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Our responsibility to do justice to climate education is articulated in this excerpt from Educators Declare Climate 
and Biodiversity Emergency: 

 
Educators are key stakeholders in the future of those who will be most impacted by climate breakdown and biodiversity 
loss, young people. We have a responsibility to do everything we can to ensure a safe environment for them in the 
future… Educational organisations…can also be a model for the wider community on taking action to protect our 
environment. Educators have the capacity to support students who are active in the school strike movement, and to 
develop students’ understanding of how they can effect change. 

This document summarises a range of media articles and web sources in order to elaborate on the following issues: 

1. There are major deficiencies in Australian teacher training, curriculum design, implementation and funding for 
educating in response to the climate crisis. (see pp. 1–2) 

2. The NSW Department of Education has allegedly claimed that the School Strike may not be mentioned by 
school leaders, as climate action comes under the Department’s ‘Controversial Issues in Schools’ policy.  
(see p. 2) 

3. Counterproductive educational plans and materials are being advocated and disseminated (see p. 3) 

4. Teachers are strongly discouraged from participating in climate-related civil disobedience. (see pp. 3–4) 

5. Fossil fuel companies have infiltrated Australian public schools and other education-oriented public 
institutions. (see pp. 4–6) 

1. There are major deficiencies in Australian curriculum design, implementation and funding in relation to 
all aspects of the climate crisis 

Whitehouse, H., & Larri, L. J. (19/09/2019) Ever wondered what our curriculum teaches kids about climate 
change? The answer is ‘not much’. The Conversation. https://theconversation.com/ever-wondered-what-our-
curriculum-teaches-kids-about-climate-change-the-answer-is-not-much-123272  

• Absence of a coherent, systematic educational approach to the climate emergency in Australian 
schools 

• Lack of state/federal government support for addressing this 

• No explicit mention of climate change in the primary curriculum 

• Australian education is failing to address climate change mitigation, adaptation and resilience 

Selwyn, N. (03/11/2019) Retooling schools for an era of climate change. Sydney Morning Herald. https://
www.smh.com.au/education/retooling-schools-for-an-era-of-climate-change-20190814-p52gx7.html 

• Pressing need for the Australian school curriculum to prepare students for the climate crisis 

• Implications for all subject areas: Students need new conceptual understanding in areas like 
climate science, climate politics, climate demography, climate-related health and economics 

• Students need new skills and dispositions to survive in a transformed world, as well as to 
engage democratically and participate in collective decision-making at local, national and 
global levels 

• Need for new cohorts of environmentally expert teachers, accredited in teaching about climate 
change 

• Local interventions around environmental education should be scaled up as mainstream 
components of schooling 
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Rousell, D. & Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, A. (14/02/2019). Climate change: young people striking from school 
see it for the life-threatening issue it is. The Conversation. https://theconversation.com/climate-change-
young-people-striking-from-school-see-it-for-the-life-threatening-issue-it-is-111159 

• Education fails to address climate issues with depth, nuance or rigour 

• In many cases, climate change only makes a brief appearance as a minor topic in the science 
curriculum.  

• Young people’s ideas, experiences and understandings of climate change are rarely entertained 

• Students are left unsupported as they cope with the overwhelming threat of climate 
breakdown 

Bell, P. (15/12/2019). ’Why aren't schools doing more to combat climate change?' TES. https://www.tes.com/
news/why-arent-schools-doing-more-combat-climate-change 

Note: This article has an international (rather than Australian) focus 

• Most teachers are unprepared to educate students on climate breakdown 

• Climate issues are interdisciplinary, and should be integrated into existing subjects 

• Need for a coherent climate curriculum from early years to adulthood 

• The education system must recognise that climate breakdown is not just an environmental 
issue but also has ramifications for social, economic and foreign policy as well as for civic 
engagement (“community-level social dialogue”) 

• A systematic approach is needed to train teachers and incrementally build students’ skills and 
knowledge across all year levels 

• Scope to reform initial teacher training, inspection frameworks, and ongoing professional 
development 

• “Climate breakdown is complex, and misinformation is rife. Comprehensive climate education 
from cradle to grave must therefore be seen as a democratic right for all citizens.”  

I would like to additionally note, in this section, that nowhere in the school curriculum are students invited 
to consider the climate impacts of mainstream ideologies of extractivism, colonialism and neoliberalism. 

2.  The NSW Department of Education has allegedly claimed that the School Strike may not be mentioned by 
school leaders, as climate action comes under the Department’s ‘Controversial Issues in Schools’ policy 

Source: Anecdote only 

Here’s something I heard anecdotally from parents who (in Aug/Sep 2019) were seeking support for 
the School Strike for Climate from leaders of their children’s schools:  

In some cases, parents in NSW were advised that Principals/school leaders were not permitted 
to mention the School Strike for Climate (e.g. in the school newsletter) because they’d been 
instructed by the NSW Department of Education that it came under Department's 
‘Controversial Issues in Schools’ policy.  

This seems deeply problematic to me. I believe that participation in the school strike ought to have 
been seen as curriculum-aligned, since it contributes to curriculum outcomes in Civics and Citizenship 
(“students will participate in democratic processes; explore global citizenship; develop concern for the 
environment and sustainability; be active and informed about global issues”) and also Sustainability 
(“students will engage in reflective thinking about sustainability; be empowered to design action that 
will lead to more a more equitable and sustainable future”). 
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3.  Counterproductive educational plans and materials are being advocated and disseminated 

SBS News (31/07/2019). New Liberal MP wants "both sides" of climate change debate taught at schools. 

• Climate reality is treated as a ‘debate’ in which ‘both sides’ should be taught 

• Liberal MP Terry Young says Australian school student should hear from climate sceptics as well 
as from climate scientists 

Koziol, M. (16 February 2020) 'We want to see balance': Right-wing activists target primary school children 
on climate. The Age. https://www.theage.com.au/national/we-want-to-see-balance-right-wing-activists-
target-primary-school-children-on-climate-20200214-p540ti.html 

• A conservative activist group, Advance Australia, sent ideological climate denialist resources to 
Australian primary schools. 

• Denialist materials (claiming that anthopogenic climate change ‘isn’t true’) masquerade as ‘balance’ 
to counter ‘nonsensical climate alarmism’ 

• ‘Climate alarmism’, together with gender fluidity, characterised as an ideology in which students 
are being indoctrinated 

• NSW and Victorian governments indicated the materials would very likely be banned in public 
schools as they "would not be deemed objective" 

• The NSW Department of Education’s ‘Controversial Issues in Schools’ policy says schools are neutral 
places for rational discourse and objective study and discussions should not advance the interest 
of any particular group 

• The VIC policy on Sustainable Teaching and Learning Resources says that resources used in public 
schools “must not offend students and the wider community due to their obscene, highly offensive 
or overly controversial nature”. 

4.  Teachers are strongly discouraged from participating in civil disobedience 

Staufenberg, J. (10 Dec 2019 ) Teacher rebellion: How Mr Jones gave up his job to fight the climate crisis. The 
Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/education/2019/dec/10/teacher-rebellion-gave-up-job-fight-
climate-crisis 

• Schools, which often attract conscientious people wanting to bring about societal change, are 
now being challenged by some teachers – and students – to set an example over the climate 
emergency.  

• Teachers are turning to civil disobedience, saying UK schools are contributing to the 
environmental emergency. 

• One teacher worried about being fired if they are arrested taking part in civil disobedience, but 
concluded that ‘[t]he consequences for me of losing my job seemed so insignificant compared 
with the consequences of inaction on climate change.’ 

• School leaders are often unsupportive. One senior leader likened a teacher’s concern about the 
climate crisis to a ‘religious conviction’. The teacher replied ‘the science is not controversial’ , but 
was told, ‘that’s not how everyone sees it’.  

• In another case, a headteacher was shocked by a teacher’s plan to be arrested during an 
Extinction Rebellion protest, and advised against it.  

• In a further case, a teacher is on ‘very difficult terms’ with her head since being charged with 
blocking a public highway. The teacher says: ‘My headteacher placed the teacher standards in 
front of me and pretty much said I was a bad role model. She has also suggested I’m not 
following the fundamental British values. It’s really stressful.’  (The teacher standards require 
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‘consistently high standards of personal and professional conduct’ and ‘that personal beliefs are 
not expressed in ways which … might lead [pupils] to break the law’.) 

• A teacher criticises school initiatives such as appointing ‘climate change champions’ as being 
‘just to appease parents’. 

• One teacher decided to leave his job after his proposals that his school declare a climate 
emergency fell on deaf ears. Another teacher says: ‘Teachers should really consider leaving 
mainstream education. They should be clear it’s because the educational system not only fails to 
teach about the ecological emergency, but perpetuates an unfair system that is part of the 
problem.’ 

• The UK Student Climate Network launched Teach the Future, a campaign calling for 
policymakers to ‘repurpose the entire education system around the climate emergency and 
ecological crisis’. 

5.  Fossil fuel companies have infiltrated both Australian public schools and other education-oriented public 
institutions 

Joshi, K., 'Climate denial still features in fossil fuel-funded education materials', Renew Economy, 15/07/2021.  
https://reneweconomy.com.au/climate-denial-still-features-in-fossil-fuel-funded-education-materials/ 

• Fossil fuel companies – either Australian or with interests in Australia – are embedded deep into 
education, with powerful influence over content and framing as well as access to employment 
drives for one of the most harmful industries in human history 

• The Woodside Australian Science Project (in partnership with Earth Science Western Australia) 
provides STEM resources for students and teachers that cast doubt on climate science, stating 
that the role of fossil fuels in recent rapid warming is ‘a point of some debate’, and misdirecting 
students by arguing that ‘we should be grateful that there are greenhouse gasses in our 
atmosphere [as they] keep the surface of this planet warm enough to support life’. On the 
worksheet specifically about the ‘enhanced greenhouse effect’, there is no mention of fossil 
fuels, coal, oil or gas 

• Woodside is openly and aggressively trying to encourage a new generation of students to 
choose oil and gas exploration as their career. They use cutesy Vegemite demonstrations ‘to 
teach primary school students about oil and gas’ 

• Santos supports the Primary Australian Literacy Mathematics and Science (PALMS) initiative 
(also in partnership with Earth Sciences Western Australia) 

•  Chevron spruiks future careers in fossil fuel extraction 

• The nationwide education provider Australian Earth Science Education has supporters including 
the Chamber of Minerals and Energy of WA, Chevron, Santos, Woodside, BP Developments 
Australia, the Australian Geoscience Council, oil and gas exploration company Finder Energy 
and former oil and gas executive Dr Peter Moore 

• Questacon has partnered with Inpex, a Japanese fossil gas company that plans to significantly 
expand its mining operations in Australia. A Questacon video repeats industry lines about fossil 
fuels being required during energy transition as a ‘bridge fuel’, due to the ‘intermittency’ of wind 
and solar 

• The idea that we ought to slow the transition by partly relying on high-emissions fuels in the 
process of trying to remove emissions from the grid is a ludicrous and circular piece of 
reasoning created by vested interests, and it has absolutely no part in any educational content 

• Australia’s chief fossil fuels lobby group, the Minerals Council of Australia (MCA), has begun an 
aggressive lobbying process regarding Australia’s national school curriculum 
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Yallup Farrant, J. (2021, August 11). In Australian Parents for Climate Action [facebook group]. Anyone a bit 
cranky and fatigued by the fossil fuel industry continuing to infiltrate our public and social spaces telling 
[Image attached] Facebook. https://www.facebook.com/groups/climateactionparents/posts/
2685602651738957 

• Regarding a primary school  incursion by Woodside that had been planned for Year 3 students 
in WA, a parent posted: ‘Anyone a bit cranky and fatigued by the fossil fuel industry continuing 
to infiltrate our public and social spaces telling us how great they are while they continue to 
push ahead with new gas projects? Hm.... what if they are doing that in primary school 
classrooms 2 weeks after the IPCC report unequivocally states we need to urgently reduce our 
emissions to have a chance at restoring a stable climate?’ 

Rabble Books & Games [@RabbleBG]. (2021, August 16). We know that young people will be 
disproportionately impacted by climate change - it is a serious and current child health issue. We need more 
leadership from health, science and education orgs and less acceptance of fossil fuel orgs in these spaces. [I 
can’t access the URL for this tweet as I don’t have a Twitter account.] 

• Disappointingly, the treatment of climate change in ScitechWA ‘Earth Matters’ exhibit redirects 
children into individual action (Keep Cups! Plant a tree to solve deforestation!) rather than the 
pursuit of systemic change 

• Rabble Books & Games tweets: ’Wonder why ScitechWA doesn’t want to talk about systemic 
change? Take a look at the make-up of their board and corporate partners.’ (The board of 
SciTechWA include Woodside, Chevron, BHP, and Rio  Tinto, and these companies together with 
Shell are among the corporate partners) 

Further examples of the infiltration of educational programs by fossil fuel companies or other organisations 
that invest heavily in fossil fuels: 

• The website Cool Australia shares curriculum-linked educational resources on themes including 
climate, biodiversity, and sustainability. Among its supporters and partners, Cool Australia lists 
Foxtel (a Murdoch media company with a history of climate denialism) and Westpac (which 
continues to invest in fossil fuels). 

• The activity Learn@Home – Reducing Your Carbon Footprint encourages students to 
‘Think about ways we can reduce our carbon footprint by the small choices we and our 
families make every day,’  with no mention of the disproportionate carbon emissions by 
corporations 

• The associated resource ‘CO2 Saver Choice Cards & Facts’ promotes 16 strategies for 
reduction in household energy usage and investment in carbon sequestration, yet it 
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conspicuously avoids reference to switching to an exclusively renewable-energy power 
company 

• The activity 2040 – Reducing Our Carbon Footprint – Maths and Science – Years 5 & 6 
provides a ‘Sustainability Factsheet’ which defines economic growth as a pillar of 
sustainability 

• The activity Learn@Home – Choc Chip Coal Mine ostensibly teaches students about the 
ecological damage caused by coal mining through an activity that uses chocolate chips 
to represent coal, yet it exploits children’s enjoyment of chocolate to generate a positive 
regard for the ‘precious resource’ of coal 

• The activity 2040 – Solutions To Climate Change – Science – Year 10 de-emphasises the 
importance of reducing fossil fuel emissions, focussing instead on issues such as 
reforestation, regenerative farming, marine ecosystem conservation, etc 

The above critique is not exhaustive, as the Cool Australia website includes numerous other 
activities which I haven’t yet explored. 

• Eco-Schools Australia, whose sponsors include the Commonwealth Government’s Department 
of Environment and Energy, has a focus solely on local problems and solutions to the exclusion 
of any contemplation of systemic issues. 

• The Premier’s Science Awards (WA) are sponsored by Chevron, ExxonMobil, Shell and Woodside 
(among others). 
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