
Masters Thesis Study Proposal
Thesis question
Ecosystems function based on relationships between 
populations interacting with each other and with a 
specific context. What portrait of an ecological whole 
emerges when we look at the nature of life within a 
school based on fundamental, ecological principles of 
living systems? Using the scientific lens of living 
systems, what is state of ecological health in a school 
community?  

Problem statement
The above question emerges from the following 
problem statement. Instead of looking at schools as 
living systems, schools are disproportionately 
envisioned with the perceptual lens of mechanism. 
Mechanism in human communities does not provide a 
habitat that fosters deep understanding, wisdom, 
interdependence, love and compassion.

Action plan 
I am basing my work in part on my study of "The Web 
of Life" by Fritjof Capra (1996), "The Ecology of 
Human Development" (1979) by Urie Bronfenbrenner 
and "The Earth Charter", adopted by an international 
community in 2000, Initiated by The Earth Summit in 
1992. I will be creating a model for describing the 
ecological health of living systems that are our 
schools. Using Sarah Lawrence Lightfoot as a model I 
will be creating portraits of schools that create a 
habitat where the natural human affinities for learning, 
community, social justice and connection to the natural 
world can be celebrated. 

Method
In order to describe the ecological whole of a school I 
will need to conduct interviews with at least a small 
representation of each school community. I would like 
to be an observer in 3 classrooms over the course of 
two weeks. I will need to conduct 60 minute interviews 
with the principal, 3 teachers and perhaps 3 students.  

It would deepen my perspective to observe any of the 
following gatherings.  
- Staff meetings
- Board meetings
- Academic department meetings
- Student group meetings
- Extra-curricular practices/events
- Parent meetings such as PTO
- Teacherʼs union meetings

As a representative student of Goddard College in 
Vermont I represent the honesty and integrity of 
research practices conducted by that college and 
follow all their guidelines for ethical research.  (See 
attached documents)

Research sites are assured of complete confidentiality.  
Names of schools or individuals will not be made 
public. All formal participants will complete informed 
consent forms according to the policies and practices 
of the each school site and Goddard College.  



Each of the above symbols represent ecological 
principles found in living systems. Looking for a view of 
the ecological whole means means taking inspiration 
from the functions of these principles. These six 
principles are cycles, dynamic balance, nested systems, 
development, flows and networks.  The Center for 
Ecoliteracy (See link below), uses these principles for 
understanding living systems.  These interdependent 
principles lead me, for example, to look at the nature of 
feedback within a system. Is there a place for effective 
feedback in all levels of organization? How do students, 
teachers, administrators each understand the way their 
feedback relates to the health of the whole? 
 
http://www.ecoliteracy.org/nature-our-teacher/ecological-principles

This diagram symbolizes the ecology of a human 
system and describes the nested nature of human 
development. Bronfenbrenner describes human 
ecology as beginning with the experiential reality of 
an individual and moving outward with broadening 
influence and perspective. l Bronfenbrenner describes 
the “Macrosystem” as the broad cultural influences 
on the beliefs of an individual.  As a researcher I am 
led to investigate the relationship between the beliefs 
of schools and individuals. I will look at the  extent to 
which people see themselves as contributing 
members of their community’s culture. 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) 

The Earth Charter begins with a description of four pillars 
under which 61 different principles fall.  Those four pillars are:
1. Respect and Care for the Community of life
2. Ecological Integrity
3. Social and Economic Justice
4. Democracy, Nonviolence and Peace
In its declaration of mutual responsibility the Earth charter 
takes the broadest perspective possible, integrating 
fundamental ideas about justice and sustainability toward 
global, critical consciousness. By integrating The Earth Charter 
into an ecological approach toward understanding schools I 
look at how schools guide students in the construction of 
understanding that supports each of the four pillars outlined 
above.  
Inspired from the Earth Charter I am led to investigate 
evidence and belief about the connection between 
understanding and action, between information and 
interpretation, between self and place. 
http://www.earthcharterinaction.org

Overview
In order to build a new perceptual lens, I am 
looking to the most fundamental principles 
possible and building my inquiry from there. The 
Web of Life (1997), by Fritjof Capra is a broad 
reaching work chronicling and discussing the 
work of scientists for nearly a century as they 
approach a deep perspective of living systems. 
Urie Bronfenbrenner in The Ecology of Human 
Development (1979), explores the nested and 
networked ecology of human development and 
offers insight on what qualities are present in 
healthy human systems. The Earth Charter 
represents a clear declaration of mutual 
responsibility toward one another and the greater 
community of life on Earth.  Below I will briefly 
describe how I move from these larger principles 
to methods of inquiry in school communities.  

Building and Ecological Approach

The product of a world wide cross cultural 
dialogue launched in 2000 and endorsed by 

UNESCO.  



What does it mean to have a healthy ecological system?  

The image to the right is meant to symbolize a healthy ecological system in several ways.   There is 
communication between different entities within a system that is reciprocal, the system contains 

autonomous, networked, nested systems.   If we were to zoom into one of the hexagons we would 
see this same image again, as a fractal is infinite in it’s depth and self-similarity so to are the 

ecological systems of schools.  If we take a closer look at any human within a system we do not find 
a brain or a body or a psyche but a web like network of connections.  A working definition of 

ecological health in a human community is the degree to which it is an integrated whole. The degree 
to which all the pieces are aware of and understand each other.    

The next slide describes the basic three windows I will start to look through in the process of my 
thesis work. Life must start somewhere, but it can begin from a variety of places.  



To know and be 
known

The Inhabited 
Earth

The Tension 
of Peace

Healthy communities 
have feedback loops 

that allow self 
organization and self 
correction to take 

place. In ecosystems and 
in healthy communities 

there is a strong 
connection between 

nested systems.   

Healthy communities 
express an understanding 

for a fundamental 
connection to the natural 

world, and live with 
ecological integrity.  They 

live out the nature of 
their integration into a 

larger system.  

Healthy communities 
express an understanding 
of social justice through 
dynamic processes of 
tension and balance. 

Conflict is not “boom and 
bust” but continual 
understanding and 

adjustment.   



The Perceptual Crisis
A problem statement

• Instead of looking at schools as living systems, 
schools are disproportionately envisioned with the 
perceptual lens of mechanism. Mechanism in human 
communities does not create a habitat which fosters 
deep knowing, wisdom, interdependence, love and 
compassion. 

Underlying question - How is dominant culture 
propagated by the lens of mechanism? 



“Frequently there is a 
necessary tension between individual 

freedom and securing justice for all. Likewise, there 
can be tension between the needs of present generations 

and the needs of future generations and between the short-
term interests of people and the long-term health of 

ecosystems.”
The Earth Charter

Wisdom lies in living 
through the question not in perpetuating 

and establishing the policy. Living the tension 
means constantly seeking the balance between 

autonomy and justice. These two are not opposites, but 
strange attractors around which the possibilities of 

a just future revolve. 
Jeff Steele


