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Any of the many variables affecting second language
acquisition can potentially lead to circumstances that make the ESL
~ teaching-learning process far less effective than it ideally could be.

One of the greatest challenges to the TESOL professional is to be
sensitive to this wide range of factors in order to identify problem
areas and strategies for dealing with them. Although our attention
is usually drawn to our students, our techniques, and our classrooms,
major obstacles to effectiveness are sometimes found beyond the
immediate and the obvious. This is the case in Puerto Rico.

Puerto Rico is an island (nation, associated free state, colony?)
of many ambiguities. Conquered and colonized by Spain in the early
16th century, the island remained under Madrid’s control until the
Spanish American War in 1898. As a prize of war, Puerto Rico
became an unincorporated territory of the United States at that time.
U.S. citizenship was granted to all Puerto Ricans in 1917 although
this did not include the right for residents to participate in political
decision making in the United States. Since 1952, Puerto Rico has
been a semiautonomous commonwealth under continued U.S.
sovereignty.

One of the most persistent ambiguities is the island’s future
political status. Will it opt for statehood or independence, or
continue as is or with greater autonomy? Where does its cultural
identity lie-with Spain, the Caribbean, Latin America, North
America, or something uniquely Puerto Rican? What is the most
appropriate linguistic status for Puerto Rico: official
monolingualism (Spanish) or official bilingualism (Spanish and
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English)? So much indecision about such fundamental issues as
political, cultural, and linguistic identity send out mixed and
confusing signals to the youth of Puerto Rico as they mature and
struggle to define themselves. With respect to the learning of
English, it’s a case of being damned if you do (you’re betraying
your Hispanic heritage and giving in to the forces of
Americanization from the North) and damned if you don’t (you're
severely limiting your potential for socioeconomic mobility).

On April 5, 1991, the governor of Puerto Rico signed
legislation making Spanish the sole official language of government
on the island. Since 1902, Spanish and English had shared equal
status for the transaction of government business in Puerto Rico. A
number of the most frequent and salient arguments in favor of and
against official Spanish monolingualism will be reviewed to
illustrate the deeply emotional and conflicting attitudes that hamper,
if not actually paralyze, the ESL teaching-learning process for many
English learners in Puerto Rico.

To contextualize this discussion, it should be noted that
although only 20% of the Puerto Rican population is reported to be
functionally bilingual, a March 1992 poll (Staff 1992:34) revealed
that 83% of the respondents preferred official status for both Spanish
and English. This indicates not only that there is general
disagreement with the 1991 initiative to give Spanish sole official
status but also that bilingualism is a goal reached by only a few on
the island in spite of a high level of acceptance for the concept of a
bilingual society.

The Roots of Indecision

Only by exploring the origins and evolution of Puerto Rico’s
language controversy can we ever hope to understand the mixed
signals concerning the learning of English to which islanders are
constantly exposed. There is little doubt that English enjoys great
prestige among Puerto Ricans, but it is no less true that there has
been a persistent resistance to the spread and use of English on the
island through the course of this century. Why is this so?

The learning of English by Puerto Ricans has been justified
since 1899 by a series of beliefs that have at one time or another
guided language policies and helped form learner attitudes. In the
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eyes of the newly arrived U.S. colonial administmtors, only through
the learning of English could the population acquire and comprehend
the democratic values of the United States. The teaching of English
was seen as a way of Americanizing Puerto Ricans for the purpose
of securing their loyalty. Both the U.S. administrators and their pro-
U.S. sympathizers on the island promoted the belief that knowledge
of English would give Puerto Ricans access to the world’s best
education, and to the most sophisticated knowledge in the sciences,
medicine, and technology. By learning English, islanders could
study at U.S. Universities, obtain advanced degrees, and then return
to Puerto Rico to participate in the design and implementation of
solutions to their homeland’s pitiful socioeconomic condition.
Implicit in this philosophical stance was the inferiority ascribed to
Puerto Rico’s Hispanic heritage viz-a-viz the powerful and dynamic
U.S. culture.

The establishment of an English-speaking colonial government
and the arrival of American companies, investors, and entrepreneurs
conferred prestige and legitimacy to the English language in the
eyes of most Puerto Ricans. The learning of English was seen to go
hand-in-hand with the ideal of upward social mobility. As the island
passed from the period of direct U.S. rule into the era of greater
political autonomy and economic transformation, the emerging
middle class continued to view English as a sine qua non for
professional advancement and financial security. Puerto Rico’s
socioeconomic and political elite has always realized that for them
to affirm and maintain influence with both Americans and their own
compatriots, they had to become bilingual. In all probability, these
beliefs are as widespread today as they were 50 years ago.

The pro-English philosophy mentioned above has had its
effects on Puerto Rican life. In 1902, English was declared an
official language of equal status to Spanish; soon after, English was
imposed on the public school system not only as a required subject,
but also as the preferred medium of instruction. Indeed, it was
through the school system that administrators hoped to Americanize
the population. While things have changed significantly in these
matters, the presence of English continues to be strongly felt on the
island in the domains of business, technology, science, medicine,
and finance. Additionally, the dynamics and evolution of the Puerto
Rican-U.S. relationship have resulted in an even greater and more
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intense presence of English. For example, U.S. popular culture
exerts its influence through movies, music, cable TV, large chain
stores and mass consumer items. A thriving tourist industry caters
mostly to English-speaking visitors. Finally, there is the
phenomenon of the returning migrant who is usually quite
Americanized and frequently English-dominant. This, together with
the large number of islanders who have either visited or studied in
the United Sates, is indicative of the force of the language contact
situation between English and Spanish in Puerto Rico.

To all of this, one must add the prestige enjoyed by English
due to its status as the universal lingua franca. Thus, Puerto Ricans
see English as the language of real political power, the language of
the most powerful and influential country in the world, the country
whose citizenship they possess, and as the language that allows
them to communicate with the world at large.

As we have seen, the Puerto Rican scenario has provided
English with prestige and practical advantages which should have
contributed significantly to the development of positive attitudes
toward the learning of English. But this is only half of the picture.
The fact is that many Puerto Ricans resist learning English precisely
because of the beliefs and advantages that support its prestige on
the island.

The unilateral imposition of English on Puerto Ricans
continues to disturb many islanders, especially intellectuals, who
are sensitive to Puerto Rico’s subordination to the United States.
They see the old policy of linguistic imperialism (see Phillipson
1992) as an offense to Puerto Rican dignity and as a clear expression
of U.S. arrogance and belief in its own racial and cultural superiority.
The residue of the old policy can be seen in the fact that English is
still a required school subject from first grade through the second
year of college. Moreover, the U.S. District Court in San Juan
conducts its business exclusively in English. This, of course, is
inconsistent with the island’s sociolinguistic reality: Spanish is,
indeed, the language of everyday discourse. Thus, the continuation
of English in these contexts is an unpleasant reminder to many of
Puerto Rico’s continued colonial status.

A second major source of resentment against English stems
from its being associated with attempts to minimize islander
identification with Spanish. It is assumed by many that the study
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and use of English is causing the deterioration of Puerto Rican
Spanish and eroding the people’s sense of their Hispanic cultural
identity. Thus, English and Spanish are metaphorically paired off
as irreconcilable adversaries and Puerto Ricans are challenged to
defend their heritage and vernacular. From the perspective of Puerto
Ricans who view the issue in this light, the learning and use of
English and an official policy of bilingualism represent a genuine
threat to the survival of Puerto Rican culture.

The uncertainty regarding the island’s future political status
is yet another factor producing mixed signals about the role of
English. Put simply, if one shows any serious commitment toward
the teaching and dissemination of English, then one is frequently
labeled pro-U.S. and is presumed to sympathize with statehood
ideology. Independence supporters naturally identify themselves
exclusively with Spanish (although most are, in fact, bilingual),
and Commonwealthers favor Spanish while grudgingly paying lip
service to the importance of learning English. In this manner, the
two languages further complicate the highly charged atmosphere
of status politics and are themselves perceived by many through
the same distorting lens.

Through the years, these negative feelings about English have
motivated specific acts aimed at either perpetuating Spanish or
reducing the presence of English. In 1949, after many years of
defiance by teachers, parents, and intellectuals, Spanish was finally
established as the medium of instruction in the public school system.
The Puerto Rican Supreme Court determined in 1965 that Spanish
would be the sole language of the island’s legal system, and in 1991,
Spanish was proclaimed Puerto Rico’s only official language. In
each case, English was stripped of a function it once was allowed
to perform and a strong message was sent to islanders.

Mixed signals and the English Classroom

Perhaps one of the most revealing studies of how this complex
of conflicting attitudes translates into classroom behavior is Rosa
M. Torruellas’ (1990) doctoral dissertation Learning English in
Three Private Schools in Puerto Rico: Issues of Class, Identity and
Ideology. Because of a deficient public school system, most middle
and upper class families in Puerto Rico send their children to private
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