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Forging A Planetary Stewardship

BY MIHALY CSIKSZENTMIHALYI

In my opinion, any prediction of the future beyond a fi ve-year 
horizon has to be extremely qualifi ed – to be taken more as a 
stimulus to one’s imagination than as a statement of actual 
expected outcomes. That being said, there can be little doubt 
that education will have to change very soon - or all of us are 
going to be in deep trouble.

Some of the changes, as it is usual in human history, are due 
to the unintended results of technology. At the University 
level, students are already using their laptop computers in 
parallel – and more often than we care to admit, in opposi-
tion – to classroom instruction. In a typical class of 30 stu-
dents, at least 20 are going to be deeply immersed in the 
screens of their laptops as the professor talks, and one can’t 
tell whether they are taking notes, or messaging their friends, 
or playing a game of  bridge against a student in Hong Kong 
or Buenos Aires. It is getting to be dangerous for a professor 
to make a factual statement in class without checking his 
data beforehand. There is going to be at least one student 
who will look at the latest numbers on Google and raise his 
hand to interrupt his professor: “Sir . . . the actual proportion 
of adolescents living with their natural father is no longer 52 
percent, but 47 ...”

Communication devices will 
open up the walls of schools

How long will it take before six-year olds will also bring their 
own personal information systems to fi rst grade? Will we try 
to forbid this, or allow it because, after all, schools are suppo-

sed to be sources of learning? In that case, we might expect 
the role of teachers, and of the schools as well, to change 

in ways that are at this point still quite unpredictable. 
The one thing that is certain is that laptops, iPods, and 
a whole generation of communication devices being 
developed right now will open up the walls of schools to 
a fl ow of information that is orders of magnitude greater 

than what happens currently. 

But the surest way to predict the future, as both Karl Marx 
and the guru of capitalist management Peter Drucker have 
written, is to make it happen. In that case, what kind of future 
do we want to create for our schools? 

Main goals for educators
I suggest three main goals that educators of the coming 
generation of students will have to take seriously:

In past generations, most young people learned very quickly 
that what they did, and what they failed to do, had real 
consequences. If they neglected to milk the cows at dayb-
reak, they could hear increasingly distressed mooing in the 
stable. If they forgot to bring in potatoes from the fi eld, 
they might go to bed hungry. The urban life-style of most 
young people nowadays protects them from having to take 
responsibilities, and thus their grasp of cause-and-effect 
becomes ever more precarious and abstract.

When my son Mark was in second grade, I asked him at the 
end of the school year what was the most memorable thing 
that had happened to him in school during the previous nine 
months. Because he was already a very studious young boy (he 
is now a professor of Chinese philosophy at the university), I 
expected him to recall a moment of cognitive enlightenment, 
an occasion of deep understanding. 

Instead, after some thought he started telling me, with great 
excitement, about one of the fi rst classes, when his teacher 
collected the money students brought from home to pay for 
the milk they would be getting from school the rest of the 
year. After all the money (13 dollars or so) was collected, the 
teacher turned to Mark and asked him to deliver that princely 
sum to the principal.  

 “And I had to go up those stairs, walk along the long corri-
dors, with all that money in my pocket . . . afraid that I would 
lose some of it, or be robbed . . .” he said. 

It was then that I realized for the fi rst time how lacking in 
opportunities to show what they can do our children have 
become, and how important it was for them to feel that they 
can handle responsibilities beyond the academic demands 
that the school offers. 

Will schools be able to teach this? Parents seem less able, or 
more disinclined, to ask children to take on tasks that require 
hardship, risk, or sacrifi ce. This is understandable, but in the 
long run quite dangerous. It might lead to generations of 
young people growing up with fragile concepts of themselves, 
ignorant of their own inner resources, unable to take initiative 
except in abstract cognitive matters. And if schools provided 
opportunities for children to learn about their own selves, it 
is more than likely that they will learn more, and better, about 
the world around them as well.

Learning in 2025



Most learning in Western schools consists of individual lear-
ning. The student reads alone, works alone, is evaluated alone. 
Yet there is cumulative evidence that children (and adults too) 
feel much worse in solitude than with peers. In school, their 
motivation is highest when they are working in a group – as in 
science labs, or on projects that require merging the skills of 
different children. In typical U.S.A. high schools, this happens 
less than 10 percents of the time – often much less. 

It is not only that students learn better, and become more 
interested in life-long learning, when they are motivated to 
do so. The other advantage of learning to operate in groups 
is that so many adult occupations these days involve team-
work. The days of the solitary cleric or scribe working at his 
desk are past – knowledge-work these days requires the abi-
lity to merge complementary skills into a group effort.

Of course, a transition to a pedagogy based on group-based 
teaching is not going to be easy. A great number of assump-
tions about learning will need to be re-evaluated, and the 
results will have to become the basis for practices that are 
more likely to get students engaged  with knowledge.

Much of the education of children in the past involved tea-
ching loyalty to family, clan, ethnic group, and finally to the 
nation state. We have now reached a stage in the evolution 
of humankind where we need to realize that teaching children 
loyalty to the human race, and to the planetary ecology our 
race depends on, are becoming a survival imperative. Global 
economy has become a reality, for better and for worse. But 
humanity as a whole will not become a unified system until 
children learn early on how dependent we are on each other, 
and how vulnerable we will become to conflicts of increasing 
scale unless mutual recognition of our needs and of our co-
dependence become second nature.

This issue is a new one in human history: it is only in the 
past 50 years or so that we have come to realize that humans 
have the power to destroy not only each other, but the whole 
living world. We are now able to  kill the oceans, destroy the 
forests, make climate unlivable – all things that would have 
been unthinkable even as recently as my childhood. The soli-
dity of the world was then beyond doubt. Our grandchildren, 
however, will know that the air and the water they need could 
be lost at any time because of our mismanagement – that 
the security of their lives is precariously balanced above a 
dreadful abyss. What can we teach them, to make sure that 
they will know how to cope with this awesome responsibility, 
instead of breaking into panic and despair?

 

These three new survival necessities – learning to take respon-
sibilities for one’s actions, in collaborative teamwork, while 
realizing that the future of life on this planet is in our hands – 
must be faced by society as a whole. Educators cannot afford 

to continue teaching traditional curricula using old pedago-
gies, while the world is changing with dangerous speed all 
around us. With every technological advance, the power of 
humankind for accomplishing useful goals increases – but so 
does its power to do harm as well. Schools failing to prepare 
young people for the world they are inheriting  would be the 
equivalent of letting small children play with sharp knives, or 
allowing them to drive trucks.  

And education cannot accomplish this by simply providing 
the right information to children. Abstract knowledge is use-
ful to those who trust abstractions – but many children have 
difficulty in translating what they learn cognitively into the 
motivations and behaviors that make the difference between 
“book knowledge” and actual practice. We need a pedagogy 
that does not relay only on the brain but also on the heart – 
and perhaps even on the more primitive safety systems that 
evolution has built into our biology.

In 1962 Aldous Huxley wrote his one hopeful novel, cal-
led Island. In that book he outlined an educational system 
designed to prepare children to live in an imaginary utopian 
community. The first systematic teaching all children recei-
ved, around age six, was in rock climbing. Protected by ropes 
held by their peers, they would learn to negotiate increasingly 
steep and exposed granite slabs. Huxley argued that in so 
doing children learned the three most important meta-skills 
on which all later learning depended: First, to trust them-
selves to the point of taking their lives in their own hands; 
second, to trust their peers with their own lives; and third, to 
take responsibility for the lives of others. 

Even though our times are more dangerous than those Huxley 
knew fifty years ago, his pedagogy might still be too extreme. 
We like our comforts too much, we are too complacent, and 
we believe that the best we can do for our children is to make 
their lives easy and comfortable. Even if the price they will 
have to pay for it is a diminished life on a shrinking planet. 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi,  Professor of Psychology, Director, 
Quality of Life Research Center, Claremont Graduate Univer-
sity  
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