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sentiment of good-will and sympathetic and compassionate love for others 
(Achenbaum & Orwoll, 1991; Clayton & Birren, 1980; Csikszentmihalyi & 
Nakamura, 2005; Csikszentmihalyi & Rathunde, 1990; Hart, 1987; Holli­
day & Chandler, 1986; Kramer, 1990; Levitt, 1999; Pascual-Leone, 
1990). Sixteen of the 39 students (41%) explicitly mentioned that their 
wisdom nominees were compassionate, empathetic, and understanding, 
whereas none of the intelligent/knowledgeable nominees were character­
ized in this way. The following examples highlight some of the positive 
qualities that students attributed to wise individuals. 

The Dalai Lama is well known for being one of the most influential spiritual 
leaders of Tibetan Buddhism, and in many ways is the epitome of wisdom. 
In listening to many of the Dalai Lama's [talk's] you immediately feel an 
overwhelming sense of humbleness and kindness emanating from his teach­
ings. At the core of his beliefs is always radiating compassion and love to 
each [and] every life form you come in contact with. It is abundantly clear 
that the Dalai Lama feels that in the grand scheme of life, money, status, 
and other material things should be on the back burner to qualities such as 
patience and empathy. Not surprisingly, you will find that the large majority 
of people immediately fall in love with the Dalai Lama upon either seeing 
him speak or simply exposing themselves to his valuable lessons in life. 

Someone I view as a wise person would be a psychology teacher I had in 
high schooL ... This teacher was very understanding and accepting of every­
one, which I found amazing as ... students in high school are usually obnox­
ious. He seemed to have a higher understanding I could not comprehend 
and thus the reason why he seemed never to get upset with students. While 
I knew he was very intelligent and wise, he did not seem to boast [about] 
these attributes or to even openly consider himself wise. 

[My wise] grandfather shows a lot of sympathy and compassion for peo­
ple. He never holds grudges and always knows what is best for everyone. He 
never seems concerned about his own welfare, but more concerned about 
the welfare of the people around him. 

Amongst the many lessons my [wise] great grandfather taught me, the 
most valuable was the one that I learned watching him live his daily life. In 
every situation, my great grandfather looked for the good in people. He 
always put himself on the line for others and truly knew the value of charity. 
He was extremely self-less and caring. 

Being concerned about other people's welfare rather than only one's own 
welfare was one of the characteristics of wise individuals that students 
described. In general, students seemed to agree that wise people know how to 
lead a life that is good for themselves, good for others, and good for the whole 
society (Baltes & Freund, 2003; Baltes, Glueck, & Kunzmann, 2002; Baltes 
& Staudinger, 2000; Hart, 1987; Kekes, 1995; Kramer, 2000; Kunzmann & 
Baltes, 2003, 2005; Kupperman, 2005; Sternberg, 1998). The following 
quote illustrates the connection between a wise person, others, and society. 

A wise person is one that is introspective, gains knowledge for the sake of 
understanding himself as well as his society and hoping that one day, by 
imparting that knowledge upon others, he might be able to positively 
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change society.... [I believe] people like Mahatma Gandhi, Buddha, and 
Mother Teresa are wise. Gandhi was a lawyer but he did not care about the 
monetary gains of law and led the people of India through his actions of 
peace, unity and concern for the fellow man to independence. He was influ­
enced by his religious beliefs as well as morals that everyone is created 
equally. Buddha was the son of a prince but he was shocked by the sight of 
poverty and death and was driven by his internal desire for knowledge and 
wisdom. Through pain and suffering, he learned about both the good and 
bad aspects of living and imparted them upon others in society.... Buddha 
influenced society because even today people follow the teachings of Bud­
dha. Mother Teresa was driven by her religious beliefs, however it was her 
ultimate faith in the goodness of people and her desire to help others that 
allowed her to see humans as equals. By helping people, she led by example 
and today many are inspired by her to help others. 

Paradoxically, by caring about others rather than themselves, \vise people 
might experience contentment and satisfaction with life even if objective 
circumstances are less than ideal (Ardelt, 2005). For example, in several 
studies of younger, middle-aged, and older adults, wisdom was positively 
related to life satisfaction and subjective well-being (Ardelt, 2003; Brug­
man, 2000; Takahashi & Overton, 2002), even after controlling for finan­
ces, physical health, socioeconomic status, physical environment, and social 
involvement (Ardelt, 1997, 2000a). 

CONCLUSION 

The students' responses, describing the characteristics of a wise person, 
were consistent with earlier studies on implicit (lay) theories of wisdom, 
which asked participants to rate or name characteristics of wise individuals. 
For example, Bluck and Gluck (2005) listed cognitive ability, insight, re­
flective attitude, concern for others, and real-world skills as the most com­
mon qualities ascribed to wise people by participants in five different 
studies on implicit wisdom theories. Given those descriptions, wisdom is 
often considered to be the pinnacle of human development (Baltes & Stau­
dinger, 2000; Brugman, 2006). 

Yet, is it true, as most students in this study appear to believe, that 
unlike intellectual knowledge, wisdom cannot be learned in schools and 
universities but "is [only] gained through accumulation of experience over 
the years"? Some scholars have argued that schools and universities should 
not only teach intellectual knowledge but also promote the development of 
wisdom so that individuals at any age will have the chance to be wise and 
to benefit from their wisdom throughout the life course (Bassett, 2006; 
Brown, 2004; Ferrari, 2004; Reznitskaya & Sternberg, 2004; Sternberg, 
2001). This, however, would require more than teaching the acquisition of 
intellectual skills and knowledge (Tax, 2005; Sternberg, 2001). \Visdom " ... 
transcends the intellect" (Naranjo, 1972, p. 225) and, therefore, surpasses 
an intellectual understanding of phenomena and events (Ardelt, 2000b, 
2004b; Chandler & Holliday, 1990; Clayton, 1982; Csikszentmihalyi & 
Rathunde, 1990; Kekes, 1983; Taranto, 1989). As Blanchard-Fields and 
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Norris (1995, p. 105) remarked, "wisdom is not simply one aspect ofknow1­
edge, but knowledge is only one aspect ofwisdom." To become wise necessi­
tates a profound personal transformation (Achenbaum & Orwoll, 1991; 
Ardelt, 2004b; Assmann, 1994; Kekes, 1983; Kupperman, 2005; Moody, 
1986). Hence, according to Jax (2005, p. 37), wisdom "is the use ofknow1­
edge in light ofspiritual purpose." 

Although it is not possible to teach wisdom as straightforward as intel­
lectual knowledge, Sternberg (2001) argued that schools can at least pro­
vide the scaffolding for the acquisition of wisdom by teaching students not 
just what to think but also how to think. Sternberg (1998, p. 347) defines 
wisdom "as the application of tacit knowledge as mediated by values to­
ward the achievement of a common good through a balance among multi­
ple (a) intrapersonaI, (b) interpersonal, and (c) extrapersonal interests in 
order to achieve a balance among (a) adaptation to existing environments, 
(b) shaping of existing environments, and (c) selection of new environ­
ments." Brown (2004) advocates the promotion of wisdom in colleges and 
universities by providing a learning environment that is based on reflection, 
integration, and application and, thus, enables students to learn from their 
experiences by engaging, for example, in service learning (Honnet & Poul­
sen, 1989). 

Finally, spiritual practices have been designed to foster the development 
of wisdom in addition to learning from life experiences (e.g., Hart, 1987; 
Lozoff, 2000). The practice of meditation, in particular, tends to result in 
self-reflection and self-awareness, a decrease of self-centeredness, greater 
sympathy and compassion for others, and ultimately greater wisdom 
(Pascual-Leone, 2000). In fact, teaching meditation to students might be 
one way to promote the development of wisdom in schools and universities 
(Holland, 2006; Oman et aI., 2007; Rockefeller, 2006; Wall, 2005) 

In sum, although intellectual knowledge is important in life, it is not suf­
ficient to lead a life that is good for oneself, good for others, and good for 
society as a whole (Baltes & Freund, 2003; Baltes et aI., 2002; Baltes & 
Staudinger, 2000; Hart, 1987; Kekes, 1995; Kramer, 2000; Kunzmann & 
Baltes, 2003, 2005; Kupperman, 2005; Sternberg, 1998). As one of the 
students wisely stated, 

It seems that it is more beneficial to be wise and not knowledgeable than it 
is to be knowledgeable and unwise. Since there are many who have been 
blessed with a lot of knowledge; it is important they seek wisdom as well. 

PERSONAL MINI-EXPERIMENTS 

Becoming Wise 

There are no easy shortcuts for the development of wisdom. However, 
the following exercises in mindfulness might help you to learn from your 
experiences and, therefore, promote the acquisition ofwisdom. 

Observe Everything: Look out your window or sit in your own backyard. 
Close your eyes and take a couple of conscious breaths. Open your eyes and 
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for approximately 15 minutes try to observe everything! Do not talk to any­
one during that time. Observe everything in your surroundings. Repeat this 
exercise in different environments. 

Be Mindful: Practice "mindful presence" and "mindful listening" when 
talking with someone. Try to listen completely to the other person. Don't 
interrupt the person who is talking, don't try to tell your own story, and 
don't think "ahead" while the other person is talking. Practice mindful lis­
tening and being fully present in the moment. 

Move Toward Meditation: Practice spending some time with yourself 
(rather than just by yourself). Be mindfully aware of everything you do. For 
example, be aware that you are walking, that you stop walking, that you are 
sitting down. Close your eyes and feel yourself breathing and sitting. Observe 
the thoughts that come into your head. Don't follow or indulge in the 
thoughts, just realize the thoughts that are there. Try to feel your body. Mter 
about 15 minutes, open your eyes and realize how you feel. Don't judge 
yourself. Just realize whether you feel calm, nervous, agitated, peaceful, an­
gry, loving, and so on. 

To really make progress on the path to wisdom, participate in a medita­
tion retreat. Information on many meditation courses and retreats can be 
found on the Internet. For information on an ancient mindfulness mediation 
technique that traces its roots to the teachings of the Buddha, see http:// 
www.dhamma.org. 
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