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Abstract 

In the past two decades, increased immigration to the United States can be observed everywhere: 

our society’s racial, cultural, ethnic, religious, and social populations have diversified and 

minority groups have become more of a presence around the country.  There are many new faces 

and languages in our country and the term newcomer is used to define many of the people 

included in this demographic revolution.  In schools, newcomer students often require assistance 

with English acquisition, social adjustment, and overall acculturation assistance.  In response to 

the increased newcomer population in schools, scholars began to investigate pedagogical 

approaches and effective teaching methods for these students.  More specific and localized than 

newcomers is the presence of new Puerto Rican students (NPR students), especially in Buffalo, 

New York, where this curriculum project takes place.  Similar to newcomers, NPR students need 

additional support in schools in order to fully access the curriculum and school community but 

the teachers who welcome new Puerto Rican students are often unaware of their students’ 

backgrounds and individual needs.  This Master’s Project was designed as a professional 

development curriculum for teachers in Buffalo, New York in order to provide them with 

methods and strategies that can enhance and improve their instruction and experiences with NPR 

students.   
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Introduction 

Significance 

The United States is a country of immigrants and the metaphor of a melting pot society in 

which many cultures assimilated into one “American” nation was used to describe the diversity 

of its citizens.  Today, however, the melting pot no longer exists and instead, and this image has 

been replaced with a salad bowl image because each piece of a salad can be seen and brings 

something different to the bowl that can be useful and beautiful.  In the past two decades, 

increased immigration to the United States can be observed everywhere: our society’s racial, 

cultural, ethnic, religious, and social populations have diversified and minority groups have 

become more of a presence around the country.  There are many new faces and languages in our 

country and the term newcomer is used to define many of the people included in this 

demographic revolution.  In response to the increased newcomer population in schools, scholars 

began to investigate pedagogical approaches and effective teaching methods for these students.   

In a seminal study about newcomers, Friedlander (1991) defines them as an immigrant 

population that require assistance regarding academic and language needs in addition to support 

relating to cultural and social adjustment.  These students are often refugees from overseas or 

Latino migrant children who may or may not have prior education, and many have experienced 

traumatic, life-changing events.  Twenty years later, Cairo, Sumney, Blackman, & Joyner (2012) 

cited Friedlander in their definition of newcomers and points out some of what these students 

have in common: although these children do not have identical backgrounds and experiences, 

they all share a common loss of family, home, and identity. 
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The presence of newcomers is overwhelming and growing in many parts of the country, 

including Buffalo, New York where this Master’s Project takes place.  According to Chung and 

Riordan (2014), Erie County resettles more than one third of New York’s refugees and 9,273 

refugees have resettled in Erie County since 2003.  Buffalo is a refugee resettlement location 

meaning that the city is recognized as one of a limited number of resettlement locations in the 

country.  Therefore, Buffalo has four nonprofit organizations that are designed to support, 

educate, and assist refuges upon arrival to the United States: Jewish Family Services of Buffalo 

and Erie County, Journey’s End Refugee Services, International Institute of Buffalo, and 

Catholic Charities of Buffalo (Chung & Riordan, 2014).  Most of these organizations have 

partners at the national level that refer refugees to Buffalo.  For example, the United States 

Committee for Refugees and Immigrants (USCRI) is a national nonprofit organization with 

numerous programs to support refugees including addressing basic and immediate needs, 

building support systems, and helping refugees toward self-sufficiency, among others 

(www.refugees.org).  USCRI has 31 nationwide partner agencies, including the International 

Institute of Buffalo (IIB) which offers many of the aforementioned support services as well as 

interpretation services, language classes, and health awareness initiatives (www.ibuff.org).   

Chung and Riordan (2014) reported that in the Buffalo Public Schools, there were 4,307 

English language learners (ELLs) with 63 languages spoken across the district during the 2013-

2014 school year, an increase of 1,768 ELLs and 17 languages since 2003-2004.  Although this 

data includes all ELLs, the refugee population increase directly correlated to the ELL population 

increase.  In Buffalo and around the country, when newcomer students attend American schools, 

those who are less than proficient in English are identified as English language learners (ELLs) 
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and are provided English as a second language (ESL) services or bilingual education in 

accordance with the laws of the state in which they live.  In Buffalo, ESL is taught primarily 

using the co-teaching model wherein the ESL teacher pushes in to various content areas and 

teaches alongside the classroom teacher.  Sometimes, however, ESL teachers use the pull-out 

method, teaching ELLs in a separate location with the ESL teacher only.  In addition to ESL 

teachers, BPS also has bilingual education programs at four elementary schools and two high 

schools which allow students to learn in both Spanish and English.  Although ESL or bilingual 

education teaches the students how to communicate in English among other things, their teachers 

usually do not have sufficient time or resources to address the non-academic needs of newcomers 

including post-traumatic stress, learning social norms, and feelings of alienation, often 

experienced by newcomers.   

Across the country, the development of newcomer programs designed to meet the 

specific needs of immigrant and refugee students have led to further support for newcomer 

students.  Currently, there are few programs that are offered specifically for newcomers in 

Buffalo.  According to Alsace (2010), the district provides for newcomers in the following ways: 

a newcomer center at Lafayette High School, Saturday Academies, Project Jumpstart, and 

extended school day programs.  Project Jumpstart is a four week summer program that focuses 

on English acquisition and U.S. cultural awareness.  Likewise, the other programs provided by 

Buffalo Public Schools have limited goals and do not address all of the needs of newcomers.  

With the exception of the newcomer center at Lafayette High School, Buffalo’s newcomer 

programs are located at a separate site and the connection to in-school needs is often absent.    



SUPPORTING THE COMPLEX NEEDS OF NEW PUERTO RICAN STUDENTS 

 

4 

 

Although it seems that ESL or bilingual services should be sufficient enough to expose 

newcomer students to their new language and cultural surroundings, most of the focus is placed 

on teaching English, and the students’ social, emotional, and mental health needs are often not 

met.  Newcomer students often require services and a modified curriculum that simply are not 

available in most schools.  In schools and district across the country, newcomer programs have 

been developed in response to the needs of this diverse and growing population of students.  

Newcomer programs are difficult to generalize because they are tailored to meet the needs of the 

school or district’s population, but can be loosely defined as temporary programs designed to 

meet the unique needs of newcomer students in a nurturing and supportive environment. 

(Friedlander, 1991).  Genesee (1999) and Cairo, et al. (2012) have similar definitions: the goals 

of newcomer programs are to help students acquire English and core academic skills along with 

acculturation to the U.S. school systems, development of primary language skills, and 

community support.  Newcomer programs offer a wide array of academic and support services 

that can include orientation to the U.S., counseling services, transportation, and family support 

services.  The need for newcomer programs is greater than ever before.  Unfortunately, however, 

such programs are being developed at a slower rate than the rising newcomer population and 

literature about American newcomer programs is difficult to attain because of the limited studies 

that have been conducted.  There is, however literature regarding newcomer programs in other 

countries such as Canada, Australia, as well as many countries in Europe.  While the 

international studies tend to have nationwide results, American studies tend to be regionalized.  

In fact, Cairo et al. (2012) explains that existing literature regarding newcomers in the United 

States tends to be regionalized and primarily focuses on urban areas.  The small scope of the 
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studies is to be expected due to the nature of newcomer programs: they are specific to the needs 

of the students for which the program is designed.   

As previously stated, the refugee and immigrant population in Buffalo has increased 

faster than expected and because of this, the district has faced difficulties in providing teachers 

with appropriate resources, materials, and training sessions to educate them about this new 

population of students. Although almost all of the teachers in the district are highly qualified to 

teach in their certification area, this does not mean that they are prepared for the unique needs of 

this diverse group of newcomers entering their classrooms daily.  Teachers need to be aware of 

how to accommodate the academic, social, and emotional needs of these students.  Some 

students come from war-torn countries having little to no education background, some have 

never lived outside of a refugee camp, and others live a transient lifestyle, frequently moving 

between Puerto Rico and Buffalo.  Newcomers tend to arrive in schools at any given time during 

the school year, causing teachers to accommodate additional students who are unsure of the 

language, culture, and school procedures.  This has led to greater feelings of anxiety and stress 

felt by teachers and students alike.  With the creation of a professional development curriculum, 

teachers may be able to modify their current practices and lesson plans.   

Although the increased refugee and ELL population has led to a greater variety of 

languages spoken in Buffalo, Chung and Riordan (2014) reported that Spanish is the most 

prevalent foreign language spoken by BPS students and 24.4% of the Buffalo-Niagara region’s 

population speaks Spanish at home.  In addition, in 2013-2014, the number of Spanish speakers 

in Buffalo Public Schools increased by approximately 9% since 2004-2005 (Chung & Riordan, 

2014).  The majority of Spanish speakers in Buffalo are from Puerto Rico and movement from 
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the island to the city is common.  At School 33: Bilingual Center, Puerto Ricans comprise the 

majority of the student population and they arrive and leave at any given time throughout the 

school year, meaning that there are almost always new Puerto Rican students at School 33.  New 

Puerto Rican (NPR) students are students who have moved to Buffalo from Puerto Rico either 

for the first time or have returned to Buffalo after living in Puerto Rico or elsewhere for a period 

of at least six months.  Similar to newcomers, NPR students are usually English language 

learners and they often are unsure of the expectations at a new school in a new city.   Overall, 

new Puerto Rican students require assistance with English acquisition, acculturation, and social 

adjustment.   

The problem and significance stated above led this author to design and develop a 

professional development curriculum that can be implemented with mainstream, special 

education, and ESL teachers, particularly those who teach NPR students.  This project is useful 

for new and experienced teachers alike because they can modify and improve their teaching 

practices in order to meet the needs of new Puerto Rican students.  Goals for this project that will 

meet the needs of the problem articulated above include the following: 1) provide teachers with 

strategies and techniques that address the cultural and linguistic needs of new Puerto Rican 

students, 2) develop a set of helpful guidelines for welcoming new Puerto Rican students to the 

school and community, and, 3) provide ideas that support the social and emotional needs of NPR 

students.  The development of a professional development curriculum bridges the gap between 

school and community while also providing a curriculum that is needed to enhance the 

educational and social needs of students.   
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Problem 

 The problem this curriculum project addresses is that new Puerto Rican students have 

needs similar to newcomers but their teachers have not attended professional development 

sessions that target the academic, social, and cultural aspects associated with this population.    

Purpose  

The purpose of this curriculum project was to design a professional development 

curriculum for teachers in Buffalo, New York addressing the unique needs of new Puerto Rican 

students. 
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Literature Review 

Introduction to the Review  

 Due to the complexity of the topic, this literature review is separated into sections.  The 

review begins with an analysis of the complex world of newcomers which leads into identifying 

the needs of newcomers.  Next, the need for, design of, and benchmark newcomer programs are 

explored followed by a discussion on current effective school practices, including a review of 

Funds of Knowledge and culturally relevant pedagogy.  Teachers’ perceptions of newcomers are 

discussed and the literature review concludes with a description of the needs of new Puerto 

Rican students in Buffalo, New York.   

Who are Newcomers?  

 As previously stated, newcomers are part of an immigrant population which in addition to 

language and academic assistance require assistance with cultural and social adjustment 

(Friedlander, 1991; Cairo, et al., 2012).   Newcomers can be refugees, immigrants, and/or 

migrant students, according to Friedlander (1991), Genesee (1999), and Cairo, et al. (2012).  

Citing the U.S. Census, Department of Homeland Security, and personal communication with 

multiple refugee resettlement agencies, a comprehensive report by Chung and Riordan (2014) 

demonstrated the trends of the refugee, immigrant, and migrant populations across the country, 

in New York State, as well as in the Buffalo-Niagara region, the location of this curriculum 

project.  In 2012, there were 1,874 refugees that resettled in Buffalo or approximately 9% of the 

state’s total refugee population.  In addition, from 2007 to 2012, the top countries of origin for 

people who have moved to Buffalo included Burma, India, and Thailand compared to Canada 

and Yemen being at the top just a few years prior, from 2003-2006 (Chung & Riordan, 2014).   
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Isik-Ercan (2012) interviewed Burmese refugee families in order to describe the challenges and 

concerns of families and their children’s education.  The study found that parents often were 

unsure of how to advocate for their children’s education due to their own limited schooling and 

although they encouraged their children to succeed academically, the parents did not have the 

resources to support the academic needs.  In order to provide parents an opportunity to strongly 

lead their child’s schooling, Isik-Ercan concluded that educators should advocate for the whole 

family through shifts toward bilingualism for refugee children, community-based learning, and 

increased family participation in schools.   

According to Chung & Riordan, Spanish is spoken by almost 25% of people in Buffalo 

and about 66% across the United States (2014).  Cairo, Sumney, Blackman, and Joyner (2012) 

provides a perspective for Latino migrant children.  The authors highlight the strengths of 

support programs for Latino immigrant children and their families in Kentucky, including FACE 

which stands for Families and Communities Educating.  Through effective collaboration between 

the University of Kentucky and the Fayette County School System, three programs were created 

or modified: FACE Time, FACE Time Summer, and Prime Time Family Reading (Cairo, et al., 

2012).  While FACE Time was an after school program dedicated to academic needs with some 

community presentations and parental involvement, FACE Time Summer was a five-week 

academic program that also provided students with more opportunities for field trips, art, and 

private music lessons.    

Burmese Refugees 

 Research studies that are focused specifically on the Burmese population are difficult to 

find due to the fact that Burmese refugees have only arrived in large numbers within the past ten 
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years.  However, research by Isik-Ercan (2012) is used as an expert article for this population.  

The objective for Isik-Ercan (2012) was to learn about the educational experiences of newcomer 

refugee families by asking the question, “What are the unique experiences of Burmese families 

as a unit with elementary education and schools?” (p. 3030).  With the help of a Burmese 

translator, the author conducted interviews with 28 Burmese parents from 25 families in Fort 

Wayne, Indiana and used the conversations to answer the essential question.  Isik-Ercan (2012) 

identified key findings from her research and concluded that a new perspective focused on 

advocacy for refugees and their families would lead to greater benefits for refugee children’s 

well-being and success in school settings.  By understanding the home lives of refugee families, 

educators can use the information to make informed decisions about the best practices and 

programs to help refugee students in schools.   

Newcomers include immigrants and refugees so Isik-Ercan defines refugees in 

accordance with the Office of Refugee Resettlement: a refugee is any person who is unable or 

unwilling to return to his or her native country because of persecution or a well-founded fear of 

persecution on account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, or 

political opinion (2012).  The author describes the extreme circumstances in which increased 

numbers of people seek refuge in another country and explains that the United States has 

responded to this global crisis by admitting refugees into the country.  In 2011, 56,419 refugees 

from 65 countries were resettled in the U.S., with the majority coming from Burma, Bhutan, 

Cuba, Eritrea, Iran, Iraq, Somalia, and Russia (Isik-Ercan, 2012).  The focus of this study was 

specific to Burmese refugees, a rapidly-growing refugee population in not only Fort Wayne, 

Indiana, where the study was conducted, but also in Buffalo, New York as well.   
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Before the boom in the Burmese population, many immigrants to Buffalo came from 

Canada and Bosnia (Chung & Riordan, 2014).  Isik-Ercan explains that unlike the middle-class, 

educated Bosnian refugees who arrived between 1992 and 1995, Burmese refugees spend 

decades in refugee camps in Thailand, or are forced to live a semi-nomadic life in camp-villages 

without permission to work, go outside, earn citizenship rights or identity cards. (2012). 

Furthermore, Burmese refugee camps are often not safe and since there are limited formal 

educational opportunities for the children, Burmese students tend to be more vulnerable when 

attending U.S. schools.  Burmese students are experiencing traditional school for the first time so 

they are unfamiliar with everything from rules and routines to communicating basic needs in a 

new language.  The resettlement process is very challenging for refugees, and Isik-Ercan (2012) 

reports that feelings of alienation, fear, and hopelessness are common due to social, emotional, 

and academic challenges as well as language difficulties.  Although refugee families want to 

participate in their new communities, traumatic experiences can prevent them from learning the 

language and, without the ability to communicate, the feelings of alienation and hopelessness 

take over.  In addition, children share the same traumatic experiences as their parents including 

separation from homeland and a feeling of loss which could cause psychological problems that 

tend to impede academic progress and behavior. (Isik-Ercan, 2012).  Finally, a cultural clash 

between the family’s culture and mainstream society lead to further alienation of the child from 

the home culture and family.  While it is obvious that these refugees experience major obstacles 

during the resettlement process, it is important to note that parents and children alike have high 

aspirations of success in their new country.  Isik-Ercan (2012) asserts that these students view 
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education as a way to proactively shape their future and replace their losses and refugee parents 

strongly encourage their children’s academic success. 

Burmese parents are often hesitant to attend community meetings and their participation 

is minimal in mainstream society because they feel they do not know how to do things or how to 

act appropriately (Isik-Ercan, 2012).  Parents want to see their children succeed but language 

barriers and ignorance of the social norms has led to challenges in enrolling their children in 

early childhood centers.  Isik-Ercan (2012) maintains that early childhood education not only 

positively influences future school achievement, but may support their adjustment to the host 

country.  In addition to being hesitant to participate, Burmese parents do not have prior 

experiences with these types of educational opportunities.  As a result, many Burmese children 

miss early schooling years which can increase the language barrier and academic achievement in 

school.   

Teachers’ perceptions of newcomers 

 Although there is a wealth of research regarding effective practices for newcomers, little 

is known about the perceptions that teachers have about their preparedness to teach a newer, 

more diverse population of learners.  During their studies and coursework, teachers often learn 

about students such as ELLs and newcomers, but as stated by O’Neal, Ringler, & Rodriguez 

(2008), teacher preparation programs missed the mark by not preparing teachers to directly teach 

these students.  This could be why many of the students in Davila’s 2010 study felt that their 

teachers were often disinterested in helping them in school.  Student populations have grown 

more diverse at such a rate that teacher preparation programs are unable to adjust their 

coursework to meet the needs of this new population.   
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In an attempt to understand pre-service teachers’ perceptions of culture, community, and 

student background, Jimenez-Silva & Olsen (2012) conducted interviews with pre-service 

teachers with a goal of preparing them to teach ELLs.  The goal for Jimenez-Silva & Olsen was 

“to help teachers see beyond their own experiences and model a sociocultural environment that 

enhances teacher and student interactions” (2012, p. 336).  Overall, it seems that teachers are 

aware of the diverse learners in their classrooms while also cognizant of the fact that they were 

unprepared to teach them.   

O’Neal, Ringler, & Rodriguez (2008) interviewed 24 elementary teachers from a rural 

school with a high population of Spanish speakers to assess their preparedness to teach ESL 

students in mainstream classrooms.  Their study found that 86% of the teachers interviewed did 

not receive explicit language acquisition instruction and while 75% did not feel prepared to teach 

English Language Learners, 100% of the participants felt responsible for teaching ELLs in their 

classrooms (O’Neal, Ringler, & Rodriguez, 2008, p. 9).  While not surprised that the teachers felt 

unprepared to teach ELLs, the authors noted that they were shocked that all of the teachers held 

themselves responsible for teaching them.  In fact, O’Neal, Ringler, & Rodriguez found that the 

school was committed to ELLs: “it was evident that this school recognized their responsibility to 

teach all of the students regardless of language background” (2008, p. 10).  With that in mind, 

O’Neal, Ringler, & Rodriguez (2008) recommended that teachers have dedicated coursework 

with a focus on language acquisition theory and the power of a linguistically diverse population, 

including students’ heritages as a resource.  The authors conclude that since the newcomer and 

ELL population is only expected to increase over time, it is critical that the needs of this 
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population are at the forefront of teacher preparation programs as well as professional 

development programs in schools 

What are the needs of newcomers?  

Recently, the majority of the research about the mental health of immigrants has focused 

on adults and less attention has been given to the impacts of migration on children’s lives, even 

though immigrant children are a visible presence in our society today as well as in our schools.  

Frabutt (2006) explains that before immigrant families leave their homeland, many events lead to 

feelings of stress and anxiety such as witnessing violence, fear of the unknown, preparing for 

migration, and abrupt separation from primary social supports.  All of these factors can have 

long-lasting effects on the mental well-being of newcomers.  Upon arrival to the United States, 

immigrants often experience psychological trauma during the adjustment process known as 

acculturative stress.  Acculturation stress is stress directly resulting from the acculturative 

process (Frabutt, 2006).  Frabutt states that these feelings can appear as feelings of alienation 

(especially among school peers), depression and anxiety, identity problems, and psychosomatic 

symptoms.  Frabutt cites multiple studies indicating that many other problems arise once 

immigrant families have settled into their new environments, including high rates of violence and 

posttraumatic stress that tend to manifest as behavior disorders or identify disorders in 

adolescence (2006).  Finally, the balance of power often tends to shift from the parents to the 

children due to the fact that the children usually learn English faster than their parents, causing 

the children to have to act as interpreters for the family.   

Many of the needs of newcomers can be alleviated through effective collaboration and 

support services provided by schools and community members.  According to Friedlander 
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(1991), academic and support services include the following: orientation to U.S. society and 

school system, a specially designed curriculum, a wide range of counseling services, parent and 

family support services, information and referral services, access to bilingual support personnel, 

extracurricular activities, transportation, career orientation, and tutoring.  Friedlander identified 

six types of support services for newcomers and their families: counseling, health services, 

parent outreach, liaison with community services, special programs and extracurricular activities, 

and career education (1991).   

Within the first week of enrollment, Friedlander (1991) described the types of 

assessments that newcomers were given in order to determine how prepared students are for U.S. 

schools.  This can be considered a brief needs assessment for these students.  Students’ skills are 

tested in the areas of oral English proficiency and comprehension, English reading and writing 

proficiency, native language proficiency, and mathematics/computation ability.  In addition, 

parents are interviewed in order to find out more information about prior schooling and 

transcripts should be requested whenever they may be available.  Often, the results of these 

assessments indicate that a student’s chronological age does not match the grade equivalent so 

placement in programs can be difficult.  Newcomer programs, however, are far more flexible and 

are better able to accommodate students with varying backgrounds during the initial adjustment 

period. (Friedlander, 1991).   

Morse (2005) explains that newcomer students experience challenges related to language 

proficiency, cultural and social adaptation, and poverty.  They have a very limited time to learn 

English, study the required material for high stakes tests, and catch up to their native English 

speaking peers before graduation.  This has resulted in high dropout rates among newcomer and 
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immigrant teens but for those who have mastered English experience role reversals within their 

families. Since they can speak English, they are often translators or interpreters with the outside 

world.  Newcomer teens find their growing independence creates family tensions, with parents 

feeling their child is becoming ‘too Americanized’, and children feeling frustrated by living in 

two cultural worlds, old and new.  Frabutt (2006) echoes this by stating that role reversal leads to 

imbalance of power and can have a “disorganizing impact” on families (p. 501).   

Newcomer Programs 

  In one of the first U.S. studies of newcomer programs, Friedlander (1991) explained that 

newcomer programs were created in response to a direct and growing need for a curriculum that 

targets the specific needs of newcomers and their families.  Newcomer programs began as a 

temporary transitional program to nurture and support the complex needs of newcomers before 

they enter the mainstream setting (Friedlander, 1991).  As a result, the goals of newcomer 

programs can vary but the need for programs is evident.  Most newcomers are English language 

learners (ELLs) so they receive ESL or bilingual education services.  Cairo (2012) explains that 

language acquisition and academic achievement are thoroughly addressed but the mental well-

being needs of the ESL population and cultural implications of those needs are not.  Basically, 

these populations are still so new to the school system that there is no data about them and no 

information provided for them.  In Australia, Sidhu (2011) reiterated the fact that newcomers’ 

needs are not being taken care of in schools: refugee populations are often marginalized but and 

district-wide initiatives that focus on this population could help prevent this occurrence.  

Therefore, it is important that schools and districts develop programs and a specialized 

curriculum in order to prevent future academic and behavioral implications.   
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 A comprehensive study conducted by Morse (2005) provides valuable statistics that can 

be used to support the development of newcomer programs.  For example, Morse (2005) stated 

that the current immigrant groups are diverse with over 1 million arrivals per year, which has led 

to immigrant/newcomer students entering public schools in record numbers.  These numbers are 

expected to continue to increase so that by 2015, approximately 30 percent of the nation’s school 

population will be immigrant students.  Because of this, it is clear that this major demographic 

shift will lead to increased needs for new program development and funding to support such 

programs and curricula.  In spite of these numbers, schools are not racially, ethnically, or 

linguistically diverse.  Morse (2005) observed that many schools are neighborhood schools, and 

persistent neighborhood-level racial and ethnic segregation is reflected in segregated schools, 

since school attendance is mostly neighborhood-based.  Morse also states that over 50% of all 

limited-English proficient (LEP) students attend schools where more than 30 percent of students 

are ELLs.  (2005). Therefore, effective program design needs to take the cultural composition of 

the community into consideration in order to create programs that will promote diversity.   

Friedlander argued that the primary instructional focus of newcomer programs is to teach 

students English while helping them acquire basic academic skills and concepts in the content 

areas that will allow them to transition to and perform successfully in a regular school (1991).  

Friedlander (1991) suggested that newcomer programs teach students basic survival skills, 

enhance students’ self-esteem by developing a multicultural understanding that promotes inter-

cultural communication while also encouraging secondary students to continue their education.   

However, a more recent—and relevant—study by Cairo, Sumney, Blackwell, and Joyner (2012) 

described newcomer programs as an educational response to a growing population whose needs 
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are not being met by the current curriculum.  Morse defines newcomer programs as short-term 

programs for recently-arrived immigrant students to address limited English proficiency, low 

literacy and limited schooling in order to bridge gaps in students’ academic backgrounds and 

integrate them quickly into the regular school program. (2005, p. 11).  Therefore, although it is 

difficult to identify the components of newcomer programs there are some broad goals.  First, 

program goals are dedicated to easing the transition process to the American school system.  

However, it is also important to note that while the acquisition of English is necessary, there are 

many steps in the transition process so the second goal of newcomer programs is rooted in the 

idea of teaching the whole child.   

 Benchmark programs. 

Many programs have been developed to support newcomers and studies by Friedlander 

(1991) and Cairo et al (2005) are discussed in detail to provide an in-depth description of 

different program models.  This leads to a synthesis of best practices as highlighted by these 

programs as well as what additional research suggests, including teaching strategies and 

techniques, effective collaboration models, and family/community involvement.   

 Example newcomer program in Los Angeles California 

Some of the first newcomer programs were highlighted in Friedlander’s (1991) study.  

The first model was a high school program in Los Angeles, California that was designed as a half 

day program, located in the high school.  Since it is part of a regular school site, students have 

equal access to all programs provided by the school.  The program was taught using both English 

and the students’ primary languages for content classes, and offers a wide range of specialized 

classes and orientation services that meet the particular needs of students who speak Spanish, 
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Cantonese, and Korean.  The program follows a gradual release method for learning English.  

The focus is first put on developing the students’ native language and once native language 

literacy improves, the balance progressively shifts away from language arts in the primary 

language towards increased emphasis on accelerated ESL instruction. (Friedlander, 1991).  

Highlights of the program included intensive bilingual instruction, cooperative learning 

techniques, and thematic lessons; the program is structured into four units: health education, 

basic science experiments, social science, and literature.  Finally, counseling and support 

services are a major component of the program because of the traumatic events experienced by 

many of the newcomers prior to their arrival in the United States.   

Example Program in Hayward, California  

Located in Hayward, California, the second program model discussed by Friedlander was 

a half day program at a separate site for students in seventh through eleventh grades.  When the 

article was published, the school had been in operation for more than two decades and served 

more than 25 percent of the district’s LEP population.  The curriculum utilized the natural 

approach to English language acquisition and an integrated whole language approach with 

emphasis on communicative competence.  The program emphasized a gradual transition to a 

regular school and students spent up to eight semesters enrolled because it is only a half-day 

program, so students are still able to participate in regular school experiences with their native-

English speaking peers on a constant basis.  The program remained culturally responsive because 

all of its teachers were immigrants or had lived and worked in another country because it helps 

them relate to the difficulties encountered by their pupils in ways that would be challenging for 

their American-born peers (Friedlander, 1991).  In 1991, the three periods of instruction included 
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ESL at four levels, world or U.S. history, and cultural orientation.  The program in 1991 was set 

up so that students’ first languages were used in U.S. and/or world history for Spanish speakers, 

and in Language Arts for students who speak Dari and/or Farsi.  For students whose native 

languages are not Spanish, Dari, or Farsi, primary language support is achieved through the use 

of a pull-out approach.  

Example program in New York City 

The third program model described by Friedlander in 1991 was different from the others 

because although the ninth to twelfth grade students who attended this New York City school did 

not transition to a regular school, all those who graduated were guaranteed admission to the 

community college that collaborated with the high school.  The students were offered high 

school and college courses in a variety of subjects and used the college’s facilities including the 

gymnasium, library, recreational areas, and cafeteria (Friedlander, 1991).  In addition, the only 

language used at this high school was English because, according to Friedlander, language skills 

are most effectively learned in a meaningful context and are embedded in content areas and 

students learn best from each other and, therefore, should not be separated into homogeneous 

language groups. (1991).  The New York City school boasted high attendance and graduation 

rates and also developed a curriculum approved to meet the state guidelines and requirements for 

graduation.  Finally, extensive career orientation, multiple internship opportunities, and support 

services including counseling, academic advising, and small-group tutoring led to the overall 

success of this all day, separate site newcomer program in New York City.   

 

 



SUPPORTING THE COMPLEX NEEDS OF NEW PUERTO RICAN STUDENTS 

 

21 

 

Current Newcomer Programs 

In 2012, Cairo, et al examined the development and implementation processes of three 

newcomer programs in Lexington, Kentucky.  The programs were created as a direct response to 

the increased refugee and migrant population in a district where these newcomers had basically 

been ignored. (Cairo et al, 2012).  In collaboration with University of Kentucky faculty and staff, 

college students, and community members, FACE Time (Families and Communities Educating), 

FACE Time Summer, and Prime Time Family Reading were developed and/or modified.  FACE 

Time is an after school program dedicated to academic skills as well as social/behavioral 

adaptation and cultural expression for children from the third through fifth grade.  Staffed by 

University of Kentucky student volunteers, FACE Time provided an hour of academic 

instruction followed by social/behavioral exploration or cultural expression. (Cairo et al, 2012).  

The newcomer students also attended music classes at a music school in the community and 

participated in special presentations designed by the student volunteers.   

FACE Time Summer was a five-week summer school program that worked in 

collaboration with a local learning center which provided hands-on science and mathematics 

lessons as well as a music school where students received either one-on-one or one-on-two 

private music lessons.  FACE Time Summer provided instruction in writing, music, 

mathematics, social studies, art, physical education, and cultural expression, and organized field 

trips. (Cairo et al, 2012).  In order to remain culturally relevant, social studies lessons were 

focused on children’s home countries.  Prime Time Family Reading, a family reading program at 

the local high school library, was a testament to collaboration.  University faculty, the state 

Humanities Council, the school district, and the local public library worked together to 
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implement a six week program in which the amount of participants was the largest number ever 

in the history of the Prime Time Family Reading Program anywhere in Kentucky. (Cairo et al, 

2012).  The program was located in close proximity to families who lived in the area (walking 

distance), and included community volunteers, three translators who interpreted the stories and 

discussions into Spanish, Kirundi, Swahili, French, and Arabic, and scholars to help discuss the 

stories that were read by a story teller.   

Strengths of initial newcomer programs. 

Friedlander (1991) identified many innovative, student-centered strategies that should be 

utilized with newcomers, and, arguably, with all students.  First, a whole language approach was 

used to learn English in a natural context.  Instead of being broken down as individual 

components, information from all areas of the curriculum was holistically introduced.  Next, by 

integrating language and content instruction, students learned content knowledge and developed 

English skills simultaneously and when the content was presented in a thematic format, student 

success increased significantly.  Finally, cooperative learning was encouraged when it was 

culturally appropriate since cooperative learning integrates students from varied levels of 

language and academic abilities so students are motivated to work together in positive, effective 

ways.  (Friedlander, 1991).   

All three programs discussed by Cairo, et al. (2012) created positive change within the 

newcomer population and teachers reported that children seemed to be more outgoing after 

participating in the programs: while some of these children struggle with ongoing emotional and 

behavioral issues, the group as a whole appeared to address these types of problems better. 

(Cairo et al, 2012).  The school became a more open community and teachers were grateful for 
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the resources, training, communication, and support that were nonexistent or non-efficient prior 

to implementation of the programs.  In fact, Cairo et al. reported that the programs had been so 

successful that all expanded, teachers received more training, and students who participated in 

programs spent less time in ESL programs and academic scores improved (2012).   

 As an attempt to aid immigrant students with low levels of schooling, minimal literacy 

skills, and cultural and communication barriers, Morse (2005) provided a list of promising 

practices for educators and community members to incorporate into newcomer programs.  In 

order to help the families assimilate, school-based community centers should be developed that 

would teach ESL classes, parent workshops, computer training, translations, and referrals.  In 

addition, educators could collaborate with religious and medical leaders in the community to 

plan programs for immigrant families.  Wheaton Shorr (2006) suggested that visiting families in 

their homes is beneficial for both the student and the teacher because you get invaluable insight 

into a child’s family life and support system, which makes a dramatic demonstration of caring 

and interest.  Finally, alternative certification programs for immigrants who were teachers in 

their countries of origin would allow immigrants to find meaningful work in their new countries.  

Wheaton Shorr suggested that schools invite professionals from the immigrant communities so 

that the incorporation of immigrant culture is seen and valued in the classroom (2006).  Within 

the schools, Morse (2005) suggested newcomer programs with intensive language development, 

academic and cultural orientation, and a five-year high school plan for immigrant students 

arriving too late to complete requirements in four years.  The author also recognized the needs of 

teachers and suggested that schools provide literacy, special education, and ESL specialists to 

assist teachers.  This can be accomplished through professional development trainings and 
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seminars.   Morse (2005) also suggested team teaching which has gained a lot of momentum in 

education today as co-teaching and collaboration have become increasingly effective in the 

classroom.   

Current effective school practices  

 Due to the ELL population steadily growing along with the newcomer population, new 

teaching strategies and models have been created in response to the needs of the population.  

Strategies such as SIOP (Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol) and differentiated 

instruction have been proven to be effective with ELLs and the strengths of the benchmark 

newcomer programs included many effective strategies for teaching newcomers including 

student-centered activities and a whole language approach.  In addition, the newcomer programs 

included connections with community organizations and home visits because of the invaluable 

insight into a child’s family life and support system (Wheaton Shorr, 2006).  It can be argued 

that many of the current effective practices are rooted in a deep understanding of the valuable 

family and community resources with which a student interacts outside of school that can be and 

should be incorporated into their learning experiences in school.  Luis Moll developed the 

concept known as funds of knowledge in order to build upon the knowledge and skills found in 

local households.  Funds of knowledge is a form of culturally responsive teaching that seeks to 

improve participation and heighten students’ interests by using an inquiry-based method that 

draws upon their home and community resources.  According to Ladson-Billings (1995) 

culturally relevant pedagogy is a term to describe a pedagogy that empowers students 

intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to impart 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes.  Similarly, culturally responsive teaching is a way of teaching in 



SUPPORTING THE COMPLEX NEEDS OF NEW PUERTO RICAN STUDENTS 

 

25 

 

which students are active participants with teachers acting as facilitators as the students are 

taking ownership of their education.  Funds of knowledge and culturally relevant pedagogy build 

a bridge between home and schools so that teachers can use information from students’ lives to 

inform and enhance teachers’ methodologies and lessons.   

 Funds of Knowledge. 

 Using a qualitative approach that included ethnographic observations, life histories, and 

case studies, Moll, Amanti, Neff, and Gonzalez (1992) wanted to develop innovations in 

teaching that draw upon the knowledge and skills found in local households.  The researchers 

worked in collaboration with working class Mexican communities in Tucson, Arizona and 

performed an ethnographic analysis of Tucson's Latino community.  Interviewers gathered data 

about the origin, use, and distribution of the knowledge and skills in the community.  They also 

talked with individual family members to learn about the personal and labor history of the 

family. The home investigations revealed that many families had abundant knowledge that the 

schools did not know about--and therefore did not use in order to teach academic skills.  In 

general, Moll, et al. (1992) found that the families knew about agriculture and mining, 

economics, household management, materials and science, medicine, and religion.  Various 

families with rural backgrounds knew a great deal about the cultivation of plants, animals, ranch 

management, mechanics, carpentry, masonry, electrical wiring, and medical folk remedies.  They 

also had some entrepreneurial skills and were familiar with archeology, biology, and 

mathematics.   

In addition to identifying families’ funds of knowledge, Moll, et al. (1992) sought to 

understand how household members use their funds of knowledge in social as well as economic 
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circumstances and they found that families shared what they knew. Their knowledge, according 

to Moll, was available and accessible through social networks of exchange (Moll, et al., 1992).  

These social networks, according to Moll et al., facilitate the growth and exchange of knowledge, 

resources, and skills that enhance the households’ ability to thrive (1992).  Moreover, Moll 

contended that household relationships are flexible, adaptive, and active which often means that 

a person may have multiple relationships with the same person.  This gives the relationship a 

deeper understanding of the whole person whereas Moll et al. (1992) observed many teacher-

student relationships as thin and single-stranded, and the teacher knows the students only from 

their performance within rather limited classroom contexts.  In fact, Moll et al. found many 

differences between home and school.  To begin, children often play a more passive role in the 

classroom and the topics of learning are usually chosen by teachers or the school.  At home, 

children are active participants, often acting as translators, caretakers of siblings, or as helpers 

with household tasks.  Knowledge obtained by children based on need, interest, and personal 

motivation.  Since classroom teachers know their students in a limited context, the classroom 

itself is isolated from the social world and does not have access to funds of knowledge in the 

community.  Teachers at home know the whole child and can seek out additional knowledge 

sources as needed.   

As part of the study, Moll worked with ten teachers in an after-school study group that 

learned about the specific funds of knowledge found among their students. With the help of Moll 

and his team, they used that information to devise innovative instructional strategies, which they 

took into their classrooms. They also began to treat the children as active learners, using and 

applying literacy as a tool for communication and for thinking (Moll et al., 1992).  Teachers 
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identified thematic connections between the various funds of knowledge observed in homes and 

based learning modules on information that was both relevant to students’ cultures as well as 

engaging on a personal level.  Teachers also brought in parents to act as experts on various 

topics.   

Community involvement and collaboration.  

Cairo et al (2012) concluded that the positive results of their study can be attributed to the 

strength of the positive community setting and effective collaboration among all parties 

involved.  The supportive school superintendent was willing to listen and support something 

new, and the principal welcomed the additional presence and this particular kind of support in 

her school (Cairo et al, 2012).  In addition, collaborators spent extensive time building 

community among all involved which directly contributed to the children’s sense of safety and 

belonging.  As a result the children did not differentiate among each other based on ethnicity 

(Cairo et al, 2012).  Finally, locality and proximity contributed to effective community building. 

Family experiences and involvement. 

Morse (2005) reported that immigrant families are healthy and more likely to have two 

parents in the home.  There is usually at least one parent working, along with an extended family 

and a community of immigrants from the same country of origin.  However, because the parents 

often have not graduated high school and are limited English proficient, they have low-paying 

jobs without benefits.  Therefore, recommendations to strengthen and support immigrant families 

included parent support groups and family literacy programs which would give parents the tools 

to help with homework and encourage their children to be involved in after-school activities.  In 

addition, the parents support groups were designed to help parents get involved in the PTA 
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(parent-teacher association), understand how to apply for health insurance, and help fill out 

college applications. (Morse, 2005).   

 Moll et al (1992) identified multiple opportunities to utilize funds of knowledge in order 

to integrate parents and families into the school community.  First, home visits provide genuine 

interactions to inform about students’ interests and experiences and this can lead to using parents 

as funds of knowledge which allows them to be educators.  Moll et al (1992) describes how Mrs. 

Rodriguez came in to the classroom to teach them how to make a Mexican candy treat, stating 

when Mrs. Rodriguez arrived, she became the teacher.  These experiences can break stereotypes 

and assumptions about individual students or cultures in general because it shows parents that 

you have a genuine interest in fostering the growth of their children.  In fact, during Mrs. 

Rodriguez’s visit, she also talked to the class about different kinds of candy, the difference 

between U.S. and Mexican food consumption and production, and the nutritional value of candy.  

The teacher in the study found that her respect for Mrs. Rodriguez grew significantly that 

morning (Moll et al, 1992).   

 Culturally relevant pedagogy. 

 As previously stated, culturally relevant pedagogy is a term created by Gloria Ladson-

Billings to describe a pedagogy that empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and 

politically by using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes.  Participating in 

culturally relevant teaching essentially means that teachers create a bridge between students’ 

home and school lives, while still meeting the expectations of the district and state curricular 

requirements. Culturally relevant teaching utilizes the backgrounds, knowledge, and experiences 

of the students to inform the teacher’s lessons and methodology.  Ladson-Billings (1994) states 
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that culturally relevant pedagogy rests on three criteria: “Students must experience academic 

success; students must develop and/or maintain cultural competence; and students must develop 

a critical consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of the current social order” 

(p. 160).  Ladson-Billings stresses that teachers must attend to students’ academic needs but 

more importantly, students need to choose academic excellence.  Teachers can help with this by 

valuing students’ skills and interests so that they can be incorporated in an academically 

challenging manner.  Therefore, culturally relevant teachers utilize students' culture as a vehicle 

for learning (Ladson-Bilings, 1995).  For example, one of the participating teachers in Ladson-

Billings’ 1995 study connected her love of poetry with the students’ love of rap music.  Students 

brought in lyrics from non-offensive rap songs and they performed the songs while discussing 

the literal and figurative meanings and other characteristics of poetry.   

 Another way to provide for the development and maintenance of cultural competence is 

to involve parents in the classroom. Teachers can find out the talents and gifts of parents and 

invite them into the classroom as “in-residence” experts in areas in which teachers may not be 

that skilled or knowledgeable (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 161).  Using the skill provided by the 

parent or community members volunteering in the classroom, the teacher can create research 

opportunities for students to learn more about the topics that are familiar and important to their 

culture.  For example, a teacher in Ladson-Billings’ study invited a parent known for her ability 

to make sweet potato pie to come in and teach students how to make these desserts.  In fact, the 

teacher developed a rapport with parents and invited them to come into the classroom for 1 or 2 

hours at a time for a period of 2-4 days.  The teacher then planned an entire unit around 

conducting research on the culinary arts and George Washington Carver’s sweet potato research, 
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devising a marketing plan for selling pies, and writing thank you notes to the community 

volunteer.   

Ladson-Billings (1995) pointed to the deliberate decisions of the participating teachers to 

utilize parents and family members as resources in the classroom because the students also 

learned that what they had and where they came from was valuable.  Another way of facilitating 

cultural competence is to encourage students to use their home language while they acquire the 

secondary discourse of standard English (Ladson-Billings, 1995).  By teaching students how to 

switch back and forth between their home dialect and the standard form of English, teachers can 

provide them with an invaluable skill that will help them become more successful in school and 

the world beyond. 

Puerto Rican students 

Davila (2010) explained that it is critical to understand the history and political 

relationship between Puerto Rico and the United States.  Puerto Ricans are U.S. citizens, but they 

often feel like second-class citizens, living in poor neighborhoods and often living below the 

poverty line. Since Puerto Rico became a U.S. territory and Puerto Ricans started to move to the 

mainland, they have been marginalized in society as well as encouraged to become more 

“American.”  In fact, Davila (2010) reported that from 1900-1930 many policies were instilled 

into the Puerto Rican public schools for the purpose of Americanizing the Puerto Ricans.  These 

policies included expelling those who participated in anti-United States activities, bringing U.S. 

teachers to teach in Puerto Rico, and replacing local textbooks with curriculum that reflected life 

in the continental U.S.  This is important to note because it shows that Puerto Ricans have been  

met with assimilation both in Puerto Rico in the U.S., but this group’s culture has been 
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threatened since it became a U.S. territory over a century ago.   In addition, Vega de Jesus & 

Sayers (2007) stated that since the U.S. occupied Puerto Rico since 1898, the high rates of 

student mobility took place in a context of unrestricted travel to and from the ‘mainland’.  This 

unrestricted travel has led to migrant students who move frequently, subsequently leading to 

many changes in schooling which has a significant effect on students and learning.   

Through interviews with Puerto Rican circular migrant students, Vega de Jesus & Sayers 

(2007) found that migrant students tend to have a lack of control over the transitions in their lives 

and they suggest there is a need for schools or community organizations to provide counseling 

services during times of transition.  Their study also found that students often felt rejected and 

discriminated against because schools were not equipped to fulfill students’ needs.  Therefore, 

there is a sense of urgency to respond to the needs of this growing group (Vega de Jesus & 

Sayers, 2007).  In order to alleviate the feelings of marginalization as well as to engage these 

students, special attention to the emotional needs of Puerto Rican students is necessary along 

with a focus on student strengths and strengths of the family.  Vega de Jesus & Sayers also had 

suggestions for schools including authentic assessment practices such as portfolios, strong dual 

language programs, and finally, schools need to be positive in countering stereotypes and 

prejudice against newcomers (2007).   

In her 2010 qualitative study, Davila gathered life history stories from ten Puerto Rican 

youth in Chicago schools.  Her findings provided a deeper understanding of the students’ lives 

not only in schools, but also in their personal lives, including a look into the struggles they have 

experienced in Chicago.  Although Chicago Public Schools (CPS) has received criticism for 

being called the worst public school system in the nation, Davila (2010) reported stories of hope 
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from Puerto Ricans who have experienced many hardships including unavailable early childhood 

options, culturally irrelevant assessments, lack of bilingual teachers, and overcrowded 

classrooms.  Similar research methods as Davila, Vega de Jesus & Sayers (2007) conducted 

interviews with Puerto Rican circular migrant students in order to identify the perceptions of 

Puerto Ricans, how they define themselves, and how being a circular migrant student affects 

their social and academic lives.   

Vega de Jesus & Sayers (2007) compared the stories of two circular migrant students 

who encountered many obstacles when moving to and from the island and the mainland, 

including culture shock, linguistic obstacles, and unresponsive schools.  Although the students 

had lived in both Puerto Rico and the U.S. they still experienced culture shock upon arrival to the 

new place.  Vega de Jesus & Sayers (2007) discussed how 10-year old Nerry didn’t like the 

school in the United States because she did not feel wanted, stating that they didn’t want her 

there and the other kids didn’t talk to or play with her.  Nerry goes on to say that she wasn’t liked 

because she was Puerto Rican and spoke Spanish, therefore affirming the linguistic/social 

obstacles.  Not only did Nerry experience linguistic obstacles with English in the U.S., but she 

also had difficulty adjusting to using her Spanish when she moved back to Puerto Rico.  Vega de 

Jesus & Sayers (2007) found that neither the schools in Puerto Rico nor the U.S. schools adapted 

well to the students’ needs, stating that the Puerto Rican schools focused on the psychological 

needs of students even though the students were often held back a grade.    

Although Puerto Ricans hold on to their culture in the continental U.S., they are often met 

with the struggles of assimilation and deculturalization.  Puerto Ricans want to establish and hold 

on to their identity but they are often encouraged to assimilate into the mainstream culture of the 
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U.S.  For example, Carlos, one of the study’s interviewee’s, explained how Puerto Rican 

patriotism was obsolete in his school.  The focus was American patriotism: the flags, the pledge, 

and the Uncle Sam posters (Davila, 2010).  Vega de Jesus & Sayers (2007) also focused their 

research on the identities that Puerto Ricans make for themselves and found that their cultural 

identities vary over time and different situations; those living in the U.S. tended to feel ‘more 

Puerto Rican’ while those living in Puerto Rico tended to feel American.  This seemed to be due 

to the cultural differences in the two locations in addition to the stress from the present location 

to assimilate into the majority culture and the idea of patriotism.  In addition to a focus on 

American patriotism, Davila (2010) reported that Puerto Ricans attend schools that lack bilingual 

teachers.  Community-based organizations have helped Puerto Ricans find some success in 

battling the issues found in CPS but it is not enough because the district was not designed to 

function well for all its students (Davila, 2010).   

In another discussion about identity, Davila also mentioned that Puerto Rican women 

have created personal identities that draw on their perceptions of women.  Davila (2010) shared 

the stories of Elizabeth and Yesenia who discussed the power and strength of Puerto Rican 

women and how they never experienced subservient women at home despite having grown up 

within the patriarchal ideologies in the United States.  Davila related this to the strength of the 

pedagogies of the home, meaning that students come from homes with their own cultures and 

values that should be honored and used instead of dismissed because of cultural pre-conceptions 

held by those in schools.  Considering the pedagogies of the home, Davila (2010) also discussed 

the importance the role of the family plays in student decision-making, sharing stories from 

students who chose their high schools primarily through reasons from their families and loved 
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ones outside of school.  The family ties are strong and hold great power that schools can use in 

order to bridge the gap between students’ home and school cultures.  Similarly, Vega de Jesus & 

Sayers (2007) conducted an interview with Norma, who was struggling with her decision to stay 

in the U.S. for college while her family was moving back to Puerto Rico.  Norma wanted to be 

close to her family but also knew that the opportunity in the U.S. was one that she did not want 

to lose.   

Puerto Ricans in Buffalo, New York 

 According to Buffalo historian Chuck LaChiusa (n.d.), Puerto Ricans have been settling 

in Buffalo since the 1930s and have moved to and from the island frequently because without 

any requirements for passports, work visas or immigration hearings, migrating from Puerto Rico 

to mainland America is as simple as buying a ticket and boarding a plane or boat (LaChiusa, 

n.d.).  Found on the New York State Archives website, Legacies Project, Daniels (2014) 

reported that Spanish-speaking people have lived in Buffalo since the 1800s and Puerto Ricans in 

particular first arrived as migrant farm laborers during the late 1940s and early 1950s.  They 

continued to migrate to escape poor socioeconomic conditions on the island but because they 

were migrant workers, many Puerto Ricans would return to the island during the growing season, 

as well as to escape the winters in Buffalo.  However, others worked and lived in Buffalo year-

round.  Many Puerto Ricans found work in factories such as Bethlehem Steel, Ford, and 

Pillsbury flour mill but others found only menial jobs because of language difficulties and their 

lack of a good educational background (Daniels, 2014).   

LaChiusa (n.d.) reports that while the poor, run-down neighborhoods on the West Side of 

Buffalo has typically been where the majority of Puerto Ricans live in the city, many are also 
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buying homes in South Buffalo, Lackawanna, and West Seneca, indicating that they are 

progressing and moving forward.  Over time, Latinos and Puerto Ricans in Buffalo have formed 

organizations such as the Borinquen Club and Unión Puertorriqueño de Ayuda Mutua which 

sponsored social activities, offered instruction in English, and helped their community members 

better understand their rights as citizens (Daniels, 2014).  Organizations aimed at serving the 

Latino community continued to form throughout the 1970s.  According to Daniels (2014), in 

1986, the three largest social service agencies (PRACA, PRCC, and La Alternativa) merged to 

form the Hispanos Unidos de Búfalo (HUB).  HUB is a non-profit agency that serves the 

residents of Buffalo's West Side as well as the Hispanic community of Buffalo and Erie County.  

The organization advocates for increased employment, affordable housing, and educational 

opportunities, among others, and they include programs such as domestic violence services, food 

pantry, and senior citizens and youth services (Daniels, 2014).   

Daniels (2014) reported that the West Side gained more than 500 Hispanic residents 

between 1990 and 2000 and a growing number of newspapers, radio programs, and websites 

reach out to publicize the contributions of Latinos to the prosperity of the Buffalo area.  Puerto  

Ricans continue to be a population on the rise in Buffalo and their needs are often met by 

community organizations or help from family members.  Since Puerto Ricans are American 

citizens, it is easy to move to and from the mainland, meaning that their transient lifestyle is 

expected.  Although not much is known about schools in Puerto Rico, conversations with parents 

who have moved from Puerto Rico to Buffalo have often indicated that schools on the island are 

inconsistent and are trailing behind schools in Buffalo.  Puerto Ricans often leave the island for 

socioeconomic reasons and tend to leave the mainland for family connections on the island.  As 
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LaChiuta (n.d.) states, a daughter and son work hard in Buffalo and send money to Puerto Rico 

to build a home. They all feel they own a home there; they all dream of going back.  

Problem 

 The problem this curriculum project addressed is that new Puerto Rican students have 

needs similar to newcomers but their teachers have not attended professional development 

sessions that target the academic, social, and cultural aspects associated with this population.    

Purpose  

The purpose of this curriculum project was to design a professional development 

curriculum for teachers in Buffalo, New York addressing the unique needs of new Puerto Rican 

students. 
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Methodology 

Step One: Background of Author  

 The author of this project is a full time Bilingual Special Education teacher at Buffalo 

Public School BPS 33 otherwise known as Bilingual Center located in Buffalo, New York.  

Throughout the school, the presence of new students from Puerto Rico had a 10% increase since 

last year.  This is the author’s third year as an integrated co-teacher at the school and has taught 

various subjects including math, English Language Arts (ELA), and Native Language Arts 

(NLA) in Kindergarten, second, third, fourth, fifth, and sixth grade.   

Step Two: Choosing a Topic 

 Although not truly newcomers because Puerto Rico is a United States territory, these 

students tend to have academic, emotional, and social needs that are similar to those of 

newcomer students.  Since the researcher works directly with this population, it was clear that 

the ultimate goal of this project was to meet the needs of new Puerto Rican students.  These 

students enter the classroom throughout the school year and the move from Puerto Rico to 

Buffalo can be challenging.  The effects of transiency can be seen in the classroom and, although 

teachers do their best identifying and meeting the needs of these students, they are often 

overwhelmed and underprepared.  New Puerto Rican students are similar to newcomers and 

although teachers at schools with high populations of newcomers have received targeted 

professional development to accommodate these students’ needs, teachers at schools with many 

NPR students have not attended professional development sessions that target the academic, 

social, and cultural aspects associated with this population.   The problem that this presented 
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became the final topic for this project: development of a professional development curriculum 

addressing the needs of new Puerto Rican students.  The final topic was chosen because it was 

determined that a professional development curriculum was more likely to be implemented as 

opposed to an in-school new student program that would face funding and staffing issues.   

Step Three: Conducted Literature Review  

 The topic was dissected into many sub-topics and categories in order to gain a full and 

complete understanding of the content.  First, the topic of newcomers was explored which 

provided insight into the experiences of refugees, Latino migrant students, and Puerto Rican 

newcomers.  Within the topic of newcomers, sub-topics including the refugee resettlement and 

adjustment process, culture shock, and family change were examined.  Next, the researcher 

conducted an analysis involving the needs of newcomers such as non-linguistic concerns, 

placement in schools, and student stress or anxiety.  In response to placement in schools, a 

section about newcomer programs is included in the literature review.  Delving into program 

design led to research on current effective practices including an in-depth analysis of the funds of 

knowledge and culturally relevant pedagogy.  Teachers’ perceptions of newcomers are included 

in the literature review, and finally the review ends with an examination of Puerto Ricans in 

Buffalo, New York.   
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Step Four: Further articulated problem and purpose 

Problem 

 The problem this curriculum project addressed is that new Puerto Rican students have 

needs similar to newcomers but their teachers have not attended professional development 

sessions that target the academic, social, and cultural aspects associated with this population.    

Purpose  

The purpose of this curriculum project was to design a professional development 

curriculum for teachers in Buffalo, New York addressing the unique needs of new Puerto Rican 

students. 

Step Five: Describe the Context (Setting) 

According to the Buffalo Public Schools website (2014), the district services 34,000 

students in 60 schools.  The students come from a wide variety of cultures with many languages 

being spoken.  Some of the most prevalent ethnic groups include African American, 

Latino/Latinas (including a high Puerto Rican population), Burmese, Caucasian, Middle Eastern, 

and Asian students, among others.  Since Puerto Ricans identify with various demographic 

features (such as white or Caucasian, black, and/or Latino), statistical data specifically 

addressing the Puerto Rican population was not found.  As a result, there are a variety of 

languages present.  According to a 2012 report by Alsace, the district had 3,895 ELLs during the 

2011-2012 academic school year and the top languages in Buffalo are Spanish, Karen, and 

Somali.  There has also been a significant increase in Nepali refugees to Buffalo. The major 
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industries in Buffalo include professionals (such as doctors, attorneys, and business 

professionals), production and manufacturing, as well as skilled and unskilled labor jobs.   

 According to the New York State Department of Education (2013), the Buffalo City 

School District had 3,417 students identified as Limited English Proficient for the 2011-2012 

school year.  This is 11% of the district’s population, wherein 78% of the students are of 

minority ethnic backgrounds including 15% Hispanic or Latino students.  Although not every 

school has ELLs, many schools have ESL teachers on staff.  According to the BPS 

Accountability Report for 2012-2013 (Buffalo Public Schools, 2013), the district has identified 

25 priority schools, 13 schools in good standing, and 16 focus schools.  This means that almost 

half of the schools in the district are under performing on state assessments.   

 The district has a clear and concise list of missions, beliefs, and goals.  The mission 

statement that most closely relates to this project states that all students can learn.  This can be 

interpreted to mean that student backgrounds and varying levels of abilities will not hinder their 

success in learning, but rather different strategies and techniques can be used by teachers to 

achieve student success.  Therefore, according to this interpretation, new Puerto Rican students 

can learn.  One goal for all students is that they will “demonstrate the ability to engage in 

effective and productive communication, including the skills of speaking and listening, writing 

and reading, and developing and understanding visual presentations using various media” 

(Buffalo Public Schools, 2013).  This goal is especially important for new Puerto Rican students, 

many of whom are ELLs, and their processes of English acquisition and this project serves to 

provide more information to teachers so that all teachers can support the district’s mission.  

Another goal of the district that is especially important to this project is that all students will 
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demonstrate the ability to live harmoniously and to cooperate with others, valuing the enrichment 

provided by diversity, and incorporating our democratic civic values of equal opportunity, 

justice, and peace. (Buffalo Public Schools, 2014).   

Buffalo Public School #33: Bilingual Center 

 School 33: Bilingual Center has a long history of teaching ELLs using bilingual 

education, and according to Uhlman (2013), the school has always had a large population of 

ELLs with a Spanish-speaking heritage, and within that population, mainly Puerto Rican.  

Provided by the New York State Archives, the Legacies Project reports that Puerto Ricans have 

been living in Buffalo since the early 1900s and there are significant increases documented in the 

1950s, 1990, and 2000.  As a result of the large Puerto Rican population in the area, School 33 

has been a hub for the population for decades.  This year, the amount of new students from 

Puerto Rico has raised by about 10% from just a few years ago, according to the district’s annual 

Language Assessment Center (2014) report of student placement.  The report also indicated that 

at the beginning of the 2014-2015 school year, School 33 received 18 new students from Puerto 

Rico.  Through personal conversation with a teacher aide at School 33 who lived with her sister 

in Puerto Rico this summer, she read in a local newspaper that over 50,000 people left the island 

and more than 70 schools have closed.  When the researcher asked her why, she responded that 

the cost of living was extremely high; she mentioned that her monthly grocery bill for two people 

cost over $1,000.  Passy (2014) reported similarly in his August 2014 post reporting that as of 

2014, the island’s population has seen a historic drop.  Passy (2014) also stated that the exodus 

from the island is largely fueled by Puerto Rico's high unemployment and troubled economy.  
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With this information in mind, it is likely that School 33 will continue to welcome new Puerto 

Rican students for the foreseeable future.   

 As previously stated, School 33 is a priority school so a School Improvement Grant was 

written in order to improve annual yearly progress (AYP) and move the school into good 

standing.  In the spring of 2012, a turnaround plan was created by Principal Medina, Assistant 

Principal Call, and Dr. Mahoney from SUNY Fredonia.  The turnaround plan is based on 4 

pillars: “bilingualism as an asset, quality sheltered instruction, use of common core instruction, 

and inquiry based learning” (Uhlman, 2013, p. 31).  The turnaround plan includes many 

initiatives including project based learning, Reggio Emilia, and a transition to dual immersion.  

In addition to these initiatives, the school also has partnerships for increased professional 

development and collaboration.  School 33 is currently partnered with the Cadwell Collaborative 

to address the goals of the Reggio Emilia and project-based learning initiatives and the Center 

for Applied Linguistics (CAL) has worked with the dual immersion program.  Finally, National 

Urban Alliance (NUA) has provided many professional development sessions with an emphasis 

on effective strategies to use with urban youth and the use of thinking maps.   

 Although teachers have received many additional hours of professional development, the 

focus has rarely been placed on new Puerto Rican students.  The strategies and techniques have 

been useful but the specific needs of this population are misunderstood. Since School 33 has SIG 

funds available for professional development, a curriculum such as the one developed for this 

Master’s Project could be presented to teachers.    
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Step Six: Pick a Framework 

 The framework for this curriculum project is a 5 hour course that follows a progression of 

topics and includes cooperative activities that teachers can use in their classrooms.  The format 

of delivery begins with the “concept in action” wherein teachers view and discuss student work 

and/or examples of the concept.  Next, the concept or topic is introduced, defined, and supported 

by research or best practices.  Finally, teachers practice and apply the concept for themselves 

through participation in various tasks, discussions, and reflections.  This process is repeated for 

each of five topics.   

Goal of Professional Development 

There are multiple goals for this professional development curriculum which have been 

written as objectives.  The major goals were to: 1) analyze the cultural and linguistic needs of 

new Puerto Rican students and 2) integrate students' background knowledge and native language 

with current curriculum topics across content areas.  In order to achieve these goals, the 

following subgoals were created: 1) determine ways in which students’ cultural and linguistic 

backgrounds can be incorporated into classroom activities in order to promote academic success, 

2) compare and contrast characteristics of teachers and new Puerto Rican students at School 33, 

3) justify ways in which Puerto Ricans are challenging the status quo in Buffalo, NY, 4) identify 

the components of translanguaging, 5) incorporate translanguaging strategies that align with 

content and language objectives, 6) analyze ways to lower a student’s affective filter, 7) analyze 

how School 33’s initiatives utilize students’ funds of knowledge, and 8) integrate home visits as 
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a teaching practice that promotes home-school connections.  Below is the “Schedule of the Day” 

for the curriculum:  

Topic Subtopics 

Who are new Puerto Rican 

students? 

discussion, data analysis, video 

Identifying & understanding the 

cultural and linguistic needs of NPR 

students 

Culturally relevant pedagogy, 

translanguaging, & lowering the affective 

filter 

Connecting students’ background 

knowledge & native language to 

current learning 

Funds of knowledge, project-based 

learning, & Reggio Emilia 

Reflection brief survey 

 

 New Puerto Rican Students 

 Since new Puerto Rican students were the target population for this project, an overview 

of the Puerto Rican experience in Buffalo is the introduction to the day.  In order to effectively 

teach, one must get to know and understand students on many levels (social, cultural, historical 

etc.); understanding the academic needs of students is not enough.  This section is intended to 

provide teachers with a deeper awareness of Puerto Ricans in Buffalo.  By including a section 

about Puerto Rican culture and life in Buffalo, participating teachers will be able to identify with 

Puerto Rican culture which will lead to a more comprehensive understanding of Puerto Ricans, 

and, in particular, new Puerto Rican students.  Once teachers know who their students are and 
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what is necessary for them to be successful, teachers will be more likely to incorporate culturally 

relevant practices in their classrooms.  In order to increase validity, this project was reviewed by 

a Puerto Rican teacher.  After review and discussing his concerns, a section related to 

translanguaging was added to the curriculum.   

 Funds of Knowledge 

 Funds of knowledge is a research-based approach to education that puts the child at the 

center of instruction.  It is based on the ideas of Luis Moll that students have a rich cultural 

repertoire that should be used in the classroom.  In addition to identifying families’ funds of 

knowledge, Moll, et al. (1992) sought to understand how household members use their funds of 

knowledge in social as well as economic circumstances and they found that families shared what 

they knew.  Their knowledge was available and accessible through social networks of exchange 

(Moll, et al., 1992).  In addition, funds of knowledge encourages students to use their first 

language as an asset to support their learning.  Overall, funds of knowledge can be used in a 

variety of ways within the school community while also serving to bridge the gap between home 

and school.   

Since School 33 teachers utilize project-based learning as well as Reggio Emilia to teach 

the curriculum, they are used to putting the child at the center of instruction.  For this project, a 

deeper look into funds of knowledge is examined through a series of activities in order to analyze 

how teachers are already supporting their students’ funds of knowledge in order to identify ways 

in which to improve instruction.  First, teachers will watch School 33’s video and discuss the 

following: the role of the student, components of project-based learning and Reggio Emilia, and 
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an analysis of the Character Education Pledge.  Next, teachers will complete a jigsaw activity 

using an article by Amaro-Jimenez and Semingson (2011): Tapping Into the Funds of 

Knowledge of Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Students and Families.  Then, a video clip 

about home visits by Dr. Luis Moll will lead to the creation of a graffiti board that represents the 

significance of home visits.      

 Families as Funds 

 A deeper look into Puerto Rican families will increase the funds of knowledge that can be 

used in school.  Each family is unique and has its own ideas and cultural identities through which 

knowledge can be drawn.  In-depth conversations where both parties are truly interested in the 

ideas of the other can spark a relationship that can have incredible results in the classroom.  

Amaro-Jimenez & Semingson (2011) suggest that an additive framework would benefit teachers 

and families alike by being taking the initiative in order to determine specific ways to engage and 

value parents’ language, experience, knowledge, and participation within the curriculum and the 

learning in the classroom.  After reading this article teachers will complete a jigsaw activity 

wherein each group is responsible for one section of the article to design a poster that explains 

the pertinent aspects of the subject matter.   

 Using Funds of Knowledge to Improve Instruction 

 Once the funds of knowledge are identified, they need to be applied in the classroom.  

Developing a detailed and diverse understanding of students is only as important as how that 

information is put into practice.  Amaro-Jimenez & Semingson (2011) provided many tips and 

strategies that teachers can use in order to incorporate funds of knowledge into instruction 
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including a list of questions that can be used to gather information about the funds of knowledge 

from parents and families.  In addition, Amaro-Jimenez & Semingson (2011) stated that teachers 

must make a direct link between students’ funds of knowledge and the curriculum.  For example, 

teachers can incorporate storytelling and dialogue based on students’ connections to the concept, 

encourage collaboration with family members in multi-media assignments, and value dual 

language work and translation of dual language texts (Amaro-Jimenez & Semingson, 2011). 

Teachers can use this list as a resource when they participate in a gallery walk wherein they will 

generate questions to ask parents and families regarding various school-related topics such as 

classroom participation, home-school communication, and after-school events.  More specific 

content-related topics will be added based on participants’ preferences.  Teachers can use post-its 

or they can write their questions on poster paper.  After the gallery walk, participants will have 

time to reflect and write about how they can utilize this information in their classrooms.   

Step Seven: Create the curriculum for the website 

 The curriculum was designed to be presented online with the PowerPoint presentation, 

teacher resources, links to websites, and any other project materials easily accessible.  The 

agenda would begin with an introduction to the day followed by the first topic about Puerto 

Rican culture.  Teachers will identify what they already know about their students.  Teachers will 

be given time to explore some websites related to Puerto Rican history and culture in Buffalo.  

After this, the topic will shift to funds of knowledge and teachers will watch a video that 

provides an overview of funds of knowledge that will lead to a discussion about how this can be 

accomplished with their students.  Teachers will brainstorm practical ways to bridge the gap 

between home and school so that the students’ funds of knowledge are appreciated and utilized 
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in school.  Teachers will work in grade level teams to develop an action plan that will lead to 

scheduled home visits or community learning walks in the students’ neighborhoods, primarily on 

the West Side.  The day will conclude with a look at how project based learning has already 

begun the process of using students’ funds of knowledge in school in order to identify ways that 

this can be further strengthened.  Again, teachers will work with their grade level teams so that 

they can study their current curriculum and find ways to incorporate students’ prior knowledge 

and home strengths into lessons and classroom activities.    

Step Eight: Delivery of Information 

 This curriculum project will be available on the Buffalo Public Schools website.  

Teachers will be able to access any of the materials from the project, including the PowerPoint 

presentations, helpful websites, teacher resources, and access to the blog.  In addition, this 

project can be presented in whole or in parts during professional development days due to the 

complexity of the topic.   
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Results 
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links on this slide:  

Puerto Rican Day Parade: www.prhdp.org 

The Legacies Project: http://www.archives.nysed.gov/projects/legacies/buflatino/history3.shtml 

Puerto Rican population: http://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/puerto-rico-sees-historic-

population-drop-more-come-u-s-n177501 
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8 minute video 
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Online resources: http://www.nea.org/home/16723.htm 

Self-assessment: http://www.nasponline.org/resources/culturalcompetence/checklist.aspx 
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Link to prezi: https://prezi.com/xcd77u46k1iq/translanguaging-in-practice/ 
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Simulating a high affective filter: participants will have 5 minutes to attempt to follow the 

instructions 

Translation: A walk in your students’ shoes. First, write your name on your paper in the 

top right corner. Then, write the date on the top left corner.  After that, write 3 things that 

you know about the Civil War.  Finally, bring your paper to the teacher and read a book 

silently. 
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CUNY Translanguaging guide: http://www.nysieb.ws.gc.cuny.edu/files/2012/06/FINAL-

Translanguaging-Guide-With-Cover-1.pdf 

Translanguaging prezi: https://prezi.com/xcd77u46k1iq/translanguaging-in-practice/ 

BPS Multilingual Department: 

http://www.buffaloschools.org/ForeignLanguages.cfm?subpage=906 

SLA blog: http://when-tech-met-ed.blogspot.com/2011/11/prezi-online-comic-strips-and-

fakebook.html 
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School 33 video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ssBZmbRH8w 
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Video from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mE-

9xpDXVHQ&index=3&list=PL0m9aJAsB_sTMwsrfCK6EqCfl8m8k0sno 
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Home visit questions: http://www.csun.edu/science/ref/management/student-

questionnaire/student-questionnaires.html 
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Discussion 

Purpose of Project 

 The purpose of this project was to create a professional development curriculum for 

teachers in Buffalo, NY to improve their current practices as it relates to new Puerto Rican 

students.   

Development of Curriculum 

 In order to write the curriculum for this project, it was essential to understand the 

backgrounds of new Puerto Rican students.  Although there is some literature specifically about 

Puerto Rican students, it is limited so research about newcomers is included since there are many 

similarities between these two groups.  Through various conversations with Puerto Ricans who 

work at School 33, it was concluded that overall, NPR students need to feel welcomed in their 

new community while still holding on to their cultural and family ties.  In addition, NPR students 

recognize the importance of learning English but this should not be at the expense of losing their 

Spanish literacy skills.  Finally, NPR students’ families are not always viewed in a positive light 

in schools so an in-depth analysis of home-school connections would be helpful toward 

counteracting this problem.  Once it was understood what NPR students needed, objectives were 

written for the curriculum that would guide the entire project.  The topics that were chosen to be 

included in the curriculum are: culturally relevant pedagogy, translanguaging, lowering the 

affective filter, and funds of knowledge.   

 A major factor of curriculum development was the selection of an appropriate framework 

that could be used for a professional development curriculum.  Although there were many 

exemplar frameworks for curriculum projects, none of them were found to be suitable for a 

professional development curriculum.  Therefore, the first topic was created without a specific 
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framework and, after some revisions, a framework was chosen.  The curriculum would follow a 

three-step framework.  First, participants view and discuss student work or example work of the 

“concept in action.”  Then, the concept is introduced, defined, and supported by research.  

Finally, participants are given an opportunity to practice and apply the concept.  It was decided 

that the curriculum would be written as a PowerPoint presentation in order to incorporate the use 

of multimedia techniques such as videos, website links, and interactive activities.  In addition, 

this type of program is readily accessible and user-friendly.   

An important factor with curriculum development was to model effective strategies with 

the participants that they could then implement with their own students.  Therefore, many SIOP 

strategies (sheltered instruction observation protocol) from Vogt and Ecehverria (2008) were 

used to complete various activities throughout the curriculum in order to strengthen the activity 

as well as to make it more accessible for ELLs.  Thinking maps were also utilized due to School 

33’s collaborative efforts with National Urban Alliance (NUA) and the familiarity and 

transferability of thinking maps led to their inclusion in the curriculum.  Therefore, each activity 

attempted to include at least one SIOP or NUA component and many of the strategies used can 

be incorporated into other activities or lessons.  Throughout the curriculum, some strategies are 

used multiple times for different topics or activities and the strategies used in each topic 

depended on the type of activity or context.   

Limitations 

 The design of this curriculum project was structured as a five hour professional 

development seminar but once the curriculum was developed, it was concluded that there was 

too much information as well as an overabundance of activities to be completed in just one day.  
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Therefore, timing was a concern and limitation with this project.  For example, the first topic, 

culturally relevant pedagogy, could probably be presented for approximately two or three hours 

and translanguaging could take up about the same amount of time, once each slide is presented, 

discussed, and applied.  Though timing was a concern, the researcher did not want to limit the 

amount of information presented simply to fit a pre-determined time frame; it was more 

important to be clear and thorough.  Within the curriculum, there are some topics that are more 

deeply developed while others are introduced and followed up with one or two activities in order 

to alleviate this concern but ultimately, the curriculum would most likely be presented in smaller 

sections.  This way, participants would not feel overwhelmed with the amount of information 

being presented which would lead to overall increased comprehension and application.  The 

curriculum could have been designed as a series of presentations in place of a single presentation 

with multiple topics and sub-topics.   

 The researcher spoke with a few colleagues about the needs of NPR students but a 

teachers’ needs assessment was not included in the development of this curriculum.  The topics 

and subtopics that are included were chosen mostly based on research and limited conversations 

with peers.  A needs assessment, however, would have given the author a clearer picture of what 

the teachers already know and what topics they felt needed further development.  Therefore, 

some of the topics in the curriculum might not be useful for all participants, depending on their 

prior knowledge and familiarity with the topics presented.  Some topics, however, such as 

culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP), could always be expanded upon to create more personal 

meaning for individual participants.  Such is the case with this curriculum because the CRP 

component rests heavily on the “concept in action” which will provide participants with a 
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glimpse into how the theory is currently implemented at School 33.  The lack of needs 

assessment further limited the curriculum because participants could have written their 

preferences regarding the delivery of the curriculum.  For example, some teachers prefer to have 

any readings or handouts ahead of time while others prefer an online course as opposed to an in-

house seminar.  Finally, a needs assessment would have given participants more ownership of 

their learning while also allowing the author to incorporate participants’ prior knowledge into the 

curriculum.    

Implications & Further Research 

 The curriculum developed for this project is a good starting point for any teacher that is 

trying to create a more inclusive environment for NPR students.  Although there is a wealth of 

information included in the curriculum, teachers can start small and focus on one topic at a time 

and slowly implement some new concepts and strategies into their current practices.  If teachers 

try to change too much too soon, it is likely that they will feel overwhelmed which would most 

likely be felt by the students as well.  In order to build a collaborative learning community for 

teachers, a blog could be created wherein teachers can share their experiences about how they are 

implementing new ideas or strategies.  The blog could also serve as a place where teachers can 

ask each other questions or support each other with the new information, leading to more 

effective communication and collaboration among colleagues.   

 Since the target population for this project is new Puerto Rican students, a topic that 

could be further developed through future research is the concept of community outreach and 

support.  NPR students are new to the community and so are their families so although most of 

them have some friends or family in Buffalo, the creation of a welcome packet that included 
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facts about the city, places of interest, important phone numbers and helpful organizations would 

further support the needs of NPR students.  In addition, teachers could conduct learning walks 

around their students’ neighborhoods to give them a better idea of where their students come 

from and what is immediately available to them.  This would lead to more effective relationships 

between families and the schools.  Further research could lead to the implementation of 

community-based support and it is possible that leaders of community organizations could form 

partnerships with the school.   

Conclusion 

This project explored the cultural and linguistic needs of new Puerto Rican students in 

addition to a study on how students’ background knowledge and native language can be 

incorporated into current curricular topics.  Following a three-step framework, participants are 

able to observe the concepts in an authentic manner, which is then supported by research and 

best practices, and concludes with practice and application.  Since this curriculum will be 

available online, it is the hope of the author that this project will prove to be informative and 

useful for teachers throughout the district of Buffalo.     

 

 

 

 

 



SUPPORTING THE COMPLEX NEEDS OF NEW PUERTO RICAN STUDENTS 

 

93 

 

References 

Alsace, T.O. (2010). Multilingual education in the Buffalo public schools. [PowerPoint slides].  

Retrieved from Buffalo Public Schools website: http://www.buffalopublicschools.org 

Amaro-Jimenez, C. & Semingson, P. (2011). Tapping into the funds of knowledge of culturally 

and linguistically diverse students and families. NABE News, 33 (5), 5-8. Retrieved from 

Eric Database: eric.ed.gov 

Buffalo Public Schools. (2014). Homepage website. Retrieved from 

http://www.buffaloschools.org/index.cf m 

Cairo, A., Sumney, D., Blackman, J., & Joyner, K. (2012). FACE time (families and  

communities educating): Accommodating newcomers in elementary school. 

Multicultural Education, 19 (2), 55-58. Retrieved from ERIC database: eric.ed.gov 

Chung, S. & Riordan, E. (2014) Immigrants, refugees, and languages spoken in Buffalo. In  

Buffalo Briefs, (October), 1-9. Retrieved from www.ppgbuffalo.org 

Daniels, J. (2014). Legacies Project. Retrieved from NYS Archives online: http://www.ar  

chives.nysed.gov/projects/legacies/buflatino/history1.shtml 

Davila, E. (2010). Stories of struggle and hope: Lived experiences of Puerto Ricans in Chicago  

schools. Perspectives on Urban Education, (Fall), 34-45. Retrieved from ERIC Database: 

eric.ed.gov 

Frabutt, J. (2006). Immigrant youth mental health, acculturation, and adaptation. Catholic  



SUPPORTING THE COMPLEX NEEDS OF NEW PUERTO RICAN STUDENTS 

 

94 

 

Education: A Journal of Inquiry and Practice, 9 (4), 499-504. Retrieved from ERIC 

Database: eric.ed.gov 

Friedlander, M. (1991). The newcomer program: Helping immigrant students succeed in U.S.  

schools. Program Information Series Guide, 8.  Retrieved from ERIC database: 

eric.ed.gov 

Genesee, F. (1999). Program alternatives for linguistically diverse students. Educational practice  

report 1. Center for Research on Education, Diversity and Excellence. Retrieved from 

ERIC database: eric.ed.gov 

International Institute of Buffalo (2014). Refugee resettlement. Retrieved from  

http://www.iibuff.org/index.php?submenu=RefugeeServices&src=gendocs&ref=Refugee

Resettlement&category=Main 

Isik-Ercan, Z. (2012). In pursuit of a new perspective in the education of children of the  

refugees: Advocacy for the “family.” Educational Sciences: Theory & Practice, Autumn,  

3025-3038. Retrieved from ERIC Database: eric.ed.gov  

Jimenez-Silva, M. & Olson, K. (2012). A community of practice in teacher education: 

Insights and perceptions. International Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher 

Education, 1 (2), 335-348. Retrieved from Eric Database: eric.ed.gov 

LaChiusa, C. (n.d.) History of Hispanics in Buffalo, NY. Retrieved from  



SUPPORTING THE COMPLEX NEEDS OF NEW PUERTO RICAN STUDENTS 

 

95 

 

http://www.buffaloah.com/h/hisp/hisp.html 

Ladson-Billings, G. (1994) But that's just good teaching! The case for culturally relevant  

pedagogy. Theory Into Practice, 34 (3), 159-165. Retrieved from Eric Database: 

eric.ed.gov 

Moll, L., Amanti, C., Neff, D., & Gonzalez, N. (1992). Funds of knowledge for teaching: Using  

a qualitative approach to connect homes and classrooms. Theory Into Practice, 31 (2), 

132-141. Retrieved from Eric Database: eric.ed.gov 

Morse, A. (2005). A look at immigrant youth: Prospects and promising practices. Retrieved from  

http://www.ncsl.org/research/immigration/a-look-at-immigrant-youth-prospects-and-

promisin.aspx 

New York State Education Department: Office of Information and Reporting Services. 

“Accountability and overview report: Buffalo city school district 2011-2012”. April 25, 

2014. Retrieved from: https://reportcards.nysed.gov/files/2011-12/RC-2012-

140600010000.pdf 

Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance. (2013). BRIA Population Data for FFY 2013.  

[Data file]. Retrieved from http://otda.ny.gov/programs/bria/documents/population-

report.pdf 

O’Neal, D., Ringler, M., & Rodriguez, D. (2008). Teachers’ perceptions of their preparation for  



SUPPORTING THE COMPLEX NEEDS OF NEW PUERTO RICAN STUDENTS 

 

96 

 

teaching linguistically and culturally diverse learners in rural eastern North Carolina. The 

Rural Educator, Fall, 5-13. Retrieved from Eric Database: eric.ed.gov  

Passy, J. (2014). Puerto Rico sees historic population drop as more come to U.S. Retrieved from  

http://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/puerto-rico-sees-historic-population-drop-more- 

come-u-s-n177501 

Sidhu, R., Taylor, S., & Christie, P. (2011). Schooling and refugees: Engaging with the complex  

trajectories of globalization. Global Studies of Childhood, 1 (2), 92-103. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.2304/gsch.2011.1.2.92 

Vega de Jesus, R. & Sayers, D. (2007). Bilingual youth constructing and defending their  

identities across borders, a binational study of Puerto Rican circular migrant students. 

Multilingual Education, 16-19.  Retrieved from Eric Database: eric.ed.gov   

Wheaton Shorr, P.  (2006). Teaching America’s immigrants. Instructor, 116 (12), 50-63.  

Retrieved from ERIC database: eric.ed.gov 

US Committee for Refugees and Immigrants (2014). Reception and placement. Retrieved from   

http://www.refugees.org/our-work/refugee-resettlement/reception-and-placement-

rp/reception-placement.html 

Vogt, M., & Echevarria, J. (2008). 99 Ideas and Activities for teaching English language  

learners with the SIOP model. Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon 

 


