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Key Note Speech: 
The key note speech by Professor Mark Howden, Director of the Climate Change Institute at the 
Australian National University, spoke candidly to the theme of this year’s conference: Shaping 
Australia’s Future. The room was silent as Professor Howden convincingly countered, with 
compelling evidence, the myth that climate change is not impacted by human activity. 
According to his work at the Climate Change Institute there is less than a 1/100,000 chance that 
climate change is not due to human influence.  
 
The abiding memory of the keynote was when Professor Howden went on to explain the many 
knock-on effects of rising temperatures, including to habitat, to decreasing food production, 
and to the increase in the incidence of climate hazards experienced by populations every year. 
Australia, according to Professor Howden, is the most at-risk developed country in terms of 
climate change. 
 
In order to move forward and attempt to minimise the catastrophic effects of climate change, 
one proposition is that the conversations at government level (and filtering down to popular 
level too) needs to move away from the view that job creation cannot be compatible with 
environmental protection, to a view that job creation can strive to exist in harmony with a 
consideration also given to a safe environment. Professor Howden underlined how rapid action 
will ultimately be cheaper action for saving the planet. It was a presentation that while 
pertinent to Geography teachers, should be heard by all. Economic considerations may not 
seem important to our students, but actions now impact on future years. 
 
What I have taken away or will share from the key note speech: 
 Decisions that we make now about how we live on the planet will have far-reaching 

impact on future generations, even those of our own children. Human activity has to be 
examined in the light of rising climate and global catastrophes. The quality of our 
guardianship of the planet for future generations is in question. 

 Geographers, due to their deeper understanding of space, place, interconnection, 
environment, sustainability and change, can perform a key role in educating students 
and their families about not just the threats associated with climate change, but with 
the good choices that we can make now in order to stem the tide of climate change.  

 In an educational setting we need to do as much as we can to acknowledge the impact 
of human activity on climate change and using geographical knowledge and 
understanding, engage our students in developing and promoting solutions that cross 
over with Science and STEM subjects. 
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 We need to promote Sustainability (already a cross-curricular priority) at the heart of 

our curriculum and of life generally. Start with our youngest students, making even 
small changes now work against the disconnectedness that many feel between human 
activity and climate change. 

 
Interdisciplinary Learning through Interdisciplinary Units of Work (IDU’s): 
In this workshop, presented by Joanne Wegener and Brittany Booth, we learned about the 
many advantages of developing IDU’s as units of work. Developing an interdisciplinary unit 
means combining approaches, in contrast to transdisciplinary where a new holistic approach is 
developed, or multidisciplinary, where areas are bound but kept separate. 
The advantages for students in engaging with an IDU include: 

 Fostering new understanding 

 Generating a holistic approach to study 

 Providing mental flexibility 

 Fostering collaboration and teamwork 

 Strengthening knowledge and understanding transfer 
 
Specifically, the presenters gave examples of IDU’s developed in the areas of Science and 
Geography, which were delivered at Concordia College to Year 8 and Year 9 students. The 
presenters were willing to share the good points as well as the ‘less successful’ aspects of these 
experiences, and the lessons which they took away from working with the students and staff in 
this format – this was useful information for all present. One of the units was developed around 
the question: Are Wildlife Sanctuaries a Successful Way of Conserving Native Ecosystems? This 
provided a useful run-in to the Warrawong Sanctuary presentation attended later in the day. 
 
The discussion around IDU’s included the impact of integrated teaching and learning for 
educators as well as students, displaying links between the Geography and Science curricula, 
the importance of drawing on the best practice and knowledge of the subject teachers, and 
ensuring everyone has had input into the final assessment and curriculum expected outcomes 
in order to provide engaging and curriculum aligned tasks and assessment. A framework for 
unit planning (MELT) was distributed to help with the planning of an IDU and a brain storming 
session was held at each table for examples of IDU’s and how an IDU might be practically 
implemented. Hearing examples from each table was useful for picking up on new ideas and 
suggestions.  
 
Other discussion centred around practising data collection by students before excursions and 
field work, for example students counts of flora and fauna, tree canopies, temperature, wind 
direction, transects, and generating field sketches, all of which can be trialled first in the school 
grounds or in the locality round the school. 
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What I have taken away or will share from the workshop on IDU’s: 
 Geography lends itself naturally to being delivered as part of an Interdisciplinary unit 

(IDU) in combination with subjects such as Science (for example, the War on Waste 
series), Art, English (report writing, books relating to climate change, for example, ‘CliFi’ 
also known as Climate fiction), Health and PE (food security risks and biomes) 

 Using Community or Significant events on which to base the IDU (for example, World 
Environment Day) works well. Another suggestion is to generate the IDU from a need, 
for example, the need to improve school’s sustainability. 

 Fieldwork is an interactive way of students exploring the curriculum. Fieldwork shows 
students that Geographers don’t stay in the classroom 

 Students also benefit from IDU’s which employ evidence based approaches (data 
gathering) and practising report writing 

 It is important to look at the Australian Curriculum for curriculum connections: as a 
Primary-trained educator I can draw on IDU’s to link topics in HASS, Maths, Science, 
English and the Performing Arts. 

 
Why Waite:  
This workshop presented by Bianca Kyriacou highlighted the work of the Waite Institute in 
Adelaide around plants and education. This was another example where the combination of 
scientific and geographical knowledge and understanding impacts our understanding of the 
world around us, particularly with regard to food production and the challenges facing the 
world as a sustainable source of food particularly due to climate change.  
 
We were shown soil samples and simple experiments in order to give us a hands-on experience. 
Bianca also demonstrated how we can test soil PH using a supermarket-purchased kit. She 
explained the scientific components of soil and how this impacts the growing of food, and how 
this area of science can contribute to geographical solutions. Although this type of investigation 
would extend beyond the primary Geography and Science curriculum level, for me as an 
educator it was interesting to see how students take these topics to a higher level of analysis in 
middle and senior years. 
 
Additionally, while the content of the workshop would be considered too advanced for primary 
years curriculum, when looking at the inputs that contribute to a plant growing, there are great 
possibilities for taking discussion to the level of challenges faced in growing food for many 
people and how do students think that Science and Geography can help with this challenge. 
 
Warrawong Presentation:  
Kat Lindsay, Zoo keeper and lead presenter at Warrawong presented information about the 
history and recent re-launching of the sanctuary. In terms of links to education, she 
demonstrated how work at the sanctuary can be aligned to many strands of the Australian  
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Curriculum, and this reflected back to discussions in our previous workshop on IDU’s. Education 
staff at the sanctuary can adapt incursions and excursions to accommodate the particular 
learning objectives of the students. Warrawong is an important local resource for fieldwork, in 
particular concerning habitat, conservation, biomes, flora and fauna.  
The sanctuary is a great example of how people can work together to protect our planet and it 
will be interesting to watch the sanctuary grow and evolve, responding to the challenges it 
faces in the future. 
 
Spatial Technology: 
A whole day workshop on Day 2 of the conference, presented by Contour Education, explored 
spatial tools for education. We started this master class by recognising the prevalence of spatial 
technology in our everyday lives - we as consumers are caught up in a Geospatial Revolution. 
We looked at how many popular services, for example Dominos, MenuLog, Uber, Uber Eats, 
AFL and Line Scooters, are embedded with and rely on geospatial technologies. We were asked 
to reflect on the importance of space and place in today’s world and how spatial technologies 
power these developments. 
 
The masterclass was incredibly useful for creating awareness of the range of apps and utilities 
available, especially in the area of mapping. We looked at many different resources during the 
workshop and even then, it felt like we just touched on a small subset of what’s available. In 
every instance, we saw examples of how geospatial technology could be incorporated into 
teaching and learning. Many of the mapping tools and apps assisted the investigation of natural 
and manmade phenomena, from a local to a global scale, relating particularly well to work on 
climate, weather and habitat, for example the use of hazard maps. There were tools that used 
real-time and historical data. Importantly, using these tools and apps help students to develop 
skills in reading (charts, data), recording, predicting and analysing information. Google maps is a 
powerful mapping tool which is also easily accessible, and it was very useful to be shown how 
some of the layering features worked in this app. 
 
Of note is the prevalence of free apps which is important when budget or internet access is a 
consideration, for example students can access Quickstats for analysing ABS data (for census 
data for example). The tools provided lots of inspiration for making units of work more practical 
and hands-on, and helping to frame units of work in a relevant context. There is a consequent 
impact on learning, increased opportunities for reflection and application of the ideas to finding 
practical solutions to real world problems. Engagement using geospatial technologies can be as 
simple as through Citizen Science (using everyday people to collect data), for example Reef 
Diver, Frog Census. The ESRI Australia has also got many great resources to introduce in to 
Junior Secondary (so perhaps suitable for Upper Primary too). 
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Following the workshop I connected with Contour Education on Facebook and have found the 
posts and links provided interesting and they will be a useful source of information for 
Geography and Science planning in the future. 
 
What I have taken away or will share from the Geospatial Technologies workshop: 
-> There is a wide range of geospatial technology resources available online and via apps, and 
although the workshop was geared towards middle and secondary Geography, we also 
discussed the opportunities to use spatial technologies in the primary classroom 
-> It is important to be mindful of privacy issues when choosing an app to work with 
-> Some of the apps can be used to enhance fieldwork: during the workshop we engaged in a 
quick fieldwork exercise outside the conference building using a questionnaire built in 
EpiCollect 
 
 Students will enjoy connecting spatial technology to modern human activities 
 Geospatial technologies will be key to finding solutions to challenges facing our world, in 

particular with regard to climate change 
 
Overall take-aways from the conference: 
In the primary setting,  

 The future economic, social and physical prosperity of Australia depends on recognising 
human impact on our environment. There is a real impetus to generate awareness and 
action in our younger students which can be done through the medium of Geography  

 Recognising that climate change is a real and serious threat to our world and as 
educators we must pro-actively use Geography in addition to other areas of the 
curriculum, for example, Science, STEM and English to educate our youngest students 
about the ways that we can better respect and preserve space and place. We also need 
to elevate the importance of the General Capability of Sustainability in the Australian 
Curriculum 

 Recognising the usefulness of local resources for example Warrawong sanctuary, to 
immerse our students in important spaces and places 

 Recognising the value of the geographical element of HASS at primary level and having a 
clearer understanding of how the teaching of Geography can be linked to other STEM 
subjects in the curriculum (through IDU’s). I will encourage colleagues to find key links 
between the Geography (HASS) and STEM curricula and use opportunities to create 
IDU’s that link common points of interest 

 Many thanks for the provision of the Fieldwork text book which covers Primary as well 
as Middle and Secondary levels, I will be able to share this resource with teaching 
colleagues 
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 The conference was immensely powerful as a knowledge-sharing opportunity. For 
example, I would not have been aware of the work of Contour Education had I not  
attended the masterclass. And within the masterclass itself, the number of important 
links to resources will greatly assist my efforts to provide a useful and relevant 
curriculum to learners. I hope to share knowledge through conversation, unit planning 
ideas and providing links to experiences and information from all of the speakers and 
presenters  

 
The rationale for Geography in the Australian curriculum is to “develop a capacity to respond to 
challenges, now and in the future, in innovative, informed, personal and collective ways”.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to attend this conference in order to develop my knowledge and 
understanding of how best to achieve these aims. 


