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Abstract: 

San Miguel Academy is an all-boys school with a mission to help economically 

disadvantaged students from Newburgh NY find success in school and become productive 

members in the community. San Miguel Academy has a history of using action research to better 

its curriculum to meet the needs of its boys, and to create hope in its students through the use of 

innovative educational programs. For this project, we researched how blogging about STEAM 

environmental practices could increase 7th grade boys’ awareness and understanding of the impact 

their actions have on a global scale. We added blogging to the humanities and PBL2 curriculum, 

where students focus on their actions and analyse what they mean for the environment, both locally 

and globally.  

Our research required both our science and humanities departments to work together in 

development of this program. Through our intervention, we discovered that the boys did gain an 

awareness that their environmental actions have an impact on others. We were able to come to this 

conclusion by conducting surveys, reviewing each student's blog posts, and doing post interviews. 

During Rod’s interview he said, “We have to take care of nature too. Not just some people but 

everyone.” George wrote, “We should protect nature more. Animals and plants are dying and we 

are taking away their resources. People seem to change resources for their needs and not think 

about the environment.” When asked to write about the progress humans have made, Brandon 

wrote; “The Industrial Revolution had a lot of positive effects on people but not many on nature. 

People thought the Industrial Revolution was a good thing at the time. But because they were lost 

in all the technology they never noticed all the negative things happening in the environment.” 

 
Introduction: 

San Miguel Academy was founded 10 years ago with a mission to help the underserved 

boys of Newburgh. The story of San Miguel is really a story of action research: as our organization 

evolved, teachers did their research, implemented new methods, analysed what worked and 

adjusted what did not. So when the opportunity to do specific action research into how boys view 



 

themselves as global citizens, we saw a unique chance to see how boys from poverty view their 

role in the world. Tony Wagner, writer of Creating Innovators, describes student development as 

something that, “Starts as play, then to passion, then to purpose.” To be a thoughtful global citizen 

one needs to understand the role he or she has through activities (play), to then create a vision for 

change (one’s passion), and finally to identify a purpose to see the change they want to occur. 

Through introducing new activities, we looked to create a global awareness in the boys that could 

possibly foster a future passion and purpose for global environmental conservation. The question 

guiding our research was: How does blogging about environmental practices enhance 7th Grade 

boys' awareness and understanding of global environmental issues? 

 

Literature Review:  

When looking for a medium for the boys to use with our research we developed the idea 

of blogging. In the book Smarter Than You Think, Clive Thompson (2014) discusses different 

ways that people connect and spread ideas. Notes Thompson, “Once thinking is public, 

connections take over. And making connections is a big deal in the history of thought – and its 

future.” Through the use of the Internet, people are able to express and share their ideas to an 

audience that was at one time out of reach. When writing on the Internet it is essential for students 

or anyone to keep this point in mind. Once their idea is out on the web, it can reach an exponential 

amount of people.  

As students grow up in this interlocked world, it is crucial that they learn how their actions 

can affect the actions of others across the globe. Thompson goes on to discuss how new literacies 

and digital classrooms are becoming a new way for student learning. As student work is placed on 

the Internet, the student is no longer writing to just one teacher/critic, but to anyone who is 

interested in their topic. Kris Olds’s article Global Citizenship - What Are We Talking About and 

Why Does It Matter? discusses the major aspects of what it means to be a global citizen.  The 

major roles of becoming a global citizen include: choosing how to view global citizenship; gaining 

cultural awareness of one’s self, as well as awareness of other cultures; gaining empathy for other 

human beings; understanding the way decision-making affects the world around you; and learning 

to participate in your local or global community to find ways to benefit the world. Many of the 

elements to global citizenship are concepts that all schools want their students to understand. For 

example, decision-making requires students to critically analyze situations, use empathy, and 



 

determine ethics and morals of the effects of a decision. All of the components of global citizenship 

are important for students to learn. It seems it would be a waste to not allow students the 

opportunities to develop the skills that come along with becoming a global citizen. 

To help develop these skills, the boys need to have a first-hand immersive experience with 

a topic that affects everyone. In Deeper Learning, Schwartz (2014) suggests that student’s work 

is not based on a final product, but by how the students work through the process of creating 

something. When a student is using an online forum, they learn to critically think about their 

audience. For a global citizen, learning needs to take place and be shared in a form that can be 

accessed by a large number of people. Students develop a deeper understanding of what they learn 

when they are explaining it to others and when what they are doing has a genuine benefit for the 

people they are explaining it to. With the use of a blog, students learn not only proper online 

citizenship, but can learn how they are a global citizen through the responses their work gets. This 

will not only help the students complete the project but will also help develop a lifelong learning 

habit. 

Research Context:  

San Miguel Academy is an all-boys  school located in Newburgh, NY. In 2015, Newburgh 

was rated in the top 10 most violent cities in the United States. The streets of Newburgh are filled 

with crime, drug violence, and poverty. Boys of the city are exposed to trauma on a regular basis. 

It is not unusual for boys to come in looking tired and reporting that there were gunshots in their 

neighborhood the night before. San Miguel Academy opened 10 years ago as a school to help defy 

the odds these boys face.  

San Miguel Academy is a private, tuition-free school that enrolls underserved minority 

males. The graduation rate for minority male students at the local high school hovers around 30%. 

This year we selected our 7th grade class to participate in our action research project. This class 

consists of 12 Hispanic and 3 Black students who rotate through their classes as one group. Due 

to grant funding, this was the first year that they were able to have a full immersion in our PBL² 

program. This allowed them to experience the new hybrid program science/humanities without 

having any previous expectations. To protect the boys, we first obtained written permission from 

their parents. We thoroughly explained the process and our ideas to the parents and in our results 

we used pseudonyms to protect the students’ identities.  



 

 

 

The Action 

We are created a co-curricular project in which the boys connected their environmental 

projects with their humanities curriculum through the use of blogs. We created a questionnaire that 

would help to assess the boys’ views of the environment and the role they play in the environment 

on a global scale. The boys completed this questionnaire before any part of our intervention was 

introduced to help give us a baseline of their awareness of their actions on a global scale.  

Students conducted two major environmental activities: a trail assessment at Mohonk 

Nature Preserve, and the development of a hydroponics garden at the school. Both of these 

activities had multiple days of action, and after each activity the students completed blog entries 

in which they described not only what they did, but also the implications their work had on others. 

For the trial assessment, students had to survey a heavily used trail at the Preserve. They took 

numerous measurements and developed conclusions and suggestions about the trail. Back at 

school, the boys were split into groups of 3 or 4 and were in charge of conducting a hydroponics 

experiment in our greenhouse during the heart of winter. The boys had to grow their plants from 

seeds and learn about the requirements for growing plants in this type of environment. Toward the 

end of the experiment, the boys were asked to complete a blog entry exploring how this technology 

could be used by other people. During humanities, the students blogged about how the industrial 

revolution affected people and the environment.  

Once these interventions were completed, the students were then given the same survey 

undertaken prior to the action. We then compared their responses looking for trends in their 

response from the two surveys. Students were then asked predetermined questions during post-

project interviews. Along with the survey and interviews, the students’ blogs were analyzed, 

looking for global citizen trends.  

Data collection 

We collected pre- and post-questionnaire data on the boys’ global awareness. The boys 

also completed blog thatwhich was analyzed for trends in thinking. We recorded videos of the 

boys working on their projects and conducted a post interview, which was used to link what they 



 

are doing to their written blog. We then reviewed the boys’ blogs to check for trends in their writing 

that showed an increased understanding of their role on a global scale.  

Data Analysis: 

During post-project interviews the following questions were asked to all the boys: 

1. What is your view of nature? Has it changed? 

2. Can you explain how hydroponics and Mohonk trips have affected you? 

3. Do you consider yourself a global citizen? Did blogging for others help? 

4. Do you feel you have a role to protect/improve the environment? 

Some students may have been asked different versions of the above questions as we allowed the 

interviews to take an organic path. In one form or another, the boys responded to some type of 

question that would qualify for one of the above questions.  

As we watched the video of the boys, we transcribed their responses into Microsoft Excel. Once 

all of the students’ responses had been transcribed, we looked for possible ways to categorize their 

responses. When looking at the responses from the boys, some trends became evident. Students 

had gained an appreciation for nature, felt they had a direct role in improving their environment 

and communities, and now considered themselves as  global citizens. Students also developed 

ideas to help improve the lives of others using their new skills.  

Discussion of Results: 

It can be hard to truly appreciate something if you do not experience it first-hand, especially 

when you are a middle school boy. By being exposed to nature through our PBL2 program, students 

gained a new appreciation for nature. During Nemo’s interview he said, “Nature is a big part of 

our world and we do not treat it as a big problem. If we keep polluting it, it will be gone.” On their 

survey, 12 out of 15 students agreed or strongly agreed that that our environment is in bad shape, 

but a lot of effort may save it. When asked what he thought about nature, Gus replied, “I did not 

think much about it before but now I do. If we don’t care about it then it can change a lot and that 

may not be good for us.” When reminiscing about their experience and feelings about nature, the 

boys always developed a smile. Joe explained, “Being outdoors in nature is better than I expected. 

First you think of trees and animals that's about it, you don’t experience nature like they do. I had 



 

never really been in nature before and it is better than I thought.” These experiences have been 

transformative for our boys. 

These PBL2 experiences then led to the boys developing an understanding that they had a 

responsibility to help change their own environment and community. On their survey, 13 out of 

15 students agreed or strongly agreed that they had a responsibility to help improve the 

environment. On his blog, George wrote, “There may be some ways we can fix these mistakes to 

make them into more positive progress for humanity and the world. The Industrial Revolution may 

be some progress but the next step is to make it safe for the environment and the future of our 

beloved planet. These effects could affect the world as we know it. We could do better.” George’s 

last statement, “We could do better,” resonated strongly with us in that we all can do better no 

matter what our social status is. When responding to the prompt, ‘I have a responsibility to help 

improve the environment in my area,’ 13 out of the 15 boys agreed or strongly agreed. Rod 

articulated, “We should protect it (nature) more.” Billy wrote about a solution to garbage in his 

area: “The best thing we can do is clean up the streets ourselves. We can start a community service 

so we can have help when we clean the streets. So next time you see garbage you should pick it 

up so you can help the environment.”   

As the project progressed, our students began to realize that their actions do affect others 

around the world. Joe wrote: “In the future, I plan to recycle more and I plan to also start having 

products that can help organisms in need. Products such as hydroponics, chimney swifts, and 

hopefully solar powered vehicles.” When asked about being a global citizen, Nemo had one of the 

most thoughtful responses: “Yes, I plant trees and help clean up and recycle at home now. Not 

really, I did not think of myself as one (global citizen) before. I did not recycle before, did not 

think it was a problem I needed to get involved in.” The group was asked if they considered 

themselves as a global citizen, and 9 out of 15 agreed or strongly agreed that they are. Joe 

explained: “Based off what I decide to do outdoors, I can affect what happens here and around the 

world.” “Everyone should care about what happens around them because it could affect them,” 

Gus discussed during his interview.  

From their surveys, all students agreed or strongly agreed that environmental issues affect 

people across the globe. To help with these issues, students created ideas to help out. “The 

hydroponic system can be used in the tropical areas and Asia to feed all the people that are hungry. 



 

It can also be used in urban areas such as China, India, and Nigeria where there is a need. It can 

be used in a greenhouse to grow crops for schools, events or for eating at home. Also you can grow 

it on rooftops so it can get a lot of sunlight,” Pedro wrote in his blog. Due to the fact that these 

boys live in such a violent area, we sometimes forget how being outside in the neighborhood can 

be very dangerous for them. Brandon describes how hydroponics can be used to create a safer 

environment for people who want to grow their own fresh produce. “Another reason it 

(hydroponics) is helpful is it gives people access to fresh fruits and vegetables from the safety of 

their home.” In his own way, Brandon is describing how his neighborhood is unsafe and the only 

way to grow fresh plants at home is to do it inside. Even though our students come from extremely 

difficult and stressful backgrounds they still were able expand their understanding of how their 

actions can impact more people than just themselves. The boys gained an awareness of their role 

as global citizens, which will hopefully help to guide their future decision making. 

Conclusion: 

This study set out to determine if blogging about environmental conservations practices 

would enhance 7th grade boys awareness of global environmental issues and their role in them. 

Through our intervention it was evident that the boys at minimum had an understanding that their 

environmental actions can affect others both locally and globally.  As young students, they 

sometimes think their actions do not matter, or they do not think of their actions in terms of how 

it affects others. Some boys were able to articulate how hydroponics can be used to help others to 

have a new source of food. Other boys were able to describe how they need to think about what 

they do and how their use of resources can affect others in the community and world. The use of 

blogging developed new global citizen skills that they will be able to use throughout the rest of 

their educational and professional careers.  

Ours boys have grown up online so having a chance to work in this environment was very 

exciting for them and helped to enhance their engagement in the process. It gave them the ability 

to get into the middle of a real issue and gain an appreciation for it. Once they understand the ‘ins 

and outs’ of the issue, they can then develop ideas and solutions that can be used by others. Kris 

Olds’ article on global citizenship describes this type of action at the college level, but it needs to 

start much earlier. As the world grows smaller and more interconnected, it is vital that we teach 

our boys that they have a responsibility to have a positive impact. A further study could assess the 



 

long-term effects of a global citizen curriculum over the span of a student's educational career. As 

we develop our humanities curriculum, we will continue to focus on this idea throughout our new 

interventions. We are planning on developing a global citizen project that focuses on cultural 

acceptance and tolerance of others and then contrast this to historical events of intolerance, such 

as the holocaust. We will continue to explore new forms of technology that help to foster the 

development of the boys’ 21st century skills.  

Reflection Statement: 

As a school based on action research, this process was a more formal way of exploring a 

new method of learning for our students. This, however, was our first attempt to create a new 

integrated humanities and science component. We would have liked to start the project earlier in 

the school year but due to scheduling we had to push back our start date. This caused the 

hydroponics component to come into question, since we were unsure if the plants would grow with 

the limited daylight hours in December. The boys did a great job tending to the garden so we were 

able to have a successful harvest, which was a relief. Blogging also worked out better than planned. 

Instead of carrying home journals every time we had a response, we were able to just log on and 

check their responses. The boys’ responses were of a higher-than-normal quality. We can speculate 

that since the boys were writing to a different audience they took more care when creating their 

responses. Overall, it was a positive experience working as a team on a new project. We have had 

practice working together and developing programs but this was the first major humanities and 

science project. The team worked diligently to complete our separate tasks and adhere to the 

timeline we set. This allowed the boys to complete a sound integrated project. Seeing how well 

the boys responded to each step of the project gave us a sense of excitement and fulfillment. We 

are now looking at the next phase of action research for San Miguel Academy.  
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