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Summary

The article below will explore the current environmental crisis on Earth in all its various
dimensions, with special attention given to the community college role in understanding
and fostering sustainable solutions for this crisis. Miami Dade College, the largest
community college in the United States, will be examined in detail in terms of its efforts
to integrate Earth Literacy and Earth Ethics into its curriculum and instruction as a way
to help understand the concept of sustainability and the environmental challenges facing
Earth and its life support systems. The article will end with speculations about the
future directions of community colleges related to sustainability and the environment.

1. Introduction

In terms of the Earth and its future, there is little doubt that the planet is in crisis and
that no matter how sustainability is defined, it remains a distant hope. In the World
Scientists’ Warning to Humanity of 1992, over 1700 of the world’s leading scientists
and the vast majority of Nobel laureates in the sciences warned of a litany of planetary
ills which threaten Earth. In 1997, in Kyoto, Japan, scientists again warned humanity.
There are numerous other iterations and evidence of the state of Earth such as those
from the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the Millennium Ecosystem
Assessment, the Scientific Committee on Problems of the Environment (SCOPE,) and
more. The consensus among scientists is that Earth is threatened by human action. They
state, “We ... warn all humanity of what lies ahead. A great change in our stewardship
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of the earth and the life on it, is required, if vast human misery is to be avoided and our
global home on this planet is not to be irretrievably mutilated.”

{a) (b)

Figure 1 a) Moon from Apollo 11 b) Earth Western Hemisphere

Data from NASA’s Lunar Prospector spacecraft supports the impact theory first
proposed by William K. Hartmann and Donald R. Davis, in 1975. They theorized that
when Earth formed 4.5 billion years ago, other smaller planetary bodies were
developing. One of these impacted Earth during Earth’s growth process, blowing out
molten debris. A portion of the debris went into orbit around Earth and aggregated into
the moon. While made of the same stuff as Earth, it is clear that the moon evolved into a
relatively lifeless satellite and lacked the crucial factors which have allowed Earth to
evolve and develop life systems. The two images above show the dramatically different
potential futures for Earth — life or less life.

Humanity is conducting a sustainability experiment in which Earth and humanity itself
are at once the subject and the control. Humans are experimenting with Earth and
human existence with little caution or responsible safeguards. There is no other planet
to practice with or run to if this experiment gets the better of the experimenters.
Following the Precautionary Principle for this experiment would seem to be the logical
course of action, particularly when knowledge about outcomes is limited and the impact
is potentially harmful. Yet, humans continue to act as if there were no problem.

Some skeptics of science have noted that predictions of large-scale systems failure have
not occurred and they conclude the predictions are false. Paul and Anne Ehrlich point
out in their Betrayal of Science and Reason, that data and factors change, life is
dynamic, and science continually restructures what is known to fit current data. Science
is not based on faith and belief and therefore, does not inflexibly hold to notions that are
not supported by new data. However, it is unreasonable to say that this ability, actually,
requirement, of science to adjust to new data does not mean that there is no basis for
prediction, that there is nothing certain or known. The fact that science admittedly does
not know everything gives no weight to the claim that it knows nothing. While scientists
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may be discussing the rate of global warming, no significant portion of the scientific
community claims there is no global warming.

For the purposes of this article, it is a fundamental assumption that Earth is in crisis and
that the Sixth Extinction is real. It is a given that humanity’s fate is inextricably linked
to the fate of its home planet. The article assumes that there is still time to turn the
situation around. It comments on the role of one segment of higher education, the
community college, considers its function in relation to sustainability, and critically
views the largest community college’s efforts. It further explores how the community
college relates to other institutions of higher education and how its role situates it to
exacerbate or ameliorate Earth’s predicament. The article looks at the influences that
have shaped the current efforts at Miami Dade College whose size, location, and role in
the community college movement make it an important case. It also considers the
paradigmatic shifts and underlying principles needed to make changes for a sustainable
future, and views Earth Literacy and Earth Ethics as underpinnings of the efforts at the
College. Finally, the article concludes by looking at alternative future directions that
are viable within the Community College context.
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