ESD Excerpts: Critical Thinking and Values Clarification

“What do we value… and why?

Uncovering and understanding values are also essential steps in education for sustainability. People need to not only articulate what their vision for what a sustainable future looks like, but also to critically reflect on and articulate why it is important to them, what has informed their vision and what values make up their vision. Envisioning provides the opportunity for both participants and practitioners to explore relationships between their desired future and their personal values… Participants begin to engage in and reflect on critical questions. What do I value, and why? What do other people value, and why? What has informed and influenced my values, and the values of others? Is my vision negotiable? What information, steps, skills and knowledge are needed to proceed towards this vision? Who needs to be involved in reaching this vision? Who is making the decisions?” (excerpt from Tilbury & Wortman, 2004, p.25)

Critical Thinking and Reflection

“Every day we are exposed to a barrage of information, advertisements, and stories in newspapers, on billboards and on television… information that tells us what is important in the world… advertisements that tell us about our priorities in life… and billboards that encourage us to consume. It may seem all too easy to just accept what we read and what we are told… But stop and think about what is really being said?… What are we really being sold?… What are the real messages?… Who is telling them and why are they telling them?… Who benefits from these messages? Next, reflect on your own thoughts and perceptions… What assumptions are you making about the messages you read and hear?… How do your personal values influence these perceptions?… How have your family life, culture, gender or faith shaped the way you interpret these messages… the world?” 
“Exploring such questions, their answers and the actions they provoke, capture the essence of a process called ‘critical thinking,’ an essential part of education for sustainability that challenges us to examine the way we interpret the world and how our knowledge and opinions are shaped by those around us. Critical thinking leads us to a deeper understanding of the interests behind power and politics in our communities, and of the influences of media and advertising in our lives, and it helps us to take action to work towards sustainability.” (excerpt from Tilbury & Wortman, 2004, p.31-32)

“Questioning assumptions and recognizing bias…

Critical thinking is a key component of education for sustainability because it challenges us to become actively conscious... It develops our ability to understand how background, culture and values interact to shape our knowledge and perceptions, and the knowledge and perceptions of others…  Critical thinking allows us to re-construct a deeper understanding of how new political, social and economic structures and processes can better lead us to toward sustainability.” (excerpt from Tilbury & Wortman, 2004, p.35-36)

“Case Study, What we consume, WWF United Kingdom

One of the first education for sustainability programs to explicitly promote critical thinking following IUCN’s ‘World Conservation Strategy’ in 1980 and ‘Our Common Future’ in 1987 was WWF UK’s ‘What We Consume,’ a curriculum framework that explores issues of environment and development. Eight units and over 80 learning activities engage students in active processes of analysis, questioning, discussion and decision making, posing key questions that address economic issues, power and decision making, social issues and culture and ideology.   One of the learning activities in What We Consume is ‘Nature and Culture,’ an activity that encourages students to critically think about how different cultures view their relationships to nature. This group of activities uses a variety of techniques such as examining print adverts, using an attitude scale and sharing of stories and fables. Students reflect on the differing views and beliefs about nature in various cultures. Students also explore how factors such as religion and education affect perceptions of nature, and how conflicting views are often expressed in the world. 

Students are posed with questions such as:  What views are dominant in each of the cultures? How are we taught particular attitudes toward nature? What roles do religion, education, technology and infrastructure play in this? What happens to beliefs and values about nature when two cultures come into contact? Which view of nature might be dominant in many societies around the world?  Stories and fables about nature and culture from indigenous cultures also engage students in critical thinking about differing perspectives so that they can reflect on their own beliefs and values about nature.” (p14-17. What We Consume: Ten curriculum units dealing with issues of environment and development’ 22, (excerpt from Tilbury & Wortman, 2004, p.41).

Bahá’í Excerpts

“Equity is fairness, the standard by which each person and group is able to maximize the development of their latent capacities. Equity differs from absolute equality in that it does not dictate that all be treated in exactly the same way. While everyone is endowed with talents and abilities, the full development of these capacities may require different approaches. It is equity that ensures that access and opportunity are fairly distributed so that this development might take place.

“Equity and justice are the twin guardians of society. Equity is the standard by which policy and resource commitment decisions should be made. Justice is the vehicle through which equity is applied, its practical expression in the life of the individual and society. It is only through the exercise of true justice that trust will be established among the diverse peoples, cultures and institutions of an increasingly interdependent world.” (Spiritual principle identified in BIC, 1998, Valuing Spirituality in Development, p9-10)

“Independent Investigation of Truth
[A]ll the nations of the world have to investigate after truth independently and turn their eyes from the moribund blind imitations of the past ages entirely. Truth is one when it is independently investigated, it does not accept division. Therefore the independent investigation of truth will lead to the oneness of the world of humanity. 24 There is no contradiction between true religion and science.25 (‘Abdu’l-Bahá)

Reality is one, and when truth is investigated and ascertained, it will lead to individual and collective progress. In the quest for truth, science and religion – the two systems of knowledge available to humankind – must closely and continuously interact. The insights and skills that represent scientific accomplishment must look to the force of spiritual commitment and moral principle to ensure their appropriate application. 

Spiritual development involves investigating truth for one's self. Continual reflection, based on experience in applying this truth, is critical to the process of spiritual development. For collective investigation of truth and group decision making, consultation,26 which draws on the strength of the group and fosters unity of purpose and action, is indispensable. Institutions and those in positions of authority would do well to create conditions amenable to the meaningful investigation of truth, while fostering the understanding that human happiness and the establishment of peace, justice and unity are the ultimate goals of this investigation. (Spiritual principle identified in BIC, 1998, Valuing Spirituality in Development, pp. 11-12)
Spiritual Principles

“There are spiritual principles, or what some call human values, by which solutions can be found for every social problem. Any well-intentioned group can in a general sense devise practical solutions to its problems, but good intentions and practical knowledge are usually not enough. The essential merit of spiritual principle is that it not only presents a perspective which harmonizes with that which is immanent in human nature, it also induces an attitude, a dynamic, a will, an aspiration, which facilitate the discovery and implementation of practical measures. Leaders of governments and all in authority would be well served in their efforts to solve problems if they would first seek to identify the principles involved and then be guided by them. (The Universal House of Justice, 1985 Oct, The Promise of World Peace, p.4)

“Spiritual principles, the Bahá'í Writings state, are those essential truths given to mankind by that ultimate reality, that unknowable essence of essences called God. The religions brought to mankind by a succession of spiritual luminaries have been the primary link between humanity and that ultimate reality, and have galvanized and refined mankind's capacity to love, to comprehend reality and to achieve social progress.” (BIC, 1998, Valuing Spirituality in Development, p.24)
