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BEING BILINGUAL IN  

PUERTO RICO 



In Puerto Rico,  in spite of long -

standing governmental designation 

of Spanish and English as co-official 

languages, bilingualism is a 

concept fraught with conflict.  



There are certainly many bilingual 

individuals, especially in academia, the 

professions, the tourist industry, and the 

world of business. However, Puerto Rico is 

not a bilingual society.  

 

We need to keep in mind the basic 

differences between individual 

bilingualism  and societal bilingualism . 



In the 2000 Census, 82.4% of Puerto 

Ricans over the age of 18 claimed to 

speak English òless than very well.ó 

This means that only 17.6% 

considered that they spoke English 

òvery well.ó 

 

 
 

 



In the immediate San Juan metro area, 

20-42% of respondents reported 

speaking English òvery well,ó but this 

is not typical of most of the island.  



Outside of the San Juan 

metro area, the great 

majority of munici -

palities  had only 10 -

14% of the adults 

reporting that they 

spoke English òvery 

well,ó and in the 

mountainous interior 

of the island, the level 

was only 0-9%. 



Map 1: Municipalities with highest number of speakers   

who speak English "very well"  
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In order to understand the language 

situation of Puerto Rico, it is vital to 

consider the attitudes of the 

residents and the effects of the 

imposition of English back in 1898 

when Puerto Rico was taken over by 

the United States. 





English  in  PR is  positively  

viewed  as: 
  

Åuseful in the modern globalized 

world;  

Ånecessary for upward mobility;  

Åan enhancement of the repertoire 

of the individual.  



English in PR is negatively  viewed 

as:  
 

Åa symbol of the islandõs rather 

schizophrenic relationship with the 

US; 

Åthe potential usurper of Spanish and 

Puerto Rican culture at the societal 

level.  
 



This ambivalence 

towards English has 

long historical roots 

which must be kept in 

mind when teaching 

English or when 

discussing the benefits 

of bilingualism on the 

island.  



1898--Puerto Rico ceded to U.S. under Treaty of 

Paris--military government and English as 

medium of instruction at all  levels  

 

1900--Foraker Act installs civil administration 

with governor and commissioner of education 

appointed by U.S.  

 

1902ñOfficial Languages Act passed ñEnglish 

& Spanish co-official  

PR language policies (1898 -present)  



1917--Jones Act declares Puerto  Ricans to be 

U.S. citizens (although unable to vote for own 

governor or for U.S. president)  

  

1917-1934--Spanish as medium of instruction 

in grades 1 -8;  English as medium of 

instruction in grades 9 -12. 

  

1934-1942--Spanish as medium of instruction 

in grades 1 -2 with English as subject  in 

grades 3 - 8, Spanish and English with 

increasing emphasis on English  in high 

school, English as medium of instruction with 

Spanish as subject. 



1945-46--bills  proposing  Spanish as sole 

medium  of instruction  passed by  Puerto Rican 

legislature  but  vetoed  by  President  Truman. 

 

1947--Puerto Ricans given  right  to elect  own 

governor  

 

1948--Luis Muñoz Marín  elected  as governor  

and appoints   Villaronga  as Commissioner  of 

Education  

 

1949-pres .--Spanish as medium  of instruction  

at all  levels  with  English  as mandatory  subject  



1991--Official  Languages Act revoked  and 

Spanish declared  sole official  language  of 

Puerto Rico 

  

1992--Official  Languages Act reinstated --

Spanish and English  returned  as co-official  

languages  of Puerto Rico 



Nationalistic  pride  is very  prominent  

in Puerto Rico. No matter  what their  

views  regarding  the appropriate  

relationship  to the United  States, 

Puerto Ricans highly  value their  local  

language  and culture  and do not wish 

to give  it  up . 





English presence in PR  

·newspapers  

·magazines 

·radio stations  

·cable TV  

·street and product names  

·commercial signs  





More English presence  

· Federal Court  

· tourism  

· Hollywood movies  

· long -term US residents  

Å  professionals required to make reports in  

English (e.g. doctors, accountants, lawyers, 

architects, etc.)  
 


