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What is the purpose of education in an 
ecological age? 
 
There is no escaping the fact that the 
earth is in a pretty dire state, and getting 
worse. To get ourselves out of this 
problem we have to educate people to 
learn how they can assist in restoring 
planetary health, and in so doing restore 
ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΦ  
 
The Popup Foundation is intent on 
providing solutions by developing 
resources which support knowledge, skills, 
understanding and capabilities that will 
support young people and equip them 
with the resilience to respond to the 
challenges that the 21st century might 
throw at them. 
 
Central to our analysis of human condition 
in the early part of the 21st century is the 
understanding that we urgently need to 
align human progress within the broader 
process and systems of the planetary 
needs. Any further imbalance between 
people care and earth care is likely to put 
us on a collision path with the very life 
systems upon which we depend. 
 
To do this we have to reimagine 
education. This requires a fundamental 
change of core practice.  
 
Business as usual will not be sufficient to 
shift human consciousness towards an 
ecological alignment with the life systems 
of the earth. Education will have to 

change in the coming years to ensure that 
our young people are suitably 
knowledgeable with ideas that are 
conducive for survival in the context of 
climate and environmental change.  
 
To do this we have to adopt and learn new 
capabilities, and apply these into the 
routine of daily school life as a matter of 
urgency.  
 
It is a simple but profound shift that this 
work is calling every teacher and every 
learner to attend to, one which moves 
human ego to recognise and respond 
positively to the creative eco.  
 
It starts from where we are now, and 
builds slowly towards a transformed 
educational offer, one which still serves 
the human society, but is reframed to also 
attend to the role of young people as 
citizens of planet earth.  
 
This is the real agenda for global 
educational reform and change that 
connects us at a local level. It is the 
rationale for a paradigm shift, changing 
human consciousness to attend to our 
place within an ecological system of which 
we are all a part. 
 
Professor Paul Clarke BA (Hons) PGCE MA 
PhD 
Director, Popup 
Foundation 

 
 
 



HOW IT BEGAN... 
 
 

Paul Clarke first entered the AISNT orbit when he was speaking at a conference in Darwin 
ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŘ ōȅ !L{b¢Ωǎ 9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ Dŀƛƭ .ŀǊƪŜǊ ŀƴŘ /ƘŀƛǊ /ƘǊƛǎ IŀǊǾŜȅΦ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ /ƭŀrke 
was presenting on Naturally Smart, a program which connects the ecologically focussed 
permaculture movement with schools and school systems. άIt is a program of design and 
development with schools that has evolved over the last two decades through trials of 
ideas, resources and field studiesΣέ ƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ.  άThe program remains an ongoing 
ecological restorative experiment and is now connecting to other similar programs running 
worldwide. It is a challenging program which questions choices and design, and addresses 
some fundamental considerations of current schooling through applied enquiry and study.έ 
 
άPaul talked to 
us about his 
work on several 
sustainability 
programmes, 
with a focus on 
the ideas and 
actions around 
the core 
sustainability 
challenges of 
energy, water, 
waste, food, 
well-being and 
buildingsΣέ aǎ 
Barker recalled. 
άWe were 
intrigued by his description of involvement in the design and development of pedagogic 
reform focused on an ecoliteracy education programme.  A consistent theme of his work 
has been the desire to establish tools and methods for sustainable living that are 
inexpensive, easy and accessible for everyone ς suitable for small-scale application but with 
systemic potential ς and compatible with the need for human creativity.  
 
ά¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ Ŧƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΦ Lǘ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŀƴȄƛƻǳǎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ ¢ŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǎȅƴŜǊƎȅ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎΣέ aǎ .ŀǊƪŜǊ ǎŀƛŘΦ 
IŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ΨtƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ {ƘŜŘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƳŜǘ 
with a number of schools including Yipirinya School, Tiwi College, and Milkwood Steiner 
School. The professional development sessions and dissemination of ideas through the 
AISNT network led to the idea of taking school leaders to the UK and France for a 
sustainability study tour in 2015. Since that time Professor Clarke has continued to provide 
input to AISNT and member schools, highlighted by the innovative project being run at the 
Docker River campus of Nyangatjatjara College (see case study below). 



άWorking with AISNT is like being part of a familyΣέ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ /ƭŀǊƪŜ ǎŀƛŘ. άWhenever I am 
with the AISNT team or Territory schools it is a matter of getting straight into the work 
without rigmarole and formalities. This makes you relax and get better work, and I have 
tried to take that to other places. It also means you want to continue that working 
relationship and the friend relationship, not just to do the professional thing, but to live 
better. The way AISNT does this is powerful and appreciated. 
 
 ά²ƘŜƴ L ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ bȅŀƴƎŀǘƧŀǘƧŀǊŀ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ I had never been to that desert space 
before, and it is an intimidating place in many regards, but I felt safe and comfortable within 
myself due to the people who welcomed me there. The context of human beings doing 
things in a space like this is very different to what happens on the industrial part of the 
planet. I find that the more you visit, the more little bits you understand. The foundation of 
the Naturally Smart project is rigorous and robust enough to hold together in the immensity 
of that land in Central Australia. Decoding the challenge in an isolated environment 
heightens the intensity, they we can push forward regenerative solutions. Regular visits 

keep that momentum 
going. 
 
άThere has also been 
reciprocation with 
AISNT, through the study 
tour People, Place, 
Planet. The input of the 
AISNT team on that trip 
helped the evolution of 
Naturally Smart to 
embrace a wider set of 
indicators. 
Understanding of place 
and its role in human 
behaviours was a 
powerful part of that 
tour. 

 
άThe things that we are doing in this space together are thought leadership and strategy, 
not just kneejerk responses. The issues about where humanity is going next and lessons on 
what very old communities have done are very important. We are blessed with living at an 
ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜΗέ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



PEOPLE, PLANET ^ka PLACE 
 
 
In July 2015, educators from Independent Schools in the Northern Territory engaged in a 
study tour, People, Planet and Place ς Titutjara bƎŀǊŀƴȅǘƧŀƪǳ όtƛǘƧŀƴǘƧŀǘƧŀǊŀ ŦƻǊ Ψ{ƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ 
ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜǊŜΩύ ǘƻ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΣ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ CǊŀƴŎŜ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ tŀǳƭ /ƭŀǊƪŜΦ ¢ƘŜ 
study tour, initiated by the Association of Independent Schools of the Northern Territory, 
focused on the impact of the changing climate on the planet and the need for sustainable 
practices. School leaders from Independent Schools across the Northern Territory were 
taken on a reflective journey, enabling them to engage and connect with people and places, 
to explore ideas and experiences, and contemplate their relationship with the natural world. 
The aim was to enable and encourage these leaders to influence and lead their school 
communities in connecting with their place, becoming environmental custodians of their 
place, and introducing sustainable practices to protect their place. 

 
The tour was organised to 
complement and enhance the 
work on the global imperative 
of sustainability that a number 
of AISNT Schools have already 
been involved in. The 
requirements embedded within 
the Australian Curriculum 
around sustainability were a 
driver for this thread of 
learning. 
 
The main goal of the tour was 
to provide participants with the 
opportunity to build on their 
personal understanding of the 

imperative of eco sustainability for Earth. It was about learning first-hand the importance of 
reconnection and observation and how this relates to teaching and learning in schools. 
Without a deep understanding and connection to the importance of sustainability, teaching 
and learning in this field becomes disjointed and project based and often lacks real purpose. 
 
This was an opportunity to hear from people working at the cutting edge on some of the 
most important issues related to sustainability to deepen personal understanding and 
knowledge. There was also an emphasis on the importance of local context and planning as 
whole schools/communities to develop meaningful integrated programs of sustainable 
practice, and how participants could use their experiences to develop programs in their own 
schools. Making connections and learning together was also a strong focus. 
 
The study tour commenced in Kirkwall on the Orkney Islands where the impact of nature, 
place and time on the life of early man was explored, providing an overarching context for 



the journey. Loch Nevis on the remote west coast of Scotland was used as a site to explore 
wilderness environment. The next stop was the Glasgow University School of Education for 
presentations and discussion with a number of academics and scholars. At Burnley the tour 
group visited the community permaculture centre to learn about community-level 
interventions, as well as meeting school 
leaders and students at the Blessed 
Trinity Academy. In Birmingham there 
was an investigation of canals and 
waterways and learning about the 
reclamation of these areas for 
recreational use as part of the transition 
from Industrial Age usage. Outside Bath 
the group visited the Somerset Levels, a 
highly biodiverse wetlands area. 
Heritage, land use and historical context 
was also to the fore at Avebury, 
Glastonbury and Stonehenge. London 
provided an opportunity to access staff 
ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǘ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ ¦/[ !ŎŀŘŜƳȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ WƻƘƴ 5ƻƴƴŜ {ŎƘƻƻƭΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ 
side visits to meet with the urban renewal team behind Re-Imagining Dalston; and 
sustainable design experts Grimshaw Architects. The tour concluded in Millemont, France, 
meeting with educators, photographers, filmmakers, artists and musicians to help make 
meaning of the journey and capture it through a variety of approaches and methodologies. 
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WHAT CAN NORTHERN TERRITORY
INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS DO IN 
THE SUSTAINABILITY SPACE? 
 

 
The Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) states:  
 

The Sustainability priority provides the opportunity for students to develop an 
appreciation of the necessity of acting for a more sustainable future and so address 
the ongoing capacity of Earth to maintain all life and meet the needs of the present 
without compromising the needs of future generations. This priority will allow all 
young Australians to develop the knowledge, skills, values and world views necessary 
for them to act in ways that contribute to more sustainable patterns of living. 

 
Sustainability is a concept that underpins the whole Australian curriculum. However in 
AISNT and many Northern Territory Independent Schools there is a desire to ensure it is 
something that is lived every day. Our schools are located in radically different climatic 
areas: some are on the northern coast, areas of high humidity and rainfall. Others are in the 
central desert region, areas of low rainfall and high summer maximum temperatures allied 
with low winter minimum temperatures. 
 
Regardless of where schools are located, the imperative to respond authentically to 
sustainability challenges is urgent. AISNT, informed by the thinking of Paul Clarke, believes 
that this must extend beyond superficial approaches and instead become a deep curriculum 
anchor that 
influences not 
just what 
people do in 
schools day by 
day, but how 
they think and 
feel about the 
world around 
them. In 
Professor 
/ƭŀǊƪŜΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ 
it is not just 
about recycling 
cans at school 
but about 



reconnecting to nature. This is the only way to gain full understanding of why we need to 
take sustainability actions (e.g. recycling cans). His thinking about how we are no longer 
connected spiritually or physically to the natural environment ς a mentality that the earth is 
here for us, to use ς stands in stark opposition to the way Aboriginal people have always 
viewed the relationship. 
 
Strengthening the bonds between students and nature leads to an enhanced understanding 
of the importance of sustainability. This is a tangential but crucially important aspect of 
Nature Pedagogy, an education approach that makes sense for all students, but particularly 
for those in the Territory. AISNT has played a role in promoting Nature Pedagogy by 
connecting NT educators with leading thinker and practitioner Claire Warden, a Scottish 
educator, academic and author, and international committee member of the World Forum 
Foundation.  

 

Ms Warden says ǘƘŀǘΣ άbŀǘǳǊŜ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ƛǎ Ƴȅ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ 
children that is all encompassing from the educational environments we create, the process 

of assessment 
and planning, 
through to the 
Learning 
Journeys that 
we encourage 
children and 
families to take 
throughout 
childhood. We 
deliver our 
curriculum 
through nature. 
LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ 
addendum ς ƛǘΩǎ 
the way we 
deliver. If we 

ǿŀƴǘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜŀƭΦ Lǘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǊƪ 
ages. I use computers ς but as a tool for nature pedagogy. When you move into nature, the 
ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎΦ /ǊŜŀǘŜ ƭƛƴƪǎ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŦŀǎŎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ 
the natural elements ς ŜŀǊǘƘΣ ŀƛǊΣ ǿŀǘŜǊΣ ŦƛǊŜΦέ 

 

Questions that help educators on the sustainability journey include: 

¶ How can I work with children in a teaching/learning environment to foster what we 
need to be doing to create a more sustainable society? 

¶ How can I interact with the world and not leave a bad footprint?  

¶ How can I embed more sustainability thinking in my curriculum? 

¶ How can I be carbon-neutral, and what am I doing to offset the energy I use? 

¶ What am I teaching children about their relationship to nature? 
 



CASE STUDY:  
NATURALLY SMART AT 
NYANGATJATJARA COLLEGE 

 
 
 

Nyangatjatjara College is an Anangu-managed Independent School in the south-west corner 
of the Northern Territory. It has secondary campuses at Imanpa, Yulara (servicing Mutitjulu 
community) and Docker River, which also has a primary campus. All students at the school 
have Pitjantjatjara as their first language. 
 

ά²Ŝ ƭƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ 
environmental and social context, 
and it is easy to see obstacles that 
stand in the way of taking positive 
ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣέ Nyangatjatjara College 
Principal Chris Harvey says. 
άIƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƻǳǊ Ŏommitment as a 
school and as responsible global 
citizens is to be active with regard to 
sustainability.  
 
ά!nangu have always lived sustainably. For tens of thousands of years they lived in central 
Australia without ongoing negative impact on the environment. Before the arrival of buffel 
grass, ruby dock, rabbits, camels and donkeys, the ecological system was self-sustaining. 

Anangu burned land as required, moved to other 
hunting areas when animals grew scarce, kept water 
holes clean, and used only biodegradable objects (with 
the exception of stone tools).  
 
ά²Ŝ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŦŀŎǘ ƻŦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ 
arrival in central Australia, but we can be aware of the 
impact ς positive and negative ς this has had on the 
environment. Some of the environmental changes such 
as graded roads, electricity and plumbing are viewed as 
improvements by all but the most zealous 
environmentalists. However soil degradation, damage 
to flora through introduced species of animals and 
plants, litter and climate change are unwelcome by-
products of often well-ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎΦέ 
 


