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Abstract

Beginning with a survey of Baha’i writings and of emerging Baha’i approaches to education, the article charts the
Macau-based School of the Nations’ philosophy of education and considers its implications for the school’s
curriculum development process. The article then proposes that the cooperative approach to education offers a
potential instructional model within which Baha’i principles and ideals, with their emphasis on moral education,
participation, cooperation, and consultation, could be effectively implemented. Finally, the article discusses the
school’s tentative experiments with this model and the steps taken to begin the model’s systematic implementation.
The successful continuation of the project, the article suggests, will largely depend on the school’s ability to
overcome the constraints imposed by the dominant competitive attitudes and practices and to gain acceptance of the
value of a participatory and cooperative approach.

I n a letter to Bah&’i institutions in 1989, the International Teaching Centre at the Baha’i World Centre identified a
number of elements that had made the greatest contribution to the success of so-called institutes, i.e., special
educational activities developed for the members of the Bah&’i community for the purpose of their spiritual
empowerment. One of the elements credited was the use of participatory methods.

This call for the adoption of a participatory approach to learning, as opposed to teacher-centered methods,
captured the interest of the School of the Nations Macau—a fairly new international school currently developing a
bilingual multicultural program for kindergarten, primary, and secondary students." The school’s aims are to foster
global awareness and an appreciation for the diversity of the human family. Inspired by the statement that “it is only
when student learn to become active agents of their own learning, rather than passive listeners that the desired
attitudes toward service are born and develop” (International Teaching Centre, 1989 letter), the school’s
administration agreed to initiate program intended to promote a deeper understanding of what constitutes
participatory approach to learning and of how such an approach could be integrated into the school’s daily activities.

As background to the search for solutions based on current educational theory and practice, it is necessary
to begin with a description of the school’s aspirations. The first part of this article, therefore, outlines the school’s
educational philosophy, followed by a discussion of the concepts of participation and consultation. The second part
of the article surveys such aspects of cooperative education (a movement rapidly gaining ground in the United States
and elsewhere) as seem to offer an instructional model compatible with the school’s objectives. Finally, part three of
the article describes the school’s efforts to begin a process of participation at all levels of its activities and examines
current and future concerns of the school.

Philosophy of Education at the School of the Nations

While still relying on instructional materials from various international sources, the school is, in consultation with a
worldwide network of Bah&’i educators, in the process of establishing its own curriculum and developing materials
and methods that would accord more closely with an educational philosophy inspired by the teachings of the Baha’i
Faith. The vision presented here reflects an understanding of these teachings that has evolved as a result of many
consultations concerning the school’s development. Through further study and contemplation of Baha’i principles
and ideals and their continual interplay with educational theory and practice, new understandings will, no doubt,
emerge to expand and sharpen this vision.



The Nature of Human Reality

At the heart of the school’s educational philosophy is the Baha’i concept of the nature of human beings. According
to this view, human reality has two dimensions: the physical and the spiritual, that is, the body and the soul. It is the
soul, with its multiple capacities such as the intellect, emotions, and the will, that distinguishes humans from animals
and makes them “the most noble of beings” (‘Abdu’l-Bah4, Some Answered Questions 235). In an infant, these
spiritual capacities exist as potential to be fully realized through the process of education. The body is essentially
perceived as an instrument that enables the soul to manifest its spiritual realities in the world of matter. Therefore,
“Man— the true man—is soul, not body (‘Abdu’l-Bahé, Paris Talks 85). Consequently, the primary goal in life is to
develop spiritual qualities, which are viewed as more fundamental than the physical qualities. It is further
understood that the soul is capable of infinite progress (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Some Answered Questions 231, 237) and,
therefore, the more one strives the greater will be one’s development (Baha’u’llah, Gleanings 81-82).

The Purpose of Education

Such an understanding of the nature of human reality has profound implications for education, which, the Baha’i
writings explain, is of three kinds: material, human, and spiritual. Material education is concerned with the
development and well-being of the body. Human education deals with social order and civilization, including such
spheres of human activity as government and administration, economy and trade, industry and agriculture, and
sciences, arts and crafts. Important as material and human education are, it is spiritual education—the acquisition of
spiritual qualities and moral values—that is perceived as true education (cf. ‘Abdu’l-Baha, Some Answered
Questions 7).

Without spiritual education, human beings would succumb to the demands of their physical nature, whereas
spiritual education enables them to discipline their material inclinations, to be guided by their intellect and moral
judgment, and thus gain maximum control over their own lives and destinies. As a result of this process, “The spirit,
or human soul,” which is described as “the rider,” will be in charge of “the body,” which “is only the steed”
(‘Abdu’l-Baha Promulgation 416).

Fundamentally, people “need to know who they are, to what purpose they exist and how they should act
towards one another; and, once they know the answers to these questions they need to be helped to gradually apply
these answers to everyday behaviour” (Universal House of Justice, quoted in Vick, Social an Economic
Development 123). It is, therefore, the foremost role of education enable children to attain self-knowledge, to
understand their relationship to other and society, to become aware of their purpose in life, and to gain such
knowledge and skills that will empower them to fulfill their potential and to contribute their share to the building of
an “ever-advancing civilization” (cf. Baha’u’llah Gleanings 215; Universal House of Justice, “To the Peoples” 24).

Major Emphasis on Moral Education

Thus, while the school strives for academic excellence, its sole emphasis is not on the development of the student’s
intellectual abilities, in the narrow sense o material knowledge and critical thinking skills, but rather on the balanced
grow of the whole person and most particularly of what is known as moral character “the true criterion of humanity”
(‘Abdu’l-Baha, Promulgation 427).? In the Bah4’i view, a firm foundation for this growth and development must be
laid in early childhood (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Selections 137). The school’s moral education program which is based on the
universal moral values promoted by all major religions an reaffirmed and restated for this age in the writings of the
Baha’i Faith, cannot focus on the purely cognitive aspects of morality. Its main emphasis must be in providing the
students with opportunities to develop and exercise moral qualities and thus through direct experience and practice,
to translate “abstract principles into concrete realities . . .” (Jordan, Becoming Your True Self 16).

The manifold personal and social qualities and attitudes that need to cultivated include love and affection;
kindness and courtesy; generosity and hospitality; honesty and sincerity; truthfulness and trustworthiness; modesty
and humility; fairness and justice; diligence, patience, and perseverance; obedience and respect for authority; and an
attitude of service and self-sacrifice. Such qualities and attitudes, combined with an understanding of one’s role in
society and the desire to perform “deeds and actions that will be conducive to the highest good of mankind” (letter
on behalf of Shoghi Effendi, quoted in “Living the Life” 2), are seen as fundamental to the progress and well-being
of both individual and society. This latter aspect of education gains even greater significance in light of the view that
“it is chiefly service to humanity and dedication to the unification of mankind that unlock individual capacity and
release creative powers latent in human nature” (Baha’i International Task Force on Education, “Learning in a
Whole World” 4).



Fostering Global Awareness

With humanity’s accelerating move towards a global community and the imminent realization of a new world order,
the socialization role of the school faces a new challenge—that of producing world citizens who see “the whole
world. . . as one single country, all the nations as one nation, all men as belonging to one race” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Paris
Talks 131). It is not, however, enough to foster an awareness of the underlying unity and interdependence of the
world. Learning the concept of world citizenship—which, the Baha’is believe, should be included as part of the
standard education of every child (Universal House of Justice, “To the Peoples” 14)—also implies that the students
acquire knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes that prepare them for life in a global society and enable them to
assume their rights and responsibilities as citizens of the world.

Release of Human Potential

While placing priority on moral education, the school aspires to “excellence in all things” and sees that its role is to
empower each student to achieve his or her personal best, which, the Baha’i writings explain, varies from child to
child as the innate qualities of human beings differ in kind and degree. It is not possible for education to alter this
inner human essence, nor can it change inherited physical qualities (‘Abdu’l-Bah4, Selections 131-32; Some
Answered Questions 212-15; and quoted in “Baha’i Education” 258). What education can do is to uncover and
release each person’s unique, wide set of potentialities and facilitate maximum growth and development of these
potentialities for the benefit of both the individual and society.’

Foremost among these potentialities is the human intellect, which is perceived as a spiritual capacity of the
soul rather than a purely physical function of the brain. With its powers of rational thought, understanding, memory,
imagination, and intuition, human intellect is valued as “the supreme gift of God to man” (‘Abdu’l-Bahj,
Foundations 60), a gift that “giveth man the power to discern the truth in all things, leadeth him to that which is
right, an helpeth him to discover the secrets of creation” (Baha’u’llah, Gleanings 194).

In addressing the whole human being, education must also be concerned with a person’s feelings and
emotions so that these are mastered rather than the masters. While children need to learn to experience and express
such noble sentiments as love, compassion, joy, happiness, and gratitude, they also need to learn how to control the
destructive forces of anger, hatred, envy, and the like. This process entails the need for training them to recognize
their own emotion experiences and motivations and to develop sensitivity to the feelings of others. It is of utmost
importance to train children to love (‘Abdu’l-Bahda, Selection 134), “for love includeth every excellence of
humankind” and “causeth every soul to go forward” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Selections 66). Furthermore, “Until love takes
possession of the heart no other divine bounty can be revealed in it” (‘Abdu’l-Bah4, Baha’i World Faith 218). Love
is thus the foundation on which effective moral education can be built.

A further aspect that requires special attention is the strengthening of the will, for “all that which ye
potentially possess can. . . be manifested only as a result of your own volition” (Baha’u’llah, Gleanings 149). Thus,
one of the goals is for children to become self-determinate and self-directed so that they will eventually be able to
assume responsibility for their own learning and development. This striving, Baha’is believe, is a lifelong process,
for “human perfections are endless” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Some Answered Questions 230). Therefore, “you cannot find a
being so perfect that you cannot imagine a superior one” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Some Answered Questions 230).

Enhanced Motivation

It is the Baha’i view that one’s desire for “acquisition of excellence” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, quoted in “Baha’i Education”
263) is aroused as one becomes increasingly aware of the nobility inherent in human reality, of the possibilities
latent in human nature, and of the responsibilities one has towards self and society. A clear sense of one’s identity
and purpose in life enables one to set realistic goals and challenge oneself to capacity. The motivation to strive and
excel is further enhanced by the development of a moral attitude towards study and work. While children should
learn “in play, in amusement” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, quoted in “Baha’i Education” 310), they should at the same time be
guided to “guard against idleness and sloth” (Bah&’u’llah, Tablets 138), “to exert themselves to the utmost”
(Baha’u’llah, quoted in “Baha’i Education” 249), to “spare no efforts,” to acquire “the will to strive and endure,” to
have “high aims,” and “learn to be of powerful resolve and firm of purpose in all things.” They should not be
allowed to “jest and trifle, but earnestly advance unto their goals, so that in every situation they will be found
resolute and firm” (‘Abdu’l-Bah4, quoted in “Baha’i Education” 253, 283). The belief that “all effort and exertion
put forth by man from the fullness of his heart is worship, if it is prompted by the highest motives and the will to do
service to humanity” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Paris Talks 176-77) gives new meaning to work and elevates it from the level
of drudgery to a source of happiness and fulfillment. Such intrinsic motivation transcends the desire for good grades
and test scores, creates a thirst for knowledge, and, together with the moral qualities of perseverance and willingness



to work hard, enables the students to commit intense effort to the learning task and to the development of their own
unique potential.

Acquisition of Knowledge, Music, Arts, and Crafts

“The first attribute of perfection is learning and the cultural attainments of the mind . . .” (‘Abdu’l-Bah4, Secret 35).
Acquisition of all branches of knowledge, and of music, arts, and crafts, is therefore held in high regard. Knowledge,
however, is not concerned with mere facts and figures; rather, it is attainment of a true understanding of the laws and
mysteries of the universe, including those pertaining to the nature and purpose of an individual human being and of
society. Thus, the areas proposed for study are many and varied, including religion and philosophy, human
civilization, government and administration, languages and history, social and natural sciences, and technology. In
effect, the students should be given “the advantage of every useful kind of knowledge” and be able to “share in
every new and rare and wondrous craft and art” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Selections 129). They should also be encouraged to
develop an understanding of “the important problems and complex needs of the time” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Secret 109).
All learning should “result in advantage to man” (Baha’u’llah, Tablets 168) and bring important benefits to society
(‘Abdu’l-Bahd, Secret 105-6). Consequently, emphasis is placed on the relationship between theoretical knowledge
and its practical applications. Since “it is the duty of the children to acquire knowledge of the arts and sciences and
to learn a trade or a profession whereby they, in turn, can earn their living and support their families” (Universal
House of Justice, Wellspring 95), the school intends to integrate traditional academic knowledge with both practical
experience and vocational training. Thus, at an early age, the students will be helped to discover their natural
inclinations and talents, enabled to be of service to others, and provided with skills that are appropriate to life in
contemporary society (cf. Waite, A Charter for Baha’i Schools 13-14).

Furthermore, it is of utmost importance to nurture and encourage the children’s aesthetic potential and to
attract them to the beauty in literature, visual arts, crafts, and music—all of which have a great effect on the human
spirit. This is particularly true of music, described in the writings as “a ladder by which souls may ascend to the
realm on high” (Bah&’u’llah, quoted in Lights of Guidance 410). Thus, the door is opened to the metaphysical
aspects of knowledge, to be obtained through the powers of inner vision and intuition, in other words as a result of
contemplation or meditation. According to the Bah&’i view, it is the “faculty of meditation” that helps “unfold the
secrets of things-in- themselves” and “brings forth from the invisible plane the sciences and arts.” Through this
faculty, “affairs of which man knew nothing are unfolded before his view” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Paris Talks 175).

An Environment of Unity and Encouragement

It is a Baha’i understanding that a child’s growth must proceed in an organic manner. In other words, learning must
be nurtured and guided, but not forced. In Baha’i references to the education of children, words such as foster, rear,
nurse, guide, counsel, and encourage abound. “The instruction of these children,” the Bah&’i writings explain, “is
even as the work of a loving gardener . . . (‘Abdu’l-Bah4, quoted in “Baha’i Education” 266), who should train each
child “according to capacity” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Promulgation 108). Through the process of nurturance, the students
become aware of their identity and abilities, and they are empowered to take on the responsibility for their personal
transformation. This transformation is, however, to be achieved within the context of society, which “will react on
the character of the individual” (Shoghi Effendi, quoted in Ruhiyyih Rabbani, Priceless Pearl 161) and, thus,
influence its formation. Because of the significance of the social environment for an individual’s growth and
development, it is essential, Baha’is believe, to provide children with an educational climate that is based on
spiritual and moral values.

Building a Sense of Unity

The atmosphere that the School of the Nations aspires to create among its students, teachers, administrators, parents,
and the community at large is best summed up in the word unity, which is the foundation for achieving “unlimited
result” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Foundations 66). A key aspect of the Baha’i concept of unity is “an unshakeable
consciousness of the oneness of mankind . . . (Universal House of Justice, “To the Peoples” 16). In an international,
multicultural school, it is of central importance to create this consciousness, as it frees the students, teachers, and
parents from the destructive influence of all forms of prejudice and bridges the gap between different ages, races,
cultures, nationalities, religions, occupations, and ranks. Special attention needs to be paid to bringing about gender
equality, with no sex stereotyping in the classroom or on the playground. In keeping with this principle, the same
educational opportunities are offered to boys and girls, who follow the same curriculum of study (‘Abdu’l-Baha,
Promulgation 175). Ultimately, all human relations within the school community should reflect fellowship and
harmony, agreement and reciprocity, equity and equality to such a degree that each and every one would have a
sense of belonging to “the circle of intimate friends” (‘Abdu’l-Bah4, quoted in “Baha’i Education” 293).



Appreciation of Unity in Diversity

Unity springs, on the one hand, from the recognition of similarities and commonalities, whereas “love and unity
come hard when ye fix your gaze on otherness” (‘Abdu’l-Bah4, Selections 24). On the other hand, there must also be
a genuine appreciation of the diverse talents and characteristics of every human being. Such appreciation entails an
unconditional positive regard for each individual and an acceptance of the unique contribution that each is able to
make, for “difference reinforceth harmony, diversity strengtheneth love, and multiplicity is the greatest factor for
coordination” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Selections 291). One of the most important harmonizing principles is one’s profound
conviction in the innate nobility and worth of every human being, “the noblest and most perfect of all created
things” (Baha’u’llah, Kitab-i-igan 102-3); this is the source of genuine love and respect for self and others.

Development of Critical Reflection and Inquiry

The Baha’i concept of independent investigation of reality challenges the school to provide an environment that
encourages individual initiative and creativity, expands consciousness, cultivates “the use of the mind” (*‘Abdu’l-
Bah4, quoted in “Baha’i Education” 265), and educates “intelligence and thought in such a way that they may attain
complete development . . .*“ (‘Abdu’l-Bahd, quoted in “Baha’i Education” 256). The Baha’i writings emphatically
state that “investigation of reality by another will not do for us” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Foundations 76—77). By this is
meant that we are not “intended to see through the eyes of another, hear through another’s ears nor comprehend with
another’s brain,” know through another’s knowledge, nor rely on the opinion of others; we must depend on our own
reason and judgment (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Foundations 76). We are urged to discover things for ourselves, evaluate our
own perceptions, thoroughly weigh all information before adopting it, and adhere to the outcome of our own
investigations. We are warned that an attitude of uncritical acceptance will, in effect, submerge us in ignorance
(‘Abdu’l-Baha, Foundations 76).

Consequently, the school is challenged to develop instructional methods that foster the attitude of
experimentation and discovery, stimulate the ability for independent thought and investigation, and enable the
students to reason and deliberate, to express their views and understandings, and to apply that which is taught and
learned to real-life situations. Thus, the emphasis is not only on what is learned but also, and even more importantly,
on how it is learned.

For this aim to succeed, there is a need for an atmosphere of freedom and tolerance that allows students to
be fully engaged in the learning task, encourages them to take risks, and trains them to assume responsibility for
their decisions and choices. In this manner, the students acquire personally meaningful knowledge arid develop their
own view of the world rather than passively absorbing the views and opinions of others.

Discipline and Order

For students to feel secure and happy, the school must be not only a place o freedom but also “a place of utmost
discipline and order . . .” (‘Abdu’l-Baha Selections 137). Freedom, it is believed, can only exist within boundaries
derives from the established moral values and from mutually agreed behavioral norms that respect the rights of
others. The purpose of such boundaries is to “free us to thrive (Universal House of Justice, Individual Rights 8).
Discipline and order are ideally achieved through self-control and through the willing acceptance of the moral
principles, and respect and obedience to those in authority, in other words through “the subordination of the
individual will to that of society” (Shoghi Effendi, quoted in Universal House of Justice, Individual Rights 20).

The Baha’i writings emphasize that the establishment of order depends on justice (Baha’u’llah, Epistle 28—
29). The Writings further explain that “justice hath a mighty force at its command,” which is “none other than
reward and punishment for the deeds of men” (Baha’u’llah, Tablets 164). Justice means “giving what is deserved”
(‘Abdu’l-Baha, Some Answered Questions 232). The ability to administer justice calls for certain characteristics,
such as fairness, impartiality, objectivity, detachment, wisdom, and moderation.

In this context, as an element reflecting the overall school climate, a few words need to be said about
guidance on how to remedy and control unacceptable and unruly student behavior. According to Baha’i thought,
“good character must be taught” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Selections 136). Although reward and punishment are accepted as
the two pillars of order (Baha’u’llah, Tablets 66), it is emphasized that “love and kindness have far greater influence
than punishment upon the improvement of human character” (letter on behalf of Shoghi Effendi, quoted in “Baha’i
Education” 300-301). Praise and reward that are deserved have their place in education (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Selection
135-36; Baha’i World 9: 543). As to children with “complicated personalities, they “need very wise handling”
(letter of behalf of Shoghi Effendi, quoted in “Bah&’i Education” 307) and must be trained “gently and patiently”
and the behavior “regulated” and “controlled” (letter on behalf of Shoghi Effendi quoted in “Baha’i Education”
303). The teacher is advised to use “admonition, “explanation,” and “good counsel” (see Baha’u’llah, quoted in



“Baha’i Education” 247) before resorting to punitive measures (cf. Shoghi Effendi quoted in “Baha’i Education”
300). “. . . means based on reason, even a slight verbal chastisement should this be necessary,” are acceptable. “It is
not, however,” the Writings state, “permissible to strike a child, or vilify him, for the child’s character will be totally
perverted if he be subjected to blows or verbal abuse” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Selections 125). The ultimate aim is to
“prevent the development of any behaviour that would be worthy of blame” (‘Abdu’l-Bah4, Selections 125) and for
the child to grow in such a way that “the commission of an evil deed” would be “in itself the harshest punishment of
all .. .” (*‘Abdu’l-Bah4, quoted in “Baha’i Education” 263). It is upheld that “by punitive measures,” “the desired
aim cannot be properly achieved” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, quoted in “Baha’i Education” 263). “To look always at the good
and not at the bad” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, quoted in Esslemont, Bah&’u’llah and the New Era 83) is advice that should be
applied to most situations in education.

These thoughts indicate the direction a Baha’i school should take in devising its disciplinary practices,
within an overall climate of love, affection, acceptance, encouragement, freedom, and justice. When the school is
also filled with joy, the results will be even greater, for joy, the Baha’i writings state, has the power to impart
strength and vitality, sharpen the intellect, and improve understanding (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Paris Talks 109). With such a
positive climate, the school would be well equipped to provide “the basic intellectual and spiritual tools necessary
for continued growth” (Hatcher and Martin, The Baha’i Faith 100).

Participation by All

For Baha’is, universal participation is both a principle and a goal (Baha’i International Community, A Survey 8).
One’s active involvement in the life of the community, identification with its aspirations and undertakings,
willingness to assume one’s share of responsibility and fulfill one’s unique role are essential elements in personal
growth and development. Such an attitude of participation, rather than one of isolation and alienation, is a “source of
power and vitality” (Universal House of Justice, Wellspring 38) and therefore a cornerstone in the advancement of a
group or a community. Participation by all engenders unity of thought, purpose, and action, and makes possible the
attainment of common goals. It enables all to work together, to encourage and support one another, and to
coordinate efforts for the good of all (cf. Universal House of Justice, Wellspring 37ff.). This principle of universal
participation makes a vital impact on all aspects of the life of a Bahd’i school. As it is an attitude that needs to be
learned, it must also, somehow, be included in the school’s instructional program.

Openness in the Communication and Decision-making Processes

In keeping with the principle of universal participation, everyone associated with the school is invited and
encouraged to participate in its manifold activities. Obviously, this calls for an openness in the communication and
decision-making processes. This openness can, for example, be achieved through frequent staff and parent meetings
as well as through the students’ increasing involvement in the planning and execution of various class and school
projects. In guiding the school’s educational development, the administration endeavors “to ensure that staff at all
levels, and students and parents, feel that the decision-making system is open and just, that they are treated with
respect, and their concerns are given serious consideration” (Office of Social and Economic Development, letter
dated 22 December 1990). The goal is to provide each student, parent, and staff member with opportunities for
consultation before decisions that affect them are made. A number of issues are, in fact, decided not at the level of
administration but rather through consensus reached in staff or class meetings. It is felt that such a “whole-school”
approach increases motivation and commitment and establishes a strong foundation of unity with respect to the
direction the development of the school should take.

Students as Active Agents of Their Own Learning

Before shouldering responsibility for others and the community, students must first be in a position to assume self-
responsibility. Commonly, there are few opportunities for this in a traditional, authoritarian school setting where the
majority of decisions are made by the teacher or the administration and where the students are placed in a position of
subordination and dependency. Normally, the teacher also retains full control over the learning, assigning students
the role of receptacles to be filled with knowledge. One of the primary goals in implementing the principle of
student participation would be to foster students’ personal engagement in the educational process so that they could
gradually “learn how to learn” and begin to take charge of their own learning. At the early stages, this would include
acquisition of disciplined learning habits, development of goal setting competencies, and learning the use of tools
such as dictionaries and other resource materials. The need for this acquisition of skills is made explicit in the
above-discussed Baha’i principle of independent investigation of reality, which assumes the willing acceptance of
responsibility on the part of the students.



Such learning does not occur in isolation. Interaction and cooperation with the teacher and peers are an
essential part of the process. Not only should the students work with the teacher but even more so with one another
and engage in peer tutoring (see ‘Abdu’l-Bahd, quoted in “Bahd’i Education” 310). This cooperation and sharing
develops a deeper understanding of what is being learned and enkindles a lasting interest in learning so that “later
on, the children will of their own accord speak with each other concerning these same subjects (‘Abdu’l-Baha,
quoted in “Baha’i Education” 310; Baha'i World 9: 543).

“Education as envisioned in the Baha’i Writings makes the child collaborator in his own growth and in the
development of his community (Baha’i International Community, The Teacher’s Situation 2). To achieve the latter
objective, students need to be given opportunities to make decisions regarding their joint affairs and need to carry
out cooperative activities. The Baha’i writings praise those who work in groups (‘Abdu’l-Bah4, Baha’i World Faith
401) and state that “cooperative attitude and activity of human life” is not only “praiseworthy” (‘Abdu’l-Bah4,
Promulgation 338) but also “essential. . . . [to] happiness and development, individual and collective” (‘Abdu’l-
Baha, Promulgation 35). Group work and cooperative activities would also provide the students with invaluable
opportunities to practice the art of consultation and to develop their moral qualities in a meaningful social context.

Teacher as an Example

Ideally, “sharp distinctions between teacher and student disappear” (Baha’i International Community, New Delivery
Systems 1). For this to happen, “teachers must relinquish the idea that they are fountains of all knowledge. Rather,
they should form a partnership with their students in a shared learning process, demonstrating by their example that
they, too, are learners” (Baha’i International Community, New Delivery Systems 2).

While working in such close collaboration with the students, the teachers still hold a key position as
facilitators of the process. They act as guides, consultants, and sources and suppliers of information and materials. In
this new role, they need “to practice patterns of behavior that create a climate of encouragement in the classroom”
(Baha’i International Community, New Delivery Systems 2) and to help develop a supportive relationship between
themselves and the students as well as among the students. Teachers need to have confidence in the capacity of their
students and expect each to be capable of a high standard of moral, social, and academic conduct. They need “a
thorough understanding of the role self-concept plays in determining school success” (Bahd’i International
Community, New Delivery Systems 2). They need to be able to make the students feel valued, respected, and
appropriately challenged. They need to be sincerely concerned with the students’ growth and development, in
confidence discuss each student’s strengths and weaknesses, and thus draw out the potential inherent in each, It is
the teacher’s function to enable and empower the student by gradually increasing the student’s role in decision
making and problem solving, thus enabling the student to gain an attitude of self-reliance. Such a supportive and
collaborative approach “can have a liberating effect on students in that it helps them see themselves as directors of
their own learning and as individuals who can determine the course their lives will take” (Baha’i International
Community, New Delivery Systems 2).

Teachers are held in high esteem. High also are the expectations placed upon them. First, they should have
“a thorough knowledge of sciences and arts” and should be “distinguished for their high standards of conduct and
general excellence . . .” (‘Abdu’l-Bah4, quoted in “Baha’i Education” 273). They should set an example to the
students and be “vanguards of the perfections of humankind (‘Abdu’l-Ba