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Living Change
Living Change aims to highlight innovative NSW programs that are taking brave steps
towards Education for Sustainability . It is comprised of three sections which together
provide a framework for documenting good practice in Education for Sustainability as well
as two case studies which aim to encourage practitioners to document their own
experiences.

The Framework
The framework section provides an introduction to the resource and the concepts
underpinning Education for Sustainability. Based on these concepts this section presents
a documentation framework which can be used by practitioners to capture their experiences in order to inspire and educate others.

Case Study A: Cool Communities
Cool Communities is a nationwide partnership program focused on making changes
in households towards greenhouse gas abatement. This example case study focuses on
how the NSW Cool Communities program was aligned with Education for Sustainability
components.

Case Study B: Sustainable Schools
The Sustainable Schools case study describes how the principles of Education for Sustainability have been accepted into the New South Wales Sustainable Schools Program
which invites all schools both government and non-government to participate.

Your Contribution to Education for Sustainability
The initiatives detailed in the selected case studies are intended be a stimulus and guide for
others who also wish to increase the impacts that education can have on achieving
sustainability in their own workplaces and communities. We encourage you to use the
framework to develop a case study of your own program. Please send in your
documented case study based on this framework to dtilbury@gse.mq.edu.au as we hope to
make available more examples on the website in the future.
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Abbreviations
Abbreviations:
EfS

Education for Sustainability

AGO
AEO

Australian Greenhouse Office, Australian Government Department of
the Environment and Heritage
Australian environmental organization

NSW

New South Wales

CSIRO

Commonwealth Scientific Industrial Research Organisation

DEH

Australian Government Department of the Environment and Heritage

EEC

Environmental Education Centres

EMS

Environmental Management System

EfS

Education for Sustainability

ENSI

Environment and School Initiatives

FEE

Foundation for Environmental Education

JAS

Joint Agency Support Group

LFS

Learning For Sustainability Plan

OE-ILT

Our Environment-It’s A Living Thing

OECD CERI Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 				
Centre for Educational Research and Innovation
P&C

Parents and Citizens Association

NEEC

National Environmental Education Council

NEEN

National Environmental Education Network

NSW

New South Wales

NSW DEC

NSW Department of Environment and Conservation

NSW DET

NSW Department of Education and Training

SCRAP

School Communities Recycling All Paper

SEC

School Environment Committee

SRC

Student Representative Council

SEDA

Sustainable Energy Development Authority

SEMP

School Environmental Management Plan

SSP

Sustainable Schools Program

SSST

Sustainable Schools Support Teachers/Team

QTP

Quality Teaching Program



stainability
u
S
r
fo
n
o
ti
a
c
u
d
E
s
rd
wa
Changing programs to
This resource, Living Change, highlights innovative NSW programs that are
taking the brave steps towards Education for Sustainability (EfS). The initiatives
described are intended be a stimulus and guide for others who also wish to
increase the impact that education can have on achieving sustainability in their
own workplaces and communities.
Many current texts explain the ‘what’ and the ‘why’ of EfS but few texts
capture the intricacies of ‘how’ to bring EfS into practice1. Living Change
attempts to fill this gap by capturing the experiences of educators who are
making changes to their programs orienting them towards EfS. At times,
implementing EfS can run into unexpected challenges, and therefore Living
Change also details the helpful actions used by practitioners to successfully
and effectively take their plan from paper and put it into practice.
Through documenting experiences, this resource aims to:
• encourage and support the use of education as a tool for change
towards sustainability; and,
• effect change towards sustainability at the community, government,
corporate, and education sector throughout NSW.
The documentation of case studies in Living Change was informed by an EfS
framework detailed in the first part of this resource. ‘The Framework’ section and the other case study are available for download at
http://www.aries.mq.edu.au and http://www.nccnsw.org.au



Introduction

In 1998 Syd Smith, the Chief Education Officer in the then
Curriculum Support Directorate of the NSW Department of
Education and Training (DET) traveled to Finland for the first time
as the Australian representative for the international Environment
and School Initiative (ENSI)2 program. At the time ENSI was
supporting and promoting its Eco Schools Program throughout
Europe. Along with a number of other initiatives, ENSI aims to share
ideas and innovations among nations and continues to develop
publications which promote environmental education worldwide.
It was the Eco Schools Program that impressed Syd the most.
Here he saw a program that asked schools to introduce a series of
sustainable administrative practices that could easily be linked to the
curriculum and ultimately enhance the local environment and to help
students to see that what they were learning was relevant to their
everyday lives.
Eco Schools include such familiar activities as raising seedlings of
indigenous plant species, introducing popular recycling programs,
developing nature trails, establishing vegetable gardens and involving
their communities in major environmental projects.
On his return to Australia Syd was ready to introduce a similar
program to schools that could be managed by the NSW Department
of Education and Training. The time was right for this because similar
projects were already beginning to occur:
• In NSW, School Communities Recycling All Paper (SCRAP)
in cooperation with the Southern Sydney Waste Board was
piloting a similar program in some Sydney schools (1999) while
OzGreen had its own program for schools showing the need to
work across all sectors.
• In Victoria, the Gould League and the Victorian Department
of Education and Training were broadening their Waste Wise
Program for schools.
• The Australian Government Department of the Environment
and Heritage (DEH), through its National Environmental
Education Council3 soon picked up on the idea and introduced
what is known nationally as the Australian Sustainable Schools
Initiative4 (AuSSI).
While Sustainable Schools was not originally designed with Education
for Sustainability principles in mind it did in fact operate on similar
principles and this synergy was, and still is, the program’s main
strength.
The case studies described here will demonstrate how the principles
of Education for Sustainability (EfS) have been incorporated into
both the curriculum and administration of a number of schools in
New South Wales and illustrate how current teaching and learning
methods are not only complemented by EfS but are in fact enhanced
by it. Schools are directly and indirectly, consciously and unconsciously
employing the concepts of partnerships, systemic thinking, futures
thinking, capacity building, critical thinking, reflection and other
innovations in their education programs for students in NSW.
Examples of how communities have implemented these EfS activities
are described here using examples from leading schools.
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At the international level an exciting educational development had
begun to emerge in schools in the late 1990s. The Eco Schools
movement, supported by the Environment and School Initiatives
(ENSI)5 group and the Foundation for Environmental Education
(FEE)6 and a number of other national and international groups had
become firmly entrenched in European and South African schools.
Similar, but unique, variations were occurring in China7, India, Cyprus,
Sweden and Thailand as Green Schools. In another innovative
development, Enviro Schools, had begun as a major project in
New Zealand8. The idea of schools working outside their physical
boundaries and using the resources of other groups and individuals
was proving to be useful and providing new skills and acumen to
students and teachers.
This case study describes how the principles of Education for
Sustainability (EfS) have been accepted into one of several Sustainable
Schools models operating in Australia at the moment; namely the
New South Wales Sustainable Schools Program which invites
all schools, both government and non-government, to participate.
Throughout this case study the program will be referred to simply
as Sustainable Schools and the principles the program endorses
will show how they are relevant to the management principles
that can be applied more widely and generically to other
institutions beyond these formal education systems. There were
many lessons learnt from this initial pilot program in NSW and these
will be shared throughout our story.
The case study will also describe the processes of how schools
planned, implemented, and monitored EfS and will describe those
groups who worked on the two year pilot program including:
• The central managers who were responsible for establishing the
program at a State level;
• The Sustainable Schools Support Teachers (Team) and principals
of Environmental Education Centres who took part in
translating the principles of EfS either explicitly or implicitly and
implementing them at school and community levels; and,
• The teachers, principals, and communities in those schools
themselves who had to make the program work.
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Historically, the majority of school projects conducted by
government agencies by the early seventies and up to the mid 80’s
had comprised mainly of multi-media teaching resources targeted for
specialised curriculum areas. Most of these were in the form of print
materials and were in-house productions but some had included
videos, multimedia or drama activities as well. In more recent years
most providers (government and non-government) have used
more sophisticated processes for developing teaching resources. For
example, instead of preparing and producing resources in isolation
of the school and specialising in only the one curriculum area, many
of those who develop teaching resources now engage teachers
and students in developing the resources themselves and then go
about adding their own specialised knowledge and skills on how
they can take practical action for the environment. By coincidence
this engagement of students and teachers over roughly a 15 year
timeframe has made it much easier to develop programs which have
closer links to the curriculum and a synergy with modern teaching
and learning approaches, not only in schools but for adults and the
wider community as well. However there is strong evidence that
teachers are not using all the commercially produced resources
adequately and are, instead, filing them away and even forgetting
they exist, an issue that most states and territories are grappling
with. In fact there is strong evidence9 that many teachers are simply
overwhelmed by the volume of resources developed by people
both from within and outside the educational system and sometimes
see them as a burden rather than a support to their teaching.
The lesson we have learnt from this is that both schools and any
group wanting to adopt EfS principles, really prefer to get involved in
action based programs dealing with real life issues and learning
best when the approach is student-centred rather than having
students sitting around passively and being talked at all the time.
The real benefit of these changes is that Sustainable Schools has
become an excellent new facility for implementing curriculum while,
at the same time, revolutionising administrative practices in schools.
In recent years the growing focus on sustainability has begun to
influence program design not only in schools but in all sectors of the
community and this has impacted directly on each program’s:
• Content;
• Purposes and processes; and,
• Approaches by provider organisations.
Fortunately there are other factors running parallel to these
developments that have been an immense help to school
administrators. The NSW State Government’s three-year
environmental education plan, Learning for Sustainability10 (LFS)
captures the key elements of this shift and supports a more
innovative way of teaching. In reality, there are two shifts taking place
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at once in schools, one working towards quality teaching and
another promoting a more sustainable approach to school
management that encourages students (and even teachers)
to adopt more sustainable practices. Both of these processes are
integrated and working in tandem with each other.
First of all it is important to note that EfS is quite a new concept
for schools and most are still coming to terms with the implications
of putting it into practice. Programs like the Our Environment It’s
a Living Thing (OE-ILT) Professional Development Program, which
was based on critical thinking to help increase the understanding of
the EfS concept, have highlighted the need to build some teacher
and executive’s skills in its application to schools. For some sectors,
including schools, the principles of EfS are rapidly becoming the
norm in the design of new programs, whether it is a conscious and
intentional explicit or simply implicit or a logical and unintentional
development. Sustainable Schools was developed, first in
isolation of the formal theory of EfS but, more recently, it as begun
to incorporate much of its criteria. Sustainable Schools now
seems to facilitate the development, implementation and review of
Schools’ Environmental Management Plans (SEMPs) in order to
encourage a shift by them towards more sustainable practices.

What are School Environmental Manage Plans?
The NSW DET requires all Government schools to design their
own individual School Environment Management Plan, as outlined
in the Environmental Education Policy for Schools11 . This policy
emphasises the need to educate for sustainability and was developed
to ensure long- term engagement by schools in their management of
the environment and their teaching and learning about sustainability.
The Education Policy for Schools12 states:
School environmental planning concurs with trends in industry and
government where environmental management systems (EMS) are
increasingly being introduced in accordance with the International
Standard ISO14001 13.
A School Environmental Management Plan (SEMP) is a tool to help
schools plan and coordinate environmental education. The plan
assists schools to achieve the objectives in the three focus areas:
• curriculum
• management of resources
• management of school grounds
All schools must develop their own SEMP that works to a schedule
and is implemented in stages.
The school environmental management plan should be:
• incorporated into the whole-school plan.
• link school administration and management with
curriculum plans.
• be organised under the three focus areas.
11
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The key principles of Sustainable Schools came partly from the Brundlandt
Report14 of the World Commission on the Environment and Development
in 1987, which promoted the principles of :
• Maintaining biodiversity
• The precautionary principle
• Intergenerational equity
• Environmental cost accounting
Practice what they Preach
The hidden curricula of schools
convey the values that are really
important to the school, even when
they contradict the lessons of the
classroom
For example, the food sold in a
school canteen and the packaging it
comes in speaks more loudly than
any formal classroom lessons on
nutrition and waste.

Some Lessons We Learnt:
Lesson No.1
Agree on a policy framework or
strategic plan from the start.
COLLABORATION AND
MANAGEMENT

An essential component of sustainability is the social or human component
that entrusts the responsibility of the care for nature to people. Built into
this is the need for a participatory approach that is focused on the
social benefits and continuous improvement in quality of life. Therefore, the
program supported schools in interpreting these principles and to determine for themselves what sustainability meant in the context of their school
setting. The program valued and supported local decision-making and assisted each school to move towards its vision of sustainability.
At the start, those who were responsible for the central planning of Sustainable Schools in NSW wanted the program to:
• Stimulate all government departments in being committed to
an integrated approach to environmental education and to help
schools adopt sustainability practices.
• Involve school communities to participate in developing,
implementing, monitoring, and reviewing their schools’
environmental management plans. Hopefully this would
then lead schools to learn more about how to adopt more
sustainable practices.
• Develop curriculum, policies and practices that would assist
schools to achieve more sustainable practices, resulting in such
outcomes as an increase in local biodiversity and more sustainable
purchasing practices by the school’s administration staff.
• Develop and enhance the support networks among local
councils, schools, and businesses that might be able to support
the school community.
• Help school communities to develop their knowledge, skills &
confidence in :
o auditing;
o reducing waste, energy, water use & pollution; and,
o understanding and implementing the key principles of
sustainability in schools.

12

The programs aim is to support and continue the successful
activities that already operated in schools (such as waste avoidance
and resource recovery processes and sustainable school grounds
management practices) and then to link and incorporate these
activities with the curriculum. However it was meant to be much
more than this. The program aimed for schools to construct a
realistic and inclusive planning framework and to move beyond
just the rhetoric for partnerships between schools and their
communities. The program links administrative practices with
the curriculum and teaching and learning practices. While this was
occurring there was a renewed strengthening of partnerships at
state level as well. It was important to realise that schools could not
do all these things by themselves. There was a wealth of knowledge
and experience out there that could not be found within the
classroom or what could be delved from the background and
knowledge of teachers so an external supporter was in a much
better position to see if a school was able to practise what it
preached and to offer new perspectives and knowhow.

‘You can’t have a
sustainable school
in an unsustainable
community.
You won’t have an
unsustainable school
in a sustainable
community.
You can’t have a
sustainable school in an
unsustainable school
system.
You won’t have an
unsustainable school
in a sustainable school
system.’

Sustainable Schools is an outward looking program in that it looks
beyond the school grounds and pushes a sustainability agenda in
its two main target areas, namely the school itself, and then, into
the broader community. It is a program that puts the key principles
and processes of the Government’s three year Learning For
Sustainability15 Plan into practice. Government leadership in this
field had developed and acted in an ad hoc manner for the previous
20 years but Sustainable Schools has begun to establish structures
that will enable all government agencies and organisations with an
interest in school environmental education to deliver more targeted,
effective and coherent educational initiatives.
Sustainable Schools is a systems based program with targeted
activities for a range of key components that are part of the whole
school system. Schools like any organisation found that they needed
to take a holisitic approach to their planning and to look at the
big picture ensuring management and teaching practices were not
separated.

Phil Smith, Education Ma
nager: NSW
Department of Environme
nt and
Conservation (2005)
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How The
Some Lessons We Learnt:
Lesson No. 2
Make sure everyone has the same
understanding of what has to be
achieved and who is to do what.
COMMUNICATION AND
COOPERATION

The Joint Intergovernmental
Team team at the time consisted of:
• Syd Smith: Chief Education
Officer, Environmental Education
Unit, Curriculum Directorate, NSW
Department of Education and
Training. Syd had spent over 26
years in education administration
and was experienced in curriculum
development.
• Annette Strangward: Senior
Education Officer II, Curriculum
Directorate, NSW Department
of Education and Training. Annette
was an experienced primary school
teacher and had introduced a
variety of environmental education
programs in her previous school.
• Phillip Smith: Education Manager:
NSW Department of Environment
and Conservation. Phil had
spent years in the environmental
movement and had worked at local
and state levels. He was a former
high school teacher as well.
• Sue Burton: Senior Education
Officer: NSW Department of
Environment and Conservation.
Sue had worked for SCRAP an
environmental NGO and was well
experienced in environmental
education training courses.

At the State Level . . .

Between 2003-2004 Sustainable Schools was funded and managed through
a partnership between the NSW Department of Education and Training
(DET) and the NSW Department of Environment and Conservation
(DEC). The pilot program for Sustainable Schools was conducted in 198
schools across 10 districts of the State with the employment, at any one
time, of 22 part time Sustainable Schools Support Teachers (SSSTs) who
were mainly based at a number of Environmental Education Centres. In
fact over the two year pilot there were 32 different SSSTs employed overall.
Each of the partners provided vital support to the program and besides the
funding side of the program each brought different skills and experiences
to its operation. It was important to accept how each organisation
was to bring its own special contributions to the program and to
identify what those specific skills and specialisations were in the
first place.

The role of the NSW Department of Education and Training:
Initially the DET selected the pilot schools, organised the payment of the 22
Sustainable Schools Support Teachers, funded their travel, and liaised with a
number of their Environmental Education Centres. The pilot was very labour
intensive so funding was essential to pay for the extra support staff.

The role of the NSW Department of Environment and Conservation: DEC provided 2 professional staff to assist in the management
of the program, funded the salaries of the Sustainable Schools Support
Teachers plus another curriculum officer from the DET. DEC also assisted in
the training of the SSSTs and funded the training workshops for them.

The role of the Australian Government Department of
the Environment and Heritage (DEH): Sustainable Schools
accessed further resources from the Australian Government’s DEH to
support innovation, quality teaching and learning, reflection, networking
and community development. DEH also provided funds for the evaluation
of the pilot program and for two additional research programs, one on
partnerships and another on the program operating in priority schools.
DEH did not provide funds specifically for an evaluation of Sustainable
Schools but both DET and DEC made the decision to channel these funds
into evaluation nevertheless. This was important as it indicated a deliberate
intention and a priority to evaluate from the beginning rather than to have it
forced upon them or thought about later.
that one school
There is an old saying
do not know
reiterated, “When you
you try to find
how to do something
is is a key
someone who does.” Th
nisation wanting
principle for any orga
iples into its
to introduce EfS princ
management.
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Some Lessons We Learnt:
Lesson No. 3
Start where people are at and guide
their steps
UNDERSTANDING AND
PERCEPTIVENESS

Sustainable Schools Support
Teachers were employed to assist
schools in:
• maximising opportunities for
learning about sustainability
through an integrated, overlapping
curriculum.
• developing understandings, skills,
and values in relation to the
principles of sustainability.
• maximising opportunities to
develop and implement practical
solutions for key environmental
issues.
• working towards a whole school
approach to environmental policy
development.
• developing and demonstrating
best practice in the management
of resources according to the
principles of ecological sustainable
development.
• developing strategies and
initiatives that link the school
grounds to teaching and learning
opportunities.
• managing the school grounds as
a means of contributing to the
sustainable practices within the
community and as a curriculum
initiative.

Some Lessons We Learnt:
Lesson No. 4
Accept that some things will take time.
PATIENCE

The role of the Joint Intergovernmental Team: The program
was coordinated at a central level by a joint intergovernmental team of four
officers. Two were employed by the NSW DET and two from the NSW DEC.
The team was led by a manager from each department and meetings were
held at regular intervals to monitor the program, establish evaluation criteria
and plan training workshops for the Sustainable Schools Support Teachers.

Sustainable Schools Support Teachers: The SSS Teachers’ role was
to assist schools in developing their School Environment Management Plans
and to show them how to proceed through a number of steps which would
cater for their individual needs and to overcome the challenges they faced in
regards to economic, social and environmental issues. This was an advantage
for schools because these trained officers worked at the grass roots level
and were able to help the schools achieve the involvement of their local
networks and communities (where possible), as well as to build on local
strengths and advantages that their communities had to offer. At the same
time SSSTs were able to facilitate the integration of sustainable practices into
the policy and curriculum of their schools. While this was admittedly a costly
model it was practical and effective and provided much more support than a
resource kit or a telephone support system.
The SSSTs were used to monitor and facilitate a very flexible program
design, taking into account the individual nature of each school and allowing
for each one to travel at its own pace and in its own characteristic way.
This is an important principle as each school unit was at a different level of
readiness and no single formula fitted all.

Environmental Education Centres: Many of the Environmental
Education Centres had a pivotal role in supporting the program serving both
as a base from which the SSSTs could operate and as an additional support
mechanism for schools when time allowed them to do so. Environmental
Education Centres were already specialists in the delivery of environmental
education in schools so they were in a prime position to supplement and
complement the work of the SSSTs and the program itself. It was important
to link as many support structures as possible to the program and even
more important to think laterally and identify these support links in the
first place and then work out how to use them.
We need to explain that the program is still in its early stages of
implementation statewide, but constant monitoring has occurred since its
introduction with an interim evaluation undertaken by an external evaluator
in 200316 This interim evaluation was funded by DEH for both departments.
The same evaluators also completed a final report in 2004 but at the time
of writing this had yet to be officially released. In the early stages of the pilot
Sustainable Schools did not consciously or try to follow the principles of
EfS in a formal or explicit sense but in reality it was fulfilling many of these
principles while simultaneously complementing the requirements of the
NSW Department of Education and Training’s discussion paper, Quality
Teaching in NSW Public Schools17 and the mandatory Environmental
Education Policy for Schools18. This was a decided advantage because
when an organisation like DET has a framework and policy that can
complement EfS principles it is so much easier to accept them in schools and
integrate them into their plans.

15
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At the State Level . . .

Syd Smith discussing the theory
behind Sustainable
Schools

Phillip Smith, the leader of the pilot
Sustainable Schools Program in the DEC
believed that the program is a natural
progression of what was happening in the
education scene already.
‘The essential elements for change were
already there…EFS has put all the parts
into a new holistic model strengthening
our awareness of the clear relationships
between those parts.’
Phillip Smith (2005)
‘This is certainly true in a number
of cases…The recent emphasis on
productive pedagogy in schools
through the Quality Teaching in Public
Schools Discussion Paper in NSW
dovetails very nicely into the Sustainable
Schools Program.’
Syd Smith, Department of Education and
Training (2004)

What was the role of th
e School
Environment Committ
ee?

A School Environment Comm
ittee is formed
ear ly in the process to ensur
e the program has
a long-term future and will
maximise par ticipation by all stakeholders. The
SEC usually leads
the visioning process in which
all stakeholders
are given the opportunity to
make an input
into how they want their sch
ool to be in the
future and which operational
procedures will
be in place to ensure there
will be a learning
environment much more sus
tainable than it has
been in the past. The SEC sho
uld demonstrate a
capacity for short-term and
long-term planning
that encourages the par ticipat
ion of students,
staff (teaching and support
staff), parents, and
the broad school communit
y decision-making
processes.

Sustainable Schools proposes a number of steps which schools can take, taking
into account their individual administrative policies and the practices that suit
their own local situations. To begin with the schools developed a vision for
their future by clarifying how they would like to see a more improved social,
economic and environmental situation for their school and community both
now and in the future. Next schools were asked to undertake a desktop
review which helped them understand their current impact on their local
and even their national environment. This provided key data for identifying
information that could be used as a baseline figure for the school’s action
plan and for tracking future improvements. The decisions generated from this
step were based on components of sustainability. Schools soon realised that
a school environmental management plan was simply a part of their whole
school plan, a task that all government schools had to undertake so again
the process was much easier to accept and implement in this case because
it fitted in with the current administrative requirements set down by the
Department of Education and Training.
The desktop review was usually followed by an organisational review
which identified what the school community thought was important and
who would conduct the actions that the plan had identified. This information
was often used by the School’s Environment Committee (SEC) to
continue building and monitoring support levels within the school community.
The ongoing monitoring of data assisted towards improvements and
recognised the processes that were to be embedded in the program. At
frequent intervals the school would undertake snapshot reviews or
environmental audits of its premises and record people’s behavioural
patterns. This enabled the school to gather information on how it was
impacting on its environment and included such activities as measuring water
usage and energy consumption, as well as developing indicators for recording
biodiversity in its playgrounds. All this information assisted in developing
the school’s action plans which obviously followed on from the School’s
Environmental Management Plan. Schools were also encouraged to
maintain records of the changes that had occurred over time and to keep
photographs and other data to highlight and measure changes.This would be
useful for new staff when they came to be appointed to the school in the
future.
Sustainable Schools provided an excellent model for demonstrating key EfS
components including:
• How they established long term partnerships.
• How they encouraged participation by all groups.
• How they encouraged a collaborative working environment
which would lead to a cooperative vision.
• How they provided opportunities for capacity building in all
groups.
• How they attempted to establish embedded change.
• How they encouraged a framework that supported futures
thinking and values clarification.
• How they developed their skills in systemic thinking.
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What are some of the links between EfS and the QT Discussion
Document?
Annette Strangward has identified some
interesting links among EfS , various skills
in a number of syllabuses and certain
elements in the NSW Quality Teaching
Discussion Paper. Two examples are:
QT Dimension: Quality Learning
Environment
QT Element: Student Self Regulation/
Self Direction
Skills: Critical Thinking. Negotiated
Learning. Students are asked to make
personal judgments and informed choices
involving decision making
Relationship to EfS: Students are
encouraged to develop positive and
balanced attitudes towards the environment and to consider the future in their
decision making
An outcome may be the development of
outdoor learning areas where students
are involved in action learning projects
that support the continuity of the School
Environmental Management Plan e.g.
Learnscapes or cyclic audit procedures
QT Dimension: Significance
QT Element: Connectedness
It is in the area of Connectedness that
EfS plays its major role. In this element
students make connections between different aspects of school learning as well
as connections to their past experiences
and the world beyond the classroom
Skill; Social innovation through student
participation in their SEMP by generating new ideas, determining priorities and
adapting creatively to change and taking
action for the future.
Relationship to EfS: Establishing a
learning framework in which students
will foster support for the well being of
future generations by promoting sustainable lifestyles. Helping students to adopt
behaviours and practices that protect the
environment.

productive
Productive pedagogy19 is now a
pedagog y fits in
major initiative in NSW governto EfS
ment schools and is different from
any previous approaches. It is an important factor in aligning schools with
the principles of EfS although this was not its original intention. Productive
pedagogy, like EfS, is very comprehensive and does not focus on just one
aspect of teaching. It requires attention to many essential aspects of classroom
teaching.
These aspects are divided into 3 dimensions:
• Intellectual quality.
• Quality Learning Environment.
• Significance
The Quality Teaching Model in NSW20 is a guide to professional
teaching and learning and professional dialogue. It was intended to guide
our reflection and analysis of current classroom practices plus the planning
and redesign of teaching and learning activities. When it was released the
Quality Teaching Model provided a valuable opportunity for educators to
stimulate discussions, to analyse strategic issues and encourage professional
learning among the pilot schools, their environmental coordinators, School
Environment Committees and the SSSTs assisting them. Ultimately it allowed
environmental education and EfS to become part of a discussion of current
practice along with the planning and redesign of activities in schools. In
other words curriculum initiatives at a central level facilitated
and confirmed the EfS principles which were to be implemented
consciously or unconsciously in the pilot schools. EfS principles could
not have been adapted to the education system and to what was happening
in schools unless there were some parallels to what was already happening
at the education policy level and to what schools were being asked to do
already.
It is in the dimension of Significance that the element of Connectedness
appears and it is with connectedness that EfS plays one of its major roles.
Significance refers to a teaching and learning style that helps make learning
more meaningful and important to students. It draws clear connections
with the student’s prior knowledge and identitifies with issues outside of
the classroom and accepts that there are multiple ways of knowing things.
So Connectedness allows students to apply school knowledge to real life
contexts or problems and provides opportunities for them to share their
work with audiences beyond the classroom and school. Another element
within this dimension is Knowledge Integration where lessons regularly
demonstrate links between and within different subjects taught in class. It is
possible to extend this principle to students making connections between
different aspects of other areas of school learning in the form of connections
to their past experiences and the world beyond the classroom. This supports
the systemic approach admirably as advocated by the EfS approach and
confirms there is a need to look at the broader picture and take a more
holistic approach.
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Some Lessons We Learnt:
Lesson No. 5
Make sure you involve people who
have the power to make decisions on
behalf of their organisations.
CAPACITY AND POWER

A socially supportive classroom environment which is an element
under the dimension of Quality Learning Environment is another
element where students are able to influence activities and decide on how
they can be implemented. This dimension allows for student participation
in decision- making and planning, both key components of Sustainable
Schools. Annette Strangward who worked on Sustainable Schools for several
years identified a number of links between EfS components and the Quality
Teaching Discussion Paper (QT). She subsequently summarised some of the
links between several dimensions of QT and some of the key components
of EfS.
The point to make here is that EfS principles are much easier to introduce
into an organisation when the organisation has a set of policies and
supports principles that align with EfS. The challenge is to identify the
alignments between the two and recognise the similarities or undertake
adjustments that will ensure the alignment is easier to make.

Par tnerships In

Members of the Joint Agency
Support Group in 2003

Composition
of the Joint A
gency
Support Gro
up
• Depar tment
of Education an
d Training (2)
• Depar tment
of Environmen
t and Conservation (2)
• Royal Botani
c Gardens
• National Park
s and Wildlife
• Sydney Water
• Depar tment
of Agriculture
• State Forests
• Australian D
epar tment of En
vironment
and Heritage
• Depar tment
of Commerce
• Sustainable En
ergy Developm
ent Authority (SEDA)
• Sydney Catch
ment Authorit
y

Sustainable Sch
ools

Sustainable Schools is highly dependent on developing partnerships with
other groups and individuals including government and non-government
groups. Partnerships occur at all levels in the program from the central
partnership between DET and DEC to the partnerships facilitated by the
SSSTs, to the essential links developed by schools with their communities.
One of the reasons for developing partnerships is that the
program requires a wealth of skills and knowledge which do
not reside necessarily with only one person or just a single
organisation. Schools, like all progressive organisations, are learning
communities and everyone can learn from others. Teachers are no longer
seen as the fountain of all knowledge and are really the facilitator of learning
for students. They set up opportunities for students to learn and some of
these opportunities are supplied by those that do not work in the school
or the Department of Education and Training. Partnerships enrich the
school’s learning and provide fresh ideas on how to deal with
sustainability issues.

Partnerships at the Central Level
In 2003 it was agreed that the DEC would attempt to develop a
Joint Agency Support Group (JAS), its brief to coordinate a
cooperative network between those government departments which
had a responsibility for the environment or at least some component
of environmental education. The early meetings were slow to achieve a
negotiated set of goals or to clarify what the purposes of the committee
were to be but after employing an independent facilitator and identifying
specific programs and activities to support Sustainable Schools the group
began to function more efficiently. One of the problems at that early stage
was the inexperience of government departments in sharing the ownership
of projects and the hesitancy of some representatives to commit to certain
decisions because of their lack of seniority in their organisation. There was
also suspicion that since one state government department was the initiator
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Narrabeen North Primary School
Narrabeen North Public School on Sydney’s
Northern Beaches saw many advantages in developing partnerships with community groups
in its local area. The steps undertaken to achieve
this included:
• A critical assessment of the units of work
already taught in the school.
• An assessment of the mandatory departmental requirements.
• School representatives attended workshops
at two local Environmental Education
Centres to gain ideas on how to plan their
school-based strategies.
• Based on this training these representatives
returned to Narrabeen North and commenced planning workshops for the rest of
their staff.
• A community club was established to provide
a micro working model of the possibilities for
incorporating sustainability education into the
curriculum.
• The club decided to work on a plot of
bushland in front of the school. As it was a
suitable venue for developing programs to
support the Environmental Education Policy
for Schools.
• Since the bushland site belonged to
Pittwater Council the school developed a
joint program with the council and made the
area an educational resource.
• A full committee was established with a
representative of the Coastal Environment
Centre at Narrabeen playing an advisory role.
• As a result of their partnership the school
won a Keep Australia Beautiful Metro
Pride Award for making a valuable input into
improving the quality of the local environment.
To achieve these outcomes there were many
other players in the process. Karen Nippard, the
Education Officer from Pittwater Council
provided advice and cooperation in utilising the
bushland area while parents with landscaping
and related skills played a leading part in the ultimate decisions about what could be achieved
over future years and the priorities that had to
be set. Certain short term targets were also set
including the school’s Go Green Days.
‘Go Green Days are our way of making syllabuses work. Each year our teacher workshops
revisit the audit process to assess any changes
in our impact on the environment. This is an annual event and tends to renew our partnerships
and revitalises the program from one year to
another...We use the Streamwatch Program for
our catchment studies and we have developed
links with other schools... One of the signs of
our success is that many parents who used to
have children in our school still come back to
help with our program. In fact the parents play
a big role in the continuity of the program. It
takes a lot of phone calls to keep the network
alive but it is worth it.’
Jillian Cupitt: Teacher, Narrabeen North
Public School (2005)
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of the program then this department could be seeking additional funds from
other departments to promote its own reputation. Again the group had
the problem of clarifying ownership and the new framework that was being
proposed. Another problem was the instability of maintaining the same
representatives on the committee as government departments rationalised
their services and amended their funding priorities during the major NSW
Government restructures that were taking place at the time.
However, in these early stages of development the group was still able to
make some progress. Some departments were able to confirm the support
they could give at a central level while others explained that they were
already providing support to schools. The Royal Botanic Gardens, for
example, gave details of its gardening service to schools and communities
while the Sustainable Energy Development Authority briefed the
committee on its educational publications and its service to schools through
its website. The original purpose of the JAS Group was to identify at a
central level what support structures were available to Sustainable Schools
and how they could be accessed and coordinated at a local level by schools
and their communities. This support might be in the form of funding but this
was not the major role of the Group. The Group served other purposes
comprising the production of educational materials, advice on technical
issues confronting schools and on- ground assistance to schools and their
districts. The information supplied by these bodies was then passed on to
the 22 SSSTs and ultimately to the schools themselves.
The next phase in the process of supporting schools may be to further
promote the role of local councils, many of which already play a leading
role in support and to investigate the potential role of non- government
organisations. Schools use NGOs already at a local level but the major
ones are still untapped. An increased role for environmental education
centres may be determined also. At this early stage the concept of a
partnership was in its infancy and was viewed as a very basic relationship
with further development required. Further specific shared projects
with stronger ownership between departments could be the next step.
However the partnership between the two leading departments, DET
and DEC strengthened during this period of rapid change in government
departments, a victory in itself!
The DET also headed up its own steering committee in which the main
stakeholders in the program at a state level were able to make input into
the program and participate in its decision-making and advisory process. The
Sustainable Schools Steering Committee met approximately 3 to
4 times a year. While there were no specific student representatives on the
steering committee, members of the NSW Students Representative
Council (SRC) held several meetings to discuss the program and the
Chief Education Officer in charge of Student Representative Council
matters attended several meetings of the Steering Committee as well.
The Steering Committee discussed such issues as how schools might best
implement the program, which initiatives might work best in schools, how
parents might be better involved, how to improve communications with
principals and teachers, and which organisations would be best to approach
for sponsorship and support. The Steering Committee provided a good
lesson in getting roles and responsibilities right and taking seriously the idea
of an inclusive decision making process.
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Partnerships at the School Level
Composition of the Sustainable
Schools Steering Committee
CEO Environmental Education
SEOII Sustainable Schools
Secondary Principal Government
School
Primary Principal Government School
Principal of an Environmental
Education Centre
Federation of Parents and Citizens
Association
Manager Education Dept of
Environment and Conservation
Senior Education Officer Dept of
Environment and Conservation
Australian Dept of Environment and
Heritage
Local Government and Shires
Association
Public Relations Unit Department of
Education and Training
Catholic Education Office, Sydney

How Community Groups Have
Acted as Partners with Schools
Activities to date at a statewide level have included:
• Audits
• Workshops
• Tree plantings and development of gardens
• Assisting schools to obtain and implement
grants
• Providing grants/ prizes (e.g. in a team to do
an audit)
• Providing awards
• Arranging sponsorship e.g. for Waterwatch
equipment
• Organising working groups e.g. Bushcare,
Green Reserve
• Providing advice or referring schools to
others for advice e.g. about soil erosion,
salinity
• Playing a liaison role between community
groups and the schools
• Help with networking and sharing
amongst schools
• Giving recognition to environmental
activities of schools through badging.
• Assisting, planning and monitoring the
schools’ programs

It is interesting to note the categories and nature of partnerships that can be
formed at school level. Uzell21 identified 4 models of possible relationships
between schools and their local communities. His first model was the school
being viewed as an isolated island where all learning is confined to the
classroom and there is no, or little contact with the community. The second
model is where the community is invited into the school and where
there is a partial opening of the barriers into the school. His third is where
the school becomes a guest in its own local community wherein
students can address their activities in an attempt to work on and influence
conditions which they have explored theoretically in the classroom. Finally,
Uzell describes the school as a social agent. In this fourth model the
school becomes active in actually dealing with environmental problems; here
the education occurs out in the local community in school time and it is
action oriented. Concrete actions take place in the local community, some of
which are direct (e.g. waste, traffic etc) and others indirect (e.g. influencing
others such as parents, politicians and planners). A number of schools in the
Sustainable Schools pilot were able to achieve a situation to Uzell’s fourth
model but for many it was still a developmental issue with which they were
still grappling and aiming towards.
A list of potential partners for schools was presented to schools by the
SSSTs and the central management group early in the pilot program. The
following list can be viewed at 2 levels; that is those partners who are close
to the school already and those who had the potential to be partners but
were not an educational establishment or were geographically distanced
from the school.
At the first level there were those who worked very closely with
and within the school including such groups and individuals as:
• The Parents and Citizens Association or the Parents and Friends
• Volunteers
• Canteen Workers
• Cleaners and
• Parents
At the second and community level schools were working from a
selection of:
• Local councils
• Local Environmental Groups
• Government Agencies
• Sponsors
• Other schools in the area
• Groups using the school’s facilities (e.g community clubs and
organisations)
• Local businesses
• Environmental Education Centres
• Utility service providers
• Neighbours
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From One Solution
to the Next
Mt St Thomas Public School
Mount St Thomas Public School in
Wollongong saw its planning process
as overcoming a series of problems
as they made major changes
to the school’s curriculum and
administrative framework. While the
students had developed a successful
worm farm to recycle green waste
and lunch scraps there was still a
large surplus of waste which would
not fit into the worm farm.
The solution at the time with
a grant from the Illawarra
Environmental Education
Centre was to install a chicken pen
with many chickens to devour the
surplus food scraps. This solved one
problem but then created another.
Who would feed the chickens during
school holidays and would there be
the problem of vandals? Again one
solution led to another. Because of
a strong and suppor tive community,
a roster was established and the
rewards for the volunteers’ services
were free eggs over the vacation and
weekends.
In addition to this the Illawarra
Waste Board assisted the
school with composting and waste
management but the par tnerships
did not end there. Integral Energy,
Wollongong City Council, BHP
and SCRAP were all advisers and
on the ground suppor ters as the
school moved towards becoming a
more sustainable organisation.
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A question supporting capacity
building might be:
How can we solve the traffic
problems in our community? Go out
into your community and decide
for yourself what you think are the
causes of the problem and decide
how you would advise government
planners on making changes for the
future.Plan how you will organize this
activity.
A question not supporting
capacity building would be:
Read the latest report from the
RTA on what is seen as the major
causes of traffic problems. From these
options decide on the best option
listed for solving them?

Questioning, Investigating
and Action
Narrabeen North Public School
Students at Narrabeen North Public School
were engaged to actively participate in a process-oriented program to build their capacity by
posing a simple question to them and then allowing them to follow their own investigations
and take appropriate action.
‘I asked the children to think what it was like
in our district before British colonisation took
place. Then they noted that certain weeds
had invaded our landscape; weeds that were
not there before 1788…Then we tried to
see which trees were not there before the
colonial period but now tended to dominate our landscape as a weed. The camphor
laurel was the main offender so they asked
the local fire brigade to use their normal
staff-training schedule to remove the trees.
Then they noted that frogs that were there
in the past were no longer there. This led
to their seeking advice on how to build
a frog pond and ultimately an outdoor
classroom. Each activity led to another as
we went along. ..More people came into
the project asking more questions and
offering more assistance from outside the
school. Energy Australia gave us some old
telegraph poles for fencing and for the
borders of our new vegetable garden.
This gave everyone a sense of ownership for the project.’
Jillian Cupitt: Teacher, Narrabeen North
Public School
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Capacity buildin
g In Sustainable

Schools

Capacity Buidling at the Central Planning Level
In the initial stages of the pilot program the SSSTs were provided with a series
of training programs to enhance their support to schools. Capacity building
was essential for the SSSTs so that they would be confident about approaching
not only principals but to be able to develop skills in dealing with a variety of
community groups, government departments and parent or teacher groups.
Sustainable Schools was designed to support the need for face to face activities in
order to assist schools (rather than the old traditional resource kit or workshop
strategy). Admittedly this approach required a large budget for the training program
of each SSST but it made use of the diverse knowledge and skills in each one of
them while encouraging capacity building in them as well. There was a fine line
between what the SSSTs could do for the schools and what the schools had to do
for themselves without the SSST telling them exactly what they should do. Some of
the SSSTs became members of the school’s environment committee advising them,
where necessary, but basically establishing a framework so that all stakeholders
could own the program and plan for themselves.
Julie Gallan, the principal of Royal National Park Environmental Education Centre
noted that the idea of a vision, and the process for developing one, was crucial but
this was the greatest challenge to schools due to the administrative framework
they had to contend with. Just to succeed in getting everyone’s agreement was
a challenge, let alone their participation. A top down approach was usually not
successful but even when it came from the creativity of those involved, the
engagement process was still relatively slow. According to Julie, capacity building
worked best when students were encouraged to engage in futures thinking. To
encourage futures thinking, students recorded what they wanted for their future and
identified ways to make that future happen. The initial probing question might come
from the teacher but it was more important to see how the question was asked.
Sustainable Schools actually changed pedagogy in some schools because the nature
and form of the questions were vital in either building the capacity of the students
or otherwise simply retaining original teaching practices and restricting capacity.
Of all the processes embraced by Sustainable Schools capacity building is the
most important and often the most difficult to achieve. Long held attitudes, a
crowded curriculum, and a desire to retain traditional teaching practices and
power structures, which sometimes coincide within a depressive administrative
framework, can often limit capacity building. It is not surprising then that in many
schools progress has been slow. This is not so much the fault of teachers but the
administrative structure in which they have to work. While capacity building was
very successful in some schools it was impeded in others by the practice of just
voting on only one person’s idea, the lack of a true collaborative approach, or little
success in convincing all parties that the process was valid and feasible. A certain
degree of flexibility and adaptation are vital if the organisation is to provide the
right climate for capacity building.
Capacity Building at the school level
In schools the emphasis on an inclusive School Environment Committee, involving
all groups and a student voice in decision making assisted in a range of activities
to occur. The push for capacity building came from program design as well as the
very good practice of the state’s excellent teachers, the key to what is required for
success in schools in spite of the challenges.
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Futures Thinkin
g
‘A vision statement is part of school’s
“ethos”. A vision statement can and
even should be part of a school’s
policy. The School Plan is based on
its vision and should incorporate
sustainability principles.’
Phillip Smith (2005)
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Green Card Scheme
Middle Harbour Public School
Some schools such as Middle Harbour
introduced a Green Card Scheme which
involved a parent “green card” system
to fund environmental initiatives in the
school. Over 50 local businesses agreed
to provide discounts to encourage
parents to shop locally and reduce the
need to travel. This is a school initiative
which hopefully will become a permanent
routine and shopping habit for the future
in the area.

In Sustainable S

chools

While getting some continuous development from year to year in school
programs is still a major challenge to current
thinking and planning in some schools,
teachers are beginning to be more
aware of the need for continuity and
to develop strategies that will ensure
their initiatives are long lasting and part
of a long term plan for the future. Too
often programs have ceased to continue
because of a key teacher leaving the
school and no other parent or teacher
hool garden
having ownership of the program to
Developing a sc
be being willing to replace him or her and
progress the activity further. Nevertheless there are a number of developments in
Sustainable Schools that exemplify success in the area of futures thinking.
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Systemic Approach
to Citizenship
Annette Strangward prepared a set
of tables for teachers demonstrating
how a systemic approach might work.
The area of citizenship is the example
cited here:
Skill: Citizenship
Description: Develop an awareness
of our personal, local, national and
global responsibilities.
Syllabus Outcomes: Citizenship
and its relationship to sustainability
occur in numerous syllabuses:
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Systemic Think
ing

Thinking systemically also requires several shifts in perception, which lead
in turn to different ways to teach and different ways to organise society:
• from parts to wholes

• Geography Stage 4: Students
explain how geographical knowledge,
understanding and skills contribute
to active and informed citizenship.
(Outcome 4.9)

• from structure to process

• Form sound judgments on global
environmental issues
• Participate actively as global citizens
in protecting the environment.
Objectives from the Environmental Education Policy for
Schools:
• Evaluate the success of actions (S6)
• Develop a respect for life on Earth.
(V1)

chools

Individual “things” (plants, people, watersheds, schools) are themselves
systems and are not separate from the larger systems in which they exist.
The Centre for Ecoliteracy22 recognises that learning to think systemically
is critical to Education for Sustainability. One of the ways that teachers and
schools teach systemic thinking is to shift student perceptions.

• Science Stage 5: Students explain
how social factors influence the development and acceptance of scientific
ideas.(Outcome 5.1)

Learning Processes to Consider:

In Sustainable S

• from objects to relationships
• from objective knowledge to contextual knowledge
• from quantity to quality
• from contents to pattern
To most teachers systemic thinking is primarily having the ability to
integrate sustainability into the total curriculum in such a way that it still
accords with the demands of State developed syllabuses and curriculum
frameworks. In more recent times with the promotion of the QT such
elements as connectedness and integration have been incorporated
into classroom teaching, hence emphasising the importance of a systemic
approach. In spite of a key learning curriculum framework with its
fixed boundaries confining various areas of the total curriculum, it is still
possible, especially for primary teachers, to adopt a broader more holistic
approach to the content of their lessons and to incorporate sustainability
not only into their classroom activities but to expand it beyond the
classroom and into the community and into the administrative practices
of the school itself. Generic skills such as research, communication, solving
problems, using technology, cooperation, citizenship and expression all
assist teachers in taking a systemic approach to their planning and teaching.

There is also another perspective to looking at systemic thinking in schools
and within the education bureaucracy as a whole. Classrooms, schools
and regions can also be seen as systems all serving as change agents
often using systems thinking and ecological concepts when
School Environmenta
devising strategies for changing those systems. Systems can be
Management Plans l
visualized as creating networks of students, parents, teachers,
administrators and community organizations working
The most successful schoo
l environmental
together
for change.
management plans are tho
se where the process
of change involves:
• an holistic perspectiv
e which employs an
integrated systems appro
ach to planning and
includes the whole site, the
whole school
community and all aspec
ts of the curriculum.
NSW Environmental Educa
tion Policy for Schools
(2001, p.17)
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How EfS was Implemented . . .

and Reflection
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Critical Thinking at Central Planning Level

As a new program which involved a partnership between many groups,
regular meetings were held by the managers of the program to discuss
progress and monitor future plans. The central
management group employed an action research
model and employed the plan, act, review
cycle. One of the most relevant issues was
whether schools should be accredited once
they attained a certain level of achievement
or alternatively, whether they should simply
be given some form of recognition. Both
options required considerable philosophic analysis
nk
Stabilising a ba
and ranged from deep discussions on equity
among schools and the ability of all of them to all achieve the same
goals, to considering the logistics of how we would be able to assess
the attainment of a level of sustainability in a school. Such a discussion
required consultation and an analysis of practices adopted overseas.
Other issues which led to a steep learning
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Critical Success Facto
At the Central Planning Level
Planning at a central level was dependent on the support and
endorsement of the government departments involved and the ability and
acumen of the SSST s working in the schools. The continued success of the
program will depend on the department’s commitment to support funding
the program and recognise its contribution to education in general and its
significance in preparing students and their communities for a sustainable
future. Establishing a funding priority for the program is crucial for the
continuation of the program along with the recognition of its value by
other partners in the program.

At the School Level
When schools were asked what had helped their progress in
Sustainable Schools they referred primarily to the interest, enthusiasm
and commitment of individuals and groups of teachers and students,
the principal and groups in the community including active parents,
environmental groups such as Landcare and organisations including local
councils.
Many referred to the enthusiastic assistance received from the SSST and
EEC, the benefits of doing audits and undertaking specific activities such as
recycling, the benefits of obtaining recognition and various events such as
youth forums that motivated students and others

ram
Barriers To The Prog
At a Central Planning Level
Because the program was relatively new and untested, limited resources
within the education system were made available. Much of the funding was
external mainly from DEC and DEH plus support from the Holden Motor
Company in the form of a car on loan and funds to award schools who
had made notable progress in their move towards sustainability. DET was
also undergoing a major restructure at the time and had priorities in other
areas. The QT and development of support materials for revised syllabuses
in the Years 7-10 area also took up much of the DET’s curriculum
resources. The insecurity of knowing whether Sustainable Schools would
be supported in the future also inhibited planning and affected morale in
some quarters. At a central level the DET saw value in the program but
was distracted by other more pressing political and curriculum priorities
including a major restructure of relevant government departments.
• There was also a basic problem in the curriculum framework offered by
the Board of Studies and the mandatory nature of the key learning area
model that NSW schools have to follow. A key learning area model does
not readily support integration (even if the rhetoric disputes this) and
a holistic approach to curriculum especially in secondary schools is still
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very challenging where subject faculties still specialise in specific areas of the
total curriculum. As in most western countries the DET is happy to receive
support from other sources for environmental education and EfS but has
few funds to augment the programs themselves. This, in turn, is often viewed
by some teachers as yet another task inflicted on them rather than seeing
it as a process that can be integrated into the work they are doing already.
While this negative impression lasts the problem is likely to persist in some
schools.
• Nevertheless there are some positive signs already beginning to emerge.
A management course has been developed for School Assistant Support
Staff (SASS) who manage the school office and are the key administrative
strength and can often be the key decision makers on sustainability issues.
Many have been already alerted to the ordering of goods and materials
that are more sustainable and the types of goods that should be favoured
over others (e.g. no plastic packaging and the ordering of only recycled
paper). With a support framework such as this, teachers will not be alone in
getting the sustainability message over to their students and schools will be
practising what they preach.
Lack of time, trained staff, and money for projects, along with competing
priorities and workloads of the staff and principal were seen as the main
barriers to making progress at a state level. Other processes interfering with
Sustainable Schools such as old buildings, capital works that were underway,
pressures from the community to install air conditioning, and the lack of
local recycling and other services in relatively isolated communities were
also identified. Droughts, floods, vandalism and other external events were
important barriers to progress for some schools.
Other barriers mentioned anecdotally by several SSSTs included
unsympathetic attitudes or apathy amongst some teachers and the wider
school community and the fact that ‘old habits die hard’. Size of school was
cited by a few schools – some saw being too large as a barrier and others
saw being too small as a barrier to progress. Another commented that
medium size secondary schools have difficulty in moving beyond small groups
of students. Hence there are perceived barriers which may only be as strong
as one would want them to be perhaps.

At a Central Planning Level

Evaluation

‘Many environmental educa
tion
programs in the 1990s were
never
officially evaluated but with
the NSW
Sustainable Schools pilot the
evaluation was both summative and
formative and undertaken by an ext
ernal
group. This is an excellent de
velopment and gave more credib
ility to the
program.’
Phil Smith (2005)

To assess achievements at a state level for Sustainable Schools there
are several factors that need to be considered. First there is the need to
evaluate the processes employed by the pilot program itself. This is the
subject of an official evaluation report to be released by DET and DEC in
the near future.
The second evaluation to consider is the evidence of any changes in
sustainable behaviour by both students and their communities
(including teachers).
The last factor is to evaluate any environmental outcomes that might
have occurred.
The official evaluation yet to be released at the time of writing was
conducted using information from the SSSTs in the form of detailed
questionnaires that examined the level of progress in the pilot schools.
The central website where schools revealed their progress was another
source of data for the program.
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Achievements
At a Central Planning Level
In terms of the processes adopted by Sustainable Schools, there was a
plethora of anecdotal evidence gathered throughout the 2 years of the
pilot. The evidence in conversations with SSSTs showed that the model
was working and was acceptable by communities and teachers alike but
because of its huge demand on funds was unlikely to be maintained. In
terms of the professional growth of teachers there were certain positive
comments that came to the attention of the program managers. Some
teachers thought the program had been the most worthwhile process
they had ever engaged in while others were enthusiastic about its
practical qualities and how it had been beneficial to the school. Others still
advocated the need for it to continue and were highly grateful for having a
SSST to assist them.
It is in the area of environmental outcomes however where the
major achievements can be noted. The SSSTs reported that grounds
management, resource management and reduction of waste are
the areas in which Sustainable Schools was making its greatest contribution
and that, of these three areas, resource management was the area in
which Sustainable Schools was the major contributor . This may reflect
the fact that schools had already progressed further in relation to grounds
improvement before they joined Sustainable Schools.

At the School Level
It appears at this stage that schools have undertaken less activity in relation
to curriculum integration than in resources and grounds management
both before and after joining Sustainable Schools. There are nevertheless
many examples to suggest that some progress is being made in terms of
inspiring a sense of personal responsibility across the school community
even if progress is highly variable both across schools and between school
communities. In this regard, schools probably reflect the patterns of
attitude change and adoption within the wider community around issues
relating to the sustainability.
The process of changing community attitudes and behaviour, however
does take considerable time and is likely to occur slowly. It is heartening
therefore to see that some Sustainable Schools are beginning to change
even if the change is sporadic and variable among teachers and nonteaching staff. Some notable examples of achievements are as follows:
• The town of Mogo in southern NSW was convinced by the school to
dispense of its plastic bags entirely.
• A Youth Forum held at Dorroughby Environmental Education
Centre linked 5 local councils and 16 Secondary Schools to assist Student
Representative Council leaders and accompanying teachers in developing
strategies for waste reduction, energy conservation and water reduction
programs in their schools that would contribute to the development of
SEMPs.
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• Coffs Harbour High established teams and committees to support
their SEMP and included students from across Years 7-12. They also
established a school environment committee including the general assistant,
the farm assistant, teachers, and executive staff. All collaborated with TAFE
teachers and students to redesign and landscape areas around the school
(e.g. the seniors area, previously planted with weeds in a severely eroded
area, now has rehabilitation and ground work in progress). Agriculture
students and staff are still in the process of installing water wise gardens
and efficient drip irrigation systems.
The Local Council and VISY have supported the implementation of paper
recycling collection by Yr 8 Science students who monitor the collection
frequency and volume monthly. The use of recycled paper (relatively
cost prohibitive at the moment) is being assessed in terms of the cost
benefit to the global environment. The school is experimenting with
nests of recycled bins to assess the practicality of achieving whole school
commitment to recycling glass, aluminium, and plastics.
• In a school in the northern suburbs of Sydney one Student Environment
Committee successfully petitioned the P&C to remove a product from
sale from the canteen due to its non-recyclable nature and the litter that
it caused. Year 4 students received a “Civil Action Award” for their work
in promoting the removal of plastic bags through a “Plastic Bag Famine”.
• There are also many examples of schools reducing waste by over
30% and energy by a similar amount in spite of the increase in air
conditioners and computers in schools. With tighter controls on water
usage a similar set of positive statistics on reduced water use was also
most likely.

Summary

• Sustainable Schools is in its infancy in NSW but early evidence suggests
it has a promising future ahead. During its pilot phase much of the financial
support came from DEC and DEH and with the employment of 22
SSSTs at any one time across the State supporting government and nongovernment schools. The individual consultancy model helped to lay the
foundation for future progress of EfS in schools. A new model of support
is currently under investigation23 by both departments and a full evaluation
of the pilot will provide the necessary data to guide the program into the
future.
• Changing attitudes and values to work towards a more sustainable future
is the major challenge of Sustainable Schools as it attempts to develop
schools as showcase models of sustainable practice in its communities.
Achieving sustainable goals in schools may become much easier when
more principals and teachers are convinced that the program need not
involve extra tasks but become simply a better way to achieve their
curriculum and administrative goals.
• This case study is of one Australian state only. With the leadership shown
by DEH other states and territories are now promoting Australia wide
variations of a popular growing trend in EfS. As time goes by schools are
beginning to realise that EfS is more than just acting for the environment
but has wider ramifications for social, personal and economic
components as well.
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Endnotes

1

Marchant (2004, p 6)

2

At the time was under the umbrella of the OECD’s Centre for Educational
Research and Innovation (CERI)

3

The National Environmental Education Council and the National Environmental
Education Network manage the Australian Sustainable Schools Initiative nationally
in cooperation with the states.

4

Henderson and Tilbury (2004)

5

ENSI (2005). Environment and School Initiatives has 13 full member countries and
a number of partners.

6

FEE (2005). The Foundation for Environmental Education originated in Europe but
now includes countries outside of Europe.

7

The China Green Schools Program is managed by the Centre for Environmental
Education (CEEC), a division of the State Environment Protection Administration
(SEPA) and operates from Beijing.

8

Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment See Change: Learning and
Education for Sustainability (2004) provides a detailed description of the NZ
Enviro Schools Program.

9

Evidence has been gained from curriculum advisers within the NSW Department
of Education and Training and feedback from the training and development
meetings of the sustainable school support teachers in 2002 and 2003.

10

The NSW Learning for Sustainability Plan was for the period 2002-2005. (NSW
Government, 2002)

11

NSW Department of Education and Training (2001)

12

NSW Dept of Education and Training (2001 p.17)

13

ISO 14401 is an international standard which accredits organisations for successfully
undertaking set processes which lead to them adopting sustainable practices.

14

Brundtland (1987)

15

NSW Government (2002)

16

Hitchen and Associates conducted evaluations throughout the pilot program but
at the time of writng the final report had not been released.

17

Quality Teaching in NSW Public Schools: Starting the Discussion (2003) and the
Environmental Education Policy for Schools (2001) were both developed by
the NSW Department of Education and Training’s Professional Support and
Curriculum Directorate, Sydney.

18

Quality Teaching in NSW Public Schools: Starting the Discussion (NSW Department
of Education and Training , 2003) and the Environmental Education Policy for
Schools (NSW Department of Education and Training , 2001) were both
developed by the NSW Department of Education and Training’s Professional
Support and Curriculum Directorate, Sydney

19

Productive Pedagogy is the main staple of the Quality Teaching discussion
document currently being assessed by NSW Government schools.

20

NSW Department of Education and Training (2003)

21

Uzell D (1999)

22

The Centre for Ecoliteracy. Available at: http://www.ecoliteracy.org/

23

Hitchen and Associates conducted evaluations throughout the pilot program but
at the time of writng the final report had not been released

30

References

Brundtland, G. (ed) (1987) Our Common Future: World Commission on
Environment and Development Oxford: Oxford University Press
Burton S, Smith P, Strangward A, Last A, Chodkiewicz A (2005) Partnerships
in NSW SSP: Learning from a Pilot program (Unpublished paper presented
to the Working Partnership for Sustainability National Conference 16-18
March 2005 held at Olympic Park Sydney)
Culpitt, J. (2005) Personal Communication, 24 April 2005.
Gallan, J. (2005). Personal Communication, April 19 2005.
Henderson, K. and Tilbury D. (2004) Whole School Approaches to
Sustainability: An International Review of Sustainable School Programs. Report
Prepared by the Australian Research Institute in Education for Sustainability
(ARIES) for the Department of the Environment and Heritage, Australian
Government.
Marchant, L. (2004) It’s A Living Thing: Education for Sustainability Professional
Development Program, Final Evaluation Report June 2004. (unpublished)
NSW Council on Environmental Education (2002) Learning for SustainabilityNSW Environmental Education Plan 2002-2005; NSW Government at: http://
www.environment.nsw.gov.au/cee
NSW Department of Education and Training (2001) Environmental Education
Policy for Schools Curriculum Support Directorate; Sydney
NSW Department of Education and Training (2001) Implementing the
Environmental Education Policy in Your School; Professional Support and
Curriculum Directorate Sydney
NSW Department of Education and Training (2003) Quality Teaching in
NSW Public Schools: Starting the Discussion (This document forms part of a
kit containing the Discussion Paper, A video introduction and an annotated
bibliography available on online at :www.curriculumsupport.nsw.edu.au)
NSW Department of Education and Training (2002) Project Summary:
Sustainable Schools Program NSW Department of Education and Training, July
2002; Sydney (internal unpublished document)
NSW Department of Education and Training and Resource NSW (2003).
Sustainable Schools Program: Handout for Trainee SSSTs. March 2003.
Parliamentary Commission for the Environment (2004) See Change: Learning
and Education for Sustainability; Wellington NZ
Shallcross T (2003) Promoting Sustainable Development through whole school
approachesTthe story of an intercultural, intercontinental research project in
sustainable education; International Journal of Teacher Education and Training
May 2003
Smith, P. (2005) Personal Communication, March 2005.
Smith, P (2002) Building learning communities for sustainability: Resource
NSW; Sustainable Schools Program: (unpublished internal paper developed
for discussion purposes for the planning committee within the NSW
Department of Education and Training and the NSW Department of
Environment and Conservation)
Smith, S. (2004) The role of Environment and School Initiatives (ENSI) in a
global environment: a summary of its operations, effectiveness, relevance and
performance since its inception in 1986. (ENSI paper available on the ENSI
website at: http://www.ensi.org)

31

References cont.
Smith, S. (2004) The State of Environmental Education and Education for
Sustainability in NSW schools; their role in curriculum development in NSW;
Submission on behalf of the NSW Council for Environmental Education to
the Board of Studies, NSW, Feb 2004
Smith, S. (2004) The Global Growth of Green Schools. A Case Study of
Sustainable Schools in Australia (Unpublished Paper presented to
International Green Schools Conference in Hanzhou China June 2004)
Organisers of this conference were the Centre for Environmental Education
and Communications (CEEC) of the State Environmental Protection
Administration (SEPA) in Beijing
Strangward, A. (2005) Personal Communication, May 2005.
SCRAP Ltd and Resource NSW (2002) Sustainable Schools Program Eco
Snapshot Day Report Bundeena Public School (Internal report based on the
school’s environmental audit for Bundeena School and its community one
of a number of school audits in a program funded by the Southern Sydney
Waste Board)
Tilbury, D. (2004) Rising to the Challenge: Education for Sustainability in
Australia. Australian Journal of Environmental Education Vol 20(2) 2004 pp
103-114
Uzzell D (1999) Sustainability and the Transformation of Schooling: Education
for Environmental Action in the Community, New Roles and Relationships;
Cambridge Journal of Education 29(3) pp 397-412

Websites
China Green Schools Project (2005) China Green Schools Accessed 6 June
2005 at: http://www.greenschools.com.cn/_
Environment and School Initiatives (ENSI) (2005). Accessed 6 June 2005 at:
http://www.ensi.org/_.
NSW Department of Education and Training: Accessed June 6 2005

at:

www.curriculumsupport.nsw.edu.au/enviroed/index.cfm
Enviroschools Foundation (2005) Learning for a sustainable future:
Enviroschools. Accessed 6 June 2005 at: http://www.enviroschools.org.nz/.
FEE (2005) Eco-schools Homepage. Accessed 6 June 2005 at:
http://www.eco-schools.org/ (Formerly known as FEEE)
MESA Conference at:
http://www.mesa.edu.au/aaee_conf/Smith-Syd.PDF Accessed 22 July, 2005

32

Cool Communitie

s

Living Change
Living Change aims to highlight innovative NSW programs that are taking brave steps
towards Education for Sustainability . It is comprised of three sections:

The Framework
The framework section provides an introduction to the resource and the concepts
underpinning Education for Sustainability. Based on these concepts a documentation
framework is provided which can be used by practitioners to capture their experiences to
inspire and educate others

Case Study A: Cool Communities
Cool Communities is a nationwide partnership program focused on making changes in
households towards greenhouse gas abatement

Case Study B: Sustainable Schools
Sustainable Schools is a program in New South Wales which invites all schools both
government and non-government to participate.

Your Contribution to Education for Sustainability
The initiatives detailed in the selected case studies are intended be a stimulus and guide for
others who also wish to increase the impacts that education can have on achieving
sustainability in their own workplaces and communities. You are also encouraged to use
The framework to develop a case study of your own program.. Please send in your
documented case study based on this framework to dtilbury@gse.mq.edu.au as we hope to
make available more examples on the website in the future.

All Sections of this resource are available for download from
http://www.aries.mq.edu.au and http://www.nccnsw.org.au.
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