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If the world were merely seductive, that would be easy. If it were 
merely challenging, that would be no problem. But I arise in the 
morning torn between a desire to improve (or save) the world and a 
desire to enjoy (or savor) the world. This makes it hard to plan the day. 

 E. B. White1

It is early fall in North Salem and I am at my desk watching little birds 
land on the forsythia bush near my window to await their turns at the 
feeder stationed in the middle of the yard. Usually they come back to 
the branches, as one is doing now, to eat their nut or seed. Earlier a 
sparrow alighted and, for no apparent reason, broke into song, pausing 
between each riff as he waited for the melody to be echoed by his part-
ner across the way. I could not help but think of the poet Mary Oliver’s 
poem, “How Everything Adores Being Alive.” In truth, while writing 
this essay, I have spent many hours appreciating the world outside my 
window – its beauty and fragility. 

As I thought about the natural world and our relationship to it, I 
turned to the literature on sustainability and mindfulness, drew mind 
maps and Venn diagrams, and thought about why the editors of In 
Transit may have joined these two topics. Teasing out the complexi-
ties in the relationship between mindfulness and sustainability, I have 
reflected, too, on the connections among these concepts, our campus, 
and my own life. But in the middle of this cloudy morning, the sun has 
reappeared, interrupting my reveries and revealing the tiny pink and 
green leaves of the low bushes along the stone wall, and drawing my 
attention back to the story I want to tell.

The significance of sustainability consciousness conveyed by In 
Transit’s call is central to the current debate about the proper role of 
education in creating a just and sustainable world. Bringing together 
the concepts of sustainability and mindfulness, the editors signal a con-
versation not just about widening sustainable practices on campus or 
increasing students’ awareness of environmental issues, though these 
are important pieces. Nor does the conversation center only on peda-



gogy and curricula, though these, too, are essential elements. Rather, by 
linking sustainability with mindfulness, the editors invite us to embark 
on an even deeper discussion with far-reaching implications for our 
forty-year-old institution – and for the larger world of which we are a 
small part. It is a conversation that includes not only ecological aware-
ness, sustainable practices, environmental curricula, and pedagogy, but 
also current thinking about such topics as ecojustice, intergenerational 
stewardship, contemplative education, and planetary consciousness. 
This volume of In Transit makes room for two significant concepts now 
under discussion among scholars in the sustainability conversation: the 
need for a paradigm shift in our thinking about ecological intelligence 
in higher education, and sustained attention to the inner work required 
for this shift to take place. 

To set our work here in a slightly broader context, it is important 
to recognize that the current sustainability movement in our country is 
now almost fifty years old. In 1962, marine biologist and nature writer 
Rachel Carson published Silent Spring, an investigation of the long term 
consequences of pesticides for our habitat. Eight years later, in 1970, 
Wisconsin Senator Gaylord Nelson organized the first Earth Day as an 
environmental teach-in; and the following two years saw the publica-
tion of Diet for a Small Planet (1971), by writer and activist Frances 
Moore Lappé, and Limits to Growth (1972), by environmental scientist 
and activist Donnella Meadows. It has been said that students now 
entering college – and, we could add, many of LaGuardia’s faculty and 
staff – went to high school at a time when Earth Day celebrations and 
recycling activities were already commonplace. 

Nevertheless, LaGuardia’s first and second College-wide vision 
summits (2001 and 2005) did not address the College’s role in sustain-
ability. Concerns about sustainability were central, however, in discus-
sions at the 2009 summit, where “Leadership for a Sustainable World” 
emerged as one of four themes to guide the College’s future planning 
(LaGuardia). Some might say that the 230 summit participants took 
inspiration from the beautiful setting – a glass-walled conservatory in 
the Brooklyn Botanic Garden. But to me the foregrounding of sustain-
ability at the summit reflected a quiet and steadily growing sustainabil-
ity movement on campus – in our physical space, in the classroom, in 
extracurricular activities, and, increasingly, in collaboration with our 
community. A few examples are highlighted below.
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In our physical space, serious efforts to reduce the College’s car-
bon footprint are underway. By 2008, the College had reduced annual 
energy consumption by 1.2 million kilowatt hours, recycled 15% of 
accumulated garbage, saved 4 million gallons of water, and reduced 
nonflammable hazardous waste by 37%. These impressive accomplish-
ments and others earned LaGuardia CUNY’s first-ever sustainability 
award (“2008 CUNY Sustainability”).

In credit and noncredit programs, a greening of the curricula is 
reflected in a variety of programs such as the Mathematics, Engineering 
and Computer Science department’s contextualized mathematics courses 
(Project Quantum Leap); Health Sciences’ Dietetic Technician Program 
which, in partnership with the Cornell University Cooperative Extension 
Agricultural Program, offers students service learning at local farmers 
markets (Ippolito); and Natural Sciences’ new major in Environmental 
Science (“Environmental Science”). In addition, NY Designs offers 
sustainable design programs (NY Designs), and the Division of Adult 
and Continuing Education provides training programs for green jobs 
(Moon). In 2007 and 2010, the Common Reading Committee selected 
Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth and Eric Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation, 
respectively.

Across campus, commitment to green values is increasingly evident. 
An Environmental Club has been established, and Green celebrations 
are now regular events; the Spring 2011 semester will extend Green Day 
to Green Week to deepen awareness and showcase accomplishments. 
Opening Sessions programs have also highlighted the ecology move-
ment with Going Green: Responding to the Ecological Crisis (2007), 
and Food for Thought: Strategies for Educating a Sustainable Commu-
nity (2010). In 2009, Live Wire devoted a special issue to sustainability 
initiatives (“Leadership”). 

Beyond our campus is a wealth of expertise and inspiration from 
which we have drawn. Additional connections to the wider community 
include faculty-led student work with the Newtown Creek (Balavender) 
and the Environmental Asthma Assessment and Prevention project 
(Asthma). Speakers invited to LaGuardia include Majora Carter of Sus-
tainable South Bronx, Erik Baard of the Long Island City Community 
Boathouse, Anna Lappé of the Small Planet Institute in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, and Dr. Debra Rowe, a national authority on the 
integration of sustainability into educational curricula. In 2007, Peter 
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Singer, Ira W. Decamp Professor of Bioethics in the University Center 
for Human Values at Princeton, visited LaGuardia to discuss the ethical 
implications of carbon fuel dependency with students, faculty, and staff. 

LaGuardia’s initiatives mirror a growing commitment to sustain-
ability in community colleges throughout the nation. The October/
November 2010 issue of Community College Journal, published by 
the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC), explores 
the ways community colleges are putting sustainability education into 
practice. It highlights the work of several leading colleges including 
Butte College in Northern California, which generates more solar 
power than any other community college in the country; Hayward 
Community College in North Carolina which incorporates elements 
of sustainability in more than fifty courses; and Cape Cod Community 
College in Massachusetts, which received funding to clean up pollution 
from jet fuel in eastern Cape Cod and has created an environmental 
technology program (Orr, Andrea). The journal also describes a Sus-
tainability Task Force formed last year by AACC to help colleges reduce 
waste, preserve resources, and prepare students for jobs at all levels of 
the green economy (“SEED”). 

Taken together, LaGuardia’s efforts, and those of its community 
college colleagues, represent many of the “right actions” of educational 
institutions committed to leading sustainability education: building 
awareness and knowledge, promoting personal and institutional sus-
tainable practices, and greening the curricula. Increasingly prevalent, 
however, is the view that such approaches are not comprehensive 
enough. Urging educators and their institutions to play an even stron-
ger role in preparing graduates to tackle the problems that face our 
planet, some scholars stress that we must change the way we think 
about sustainability education and cultivate mindfulness in ourselves 
and our students.

Changing the Way We Think
Scholars advocating a change in thinking about sustainability educa-
tion tend to frame the solution as requiring a paradigm shift, a dra-
matic change in focus, and a greater capacity for systems thinking. 
Viewed from this perspective, educational institutions too often treat 
sustainability superficially, as an addition to curricula, programming, 
or practice (Nolet; Morito). Philosopher Bruce Morito, whose work 
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was introduced to many at LaGuardia by our colleague Terence Julien, 
shares this concern about ecology as “an add-on to the more primary 
scientific disciplines (especially biology)” (1). He believes that our 
increasing detachment from the earth and from those affected by our 
current environmental problems has led to thinking about ecology 
when we should be “thinking ecologically” (9). 

Some theorists take the “thinking ecologically” argument further, 
contending that sustainability should be the central focus of all educa-
tional endeavors – the defining point around which to organize all other 
values and actions (Orr, David, Earth; O’Sullivan; Nolet). Describing 
what they see as an ecological crisis of planetary proportions, they urge 
revolutionary solutions. Educator Victor Nolet, addressing the prepara-
tion of sustainability-literate teachers, calls for a “reorientation of all 
education systems” (419). Similarly, Edmund O’Sullivan, Professor of 
Education at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education and Direc-
tor of its Transformative Learning Centre at the University of Toronto, 
asserts that “the fundamental educational task of our times is to make 
the choice for a sustainable planetary habitat of interdependent life 
forms over and against the pathos of the global competitive market-
place” (163). Inspired by theologian Thomas Berry’s call for teaching 
students the story of the universe (Dream), O’Sullivan argues that for 
the first time in our history human beings do not have a planetary con-
sciousness. He maintains that “the University should be a place where 
the universe story is encountered and engaged” (168).

For guidance in re-imagining the relationship between human 
beings and the earth, O’Sullivan and others turn to the United Nation’s 
Earth Charter (O’Sullivan 170–80), the product of “a ten-year, world-
wide, cross-cultural dialogue on common goals and shared values” 
(Rockefeller 3). As described by nature writer and activist Terry Tem-
pest Williams, the Charter is “a visionary document that creates a 
template for ecological consciousness around the world, rooted in local 
actions. It asks us to embrace the planet while taking care of our own 
backyards” (Williams xiii). Seeing global consequences in local actions 
and granting importance to place are prominent themes in sustainability 
education literature. David Orr, Paul Sears Distinguished Professor of 
Environmental Studies and Politics at Oberlin College, writes: “I doubt 
that we can ever come to love the planet as some claim to do, but I 
know we can learn to love particular places. . . . far from being a quaint 
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relic of a bygone age, the love of place . . . will prove to be essential to 
a decent future” (“Recollection” 103).

Advocates of radical approaches to sustainability increasingly 
engage strategies of systems thinking, a methodology that emphasizes 
pattern over content and the whole system over an analysis of the 
parts (Meadows, “Dancing”; Senge et al., Necessary; Nolet). Many in 
my field of organizational development learned about systems think-
ing from Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) scientist and 
management theorist Peter Senge, who introduced this concept into 
organizational practice with his book, The Fifth Discipline: The Art and 
Practice of the Learning Organization. But the roots of system thinking 
actually reach down into the natural sciences and the work of biologist 
Ludwig von Bertalanffy, who, in 1925, made general systems theory the 
subject of his doctoral thesis. Many scholars from a host of disciplines 
and nations have contributed to systems thinking, among them social 
psychologist Kurt Lewin, computer scientist Jay Forrester, mathemati-
cian Norbert Weiner, biologist and philosopher Humberto Maturana, 
cultural anthropologist Margaret Mead, and physicist Fritjof Capra. 
Applying systems thinking to sustainability, Nolet points to “not only 
the ecological relationships among species and nature, but also the inex-
tricable links among ecological, economic and social systems” (Nolet, 
423). He and others believe that a greater capacity for systems thinking 
could deepen our understanding of sustainability. 

Senge observes that “more and more people are beginning to sense 
that the mounting sustainability crises are interconnected – symptoms 
of a larger global system that is out of balance . . . the result of a way 
of thinking whose time has passed” (Necessary 6–7). A Senior Lecturer 
at MIT, Senge has turned his attention to developing the SoL Sustain-
ability Consortium, a nonprofit community committed to providing 
“a starting place and support for those who want to begin the process 
of educating, illuminating and shifting their organizations toward 
renewal, regeneration and nourishment of natural systems, communi-
ties and the financial bottom line” (SoL). 

Creating a mental capacity for systems thinking by studying natu-
ral systems is advocated by artists as well. For example, the celebrated 
American poet and translator Robert Haas is founder of River of 
Words, a California-based program through which students from 
around the world study local systems of watersheds and reflect on their 
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learning experience in poems. “Combining sciences and the arts makes 
pedagogical sense,” writes Pamela Michael, Director of River of Words, 
as “[b]oth disciplines rely on observation, pattern recognition, problem 
solving, experimentation and thinking by analogy” (Michael 116). The 
application of systems thinking to sustainability challenges all of us – 
scientists and artists, faculty, staff, and administrators – to re-envision 
the interdependence of our roles, to see across boundaries, and to link 
the current ecological crisis to broader social issues of global econom-
ics and social justice. It requires that we face present environmental 
challenges holistically and, finally, that we imagine the needs of future 
generations responsibly and generously. 

As we take up these challenges, we may want to heed educational 
philosopher Maxine Greene’s distinction between “seeing small” and 
“seeing big” (9–10). Greene warns that, asked to assume “the perspec-
tive of a system,” educators may see “only trends and tendencies rather 
than the intentionality and concreteness of everyday life” (10). Inter-
estingly, she refers to the ability to see large systems and structures as 
“seeing small” (11). “The challenge” writes Greene, “may be to learn 
how to move back and forth, to comprehend the domains of policy 
and long-term planning while also attending to particular [students], 
the unmeasurable, and the unique” (11). For Greene, attention to the 
particular is “seeing big” and learning to balance these two frames 
might help us discover new ways to approach sustainability education. 

Cultivating Mindfulness
Along with systems thinking, education scholars are also exploring the 
place of mindfulness in education (Hart, “Interiority”; Hart, “Open-
ing”). Though there is a tendency to equate mindfulness with formal 
contemplative practices, the concept of mindfulness is, increasingly, a 
reference point for disciplinary approaches that range from the natural 
sciences, allied health, social sciences, and psychology to philosophy 
and, of course, education. Tobin Hart views mindfulness in the class-
room as contemplation, a “third way of knowing” that “affects student 
performance, character, and depth of understanding” and “comple-
ments the rational and the sensory” (“Opening” 29). The study of 
mindfulness has also been advanced by psychologist Ellen J. Langer, 
for whom mindfulness is “a state of alertness and lively awareness 
expressed in active information processing [which] may be seen,” she 
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writes, “as creating (noticing) multiple perspectives or being aware of 
context” (138–139).

Though not always explicitly linked to sustainability, mindful-
ness – variously referred to as contemplation, reflection, attunement, 
consciousness, deep listening, and presence – has found its way into 
sustainability discourse (O’Sullivan; Senge et al., Necessary; Amel, 
Manning, and Scott). In this context, cultivating mindfulness allows 
us to heighten our awareness and connection to the natural world and 
to others, something ecopsychologists believe is “essential to mental 
and, thus, ecological health” (Amel, Manning, and Scott 14). More 
mindful of the world around us, we will be more inclined, perhaps, 
to see our part in taking care of it and more committed to taking 
action. “A deep connection to the natural world,” argue Amel, Man-
ning and Scott, “will make sustainable choices seem more critical and 
thus hard to ignore” (22). In a study of levels of commitment among 
environmental activists, researchers found that many activists were 
originally inspired by profound experiences in nature, and that they 
had sustained commitment to their work by developing “a kind of 
contemplative attitude, a letting go, listening deeply to their being in 
the world and seeing what has previously been unseen and unknown” 
(Kovan and Dirkx 115). 

Practices for cultivating mindfulness or attentiveness may take 
many forms: meditation, for example, or writing, running, and yoga. 
My first teacher of mindfulness was my father, whose instruction 
might have some bearing on my discussion of systems thinking and 
mindfulness. One of eleven children, my father was a city kid who left 
high school at seventeen to join the Marine Corps. When I was six, 
we moved to a dreary, brick apartment complex in Norfolk, Virginia, 
near the back gate of the naval base where he was stationed, and it was 
there that my awareness of ecology began. One day while browsing in 
the PX, my father came upon and bought a set of The Bedtime Story-
Books by conservationist and author of children’s stories, Thornton 
W. Burgess. Our small apartment became a kind of mindfulness boot 
camp as each night after dinner, while my mother washed the dishes, 
my father read to us from these books. My younger sister and I came to 
love the animals of Burgess’s Mother West Wind worrying every time 
Farmer Brown’s mindless son threatened the tranquility of their lives 
in the Great Forest. 
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My father had little first-hand experience with the wonders of the 
natural world, but he soon became a master at introducing them to us. 
Fastening a string of seed on the concrete sill, he drew a flock of birds 
to our bedroom window. Delighted with this success, he brought us a 
field guide to identify them and he taught my sister and me to sit quietly 
to observe them and learn their calls. One day, we found a nest and 
in it a perfect blue egg which we presented to our father. He was less 
happy with our gift than we had hoped. Surprised, we offered to return 
the egg, but he patiently explained that it was not possible to undo the 
damage we had done. Without training or experience, my father was 
teaching us the principles of thinking ecologically: to be mindful of our 
connection to the natural world, to know that we are a part of some-
thing larger than ourselves, and to understand the consequences of our 
actions on the world around us. 

In more formal learning spaces, the direct benefits of mindfulness 
practice for student learning have been well-documented (Hart, “Interi-
ority”). Influential in promoting mindfulness practices in the classroom, 
Hart points to extensive research that demonstrates the positive effects 
of contemplative practice, for example, “improved concentration, 
empathy, perceptual acuity, a drop in anxiety and stress symptoms, and 
more effective performance in a broad range of domains from sports to 
academic test taking to creativity”(“Opening” 31). The studies referred 
to by Hart have found that contemplative practices result in physiologi-
cal changes that improve student performance on cognitive tasks. Build-
ing on this research, LaGuardia is preparing to test the applicability of 
mindfulness interventions in the classroom. Under the leadership of 
Dean Paul Arcario, Professor Les Gallo-Silver of the Human Services 
program and Professor Nurper Gokhan of Social Science are developing 
short modules on mindfulness for classroom use. 

However, mindfulness has not come easily to the academy. Describ-
ing how he came to define attunement as an antidote for our detach-
ment from the natural world, philosopher Bruce Morito notes that 
he struggled with a tension between his respect for the rules of logic 
and his intuitive knowledge about consciousness gained through his 
experiences with indigenous peoples and with the inner city children 
he accompanies on trips into the wilderness. Such experiences, explains 
Moritio, created in him “an immediate awareness of the healing power 
of the land” that eventually informed his scholarship ( 3). 
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That it has taken so long for mindfulness to become a credible topic 
in education reflects the long-held Cartesian split between mind and 
body that guided the industrial era: the rational was more highly prized 
than intuition or insight, and technological advances edged out time-
tested wisdom and practices of indigenous peoples. As neuroscientist 
and dancer Adele Diamond laments, “Science may have defined life 
too small.” Ironically, however, we may credit technology’s capacity to 
measure impacts on the mind and body with the growing acceptance of 
contemplative practices as worthy subjects for scholarship and practice 
in education.

In closing, I join with those who believe that the next frontier in 
sustainability – what the editors call “sustainability consciousness” – 
will require an inner journey (Orr, David, Earth; O’Sullivan; Senge et 
al., Presence). Senge and his colleagues call attention to explorer and 
environmental scientist John Milton for whom “political, legal, and 
economic approaches don’t go deep enough.” Like many scholars, prac-
titioners, and activists, Milton is “convinced that the next great opening 
of an ecological worldview will have to be an internal one” (55). Senge, 
Milton, and others explored in this introduction also resist the notion 
that technology alone can lead us out of our planetary crisis. In my 
view, the stress on inner work must be matched with a greater capacity 
to detect underlying structures and systems, an inquiry appropriate for 
teachers and learners. Indeed, the scholars in these conversations urge 
educators and their institutions to assume a more prominent role in 
the future – a view the theologian Thomas Berry expressed in this way:

The universities should also have the critical capacity, the 
influence over the other professions and the other activities of 
society. In a special manner the universities have the contact 
with the younger generation needed to reorient the human 
community toward a greater awareness that the human exists, 
survives, and becomes whole within the single great community 
of the planet Earth. (Great 80)

Calling for changes in the way we think about the world and our 
place in it, and supporting the cultivation of mindfulness, these scholars 
offer useful direction for a campus that has set for itself the ambitious 
goal of providing “leadership for a sustainable future.” 
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The editors of In Transit invite us all into an essential conversation, 
one that has the potential to extend our work and our thinking in new 
and exciting ways. I am grateful for this opportunity to introduce the 
work of this issue’s thirteen authors, each of whom suggests a “reori-
entation of the human community” and reflects a unique disciplinary 
perspective, passion, and the desire to make a difference in our little 
part of the planet. 

Looking up from my computer, I see that in the time I have been 
writing, most of the orange and gold leaves have fallen from the tall 
oaks and the maples, leaving a deep new carpet of brown on the slope 
leading down to the meadow. Already red berries appear on the ram-
bling burning bush. Dusk is descending, and two deer pause where the 
lawn meets the trees and turn their heads to look back at me. I hold 
still and they return my gaze, delaying for a moment their leap over 
the fallen log and into the woods. Switching off the lamp, I watch the 
place where the deer have disappeared until the daylight fades and the 
shadows settle into the remaining spaces between the darkening trees.  
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