
BY RAFAEL HERNÁNDEZ COLÓN

The fi scal crisis and the 
prolonged recession that 

Puerto Rico is undergoing 
present challenges that, to be 
surmounted, require innova-
tive, bold and continued poli-
cies over an expanse of more 
than four years. Continuity of 
developmental and economic 
policies hasn’t been possible 

in Puerto Rico since the pro-statehood New Pro-
gressive Party (NPP) governments came into 
power, on and off, since 1969. Contrary to Com-
monwealth governments, NPP governments prior-
itize the political goal of statehood over economic 
development. When the NPP is in power, they 
seek to assimilate the Commonwealth government 
to the government of a state of the Union. Their 
incorporation of the federal minimum wage to our 
island economy and the surrender of Section 936 
of the Internal Revenue Code—because it wasn’t 
constitutionally possible under statehood—bear 
out their style of government and their priorities.

To put in place a policy framework to surmount 
the fi scal crisis and the economic recession, and 
thereafter continue economic development, the 
people of Puerto Rico must chart a course toward 
the future that will give continuity to these poli-
cies. This requires a resolution as to status. The 
report of the White House Task Force on the status 
of Puerto Rico viewed this quite clearly.

  “[T]he Task Force recognizes that the sta-
tus question and the economy are intimately 
linked. Many participants in the forums con-
ducted by the Task Force argued that uncer-
tainty about status is holding Puerto Rico back 
in economic areas. And although there are a 
number of economic actions that should be tak-
en immediately or in the short term, regardless 
of the ultimate outcome of the status question, 
identifying the most effective means of  as-
sisting the Puerto Rican economy depends on 
resolving the ultimate question of status.”
Resolving the status question requires a meeting 

of the minds between Congress and the people of 
Puerto Rico. In the past, there have been serious 
differences among congressional committees, the 
White House Task Force and our political parties 
as to the constitutional viability of the status alter-
natives proposed by our parties in their electoral 
platforms or in bills sponsored in Congress. This 
has been a continued stumbling block in moving 
forward the resolution of the status question in 
Congress. Now the White House and Congress 
have devised a way to resolve this problem.

Congress and the president of the United States 
have acted to chart a course for Puerto Rico to take 
its fi nal decision as to status. They have provided 

for a plebiscite wherein we will fi rst come to a 
meeting of the minds as to the constitutional, le-
gal and policy viability of the status alternatives: 
commonwealth, statehood, free association and 
independence. Our Legislature will fi rst defi ne 
the alternatives. Then the State Elections Com-
mission will refer them to the U.S. Department 
of Justice, which will determine if they are viable 
under the U.S. Constitution, laws and policies. 
Once the Justice Department notifi es the viability 
of the defi nitions to the congressional committees 
on appropriations, the U.S. Treasury will disburse 
$2.5 million to the State Elections Commission, 
which will use it to inform our voters as to the 
signifi cance of the defi nitions and provide educa-
tional materials regarding each alternative. 

This procedure, instituted by Congress, will pro-
vide our people the certainty that their vote will 
be for alternatives upon which Congress may also 
vote to fi nally determine our status. It constitutes 
a moral and political obligation by Congress to 
respond to our determination. It doesn’t, however, 
constitute a legal obligation for Congress. Self-
executing legislation on this matter isn’t viable in 
Congress. This was borne out by the joint efforts 
of all three Puerto Rico parties from 1989 to 1991 
when they tried to get such a bill through Con-
gress. It was impossible mainly because Congress 
wouldn’t make a previous commitment on state-
hood. Any interested reader who may want to look 
deeper into this matter may examine an article I 
published in Volume 65, Number 3 of the Law 
Review of the University of Puerto Rico, 1996. 
A political and moral obligation to respond to our 
determination is the strongest obligation that we 
can get from Congress because the decision on our 
status, in as much as it involves statehood, entails 
making a major political decision on the part of 
Congress, which it won’t undertake until a major-
ity of our people petition for statehood.

The legislation by Congress to make this plebi-
scite viable has a four-year duration. The PDP 
faces this choice: Either it engages Congress and 
carries out the plebiscite now or it runs the risk of 
losing the 2016 election and having an NPP legis-
lature defi ne the options for the plebiscite. The lat-
ter isn’t an option. The NPP holds the position that 
an improved commonwealth may not appear in the 
plebiscite ballot. This is why those of us who sup-
port an improved commonwealth had to vote under 
“none of the above” in the 1998 plebiscite held 
under NPP auspices. This is why, contrary to the 
White House Task Force position, the improved 
commonwealth didn’t appear in the 2012 skewed 
ballot of the plebiscite held under NPP legislation. 
Let no one mistake what was called a sovereign 
commonwealth in that ballot as an improved com-
monwealth. The sovereign commonwealth in the 
2012 ballot was free association, Micronesia style, 
with no U.S. citizenship or the federal programs 

we have in Puerto Rico. Let no one mistake that 
the actual “territorial” status mentioned in the fi rst 
ballot included improved commonwealth. It didn’t. 
Let everybody understand that supporters of an 
improved commonwealth have always pursued 
changes in the actual “territorial” status.

So, the PDP has decided to engage Congress 
within this four-year term. This is a wise deci-
sion, for it allows the people of Puerto Rico to 
set their political course for the coming critical 
years in which economic policy coming from 
Congress can’t continue to go back and forth be-
tween administrations. Policies hovering over the 
commonwealth-statehood dichotomy guide con-
gressional actions today. By engaging Congress 
in this plebiscite, a course will be set by a majority 
of the people of Puerto Rico as to the future of 
Puerto Rico, and congressional legislation will 
occur within that framework, regardless of who 
holds elective offi ce in Puerto Rico.

This doesn’t mean that the fully improved com-
monwealth will occur within the next four years or 
that statehood will happen in that time span. But 
it will mean that if an improved commonwealth 
wins a majority, important measures will be taken 
by Congress and prejudicial measures won’t be 
taken to aid in our economic recovery and devel-
opment. On the other hand, if a majority of the 
people of Puerto Rico vote for statehood, it will 
mean that Congress, within the next four years, 
will declare Puerto Rico an incorporated territory, 
which is the fi rst step toward statehood.

So, we will be charting two alternative and dif-
ferent futures for our future economic recovery 
and development. The White House Task Force 
has said that before Puerto Rico becomes a state, 
Congress may phase in federal taxes and parity 
in the few federal programs in which it doesn’t 
exist today. It will be a very different scenario for 
businesses, economic activity and jobs than the 
improved commonwealth scenario, with the fi scal 
autonomy, that we now have, and other measures 
that Congress can tailor to an improved common-
wealth for economic recovery.

We are facing a decisive moment. Puerto Rico 
and the United States are better off by facing it 
now with a fully democratic process with all the 
alternatives on the table, than running the risk of a 
skewed process unfailingly structured by the NPP 
toward the triumph of statehood by eliminating 
improved commonwealth from the ballot. �
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Puerto Rican educator Carlos 
Quiñones, founder & president 

of Dewey University, has always 
insisted all educational institutions 
must adapt to the social and eco-
nomic realities of the world, and 
especially local conditions.

The last time he talked to 
C A R I B B E A N  B U S I N E S S , 
Quiñones sustained that the 
employment market couldn’t pro-
vide job security any more, and that 
an educational institution’s mission 
should be to form a more adaptable 
professional prepared to broaden 
and update competencies, skills 
and knowledge, and be prepared 
to change jobs various times in his 
or her professional life, returning 
to school periodically to learn new 
things.

Now, the educator emphasizes 
the role that an educational institu-
tion plays in teaching those skills, 
in getting the message across to 
the students who enroll, investing 
enthusiasm, time and money, and 
how to develop an education that 
really could adapt to the realities of 
students’ academic upbringing and 
learning capacities.

“There is a very important ques-
tion that hasn’t really been dis-
cussed in educational circles: Are 
we teaching what is really needed 
to be taught? But this question isn’t 

complete without another one: Are 
students learning what should be 
learned?” inquired the president of 
the nine-campus university.

Quiñones  expla ined there 
is a need for deep and thorough 
research in that area. “We have to 
ask ourselves how we are teach-
ing, and if we are really exposing 
ourselves to the right alternatives 
to enable effective teaching. We 
have to really assess what is really 
happening with the learning experi-
ence of each and every student, and 
determine if it is really effective for 
students in today’s Puerto Rico,” he 
said.

In that direction, the educator 
revealed that Dewey University has 
developed a new learning method 
based on the diversity of learning 
styles. “There is an undeniable fact 
that every human being has a dif-
ferent way they acquire knowledge, 
and a different rhythm for one’s 
learning process. If you know that 
truth, how do you honor it in the 
classroom?”

The educator explained this learn-
ing method has two main approach-
es. One involves the ways profes-
sors are going to teach. “When a 
potential Dewey student takes an 
admission test, in reality it is letting 
us know what learning styles best 
fit this person. Once we identify 
this information, we can assist stu-
dents to manage their own way of 
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 Dewey University: 
Tailor-made to fulfill students’ needs
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