
Published by: United Nations Environment Program 
(UNEP) in collaboration with Share-Net
Copyright: United Nations Environment Programme 
UNEP
©UNEP 2006

This publication may be reproduced in whole 
or part and in any form for educational or non-
profi t purposes without special permission from 
the copyright holder provided acknowledgement 
of the source is made. UNEP would appreciate 
receiving a copy of any publication that uses this 
workbook as a source. No use of this publication 
may be made for resale or for any other 
commercial purpose whatsoever without prior 
permission in writing from UNEP.

This publication can be ordered from UNEP’s online 
bookshop at www.earthprint.com or by mail from 
Earth Print Limited Orders Department
P.O Box 119 Stevenage
Hertfordshire SG14TP
United Kingdom
Tel: +44 14 38748111
Fax: +44 14 38748844
E.mail: orders@earthprint.com

The publication can also be ordered from Share-Net:
P.O. Box 394
Howick
3290
South Africa
Tel: +27-33-3303931
Fax: +27-33-33-4576
E-mail: sharenet@wessa.co.za

Citation: Jickling, B., Lotz-Sisitka, H., O’Donoghue, 
R., Ogbuigwe. A. (2006) Environmental Education, 
Ethics, and Action: A Workbook to Get Started. 
Nairobi: UNEP.
Printed by: Share-Net
1st Edition: 2006
ISBN: 92-807-2656-0  
Job Number: DEP-0761-NA

Illustrations by: Tammy Griffi n, Basil Mills
Desktop Publishing: Katie Farrington
Cover Design: Francis Lotz

Reviewers: Salif Diop (DEWA, UNEP), Theodore 
Oben (DCPI, UNEP), Isabella Marras (DTIE, UNEP), 
Kwame Ansong-Gyimah (DPDL, UNEP), Davies 
Okoko (DPDL, UNEP), David Bwakali (DEWA, 
UNEP), Levis Kavagi (DEPI, UNEP), Priscilla 
Clarkin, Sue Hamel, Pat Irwin, Nadeem Karmali, 
Nikki Köhly, Charles Namafe, Leigh Price, Eureta 
Rosenberg, Lawrence Sisitka.

Editor: David Simpson (DCPI, UNEP)

Workshop contributions:  Alba L’Astorina (Italy); 
Teche Alio (Niger); Perucca Angelor (Sri Lanka); 
Giuseppina Bartolo (Italy); Anna Birney (UK);  
Lucilla Borio (Italy); Sheila Butler (Great Britain / 
Brazil); Adam Cade (UK);  Debora Calolom (Italy);  
Massimo Candela (Italy); Monica Camuffo (Italy); 
Coppucci Cozante (Italy); Viviana Disciotta (Italy); 
Silvia Fant (Italy); Meddah Faten (Tunisia); Marco 
Favaro (Italy); Shinina Fernandez (Great Britain); 
Luccio Froucesco (Italy); Karen Funker (Norway); 
Silvia Fogli (Italy); Gry Gaard (Norway); Eugenio 
Gobbi (Italy); Ilenia Grandi (Italy); Paola Grattarola 
(Italy); Giovanni Guzzi (Italy); Mumsie Gumede 
(South Africa); David Hursh (USA); Liz Jackson 
(UK); Bob Jickling (Canada); M.J. Ketlhoilwe 
(Botswana); Thomas Link (Gemany); Francesco 
Luccio (Italy); Irene Lucius (Denmark); Langella 
Luigi (Italy); Justin Lupele (Zambia); Gruslin 
Marina (Belguim); Daniela Marchetti (Italy); 
Micaeld Mazzoli (Italy); Pouca Maiato (Angola); 
Cristina Milani (Italy); Simona Muratori (Italy); 
Mary Murphy (South Africa); Akpezi Ogbuigwe 
(Kenya / UNEP); Tony Ogbuigwe (Nigeria); Nadia 
Paltrinieri (Italy); Filippo Pallotta (Italy); Cinzia 
Piantanida (Italy); Hetter Polito (Italy); Andreolli 
Roberta (Italy); Laura Rudella (Italy); Vlady 
Russo (Angola); Silvia Sabatini (Italy); Gomez 
Sanchez Cirilo (Cape Verde); Gasbarri Sandra 
(Italy); Ferruccio Sarach (Italy); Lucie Sauvé 
(Canada); Heila Sisitka (South Africa); Annarosa 
Spina (Italy); Valeria Stefanini (Italy); Rossana 
Sussarellu (Italy); Lepre Viola (Italy); Rohan 
Wickramasinghe (Sri Lanka); Lili-Anne Wolff 
(Finland). 

Translations: English to French by Gilles Bédard; 
English to Spanish by María José Hernández 
Ramos; English to Italian by Filippo Laurenti.

This work book is printed on recycled paper, through a not-for-profi t environmental education 
printing group in Africa (Share-Net)



contents
Foreword i

Introduction 1
 Why this book? 1
 Ethics and the environmental educator 2
 Some thoughts on how to use this book 3

Being Critical   4
 Rare bugs, advertising, and unquestioned assumptions          4
 Thinking critically about curricula         7

Self-Validating Reduction 12
 What is self validating reduction?        12

Complex Questions and Ethical Quandaries 17
 The Great Elephant Debate         17
 Reframing problems         20

Ethics in Action 23
 Catch and release fi shing 23
 Environmental practice—ethics and action in our own backyard 24
 Making bread, responding to children’s hunger, and song         25
 Ethics in action at UNEP 25

Re-Imagining Possibilities 29
 Experiments in re-imagining the future 29
 Language 29
 Social practices 30
 Imagery 30
 Re-imagining a place for religion 33
    
Ethics Around the World 35
 Being critical around the world 35
 Spotting self validating reductions around the world 36
 Complex questions and ethical quandaries around the world 38
 Ethics in action around the world 39
 Re-imagining possibilities around the world 41

Postscript: A few words about theory 43

Some comments from educators at the 3rd WEEC 45

Notes and References 46



acknowledgements 

Writing this book was a collaborative project and the authors are indebted to many people for their 
support, encouragement, ideas, and critical perspectives. We would especially like to thank Nikki 

Köhly for research support and for writing the fi rst draft of the Rhodes Environmental Policy ‘Ethics as 
Action’ story; Rose Ogot for contributions to Environethics; Lawrence Sisitka and Pat Irwin for advice 
and help in compiling the ‘Great Elephant Debate’ story; Lawrence Sisitka for critical reading and advice 
throughout.

We would also like to thank Anthony Weston for many things, but in particular for his generosity 
in sharing ideas about self-validating reduction and for his leadership in re-imagining environmental 
ethics. Sections on these topics were fi rst prepared by Anthony for a workshop presented with Bob 
Jickling at the 1997 conference of the North American Association for Environmental Education in 
Vancouver, B.C. The inspirations remain his, but the present authors accept responsibility for any errors 
in interpretation. 

This workbook was introduced during a workshop at the 3rd World Environmental Education Congress, 
held in Turino, Italy in October 2005.  During this workshop many people contributed to the development 
of this edition. Their stories have been incorporated into the text, and their suggestions helped shape our 
revisions. We are grateful for the energy, enthusiasm, and thoughtful comments from this international 
group of environmental educators. 



Environmental Education, Ethics and Action, 
Getting Started

‘To think is easy.  To act is diffi cult.  To act as one thinks is the most diffi cult of all.’  These words 
by the German poet Goethe encapsulate the essence of the branch of philosophy known as 

ethics.  Ethics lies at the heart of all human endeavour, from the foundations of human civilisation and 
the great religions, to the day-to-day decisions we all make in the course of our lives.  

Environmental decision making by governments, businesses and individuals cannot be separated from 
ethics.  For example, consider the issue of climate change.  Decisions that we make today—at the 
policy level and as individual consumers of energy and natural resources—will affect all of humankind 
for generations to come.  As pressures upon the Earth’s natural systems increase, more and more 
people, young and old alike, are realizing that environmental issues concern everyone and that they 
cannot be resolved by technical means only.  They understand that environmental management also 
rests on questions of ethics.  

At UNEP we receive many visitors, from schoolchildren to politicians, diplomats and government 
leaders.  The most interesting questions they ask are often related to ethics—issues to do with poverty 
and environment, climate change and the Kyoto Protocol, unsustainable patterns of production and 
consumption, indigenous peoples and biodiversity, the link between environment and cultural and 
spiritual values, etc.  Through these visitors, and people I meet around the world, I have learned that 
ethics needs to be incorporated into environmental awareness raising and into mainstream education.

The United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 2005–2014 emphasizes the 
need not only to inform and educate people so they can make the right decisions, but to ensure that 
such education is propelled by an underlying ethical reasoning.  It is therefore a pleasure to introduce 
Environmental Education, Ethics and Action:  A Workbook to Get Started.  This book will help educators 
to incorporate the challenging, complex, yet vital world of ethics into teaching and learning.  

The object of Environmental Education, Ethics and Action:  A Workbook to Get Started is to link 
ethics to everyday activities.  It takes ethics out of philosophy departments and puts it squarely onto 
the streets, into the villages, towns and cities, and connects ethics to all life on Earth.  The book’s 
primary audience is teacher trainers, college instructors, university professors and others responsible for 
professional development in education.  It is also aimed at environmental educators who want to take 
their teaching more deeply into the questions that lie at the heart of sustainable living.

The activities featured in this publication have been developed and tested over many years.  The 
authors have used them in undergraduate and graduate courses and in workshops in many parts of 
the world.  Most recently a draft of this book was introduced during a workshop at the Third World 
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Environmental Education Congress in Torino, Italy, 7–10 October 2005, where the participants were 
encouraged to provide feedback based on their practical experience.  Their thoughts and comments 
have been incorporated in this publication.

In the end, however, this book is just a beginning.  No book can cover all ethical possibilities, nor can 
one set of authors speak for everyone.  It is a starting point that invites people from all over the world 
to seek examples in their own communities, and from different cultural perspectives.  The nineteenth 
century biologist and social philosopher Herbert Spencer once wrote: ‘The great aim of education is 
not knowledge but action.’  We encourage readers to continue the work begun here.  Write stories, 
devise activities and keep us informed about your innovations.  It is through the simple perspectives 
of local environmental values that we can hope to inspire differentiated yet unifi ed action to conserve 
the global environment.  

Klaus Toepfer 

Executive Director 

United Nations Environment Programme
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introduction [ 
It is timely. Global efforts to save the planet 

often remind us of our need for ethics. Many 
environmental conventions and treaties have 
come up in recent years to ring the ethics bell 
even louder. People around the world want 
better relationships between themselves, 
within communities, between communities, 
and between nations. And they know that this 
includes relationships between humans and the 
more-than-human world, or, for others, between 
humans and the rest of Creation1. In using the 
term ‘more-than-human world’ we suggest that 
exploring new relationships with Earth not only 
benefi ts human beings and their needs (although 
we recognise how important these are), but 
also the needs and well-being of forests, fi elds, 
rivers, animals, creatures in the sea, and the 
atmosphere. 

This book recognises that ethics is about 
relationships between individual and group 
interests—human or otherwise—around some idea 
about the common good. People know that we 
need to pay more attention to these relationships; 
there are signs everywhere. Newspapers run 
columns on ‘everyday’ ethics. Some days it seems 
that the word ‘ethics’ is never far from the lips 
of concerned people everywhere.  Perhaps this is 
because people around the world are realising that 
globalisation is essentially about an economically 
driven vision for the world and that an approach 
which over-emphasises economics is failing 
humanity2. So far, globalisation has not helped 
very much in a resolution of many of the World’s 
most pressing problems. As Nelson Mandela said, 
‘Massive poverty and obscene inequality are such 
terrible scourges of our times’3. 

Many of the world’s social and environmental 
problems are not resolved because ethics 
questions are not asked. Ethics, with all the 
challenges that go with this idea, can initiate 
discussions about living well, about justice, 
equity, and common interests. This Workbook 
provides some beginnings for these discussions—
openings, starting points, challenges, and even 
hope.

In imagining this project, we had a common 
vision—to improve our teaching, and to 
encourage students and teachers to consider 
ethics everyday. As environmental educators, we 
all share a deep concern for the human and the 
more-than-human world. And, we are interested 
in how we humans can live in different ways—
ways that are not destructive to other humans, 
and to the more-than-human world.  This book is 
written for teacher trainers, college instructors, 
university professors, and other professionals 
with responsibilities for professional development 
in education.  It is also aimed at those passionate 
environmental educators who seek ways to 
take their teaching more deeply into questions 
at the heart of unsustainable patterns of living. 
We have found that there is often very little 
‘practical’ material available for teachers and 
teacher educators to ‘get started’ with ethics as 
an everyday activity. Hence this book. 

The book is inviting, practical and creative. It 
encourages educators to examine stories that 
shape the world—stories found in newspapers, 
on television, on the streets, in the fi elds and 
forests. We encourage educators and learners to 
look at things people do, in their daily lives, and in 
citizen actions. Mostly, we encourage educators 

Why this book? 
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and learners to tell stories — stories that are 
ethically inspiring, and stories that work. 

While we want this book to be inviting, we 
have not shied away from harsh and diffi cult 
realities. Power, injustice, exploitation, greed, 
and degradation are some of the themes running 
through our stories. We encourage readers to make 
the invisible values that shape our societies more 
visible4. And we encourage readers to re-imagine 
the world in creative ways, to fi nd alternatives, to 
seek answers, and to take action. 

Indian activist and writer Arundhati Roy, in her 
book, The Algebra of Infi nite Justice5, reminds us 
that there is beauty yet in this brutal, damaged 
world of ours, and she encourages us to seek out 
the beauty, to nurture it and to love it. Her words 
encourage us to think about the future as open, 
and we recognise that there are ‘all manner of 
unimagined possibilities surround us’6.  We think 
that an exploration of ethics is an important way 
to create an open, imaginative, just, and beautiful 
future.

Christina Boelcke
Director, Division of Policy Development and Law
UNEP.

Ethics and the environmental 
educator

Exercising our ethical abilities is part of being 
human. It is an ability that should be built 

into our lives such that it becomes ‘simply normal 
behaviour’. Ethics should not be an exotic activity 
performed by heroes, saints, and experts that 
reside elsewhere—it is a matter for everyone. It is 
the stuff of everyday activity.

There are many who recognise the importance of 
ethics, but we are still a long way from making 

ethics an everyday activity. In spite of growing 
interest, ethics circles the perimeter of mainstream 
education. As long as this remains the case, the 
implicit message delivered to students, parents, 
teachers, schools, and citizens is that ethical 
practice isn’t particularly important.

In this book we explore creative ways of working 
with ethics in education. But fi rst, we must clarify 
what we mean by ethics. It’s a tricky word that 
can take many meanings. For us, ethics is a 
process of inquiry and critical thinking; it is not 
about ‘preaching’, ‘indoctrinating’, or ‘inducting’ 
learners into ‘rules of behaviour’ or ‘codes of 
conduct’.

One way to start this process is to ask philosophical 
questions: What is a good way to live? Or, what 
is a good way to live in a given context? What 
are good relations between people and societies? 
What about good relationships between people 
and animals, species, ecosystems, or the more-
than-human world? 

Some think of ethics as relationships that include 
action, refl ection, and doing. We are drawn to 
First Nations7 colleagues, and in particular Louise 
Profeit-Leblanc who asks ‘What makes us noble?’ 
She adds that ethics ‘has to do with upright living 
and making moral decisions based on this goal 
of being noble in our everyday activities’8. We 
can also ask: how does ethics inform everyday 
activities, and conversely, how do everyday 
activities inform ethics?

Seen this way, ethics is an open-ended process 
with the potential to expose new challenges 
and generate new possibilities. It is a process of 
making choices that enable better ways of seeing 
and doing things. This doesn’t mean that decisions 
and actions are never taken—we do act. It does 
mean, however, that ethical positions are open for 
discussion, re-examination, and revision.
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In this book we provide starting points, ideas, 
and activities to get you started. We invite you to 
explore ethics in the everyday, and to discover the 
excitement and joy of doing ethics.

Some thoughts on how to use this 
book

To ‘get started’ with an exploration of ethics, 
we offer fi ve topics, and fi ve potential ways 

to get started: 
• Being critical — here we encourage you to 

‘look beneath the surface’;
• Self-validating reduction — this is an 

examination of what happens when the 
potential of people, communities, places, 
or landscapes is reduced in damaging 
ways;

• Complex questions and ethical quandaries 
— in this section we refl ect on what 
happens when complex ethical questions 
are not easy to address;

• Ethics in action — this section explores 
ethics as everyday activities; and,

• Re-imagining possibilities — here we 
encourage you to think ‘outside the box’, 
and creatively re-imagine the future with 
new possibilities. 

Topics include background notes, stories, and 
some guidance on activities. We fi nd them 
engaging for young and old alike. We also fi nd the 
questions and activities suggested can be used as 
they are, or adapted. One of the most exciting 
ways of adapting the activities is to fi nd locally 
relevant issues and stories to share and examine. 
We have included a range of examples; but stories 
like these can be found anywhere, in all corners 
of the globe, and amongst all people. In the last 
section of the book we invite thoughts on all of 
the above topics from people around the world.  

We encourage you to browse through the topics 
and fi nd a place that feels comfortable to begin. 
Try a few activities. When you feel comfortable 
with these, try a few more and explore other 
topics and other stories. The stories we include 
are drawn from the experiences of people around 
the world. 

As you get started, remember that there are many 
different ways to teach ethics. This book introduces 
activities such as analysing images in popular 
media, group discussion about complex issues, 
contemplating local and international scenarios, 
refl ecting upon daily actions, and creatively 
imagining new possibilities. But remember, 
teaching about ethics isn’t a value neutral activity.  
You will choose activities and teaching strategies 
just as we have done in writing this book, and 
no one can cover all ethical possibilities. You may 
develop some new activities that refl ect your 
own interests and your approach to teaching. 
While teaching ethics is not value neutral, it is not 
about imposing ideologies or seeking consensus 
either. Our challenge is to encourage processes of 
thoughtful deliberation and creative actions.

Finally, teaching about ethics isn’t for someone 
else. It is for everybody. How we approach the 
world, how we come to know it, and how we 
make meaning of our experiences are all shaped by 
our values, even if we don’t notice this on a day-
to-day basis. These values are sometimes called 
assumptions and are at the core of everything we 
do; and, they are at the core of all subject areas—
even science. Seeking out assumptions, examining 
them, and making thoughtful decisions about how 
they affect our actions is the work of ethics. 

Education would better serve the whole person 
if ethics were included in all subjects, thematic 
studies, and at all stages and levels.  This is 
important work. Good luck!
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