective in calling attention what La Fontaine 
(1978 [1967]) describes as the “appalling failure of our school system to properly 
educate Spanish-speaking students.” Further, while testimonies were hopeful that the 
first federal policy offered a ray of hope to a situation, a few testimonies crystallized 
the sentiments of those who opposed instruction in Spanish, possibly for what it could 
imply for the recruitment and hiring of bilingual teachers, as this testimony did:

I believe that to teach Puerto Rican children through Spanish, not English… would 

prevent postponement of having to learn English; they (the students) would be taking 

the easy way out—not conducive to self-discipline. It is likely that teachers who teach 

Spanish are less well qualified; and Spanish… has one piece of literature-Cervantes. It is 

thin and not rich as is English, in literary products. (Crane 1978 [1967])

The disrespect and contempt for Puerto Ricans (and other Latinos) in the written 
testimony of an educator seems inconceivable, but Ms. Crane may be speaking on 
behalf of Albert Shanker (1968) and the UFT (who did not submit testimony) given her 
specific reference to teachers who teach in Spanish as poorly qualified. Efforts to change 
institutional structures and practices that adversely affect children from bilingual 
communities (or children of color, hence the poor) seem to evoke concerns about who is 
qualified to teach, in the 1960s as much as today. Societal beliefs and attitudes that affect 
the education of children of the poor, what Jeannie Oakes (Oakes and Saunders 2008) 
refers to as the “normative” dimension, must be acknowledged and addressed. Without 
the public will to invest tax payer dollars in preparing public school teachers whose 
qualifications to teach in local Puerto Rican and Latino communities differ from the 
norm, these initiatives are at best unsustainable or at worst bound to fail.
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The preparation of bilingual teachers with the capacity and commitment to meet the 
needs of predominantly Spanish-speaking Puerto Rican children through bilingual 
education was a central focus.

In January 1968, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Bilingual Education Act 
(BEA) into law and poor schools/districts with large numbers of Puerto Ricans in 
Manhattan and the Bronx came to rely on federal funds to sustain bilingual programs. 
The preparation of bilingual teachers with the capacity and commitment to meet the 
needs of predominantly Spanish-speaking Puerto Rican children through bilingual 
education was a central focus. Community pressure and the availability of federal 
funding led to a historical first in New York City—the creation of two bilingual/dual 
language schools that offered developmental bilingual education to mostly Puerto Rican 
students, and also Black and non-Hispanic White students whose families valued the 
opportunity to have their children learn Spanish. PS 25 in the South Bronx opened in 
1968 with Hernan La Fontaine as principal and the great majority of students, teachers 
and administrators of Puerto Rican ancestry. Scholar and activist Sonia Nieto was among 
those new teachers. CS 211 in the Tremont (or Morrisania) section of the Bronx opened 
in 1969 with Dr. Carmen E. Rivera as principal. CS 211 was different from PS 25 in that 
student population included a balanced number of Puerto Rican/Latino and Black/
Afro Caribbean students. The Bilingual and ESL teachers on staff were also diverse, 
and included mostly Puerto Ricans and Cubans, as well as a few Afro-Caribbean and 
White ethnics. I speak from personal memories as a new bilingual teacher who entered 
teaching with limited preparation, but with years of lived experience as a student who 
attended public schools in the Morrisania section of the Bronx. As a recent graduate 
of Queens College with a BA in anthropology-sociology, I was an ideal candidate for 
an alternative CUNY pathway known as Intensive Teacher Education Program. This 
program prepared college graduates to teach “disadvantaged youth” (Cordasco and 
Sanjek 1969), and was a variant of National Teacher Corps, as I will describe. 

A small group of educators who anticipated the need for an organization to support 
new bilingual teachers in 1965 created the Puerto Rican Educators Association in 
1965. Hernan La Fontaine and Marco Hernandez were among those educators. PREA’s 
monthly meetings were both informative and provided opportunities for building 
professional networks. Challenges and uncertainties of creating the road by walking 
were as great as the excitement we shared as teacher pioneers--a reality acknowledged 
by few. Another reality that has gone unrecognized is how demanding it is for one teacher 
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to teach effectively in two languages, an unnecessary challenge imposed by a UFT 
opposed to team teaching. Thus being a bilingual teacher in 1969 required many hours of 
preparation to teach in English and in my home language, which I studied formally only 
briefly (see Mercado 2010). Even so, the new bilingual teachers who were my colleagues, 
and even the more experienced teachers from Puerto Rico and Cuba, never complained, 
worked hard and took great pride in what we did. While labor economist may describe it 
as “job satisfaction,” for us it was a labor of love—a professional responsibility and a form 
of service. The compensation we received for these efforts were spiritual, not monetary; 
the expression “merit pay” was neither in our lexicon nor in our imaginary. 

National Conference on the Special Education Needs of Puerto Rican Youth 

In the spring of 1968, ASPIRA of New York held the First National Conference on the 
Education of Puerto Ricans in the U.S. with support from the Carnegie Foundation, 
the New York State Education Department, and the U.S. Office of Education. In his 
opening speech, Dr. Frank Bonilla explains that the conference creates a space for key 
stakeholders in education, locally and nationally, to come together so that we do not 
“misread the problems” affecting Puerto Rican children and youth in New York City 
schools. The problem is more complex than simply a matter of learning English as a 
new language. Therefore, the search for solutions through public policy should reflect 
an in-depth understanding of what it means for Spanish-speaking American citizens 
who need to use English and Spanish appropriately, to communicate with their 
families and in the workplace, and to participate in the civic life of our democratic 
society. Youth leadership cultivated by Aspira clubs at participating high schools since 
1961 enriched the exchange of ideas even as they carefully documented conference 
proceedings. The conclusions and recommendations of a conference held over close 
to half a century age are still relevant today:

(a) To increase and upgrade Puerto Rican and bilingual educational personnel; 
(b) To make curriculum relevant through the inclusion of Puerto Rican history and 

culture; and 
(c) To prepare youth for post-secondary education, now described as “college ready.” 
Another important outcome of this national conference was that it served to 

strengthen alliances between Puerto Ricans, Mexican Americans, and African 
Americans with whom we shared strong common bonds, despite having different 
historical trajectories. In contrast, generational differences were striking in terms of 
the type and level of activism the community was willing to engage in to attain social 
and economic justice. There were predictable differences across generations, and 
further evidence that the Puerto Rican community does not speak with one voice.
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From Community Control to School Decentralization  

As previously stated, by 1965 Black and Puerto Rican parents had abandoned the idea 
of school reform through school integration. IS 201 parents in Harlem, where Hernan 
La Fontaine served as Assistant Principal, first articulated the idea of community 
control as an alternative to school reform. As Louis Nunez, Executive Director of 
ASPIRA Inc explains: “Decentralization and the maximum feasible participation of 
parents is necessary to correcting the ills of the New York City educational system.  
Representation on local school boards should bear some relationship to the racial or 
ethnic makeup of the school district” (Nunez 1968).

Power-conscious parents from IS 201 realized that the political environment of school 
decision-making was the determinant of quality.

Power-conscious parents from IS 201 realized that the political environment of 
school decision-making was the determinant of quality. As Collins (2011) makes clear, 
many of these parents had been well prepared to assume school leadership through 
adult education programs that formed part of the neighborhood anti-poverty programs. 
Eventually it was through the activism of these parents that three demonstration 
districts were funded by the Board of Education and the Ford Foundation to experiment 
with “community control.” These districts included Ocean Hill-Brownsville (Brooklyn), 
Two Bridges (the Lower East Side), and not surprisingly, IS 201 (Harlem). 

For local communities, “community control” meant the power to select and hire 
teachers and counselors who would understand and be responsive to the needs of 
their students. However, when the New York State legislature passed a New York City 
“Decentralization” law, it codified a different view: “limited power over the selection 
of personnel, allocation of budget, adaptation of curriculum, and deployment of staff.” 
Even so, local school boards and superintendents managed to increase the number of 
Puerto Rican and African-American teachers. Specifically, the number of Puerto Rican 
elementary school teachers doubled from 1,700 in 1970 to 3,440 in 1980 (See Table 1). 

Some of these teachers were drawn from a pool of experienced Black teachers 
who migrated north to New York City when segregated Black schools were closed 
in the South. There was a similar pool of experienced Puerto Rican teachers who 
came to New York prior to and during the Great Migration. Another candidate 
pool came through alternative pathways as I did. Having the power to hire teachers 
that responded to local needs mitigated the influence of the New York City Board 



122 centro journal • volume xxiv • number ii • 2012

of Examiners, who administered and rated the results of an “oral exam” that was 
generally acknowledged to be discriminatory. This exam represented a major hurdle 
for the licensing of competent Black and Puerto Rican teachers, who typically were 
rated unacceptable due to even minor levels of accented speech.

The United Federation of Teachers (UFT) and the Council of Administrators and 
Supervisors (CAS) helped defeat both integration and community control, unwilling to 
relinquish its grip, and to allow communities to hire and fire teachers. Shanker (1968) 
offers a different interpretation:

Decentralization is not hindered by the United Federation of Teachers but by people 

who do not obey the Board of Education, the Mayor, the superintendent of schools, etc. 

We must stop operating on a riot psychology or the central authority will lack guts. 

The city’s two most powerful unions used obstructionist practices that led to what some 
describe as “the educational failure of community control in inner city New York” (see 
Schiff 1976). Luis Fuentes, the controversial (and first) Puerto Rican superintendent of 
Two Bridges, who was  appointed to serve a three-year term (1972–1975) by a school 
board comprised of Puerto Ricans, Blacks and Asians, concludes: “community control 
did not fail because community control was never tried!” (1976). Herbert Oliver (1968), 
Chairman of the Ocean Hill-Brownsville demonstration project agrees:

The Ocean Hill-Brownsville demonstration project has not been a true example of an 

experimental school program. It was supposed to have one year to experiment, but has 

not had one moment to experiment.

Despite the barrage of attacks that created a hostile environment at the local level, 
a 1980s study of decentralization by a reputable scholar found modest improvements 
in student performance, curriculum innovations and programs linking schools with 
communities and outside agencies, the development of a more ethnically integrated 
staff, the establishment of significant staff training programs, and many school-based 
programs involving teacher and parent involvement, especially in districts with strong 
superintendents with stable district staff (see Rogers 1981). 
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1970–1980: Puerto Ricans as Knowledge Producers in Search of Solutions

Centro will seek to explore collaborative and collective designs for research  
bringing seasoned scholars, students and community into working teams  

to attack specific research problems. (Canino 2004: 7)

In 1972, the dropout rate for Puerto Ricans is 59 percent in comparison to 46 
percent for Blacks and 29 percent for others. (Cordasco 1975)

In 1960s and 70s, NYC had lowest ratio of minority teachers to minority students 
of any urban school system in the nation. By 1975, non White teachers made up 
less than 13 percent of the districts staff, while the make up of the student body 
had risen to over 64 percent non White… In contrast, minorities made up 40 
percent of the teachers and 67 percent of the students in Philadelphia; 43 percent 
of the teachers and 72 percent of the students in Chicago; and 51 percent of the 
teachers and 74 percent of the students in Detroit. (Collins 2011: 4)

In 1971, New York City teachers were 9 percent Black and 1 percent Puerto Rican. 
(Collins 2011)

There was a 620 percent increase in the number of Puerto Rican paraprofessionals 
employed by the NYC BOE, growing from 708 in 1963 to 5,101 in 1971. (New York 
Commission on Human Rights 1971 Report)

From 1960 to 1970, the number of elementary school teachers in New York 
State increased from 200 to 1700, and the number of secondary school teachers 
increased from 399 to 1110.  

data box 2

In 1972, the Board of Higher Education approved the founding of the Center for Puerto 
Rican Studies and Research as a major national and educational resource within CUNY. 
However, Centro’s origins are rooted in the historic activism (or civil disobedience) 
of the largely Black and Puerto Rican student movement that began in 1964 with 
school boycotts that shut down schools in protest of segregated and inferior education. 
Specifically, students’ demand for access to public higher education led to a new 
admission policy that guaranteed admission to all New York City high school graduates. 
The demand to study a history denied in the public school curriculum through ethnic 
studies academic programs also changed the undergraduate course of study at CUNY, 
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and to some extent, the face of CUNY faculty. To a great extent, it was the Black and 
Puerto Rican student movement of the 1960s that shaped Centro’s mission. (centropr.
hunter.cuny.edu/about/organizational history/organizational-history). 

With Frank Bonilla appointed Director, Centro ushered in a new era of 
scholarship, generating new knowledge and understandings of the U.S. Puerto 
Rican experience using a rigorous interdisciplinary approach that historicizes 
the experiences of Puerto Ricans in the United States, in its relationship to other 
communities locally and nationally. Up to the founding of Centro, the voluminous 
scholarship on U.S Puerto Ricans generally reflected the perspectives of mainstream 
social scientists that explain the poverty of the community in terms of dysfunctional 
cultural practices and beliefs. In contrast, Centro researchers employ a theoretical 
framework to guide in the identification and analysis of interrelated issues (e.g., 
poverty, education, community development) in a more coherent manner, as a first 
step toward finding viable solutions. Because this new Puerto Rican scholarship 
is a form of activism, it also creates new possibilities for strengthening school-
community and teacher-student relationships negatively influenced by research 
on dysfunctional Puerto Rican families (Mercado and Moll 1997). Among Centro 
studies teachers find insightful are sociolinguistic studies by Pedro Pedraza and Ana 
Celia Zentella, both members of Centro’s Language Policy Task Force, who engaged 
in studying how New York Puerto Ricans used Spanish and English, including their 
code switching strategies. To this day, the bilingualism and biliteracy found in these 
communities is poorly understood, which affects the quality of instructional support 
teachers are able to offer to students in the classroom. 

Up to the founding of Centro, the voluminous scholarship on U.S Puerto Ricans 
generally reflected the perspectives of mainstream social scientists that explain the 
poverty of the community in terms of dysfunctional cultural practices and beliefs.

A number of new studies by Puerto Ricans affiliated with Centro are consistent 
with the view that research is by and for the community. The 1980s federally funded 
study of Community Funds of Knowledge is one important example because it engages 
teachers as co-researchers in teams with anthropologists and psychologists. The New 
York City study of Funds of Knowledge (1996–1998) in El Barrio was an especially 
affecting experience for Puerto Rican teachers who did not expect to find homes 
rich in intellectual and communicative emotional and spiritual resources, and who 
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were also shocked by impoverished living conditions they did not expect to find. 
Teachers’ beliefs or ideologies are powerful because they shape teachers’ practices and 
consequently, their relationship with children and families (Mercado and Moll 1997). 

At about the same time that Centro was founded Hernan La Fontaine was appointed 
director of the newly established Office of Bilingual Education in the New York City 
Board of Education. From his position of power, La Fontaine (1973) distributed and 
monitored funds allocated for bilingual programs, developed bilingual education 
programs to implement a consent decree reached between ASPIRA of New York and the 
Board of Education, which by 1972 created a legal demand for more bilingual teachers. 

The shortage of bilingual teachers (and an ongoing contentious relationship 
with Albert Shanker over the placement of bilingual teachers on seniority lists) may 
have prompted the creation of a paraprofessional to teacher career ladder program 
known as Bilingual Pupil Service (BPS for short) of the NYC Board of Education’s 
Division of Bilingual Education. Bilingual teacher interns received tuition to take 
courses that led to certification at approved CUNY branches, focused on providing 
small group instruction to “Hispanic students” with limited English-speaking ability. 
Spanish/English bilingual professional assistants (with a Bachelor’s degree and 12 
undergraduate credits), educational assistants (with a minimum of 90-credits towards 
their Bachelor’s degree), and educational associates (with a minimum of 60 credits) 
supplemented reading and mathematics instruction to participating students grades 
1–9, in both English and Spanish. This nationally recognized program became a model 
of what a community-oriented career ladder program could be—one that opened 
the doors for advancement within the system (www.ed.gov/pubs/Paraprofessionals/
newyork.html  1997). Once again, given New York City demographics, those recruited 
were predominantly Puerto Rican. 

However, because elections have consequences, a new era of neoliberalism 
influencing educational policy and practices at all levels was ushered in with the 
election of Ronald Reagan, an administration that covered an entire decade, from 
1981 to 1989. During Reagan’s presidency the federal safety net that had been built by 
the Johnson administration during his brief tenure as President was dismantled. An 
influential report of questionable rigor, but great influence—“The Nation at Risk” was 
the major cause of changes in education and teacher preparation that are still with us 
today. In response to what was claimed to be the poor quality of teacher preparation, 
“The Nation at Risk” intensified efforts toward higher standards, high stakes testing, 
and teacher qualifications that privileged liberal arts majors, especially in science, 
mathematics and technology. Thus it came to be that policies and practices during 
and after the Reagan administration have served to limit access to teacher preparation 
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that supported the equity and educational opportunity agenda of the Johnson 
administration’s civil rights and anti-poverty initiatives. 

Reagan cut back federal involvement in education by withdrawing the Lau 
Remedies of 1975 (an outcome of the Lau v Nichols case involving Chinese national 
origin students) that mandated instructional accommodations for national origin 
minority students. By 1983, he eliminated National Teacher Corps NTC), a program 
that prepared a diverse group of teacher candidates (including Puerto Ricans in 
New York) to teach in “disadvantaged” communities. As Lourdes Travieso, director 
of Teacher Corps in New York City (and also Puerto Rican) explains: Teacher 
Corps “helped the cause of bilingual education by establishing demonstration 
projects throughout the country that addressed the educational needs of Puerto 
Ricans and encouraged the institutions of higher education to revise, redesign 
and create new training models” (1975: 129–30). One exemplary feature of NTC 
is that it promoted teacher preparation through community service, and while 
today’s Teach for America program appears to have been fashioned out of National 
Teacher Corps, it is lacking this very critical community service component that 
was at the core of the success of NTC. 

Reagan’s assistant secretary of education, Chester Finn, reveals political motives 
rather than national interest or educational concerns when boasting that: “It was on 
Reagan’s watch that ‘the Sixties and Seventies’ ended for American education, both 
literally and philosophically, and we entered a new era… Instead of focusing single-
mindedly on “equality of opportunity,” we also look for quality and for “learning gaps” 
to narrow (Finn 2004). Finn seems to suggest that equality of opportunity and teaching 
quality are irreconcilable, but combining evidence from several sources leads to other 
conclusions. Kafer’s (2006) report for the Heritage Foundation (a conservative think 
tank) indicates that on national tests such as the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress, there is a narrowing of the achievement gap between whites and minorities 
during the 1960s and ‘70s, the height of the civil rights movement and “community 
control,” and this gap widened in the post-Reagan era. As previously mentioned, 
Rogers 1981 study of decentralization also found modest improvements in student 
performance with inclusion of a more ethnically integrated staff, especially in districts 
with strong superintendents and a stable district staff. 

Still, from 1978 to 1988 Title VII funded the Bilingual Fellowship program that, 
in providing a pathway to bilingual higher education, succeeded in increasing the 
number of Latinos with advanced degrees (Coballes-Vega, Espino-Parris and Marra 
1979). Preliminary findings indicate that 52 percent of all Fellows completed advanced 
degrees, which means that final numbers were likely to be higher as some fellows put 
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their studies on hold to attend to other pressing needs. Holders of master’s degrees 
achieved the highest rate of degree completion (83 percent), followed by post-masters 
(72 percent), and doctoral degrees (46 percent). I was part of this 46 percent. Doctoral 
fellows comprised 1,432 of the total 1,721, and through their presence in the academy 
brought intellectual and epistemological diversity to the overwhelming white-stream 
faculty in schools and colleges of education. This program was especially important in 
states and cities with large concentrations of Latino students. More than 90 percent 
of Fellows, who completed either a doctorate or a post-master’s degree, and 79 
percent of those who completed a master’s degree, were subsequently employed in 
authorized bilingual education-related activities, as teacher educator and teachers. I 
know because I am one of those fellows, now retired from my position as professor of 
education in the City University of New York, a position I did not contemplate when I 
was invited to work in Hunter College Teacher Training Program in 1977 (http://www.
ed.gove/pubs/Biennial/203.html).

Arguably, the education for Puerto Rican and other Latino students has benefitted 
from a small but active pool of Latino academics that secured faculty positions (and 
eventually tenure) in schools and colleges of education. 

Arguably, the education for Puerto Rican and other Latino students has benefitted 
from a small but active pool of Latino academics that secured faculty positions 
(and eventually tenure) in schools and colleges of education. Many engage in a 
community-oriented scholarship that responds to the needs of local school districts. 
Through their presence in the academy, activist Puerto Rican and Latino scholars 
who are grounded in sociocultural theory have contributed to a growing knowledge 
base that offers new groups of educators new lenses from which to understand and 
change the under-education of children and youth in low-income Puerto Rican 
communities. However, they have also had to struggle with tenure and promotion to 
secure a relatively stable position.
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1990–2010: Puerto Ricans—Invisible in New York City

In the 1970s, more Puerto Ricans were returning to Puerto Rico than coming  
to the United States, a process that reversed itself in the 1980s. In the 1980s,  

the focus was on “model minorities” and those that were making it;  
Puerto Ricans were falling behind and began to be lost from sight as a  

specific community By the 1990s, however, the population had grown and…  
successfully utilized… resulting in the largest cadre of Puerto Rican elected  

officials to date at all levels of government. (Falcon n.d.)

1 in 4 children come from a home where Spanish is spoken.

Racial and ethnic segregation has been on the rise... By 1995, 74 percent of Latinos 
were attending predominantly “minority schools and these are also among the 
most high poverty schools in the nation. Latinos are currently the most segregated 
of all ethnic groups in our schools.” 

The percentage of White teachers grew from 88 percent in 1971 to 90.7 percent 
in 1996, whereas the number of Black teachers decreased from 8.1 percent to 7.3 
percent, and those classified as “other” have decreased from 3.6 percent to 2.0 
percent. (Nieto 2000: 182)

The poverty rate for 2.5 million U.S. Puerto Ricans is 41 percent… a small middle 
class and a large mass of poor people. In NYC the conditions of PR and other 
Latinos has put them at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder. (Falcon 1992)

Policy-makers at the City University of New York have insufficiently addressed the 
historic underrepresentation of Puerto Ricans fulltime faculty at this institution—
to the point that this issue has become a serious question that needs to be 
thoroughly analyzed. (Pimentel 2002: 1)

In New York City, Latinos constitute about 15 percent of the city’s electorate and 
Puerto Ricans are 50 percent of the Latino population, Puerto Ricans are over 70 
percent of the Latino vote. This is the result of such factors as citizenship, length 
of residence and others. While hidden under the phenomena of the dramatic 
growth of non-Puerto Rican Latinos, the Puerto Rican factor in many of the larger 
Northeastern cities and states is increasingly significant well beyond its public 
acknowledgment. (Falcon n.d.)

data box 3
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By 1990, the Latino population in New York City had become more heterogeneous, 
and reference to Puerto Rican students or Puerto Rican teachers became less frequent.  
Even so, this new decade marked the beginning of a new form of educational activism or 
possibly a way to keep it under control. The NYC Board of Education formed the Latino 
Commission on Educational Reform (1991–1993), as they say, “to help the Board fulfill its 
commitment to Latino children.” Chaired by Board of Education member at the time, Dr. 
Luis O. Reyes, the commission included 35 Latino leaders representing a broad coalition 
of community-based organizations, colleges and universities, government agencies, 
and students, parents and teachers. The Commission’s 1993 (and final) report makes 
recommendations for the recruitment and preparation of bilingual and ESL teachers and 
the professional development on the NYC curriculum frameworks, New Standards Project, 
and Literacy Initiative as high need areas. Although the Commission’s influence was short-
lived, it established the importance of building a broad base of support to attain valued 
community goals given that Puerto Ricans now resided in neighborhoods that had been 
transformed into transnational communities through immigration from Latin America. 
While there are apparent strengths in numbers, discerning concerns that are particular to 
U.S. Puerto Ricans becomes far more challenging when the numerical majority had other 
preoccupations, even when language and the quality of education were important to both.  

Consequently, in the same way that reference to “Puerto Ricans” disappeared from 
public discourse, reference to bilingual education and bilingual learner disappeared from 
state and city policy, replaced by English language learner or English language learning.

However, nativists’ response to the growth of the U.S. Latino population was alarmist, 
emphasizing the drain on our economy posed by the foreigners who come to benefit 
from our public services and who expect to learn in Spanish. As public opinion against 
bilingual education increases, shaped by the news media, billionaire businessman Ron 
Unz, chairman for the group English for the Children came to New York City in 1999 with 
a mission: To place an English only proposition on the ballot. However, polling data made 
public what Unz wanted to confirm: that 75 percent of parents polled agreed that teaching 
English in the schools is the number one priority (Tierney 1999). That the majority of 
immigrant parents appeared not to want bilingual education for their children did not 
eliminate bilingual education in New York City, but it did influence policy on bilingual 
instruction in Spanish. Consequently, in the same way that reference to “Puerto Ricans” 
disappeared from public discourse, reference to bilingual education and bilingual learner 
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disappeared from state and city policy, replaced by English language learner or English 
language learning. Similarly, the ethnic studies programs that were the result of the student 
movement of the 1960s and ‘70s began to merge, as occurred with Puerto Rican Studies, 
and in extreme cases outlawed as subversive as the state of Arizona did. 

Consequently, two opposing movements emerge with the potential to shape public 
education in entirely different directions. The National Latino Agenda Research and 
Policy Project (NLERAPP), a grassroots initiative of the Center for Puerto Rican Studies, 
represents one such movement that favors local control. Although NLERAPP was 
initiated in New York City and affects education locally, it is not location-specific and 
resides in many different locations at once. It is an alliance of diverse (predominantly 
Latino@) stakeholders, inclusive of young people, parents, teachers, community 
leaders, scholars and the business community representing the five major regions of the 
United States with high concentrations of Puerto Ricans and other Latinos. Therefore, 
as a national alliance of regional affiliates, NLERAPP has the potential to shift power 
relationships that affect educational policies and practices, locally and nationally. 
Specifically, NLERAPP has the human capital, social networks and determination to 
strengthen and sustain the capacity of local Latino communities to define and develop 
a well-prepared teaching workforce as a key strategy for community development. 
In effect, NLERAPP exemplifies the sustainable community-centered reform that 
the Annenberg Institute for School Reform promotes (Simmons 2011). As Oakes and 
Saunder (2008) explain, leadership that is multidimensional and distributed plays 
a critical role in building organizational commitment to and sustainability of the 
reform. However, NLERAPP’s major weakness is adequate funding, one of the biggest 
challenges we face as budgets shrink and spending is reduced.

While NLERAPP seeks to distribute or share power, the push in the opposite 
direction seeks to centralize it in the hands of a power elite that lacks direct ties to local 
communities where the majority of public school students reside. Such is the case in 
New York City, where policies and practices affecting the education Puerto Rican and 
Latino students are in the hands of mayoral appointees. Along with the mayor, these 
appointees control and restrict the influence local communities are allowed to have in 
the education of their children, strikingly similar to the ideas Albert Shanker articulated 
in 1968 (see his previous quote). These are the outcomes of mayoral control of the city’s 
public schools, granted through emergency legislative action that effectively ended 
decentralization in 2002. This shift in power has resulted in new policies and practices 
that include curriculum standardization in literacy and math, new learning standards 
and increased accountability through high stakes testing in all but a few select (or elite) 
schools requesting exemption. There is no evidence to date to support these changes in 
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terms of the impact they are having on the educational attainment and college readiness 
of Puerto Ricans and other Latinos, the city’s largest ethnic group.

Further, the New York City Department of Education also controls the preparation 
of teachers locally and nationally through the Teaching Fellows Program, created 
in 2000 in partnership with CUNY. The Fellows program is a response to a severe 
teaching shortage, and designed to prepare cohorts of “high achievers” or “the best 
and the brightest”  (retirees, second careerers or recent graduates who have no 
teaching background) to raise student achievement in hard-to-staff schools where the 
majority of students are low-income Latino@s and African Americans. Fellows are 
also offered the opportunity to participate in a fully or partially subsidized Master’s 
degree program. To date, few Fellows are Puerto Rican/Latinos or African Americans.

It is in this contentious sociopolitical context that the construct of “teacher 
quality” is introduced with the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2002, an 
alternative way that the federal government controls education even as it professes 
to keep the federal government out of people’s lives. The most recent iteration of 
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) that once provided access to 
federal funds for bilingual instruction and bilingual educator preparation from 1968 
to 2002 now shifts to quality criteria based on strong verbal ability in English, subject 
matter knowledge that equates with a major in English literature, history, and STEM; 
and scores on teaching tests. In addition, teachers are considered effective to the 
extent that they affect yearly progress on standardized test of basic skills in English, 
a new criterion that has been met with more resistance from the teachers’ unions. 
Consequently, through NCLB the federal government has had a pronounced influence 
on state policies and practices affecting teacher preparation and certification. These 
new criteria favor the White-stream ethnic-class, who tends to be monolingual (not 
bilingual) and to have access to educational experiences that better position them to 
enter the teaching professions in comparison to other social groups. Even so, there is 
no strong evidence associating these criteria with teaching effectiveness or student 
learning, broadly defined. Neither do these criteria reflect the goals and values of local 
U.S. Puerto Rican communities, which have been articulated for half a century now.

This overview of six decades of struggle of New York Puerto Rican communities 
for a sound education for our children demonstrates that it has the capacity and the 
will to shape educational policy and practices that affect the education and economic 
development of the community. However, resistance to changes in institutional structures 
and policies yield predictable consequences. The challenge has been productive to the 
extent that it has led to coalition building and the creation of networks of support to 
address unmet needs by and for local communities. La lucha continua.
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Conclusions and Policy Recommendations

Lessons gleaned from this historical review are many, but only a few are elaborated here. 
First, it is clear that the Puerto Rican community is complex and multidimensional. 
Consequently, in order to advocate for change at the policy level, the need to build 
consensus within the community is a priority. For example, the commitment to 
bilinguality as a political choice does not require research support or data support; 
it does require consensus among Puerto Ricans in the US and in Puerto Rico. The 
community must agree that bilinguality (and biliteracy) is worthwhile goal to live 
and work together, and to engage in vital and significant activities in Spanish and 
English, the new norm of transnational community life. The rights of citizenship may 
be lacking among recent immigrant positions Puerto Ricans as leaders to advocate 
for quality bilingual instruction with benefits to the broader society. It would benefit 
other members of our society who understand the importance of Spanish and English 
in a hemisphere where these languages are equals. Public policy must be modified to 
address the qualities of teacher candidates recruited to attain this goal, the type of 
preparation they are offered and the quality of supervision they receive. 

The community must agree that bilinguality (and biliteracy) is worthwhile goal to 
live and work together, and to engage in vital and significant activities in Spanish and 
English, the new norm of transnational community life.

It is important to understand that all aspects of community life affect and are 
affected by the “poverty trap” described in a 1964 proposal of the Puerto Rican 
Community Development Project. Consequently, taking an informed stance requires 
careful study and thoughtful discussion of the “bigger picture,” and Centro is well 
positioned to lead these conversations. Finally, the community needs clarity on the 
range of 21st-century tools and practices that are accessible to take action against 
policy for which there is evidence of negative impact. As evident from this review, 
the range of possible practices is broad, from diplomacy to “taking it to the streets.” 
While not all are appropriate under all circumstances, all are necessary to call 
attention to critical issues affecting the Puerto Rican community in the 21st century, 
so that the broader community is better able to understand and support the actions 
of our community. 

Although complete agreement may not be possible nor likely, developing shared 
understandings is. We may have to look with critical eyes to cultural values and 
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practices to determine those that serve us especially well. Valuing our strengths 
as a community, and understanding our unique history and heritage, including the 
contributions Puerto Ricans have made to the civic, cultural and intellectual life of the 
United States and the world over are important values to sustain.

A new era of educational activism of the Puerto Rican community must be initiated 
with awareness of the relationships of power that impede or assist community-
oriented change, which begins, in the community. 

Policy Recommendations

•	 Developing	and	implementing	policies	aimed	at	improving	teacher	quality	requires	
attention to matters of equity, coherence, flexibility, accountability, and sustainability. 
Qualified bilingual teachers are a critical national resource that requires federal 
investment and cross-state coordination as well as action at the state and local level 
(Darling-Hammond and Sykes 2003). We need a national workforce development 
policy that provides incentives to institutions and organizations to recruit and 
prepare targeted groups of teacher candidates from Puerto Rican and other Latino 
communities who are culturally competent and committed to teaching in bilingual 
and biliterate transnational communities.

•		 A	 teaching	 workforce	 that	 assembles	 a	 range	 of	 human	 capital,	 that	 includes	
experiential, intellectual, cultural, and linguistic diversity, holds promise of serving 
all students well while also strengthening the teaching force from within. There 
are multiple pools of non-traditional and talented individuals with the dispositions, 
cultural and communicative competencies from which to recruit and prepare 
teachers in high need areas. These pools exist at the at the secondary level, 
among individuals who have completed military service, as well as those who find 
themselves in low-wage industries through economic needs. 

•		 There	is	a	need	to	challenge	and	modify	 influential	policies	that	have	an	adverse	
impact on specific groups of learners. Policies that give exclusive attention to 
English language development without regard for the importance of bilingualism 
for U.S. Puerto Ricans or that narrowly define teacher quality as verbal ability and a 
liberal arts major, as NCLB does, must be changed. Teachers of children and youth 
who have been historically underserved by schools, and who come from families 
with economic needs, require special competencies. 

•		 Funding	is	needed	to	create	public	service	announcements	that	demonstrate	to	the	
American taxpayer and to philanthropic organizations and other donors what our 
society gains from public investments in community-oriented teacher preparation 
that seeks to develop a bilingual citizenry as a societal goal. 
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table 2: doe new teacher hires by ethnicity, school year 1990–1999

ethnicity/year american indian asian black hispanic white unknown

1990–91 0.3% 3.2% 16% 11.9% 49.5% 19.1%

1991–92 0.1% 3.2% 16% 15.3% 58.4% 6.9%

1992–93 0.3% 2.9% 17.9% 15.1% 59.6% 4.2

1993–94 0.4% 3.1% 18.4% 13.9% 59.6% 4.5%

1994–95 0.3% 3.2% 23.4% 18.4% 53.9% 0.8%

1995–96 0.3% 3.1% 22.9% 18.4% 54.1% 1.3%

1996–97 0.3% 3.4% 19.0% 14.4% 60.3% 2.6%

1997–98 0.4% 3.8% 20.1% 15.3% 56.7% 3.7%

1998–99 0.2% 3.8% 22.1% 15.2% 57.5% 1.1%

1999–2000 0.2% 4.4% 24.8% 16.4% 53.8% 0.5%

2000–01 0.2% 4.2% 25.5% 16.3% 53.3% 0.4%

2001–02 0.2% 4.9% 27.2% 14.3% 53.3% 0.2%

2002–03 0.2% 5.6% 20.1% 12.7% 61.1% 0.3%

2003–04 0.2% 7.2% 16.7% 10.6% 65.0% 0.3%

2004–05 0.2% 8.3% 16.0% 11.1% 63.3% 1.2%

2005–06 0.3% 7.2% 14.5% 11.7% 65.0% 1.3%

2006–07* 0.3% 6.1% 14.1% 11.7% 65.5% 2.3%

*New Hires includes teachers who were hired between 8/25 through 10/31 of each year. ** Data on the 2006-07 New Hires is 
current as of 8.22.2006.
Source: Data cited by UFT Committee on Social and Economic Justice, September 2008 from http://blackeducator.blogspot.com/
search?q=teacher+ethnicity, 2012.
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