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SUBMISSION TO THE REVIEW OF THE AUSTRALIAN CURRICULUM 
FEBRUARY 2014 

 
 
The Australian Association for Environmental Education (AAEE) welcomes the 
opportunity to participate in the review of the Australian Curriculum. 
 
The AAEE is a broad based professional education association that connects 
through education to advance understandings and actions in relation to 
environmental and sustainability issues across all communities and education 
sectors. Our members are community, early childhood, school and tertiary 
educators.  
 
AAEE is a member of Australian Education for Sustainability Alliance (AESA). A 
broad alliance of organisations representing teachers, parents and educators 
across the early childhood, public, catholic and independent school sectors, 
tertiary education staff and students and environmental organisations.  
 
The AAEE submission provides information on the development and significance 
of sustainability as a national cross curriculum priority, its links to the Australian 
Government’s Students First initiatives and applications of sustainability concept 
in business, government and community under the following headings: 
 

1. Environmental education and education for sustainability. 
2. Australian governments’ recognition of and support for sustainability 

in Australian curriculum, schools and early childhood services. 
3. Sustainability as a cross curriculum priority in the National 

Curriculum and links with Students First initiatives. 
4. The application of sustainability concept in business, government and 

community. 
5. Recommendation 

 
1. Environmental education and education for sustainability 

 
Environmental education has been a formal part of Australian schools and 
curriculum for over 40 years and early childhood services for over 20 years. 
Environmental education has an ecological focus on peoples’ relationships 
with the natural environment and ways to conserve and to preserve the 
environment and to practise responsible stewardship of Earth’s resources.  

 
The publication Our Common Future by the World Commission on 
Environment and Development in 1987 informed a move from 
environmental education to the more encompassing notion of education for 
sustainability incorporating the interdependence of social, political, 
economic and environmental health. 
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The UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD) 2005 – 2014 
(UNESCO, 2005) now in its final year, has been a major influence on the 
growth of education for sustainability internationally. 
 
Common features of education for sustainability around the world are 
sustainability involves: 
 
 meeting the needs of current generations while recognizing and valuing 

the needs of future generations 
 understanding how the current and future health of social, political, 

economic and environmental systems are interdependent 
 interdisciplinary and holistic learning embedded in the whole 

curriculum, not as a separate subject 
 participatory and transformative teaching and learning approaches. 
 

 
2. Australian governments’ recognition of and support for sustainability 

in Australian curriculum, schools and early childhood services. 
 
Ongoing Australian government leadership and support of education for 
sustainability has had a major influence on the evolution of education for 
sustainability in Australian schools and centres. 
 
In 1997, The Honourable Robert Hill, Australian Minister for the 
Environment commissioned the AAEE to prepare a paper on environmental 
education needs in Australia and to formulate a set of proposals for national 
action. 
 
The 1999 Adelaide Declaration of Australian Ministers of Education included 
the goal: 

“When students leave school, they should have an understanding of, and 
concern for, stewardship of the natural environment, and the knowledge 
and skills to contribute to ecologically sustainable development.  

 
The Commonwealth’s National Action Plan: Environmental Education for a 
Sustainable Future (DEH, 2010) was released by Minister Hill in July 2000. 
 
In July 2004 the Honourable David Kemp, Australian Minister for the 
Environment and Heritage, announced at the AAEE National Conference the 
establishment of funding for Australian Sustainable Schools Initiative 
(AuSSI) trials in New South Wales and Victoria. Now there are over 2,600 
sustainable schools involving schools and their communities across all states 
and territories and education sectors. The AuSSI model is now also being 
trialled in Victorian early childhood services. 
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In July 2005 the Honourable Ian Campbell, Australian Minister for the 
Environment and Heritage launched the Educating for a Sustainable Future – 
A National Environmental Education Statement for Australian Schools (DEH, 
2005). 

The December 2008 Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young 
Australians viewed all learners as active and informed citizens who will 
‘work for the common good, in particular sustaining and improving natural 
and social environments’. 

In 2009 the Department of Environment Water Heritage and the Arts 
(DEWHA) launched the Living Sustainably: National Action Plan that firmly 
promotes education in all sectors as a vehicle for change to address 
sustainability concerns.  

 
The 2013 Australian Children’s Education & Care Quality Authority 
(ACECQA) (2013) National Quality Standards requires all services to operate 
sustainably and promote children’s engagement with and care for the 
environment. These Standards link closely with Belonging, Being and 
Becoming: The Early Years Learning Framework for Australia 
(Commonwealth of Australia Department of Education, Employment & 
Workplace Relations (DEEWR), 2009). 

 
The implementation of these initiatives in centres and schools has resulted 
in education for sustainability providing a clear continuity for children as 
they move through early childhood settings to school settings. 

 
3. Sustainability as a cross curriculum priority in the National Curriculum 

and links with Students First initiatives 
 
The National Curriculum description of sustainability as a cross-curriculum 
priority is based on the knowledge, research and experiences of students, 
teachers, principals, managers, community members, business leaders and 
tertiary educators. 
 
The description of sustainability and education for sustainability is aligned 
with current national and international understandings and practices. 
 
The three organising ideas of Systems, World views and Futures clearly 
capture the essence of sustainability as a concept and the scope of education 
for sustainability. 
 
The inclusion of sustainability as a cross curriculum priority recognises and 
supports  

 School and early childhood learning communities in the early stages of 
including education for sustainability in their curriculum to identify 
ways forward and network with other schools and centres and their 
communities. 
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 School and early childhood learning communities with a history of 
education for sustainability to continue to develop strong cross 
curriculum education for sustainability understandings and skills and 
associated programs such as AuSSI.  

 The numerous Australian schools and early childhood services that 
are world leaders in education for sustainable futures to continue to 
grow as centres of excellence. 

 
Education for sustainable patterns of living as practised in an increasing 
number of Australian schools and early childhood services, across all sectors 
and states and territories, and taught in tertiary teacher education programs 
has close links with the Government’s Students First initiatives. These 
include 

 Principals and managers working with their staff and school and 
centre community to promote and develop their school and centre as 
a hub of excellence in learning in their wider community. 

 Children and students supported to be informed and strategic leaders 
in learning in their home, school, centre and community 

 Parents, children and students participating in their wider community 
as critical forces for the continual growth of their school and centre as 
a focus of excellence in learning for sustainability over the long period 
of time. 

 High-level integrated science, technology and engineering and 
mathematics learning programs are essential for informing and 
skilling sustainable patterns for living projects in schools, tertiary 
institutions, workplaces and the community. 

 The National Teacher Education for Sustainability Network, in 
association with AAEE, links across Tertiary teacher education 
programs to share research and programs to improve the quality of 
teacher education. 

 
 

4. The application of sustainability concept in business, government 
and community. 
 
In the 21st century, businesses, governments and communities around the 
world acknowledge the need to better understand the economic, social, 
environmental and political systems, and their interdependence, that are 
critical to our current and future livelihoods. Increasingly businesses, 
governments and communities are applying the concept of sustainability 
and its many applications to better understand, plan and act for their and 
others’ future wellbeing. For example: 
 

 
• The CSIRO Ecosystem Sciences research division applies 

multidisciplinary science to the sustainability of Australia's 
agriculture and forestry, built environments, biodiversity, 
communities, and industries.  
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• The City of Sydney’s Sustainable Sydney 2030 goals are based on 
people’s views for a city that cares about the environment, has a 
strong economy, supports the arts and connects its people to each 
other and the rest of the world.  

 
• The South Australian National Resource Management Boards provide 

education programs in schools and centres through the AuSSI (South 
Australia) program to support the development of more sustainable 
communities by encouraging schools and centres to embrace 
sustainability principles in their learning and management practices. 

 
• The Minerals Council of Australia has established an Environmental 

and Social Policy Committee to better serve its member companies 
who are actively engaged in the effective integration of the 
environmental, social and wealth creation elements of minerals 
resource development, and recognise this as the key to 
operationalising sustainable development. 

 
• The National VET Sector Sustainability Action Plan (NVSSAP) 2009-

2012 was endorsed by the Ministerial Council for Vocational and 
Technical Education (MCVTE) on 12 June 2009. The purpose of the 
Policy and Action Plan is to provide a national framework for the VET 
sector to support the development of a productive workforce as 
industry, government, individuals and the wider community move to a 
sustainable economy. 

 
• The Australian Research Institute for Environment and Sustainability 

(ARIES) research, consultancy and education centre at Macquarie 
University informs and supports change for sustainable development 
within government, business and the community. 

 
 The National Farmers’ Federation recognises that provided with the 

correct tools - like research and development and robust drought 
policy - Australian farmers, and the agricultural sector, can continue 
to make an important contribution even in the face of a changing 
climate. 

 
The need to better understand and plan for sustainable futures links all 
communities, businesses and governments. As members of their 
communities Australian children and students are already participating in 
sustainable futures thinking, decision making and actions. 
 

5. Recommendation 
 
The Australian Association for Environmental Education 
recommends that the Sustainability, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander histories and cultures and Asia and Australia’s engagement 
with Asia cross-curriculum priorities continue to be a significant 
component of the Australian Curriculum 
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The inclusion of sustainability as a cross-curriculum priority in the 
National Curriculum supports all young Australians to leave school with a 
clearer understanding of the concept of sustainability and the diverse 
ways it is seen and applied in society.  Through their education for 
sustainability learning experiences young Australians are more able to 
positively participate as informed and responsible leaders in their 
communities and workplaces.  
 
The Australian Association for Environmental Education has the expertise 
and experience to continue to provide support to the Department of 
Education, the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 
Authority and education sectors to describe and implement sustainability 
as a cross-curriculum priority in school and centre learning programs.  
 
The expertise and experience is informed through our participation as a 
member of the Australian Education for Sustainability Alliance The AESA 
is currently finalizing the Department of Education funded three-phased 
Education for Sustainability and the Australian Curriculum research 
project. The project report recommends ways to improve the 
accessibility, usability and efficient delivery of sustainability learning 
across the Australian Curriculum. 
 


