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RESUMEN

Este artículo discute la relativamente reciente incursión del movimien-
-

instituciones públicas.  El análisis de esta relación se desprende de una 
-

Estos espacios también resultan de la lucha entre diversos discursos 

una organización ambiental dirigida por jóvenes en el diseño e imple-
mentación de un programa de educación ambiental en cuatro escuelas 
públicas urbanas en Puerto Rico.  Este análisis pretende arrojar luz so-
bre las siguientes interrogantes: Cómo organizaciones ambientalistas 

[Palabras clave: Juventud,  escolaridad, ambientalismo, antropolo-Juventud,  escolaridad, ambientalismo, antropolo-
gía,  Puerto Rico].
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ABSTRACT

environmental movement into public schools in Puerto Rico, and 

relationship stems from a theoretical perspective that views schools and 
communities as contested spaces in which the processes of education, 

instead of absolute.  These spaces also result from the struggle among 
the diverse pedagogical discourses, values, and experiences that 

to advance.  In particular, this article will present ethnographic data 

designing and implementing an environmental education program 

to shed light on the following questions: How do environmental 
organizations gain access to public schools despite their ideological 

efforts of the environmental movement. [Keywords: Youth, schooling, 
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Introduction
Recent attempts at developing an environmental education agenda in 
public schools in Latin America and the Caribbean emphasize the need 
to foster greater public awareness about environmental rights, issues, 
and solutions, while producing citizens with the knowledge and skills 

accrual and dissemination of new information and their role in social-
izing the new generations into particular social and cultural values and 
behaviors that would result in broader public consensus favoring the 
environment (Morán, 2000).  Yet, because of the magnitude of such 
transformations, it is believed that the development of such an agenda 
would not be possible under the current organization of centralized 

the environmental movement (Princen & Finger, 1994).  External sup-

-
cumventing the need for teacher training, and (2) to allocate additional 

this approach recognizes the limits of and disparities between educa-

change and global warming) are some of the cultural and social ele-

philosophies and practices take place.
Therefore, achieving such integration between the environmental 

-

goals of environmental education and the more passive assimilation 
practices of conventional schooling (Stevenson, 2007).  Moreover, 
this integration also challenges the more traditional perceptions of the 

knowledge and technical transfer and integration of formal and infor-
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-
moting social change, rather than informing and sustaining each other 

As a result, although there seems to be a general consensus among 
educators, environmental activists, and the public regarding the need 
for public schools to promote and implement environmental education 
and to include in this process the different components of the environ-

-
nial contexts in which the institution of education becomes a central 
battleground in the articulation of the colonial experience (Altbach & 

-

values and needs of the colonial power over those of the colonized, op-
posing discourses are also produced, which present alternative views 

-

-
duction are negotiated through the development and implementation of 

reform to classroom activities.  

-

gaining privileged, although restricted, access to them.  Despite the an-
ti-colonial views of the Puerto Rican environmental movement and its 

we have seen how this movement has increased its presence in public 
-

ment of environmental education programs.  This article discusses this 

schools in Puerto Rico, and the implications of such articulations in our 
understanding of schooling and social change in colonial settings.  The 
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The ethnographic data presented below intend to shed light on 
Conuco1 -

mental organization in Río Piedras, Puerto Rico.  Although this paper 
centers on the work of Conuco, additional data will be presented that 
show the government’s attempts at addressing public concerns about 

educators.
-

ronmental organizations gain access to schools in a colonial context, 

-
-

cal role of the colonial government in advancing colonial policies and 
developmental strategies that have resulted in discourses and policies 
detrimental to the environment.  This section will address how the De-
partment of Education (DE) in Puerto Rico has been used as a vehicle 

an example of how the environmental movement is challenging these 

2010a, 2010b), I have discussed the personal experiences of the indi-

these experiences mean for their social and political development as 
activists and environmental leaders. 

The Colonial State, the Department of Education and the 
Environment

-
nologies (PRIDCO, 2011).  These economic strategies have resulted, 
for the most part, in the severe alteration of the natural and social 

-
dustrialization process in Puerto Rico known as Operation Bootstraps 
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colonial experience as “ecological colonialism” (Morales-Cardona, 
-

sizing the effects of political and economic forces in the environment.  

such as the privatization of governmental assets, the implementation 
of adjustment policies in favor of foreign capital, and the exploitation 
of natural resources for mass tourism– similar economic strategies are 
still in place that legitimize the state’s discourse on the environment as 

Ramos, López, Quiñones, & Díaz, 2002, p. 165), the lack of protection 
laws, and the rapid land-use changes and undisciplined urbanization 
in Puerto Rico have brought with them an increasing loss of agricul-

including the potential for food production– and the threat to the aes-
thetic amenities that drove the growth of urbanization (and tourism) in 

This pattern of unsustainable development has found strong criti-
-

which in turn have produced alternative political and cultural iden-

self-determination, preservation and conservation policies, and the ad-
-

connecting the island struggles to current international environmen-
talisms, but also in “renewing long-standing social struggles, offering 
new perspectives on social change, and engaging a broader public” 

-

-
rial grievances to issues of peace, and human and environmental rights, 
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the discourse of justice agglutinated more supporters across different 
ideological sectors in the island, making it possible for the movement 
to build a national consensus against a colonial practice never seen 

Additional efforts from the environmental movement have also 
concentrated on unmasking and condemning the exploitative behav-
ior of corporations and public agencies over the environment and the 

Susser, 1992).  These local struggles have been framed in clear op-
position to the developmental discourses of the local government and, 

-
vancing the government’s economic-driven agenda (Solís, 1994).  

-
-

role of formal schooling in Puerto Rico since the U.S. took over the 

been central in the promotion of the ‘Americanization’ of Puerto Ri-
can subjects, and in securing the interests of colonial development and 

For example, the plan to Americanize Puerto Rico through the 

legitimization of a discourse of “progress” that was linked, in its ini-
tial stages, to the acquisition of the language and customs of the U.S. 
(Montilla-Negrón, 1977).   In its later stages, it was dependent upon 

island as natural (Tirado, 2008).   This discursive and developmental 

allows for the centralization of decision-making and school reform.  
-

tem assists administrators in securing control over educational prac-

sprout at the local level.  What is more, these ideologies of power have 

organization a generalized perception of reliance on the hierarchical 
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bottom-up (Tirado, 2008).  As result, “the language of development, 
-
-

gencies of foreign control.  Such exigencies often impede education’s 

The Environmental Movement and the Classroom

in Puerto Rico has been central in advocating the protection of the 

of teaching children and adolescents about environmental issues has 

-
tivists in the movement at large, or within their particular communities.  
Nevertheless, none of these efforts have represented an institutional 
interest in the topic or a concerted attempt to promote environmental-

local government level to amend the Organic Act of the Department 
of Education, which would authorize the DE to develop environmental 
curricula for all grade levels.  Yet, none of these legislative projects 

rank administrators in the DE.  In fact, during the most recent public 

the President of the Teachers Association and the President of the Gen-

includes topics related to the environment and therefore there is no 

other electives and programs (Molina-Rodríguez, 2006).  Instead, and 
supporting the individual science-teacher approach mentioned before, 
the DE created two separate guidelines to assist interested teachers 
in the integration of these topics into their classes (Departamento de 
Educación, 2001, 2003).  These guidelines –intended to be distributed 

plans and bibliographic materials as well as an ambitious introduction 
that outlines the principles and objectives of environmental education 
for school-wide reform.  Nonetheless, in separate interviews conduct-



148            REVISTA DE CIENCIAS SOCIALES 24 (2011)

___________________

...

Schooling and Environmentalism...

retired high school science teacher and, Rosa, a college environmental 

assist teachers with its implementation (Cintrón-Moscoso, 2010b).  
Moreover, when explaining the difference between environmen-

tal sciences and environmental education, Rosa pointed out a deeper 

ranking administrator in the aforementioned governmental hearings.  
For her, while the former is a sub-discipline of the natural sciences, 

and the technical solution of environmental problems, the latter “rep-
resents a long-term personal, social and cultural transformative experi-
ence that develops from a [philosophical] vision that integrates science 
with educational, social and cultural processes [i.e. political]” (Cin-
trón-Moscoso, 2010b).  Rosa’s differentiation emphasizes what other 

2001) have described as an attempt to radicalize passive practices of 

of ecological citizen (Bozzoli, 2000).  This reassessment of the con-
tents and processes of education, in particular, and the lived experience 

the existing model of “banking education” (Freire, 1970), and, on the 

development and capitalist consumption.  Advancing these pedagogi-
cal models requires, according to the contributors to the guidelines, 

-

environmental degradation and economic and social marginalization 

-
ic within the school curricula, but rather as an organizational set of 
principles that guide the development of policies and practices akin to 

and cultural change (cf. Blum, 2009).  For instance, some of the activi-
ties included in the guidelines encourage teachers to partner with local 
communities in the process of designing and implementing environ-
mental education with the objective of questioning conventional power 
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(Departamento de Educación, 2001).  Thus, according to María and 
Rosa, adding activities to the science curriculum was nothing more 
than a partial solution to the problem and did not address concerns of 

transformation.  Therefore, the publication of these guidelines, wheth-

integration of environmental thoughts and behaviors.

multifaceted environmental movement have begun to establish com-

movement in schools and classrooms, privileged access to dedicated 
spaces and time schedules, assistance in the development and imple-
mentation of environmental curricula, reorganization of teaching and 
other educational practices inside and outside the classroom, and their 

some cases, these groups and individuals also utilize the guidelines 
-

plementation of them.  Conuco, for example, shows the implementa-

Conuco: Movement of Students and Students in Movements
Conuco, a small non-governmental-organization (NGO) based at the 

the ages of 17 and 21, majoring in the areas of humanities, anthropol-

-
tal education in which the college students come to the classrooms 

teach children and adolescents about environmental issues surround-

with the teachers in charge of each group.  School students also par-
ticipate in the development of the curriculum as Conuco’s members 
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learn and expect to gain from the program.  
Conuco’s activities integrate art-based workshops and research 

activities that include, among other projects, painting murals, writing 

-
-

to raise children’s consciousness about their social and natural envi-
-

room that assist them in voicing their concerns about the environment 
and joining broader efforts from the environmental movement toward 
change.  To achieve this goal, knowledge and skills are drawn from 
the members’ previous experiences and active participation in other 
aspects of their student life, such as involvement in student organiza-
tions, teacher assistantships in relevant academic areas, and other so-

-
dren—even though none of them had had teaching experience before 

their political views against Puerto Rico’s neoliberal government and 

Formative Stages: Experimentation and Cross-Fertilization

education and environmental change.  For instance, Conuco’s experi-

development of its members as environmental leaders and advocates.  
-

of environmental education.  This is how the founder, Julia, describes 
the initial goals:

The idea was to create an environmental group that could 
respond to concerns we had in the school. It was us [students] 
upset with things around the school that we wanted to change, 
especially environmental stuff.  And so, in Mate Leaf, we did 

-
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ment] and a lot of things2. 

Mate Leaf served as a platform for Julia and her peers to put into 

-
ment, teachers with an environmentalist inclination, and their individ-

particular school.  After completing several successful campaigns, the 
members of Mate Leaf decided to center their efforts on three main 

-

The enthusiastic reception from students and teachers at Jasmine El-
-

vironmental education was needed in public schools and that accessing 
these institutions was one important tactic to bring about environmen-

stimulus and ‘pilot’ program for all their future school partnerships.

Sharpening Their Skills and Connecting with the Environ-
mental Movement
The experience with Mate Leaf brought to its members a new op-

-
ronmental movement through the Sierra Club’s Summer Leadership 
Program (SPROG).  Through this program, designed to develop new 

U.S. and Puerto Rico (Sierra Club, 2010b), several members of the 

their neighborhood, and connections to other environmental organiza-
tions and individuals in Puerto Rico and the U.S.  

One concrete result of the SPROG was the creation of a new group 

lived venture between Mate Leaf and the current iteration of Conuco.  
-

panding the vision and actions of the organization and, hence, aligning 

to include other individuals and groups from schools and communi-
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The central project in this agenda was Conuco, a multi-sited program 
-

lic schools in underserved neighborhoods.  Yet, Conuco never got off 

were not prepared to take on such an ambitious task.  Violeta, one of 
the co-founders of CoCun who later continued to work with Conuco, 
explains the reasons for CoCun’s demise:

I thought that CoCun should have stopped for a while, or that 
we were not prepared for it.  Yet, I thought Conuco was a more 
do-able idea because [after all] we are a student group.  The 
majority [of us] are from the university –from here [Río Pie-
dras], from the University of Puerto Rico– or other schools 
nearby.  Thus, I thought it was more possible for us to meet 
to do these things. And, you know … there were already some 
contacts; we had already talked with the schools we would 
be working with. I don’t know, I thought it was a better idea.

-

-
dents, all elements that seem to have been lacking in CoCun, but that 

-
ure, given its short life and limited accomplishments, I argue that ex-

work is a critical part of the learning path and socialization process of 

environmental education in Puerto Rico.  Participation in this coalition 

for future collaborative work.  Evidence of this is the fact that some 
of CoCun members continued working with Conuco, as in the case 

elsewhere, both in Puerto Rico and abroad.  Violeta summarizes this 
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like CoCun and Conuco:

[SPROGs] are summer programs, workshops on environmen-
tal leadership.  They are for high school students and even 
middle school. That’s where, more or less, the idea for CoCun 
came about. […] The workshops are one-week long with dif-
ferent students from across the island. […] I believe that they 

have moved on to study environmental sciences or participate 
in the [Sierra Club’s] Apprenticeship Program. […] After the 
second one, a few students became some of the most active 
members of CoCun, and still go to [environmental] activities 
like the Festival of the Tinglar [a national campaign to pro-
tect the leatherback sea turtle], in Luquillo, [or] they still or-

 They do it them-
selves on their own, and then keep us [Conuco] informed, 
but they get the buses, write their own grants and talk to the 
major [in their towns] and things like that.  I like to think that 
Conuco will [continue to] work, [although] not in the same 
way [as CoCun].

Critical Ecology: Connecting the Environment to Poverty 
and Challenging the DE

Leaf’s members had moved on to college, the project of Conuco re-
gained momentum, this time at the right juncture for it to sprout and 

their higher education.  Second, this new advantageous context result-

-
tunities –such as service-learning courses– to design and implement 
their educational strategies.  

For instance, on one occasion, while conducting research for a 
-
-
-

count the children’s own experiences and understandings about an ur-
ban environment.  As the members interviewed the students about their 
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of using public basketball courts and parks because of their precari-
ous condition and the ‘dangerous’ people hanging in them” (Cintrón-

fauna).  Even when pressed to think about ‘natural things’ in their com-
munities, most of the children could not recognize their landscape as 
including natural features, a perception that became clear as children 

-
ling and diagnostic for the members of Conuco:  children from both 

-

knowledge. As I have argued elsewhere, it was these “sentiments of 

as well as [Conuco’s] socio-political awareness [what became] crucial 
driving forces behind [the college students’] pro-environmental ac-
tions and conceptualization of social and ecological change” (Cintrón-
Moscoso, 2010a, p.14). 

Bridging Social Movements, Public Schools and the Com-
munity
An important aspect of Conuco’s intervention in public schools is the 

-

movement into the classrooms, but, on a more personal level, it also 
resembles Conuco’s own initiation into the environmental movement.  
This sometimes slow, 2-6 month-long process includes four stages: 

-

mural with pro-environmental messages for others to see.  According 

“Ecokids,” “Gangsters of the Latin Plant,” or “Sprouts”), make their 

ritualized initiation that “transforms them into environmental advo-
cates.” Until this “rebirth” takes place, the participating children are 

is selected the children develop a new sense of belonging that differ-
entiates them from others outside the group.  This sense of uniqueness 

the classroom.  Moreover, the process of creating a name represents the 
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incorporation of the group into the alliance of children’s groups across 
-

mental collective action.”

-
portant ecological impacts.  For example, one of the topics centered 

-
-

children’s awareness about their surroundings, these activities incor-
porated the different school groups into a larger coalition of residents, 
private businesses, and grassroots organizations that came together to 

Río 2012.  A 

Rico.

them and Conuco.  Furthermore, some of the members of Conuco had 
existing academic relationships with professors in charge of projects 

provide experience to the college students.  Conuco collaborated with 
-

providing information and ideas for classroom activities, and training 
members on organizing strategies and political maneuvering.  Partici-
pating in this coalition facilitated Conuco’s immersion in a struggle 

justice movement access to the schools. Furthermore, it demonstrates 

between the environmental movement and the schools, as Conuco as-

knowledge and actions.

of Río Piedras, as their members became further involved in differ-
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ent initiatives across the island.  As mentioned above, Conuco was 
involved with the Sierra Club and other local environmental organiza-
tions in the defense of the Corredor Ecológico del Noreste (CEN), a 
vast ecological area in the northeast of Puerto Rico that covers more 

of their role was to bring workshops to the children on the ecological 
importance of the CEN, the endangered species living in the area, the 
consequences of unsustainable development, and the promotion of the 

-
tive advocate and responsible citizen.  These workshops were adapted 
to the ages of the children and, in some occasions, were combined with 

in which children write letters to the Three Kings asking them to bring 

6th

workshop, the school children color a portrait of the leatherback turtle, 
tinglar3, and write a message to 

CEN.  These cards are then collected and brought to the governor’s 

of the governor.  Similar campaigns have been organized to send cards 

As in the case of the Sierra Club, the connections with the envi-
ronmental movement also reach organizations and networks outside 

-
ing environmental sciences are also part of another student organiza-

SEEDS).  Through the ESA, Conuco members have been granted sev-

as well as travel to present their work in Río Piedras in national and 
international forums.  

from other groups in the U.S. interested in advancing a similar pro-en-
vironmental agenda.  For example, on October of 2010, the founder of 

the Earth Island Institute’s 2010 Brower Youth Award.  This award 
is regarded as one of the most prestigious honors for “North Ameri-
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of North America’s most prominent environmental victories” (Earth 
Island Institute, 2011).  The relationship with these wider networks 
in Puerto Rico and the U.S. also have an impact in the schools, since 
classroom activities raise children’s awareness about the connections 
between the different sectors of the environmental movement and pre-

and materials to continue with their work in the classrooms.  

foundation to emphasize the importance of local settings and indi-
vidual actors’ experiences in the articulation of a pro-environmental 

the bottom-up.  Second, it is also important to discuss the connection 
between Conuco and the environmental movement in Puerto Rico and 
the U.S. to show how these relationships broaden the scope of their 
work and the vision Conuco has about their role in the movement.  
The interaction with different aspects of the environmental movement 
provides Conuco with resources, content and training that help them 

socializes them into particular discourses of environmentalism, educa-

environmental club and SPROG and, later, with the underserved el-
-

context of public urban schools where environmental issues intersect 
with those of social justice, lack of resources and dangerous spaces for 

Discussion

involvement of the environmental movement within public schools as 

-

have found a niche within the environmental movement to develop 

-



158            REVISTA DE CIENCIAS SOCIALES 24 (2011)

___________________

...

Schooling and Environmentalism...

environmentalism and education have granted them privileged access 
to schools and classrooms that other groups with opposing views to the 

-
nizations.  In other words, school administrators’ and teachers’ percep-
tions of Conuco’s efforts, as formative (i.e. part of their own education) 

children, which contrast to the group’s self-perception as “transforma-

to be the result of an ideological consensus between the educational 

issues of global warming and climate change, and a tacit recognition 

-

teachers.  

-
corporation, allowing the environmental movement a restricted, but 

-

that otherwise might never be discussed inside the classroom.  As a re-
sult, Conuco’s model emerges as a potential challenge to conventional 

meaning and parameters of educational practices inside and outside 

of educational ideologies and practices within social movements as 
strategies for change.  

In this sense, Conuco’s reformist approach addresses a number of 

-
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curricula, assessing the needs of individual schools and classrooms, 
eliciting children’s perspectives about their surroundings, providing a 
safe and encouraging space for children to learn inside and outside 
the classroom, and building a supportive network of allies among resi-
dents, activists and public and private institutions alike.  

Conclusion
Understanding environmental education as an element of cultural and 
social change is crucial for researchers and others (e.g. educators, ac-

a world engulfed in debates about climate change, as well as in iden-

2009).  As discussions about the environment become more relevant 
across local and international settings, it is critical to investigate the 

about these issues, how this education relates or not to other efforts 

themselves to confront these new challenges.  It is important to rec-
ognize as well that the environmental movement is multifaceted and, 

-
tories.

Conuco’s critical ecological model make visible the permeabil-

-

promotes, among other things, the attainment of ecological “knowl-
edge, attitudes, and skills needed to participate in the reformation of 

-
cation is believed to integrate all these elements in an effort to train and 

-
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