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The Institute of Public Affairs (IPA) welcomes the opportunity to submit to the House of 

Representatives Standing Committee on Education (the Committee)’s inquiry into the factors 

driving educational attainment. This submission will respond to the following terms of 

reference:  

• Drivers of any differences in outcomes based on gender, cultural and linguistic

diversity, socio-economic status;

• Current policies and strategies to improve educational outcomes for boys and girls,

and their impact.

The IPA considers that current teacher training standards and an ideological, overcrowded 

curriculum are major barriers to educational attainment in Australia. For years, the IPA has 

warned the National Curriculum prioritises political agendas over literacy, numeracy, and 

disciplinary knowledge.1 IPA research finds: 

1. Improving educational outcomes requires addressing the failings of the university

system, which undermine the quality of teacher training.

2. Educational attainment gaps between boys and girls will persist while federal

initiatives continue to problematise masculinity and boyhood.

3. At the same time, classroom time is being wasted on overtly ideological content.

Improving educational outcomes requires addressing the failings of the university 

system, which undermine the quality of teacher training.   

The training of excellent teachers is critical to achieving high-quality educational outcomes. 

However, previous IPA research has demonstrated that the teacher training courses offered by 

Australian universities are failing to prepare teachers for the realities of the classroom, by 

providing an education dominated by the study of Critical Social Justice, or “wokeness”.  

In 2023, the IPA completed an audit of 3,713 subjects across 27 Australian universities 

offering teaching degrees. IPA research found that the teaching of woke ideology accounted 

for 31 per cent of all teaching subjects provided by Australian universities, equating to one-

and-a-quarter years of a four-year Bachelor of Education degree.2 

Of the 3,713 subjects offered to teaching students in Australia in 2023, 1,169 subjects teach 

Critical Social Justice, including subjects focusing on diversity and inclusion, Aboriginal 

education, social and emotional learning, and sustainability.  

Concerns around teacher quality are exacerbated by the apparent disregard for academic 

excellence in university admissions processes. For example, The Australian revealed that in 
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2024 the University of Tasmania admitted students into the Bachelor of Education (Primary) 

program with Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) scores as low as 39.95.3An entry 

score as low as 39.95 raises concerns about the applicant’s potential competence, knowledge, 

and ability to maintain high teaching standards.  

Lifting the standard of teacher training so that it is skills-based and academically excellent is 

a critical step to improving educational outcomes. One way of achieving this would be to 

change teacher training accreditation processes so that a multi-year, ideological university 

degree is not a requirement. Instead, a practical course facilitated by a teacher training college 

should be a sufficient requirement.  

Educational attainment gaps between boys and girls will persist while federal initiatives 

continue to problematise masculinity and boyhood. 

Differences between the educational attainment of boys and girls will not be resolved until 

the federal government ceases support for initiatives that problematise masculinity. 

The federal government currently funds programs that pathologise masculinity. For example, 

in the 2022-23 financial year, the federal government committed $83.5 million over six years 

to the Consent and Respectful Relationships Education measure, which is delivered in 

partnership with states, territories, and non-government systems. While ending violence 

against women is undoubtedly a worthy objective, these programs have acted as a trojan 

horse for the demonisation of masculinity under the guise of promoting respectful 

relationships.  

Consider the Respectful Relationships Education blueprint produced for educational settings 

by Our Watch, a non-profit funded by state and territory governments.4 The blueprint argues 

that schools are an “ideal setting to challenge negative and outdated norms and stereotypes” 

about masculinity. It suggests traditional masculinity is inherently problematic, arguing 

“shedding light on masculinity as being ‘socially constructed’… can also help in 

understanding that [harmful masculinity] is not an individual problem, but rather a collective 

social and institutional problem”.5 It goes on to instruct educators to “provide opportunities 

for men and boys to explore and reflect upon their personal male privilege and power”.6  

This initiative, and initiatives like it, inform boys that they are inherently bad and their 

masculinity is toxic, having the effect of damaging their self-perception. This will in turn 

affect their ability to take risks and perform academically.  

Classroom time is being wasted on overtly ideological content 

The IPA has long warned that the cross-curriculum priorities, Sustainability, Asia and 

Australia’s Engagement with Asia, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Histories and 

Cultures, are inappropriate and ideological, wasting valuable classroom time.  

The structure of the National Curriculum requires that these themes be taught across every 

subject area at every year level as a priority. As early as 2014, the IPA submitted to the 

Department of Education Review of the National Curriculum:  

All three of these priorities are clearly political and ideological …There is no need for 

these themes to be repeated in every section of the curriculum. Each discipline should 

have its own ‘priorities,’ depending on the purpose and intended outcomes of the 

particular discipline.7   

Almost a decade later, the IPA repeated these concerns, in a 2023 report, which observed: 
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the focus of education has shifted from a system based on knowledge and facts, to one 

of skills underpinned by an ideologically driven, thematically integrated curriculum 

that prioritises Indigenous issues, sustainability, and social justice to the detriment of 

everything else.8 

The cross-curriculum priorities mean that valuable classroom time is spent on ideological 

instruction, leading to the predictable situation whereby basic literacy and numeracy 

instruction is neglected in favour of lessons about environmentalism, Asia, or Aboriginal 

culture.  

Consider the following curriculum entries, collated by the IPA, from the Australian 

Curriculum website. “Content description” refers to essential content while “content 

elaborations” refers to Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority 

(ACARA)’s suggested way of teaching the curriculum content: 

Year 

Level 

Subject Area and Content 

Description 

Content Elaboration 

Year 3 Mathematics: recognise, represent 

and order natural numbers using 

naming and writing conventions for 

numerals beyond 10,000 

(AC9M3N01) 

comparing, reading and writing the 

numbers involved in the more than 60,000 

years of First Peoples of Australia’s 

presence on the Australian continent 

through time scales relating to pre-

colonisation and post-colonisation 

Year 5 English: understand that language is 

selected for social contexts and that 

it helps to signal social roles and 

relationships (AC9E5LA01) 

identifying some cultural protocols and 

communication processes of First Nations 

Australians 

Year 8 Science: examine how proposed 

scientific responses to contemporary 

issues may impact on society and 

explore ethical, environmental, social 

and economic considerations 

(AC9S8H03) 

examining how the development of hybrid 

and solar, electric and hydrogen-powered 

vehicles are applications of contemporary 

science responses to the depletion of fossil 

fuels and exploring environmental 

considerations 

The priorities clearly divert a child’s attention to ideological pursuits, inappropriately 

shoehorning unrelated ideological content into the task of learning basic skills. The purpose 

of the classroom should be to acquire knowledge and foster critical thinking skills, not to 

create activists.  

According to ACARA, the Sustainability cross-curriculum priority [is] designed to raise 

student awareness of informed action to create a more environmentally and socially just 

world”9 This ideologically-skewed framing is not only providing an entry point for third-

party providers to introduce activist material to schools (a comprehensive study of these 

materials is attached to this submission), it is driving a psychological disorder linked to the 

fear of environmental collapse, known as climate anxiety.  

The presentation of symptoms may range from rumination on climate-related disasters to 

functional impairments such as sleep disturbances and school refusal.10 The mental and 

physical effects of this disorder alone likely result in diminished school education 

outcomes. 

It is concerning that classroom time is being misused to expose children to developmentally 

inappropriate material. It undermines educational attainment, represents a moral failing, and 

violates the school system’s fundamental duty of care to young people. 
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Recommendations 

1. Teacher training should be moved from universities to dedicated teacher training

colleges.

2. The federal government should cease funding programs that demonise masculinity.

3. Overhaul the cross-curriculum priorities, beginning with the immediate removal of

the Sustainability cross-curriculum priority from the primary school curriculum.

4. Restore subject integrity and scientific literacy. Environmental education should

prioritise scientific reasoning and evidence-based analysis, rather than emotional

mobilisation and activism.

5. Audit third-party educational providers to ensure they meet standards of

developmental appropriateness.

I thank the Committee for the opportunity to provide this submission. Please do not hesitate 

to contact me at mchambers@ipa.org.au for further consultation or discussion. 

Kind regards, 

Margaret Chambers 

Research Fellow 

1 See for example, Stephanie Forrest and Aaron Lane, “Submission to  Department of Education Review of the 
National Curriculum” (IPA Submission, 2014): https://ipa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/IPA_Submission-

National_Curriculum_Review-March_2014.pdf; Bella d’Abrera and Colleen Harkin, “De-Educating Australia: 

How the National Curriculum is Failing Australian Children” (IPA Research Report, 2023): 

https://ipa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/06032023-IPA-De-Educating-Australia-Report.pdf 

2 Bella d’Abrera, “Who Teaches the Teachers? An Audit of Teaching Degrees at Austalian Universities” (IPA 
Research Report, October 2023) 

3 Natasha Bita, “Universities enrolling low-ATAR students to teaching degrees,” The Australian, 9 April 2024 

(accessed 10 June 2026). 

4 Our Watch “Respectful relationships education toolkit” (October 2022): 

https://assets.ourwatch.org.au/assets/RRE-resources/RRE-toolkit-Overview-accessible.pdf 

5 Ibid, 23. 

6 Ibid, 24. 

7 Stephanie Forrest and Aaron Lane, “Submission to Department of Education Review of the National 

Curriculum” (IPA Submission, 2014): https://ipa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/IPA_Submission-

National_Curriculum_Review-March_2014.pdf 

8 Bella d’Abrera and Colleen Harkin, “De-Educating Australia: How the National Curriculum is Failing 

Australian Children” (IPA Research Report, 2023): https://ipa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/06032023-IPA-De-

Educating-Australia-Report.pdf 

9 Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, Cross-Curriculum Priorities: Sustainability 
Version 9.0, 2022 (accessed 26 March 2025): 

https://v9.australiancurriculum.edu.au/content/dam/en/curriculum/ac-version-9/downloads/cross-curriculum-

priorities/cross-curriculum-priorities-sustainability-about-the-cross-curriculum-priority-v9.docx 

10 Susan Clayton, “Climate anxiety: Pscyhological responses to climate change” Journal of Anxiety Disorders 
Vol 74 (2020): https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0887618520300773; Clare Rowe, 

“Evidence Over Ideology: Protect Children by Restoring Clinical Standards in Climate Anxiety Treatment” (IPA 

Research Report, 2026): https://ipa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Evidence-Over-Ideology-Clare-Rowe-170326-

FINAL.pdf
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Executive summary

1

Climate anxiety is on the rise among Australian 
children. While climate anxiety is often attributed to 
an awareness of climate change, little attention has 
been given to the role of the National Curriculum 
and the curriculum content children are proactively 
exposed to, in driving this emotional distress.

This report examines the role of the National 
Curriculum and curriculum-aligned material 
provided by third-party content providers in the 
rising rates of climate anxiety among children.

It substantiates previous IPA research, Pre- 
Adolescent Children: A Neuroscientific and 
Psychological Perspective, through examples of  
alarmist claims and materials in the National 
Curriculum and supporting materials. 

This analysis found: 

•	 The National Curriculum is skewed 
towards ideological environmental 
instruction. Through the mandated cross-
curriculum priority of Sustainability, climate 
change is taught across all subjects and year 
levels—not just in science, but also for example 
in art, music, mathematics, physical education, 
and humanities. 

•	 The Sustainability priority enables 
third-party providers to disseminate a 
range of alarmist and activist teaching 
resource materials. These materials teach 
children their actions are directly harming the 
planet and that they have an urgent duty to 
engage in activism. 

•	 This is developmentally inappropriate. 
Emotionally charged lessons are introduced 
to students as young as five—well before they 
possess the cognitive or emotional maturity to 
process such complex global issues. Leading 
psychological frameworks warn that this 
approach risks long-term emotional harm.

Core skills and academic development are 
undermined as valuable classroom time is wasted, 
and subject integrity compromised by prioritising 
climate activism. While precious classroom time is 
dedicated to climate activism, NAPLAN results reveal 
that a third of children in both grades 3 and 5 are 
failing to meet minimum expected benchmarks in 
literacy and numeracy. 

Urgent reforms are needed to safeguard both student 
wellbeing and academic integrity. This requires 
removing the Sustainability cross-curriculum priority, 
prioritising essential literacy and numeracy skills, and 
restoring subject integrity.



The climate anxiety crisis
Today, it is widely agreed that a psychological 
condition known as ‘climate anxiety’ has rapidly 
emerged in young people. The American 
Psychological Association (APA) recognises climate 
anxiety, as a “chronic fear of environmental doom”.1 
Distinct from a general concern for environmental 
issues, climate anxiety is characterised by a persistent 
worry about the future of the planet and the life it 
sustains due to anthropogenic climate change. It 
may manifest itself in a range of psychological and 
emotional symptoms, including obsessive thoughts 
about environmental destruction, heightened 
feelings of existential dread, guilt associated with 
personal carbon footprints, and an overwhelming 
sense of doom.2

1	 �American Psychological Association, “Mental Health and Our Changing Climate: Impacts, Implications, And Guidance,” 
APA, https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/2017/03/mental-health-climate.pdf.

2	 �Susan Clayton, “Climate anxiety: Psychological responses to climate change,” Journal of Anxiety Disorders (2020), Vol 
74:  1-7, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2020.102263; Maria Ojala et al, “Anxiety, Worry, and Grief in a Time of 
Environmental and Climate Crisis: A Narrative Review”, Annual Review of Environment and Resources 46 (2021): 35-58,  
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-012220-022716.

3	 �Caroline Hickman, Elizabeth Marks, Panu Pihkala, Susan Clayton et al, “Climate anxiety in children and young people 
and their beliefs about government responses to climate change: a global survey,” The Lancet Planetary Health, Vol 5 no 
12 (2021): 863 - e873, https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(21)00278-3/fulltext.

4	 �Orygen, Youth mental health and climate distress: results from a national Orygen and YouGov poll, 2023 (accessed 
25 March 2025): https://www.orygen.org.au/Orygen-Institute/Policy-Areas/Social-and-environmental-factors/Cli-
mate-of-distress-survey-results-2023.

5	 �Inez Harker-Schuch, Steven Lade, Franklin Mills and Rebecca Colvin, “Opinions of 12 to 13-year-olds in Austria and 
Australia on the concern, cause and imminence of climate change” (2021) 50 Ambio 644.

That Australian children are suffering from climate 
anxiety has been broadly documented. In 2021, 
The Lancet Planetary Health published a large-scale 
survey of 10,000 participants aged 16-25 in ten 
countries, including Australia.3 The survey found that 
59 per cent of respondents were very or extremely 
worried about climate change, and 84 per cent 
were at least moderately worried. 75 per cent of 
respondents said they think the future is frightening, 
while 45 per cent reported that their feelings about 
climate change negatively affected their daily lives. 

Australian specific research into climate anxiety 
is limited, however a 2023 YouGov poll found 
that more than three in four Australians, aged 16-
25, are concerned about climate change, and 
two-thirds believe climate concerns are having a 
negative impact on youth mental health.4 In 2020, 
researchers found that 89 per cent of Australian 
children aged 12 and 13 agreed that climate 
change was either “probably” or “definitely” 
something to be worried about. 5 
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With alarmism persistently fuelled by comments 
from political leaders, activists, social media, and 
educational institutions alike, children have been 
constantly exposed to fear-inducing content about 
the demise of the planet. It is little wonder, then, 
that climate anxiety is on the increase. In 2019 at 
the World Economic Forum, then-teenaged Greta 
Thunberg goaded the young in saying: 

I don’t want you to be hopeful. I want you to 
panic. I want you to feel the fear I feel every 
day. And then I want you to act. I want you to 
act as you would in a crisis. I want you to act 
as if our house is on fire. Because it is.6 

6	 �Greta Thunberg, “’Our house is on fire’: Greta Thunberg, 16, urges leaders to act on climate,” The Guardian, 2019  
(accessed 26 March 2025): https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/jan/25/our-house-is-on-fire- 
greta-thunberg16-urges-leaders-to-act-on-climate

7	 �For example, see Hickman et al, “Climate anxiety in children and young people and their beliefs about government 
responses to climate change: a global survey,” 863 - 873; Terra Léger-Goodes et al, “Eco-anxiety in children:  
A scoping review of the mental health impacts of the awareness of climate change,” Frontiers in Psychology Vol 13  
(2022): 2; Grace Arnot et al, ““Older people will die of old age. I’ll die of climate change”: engaging children and  
young people in climate decision making for public health”, BMC Public Health 24 (2023): 2-13; Charlie Kurth and  
Panu Pihkala, “Eco-anxiety: What it is and why it matters,” Frontiers in Psychology 13 (2022): https://doi.org/10.3389/
fpsyg.2022.981814; Thomas J Doherty, “10- Individual impacts and resilience,” in Psychology and Climate Change:  
Human Perceptions, Impacts, and Responses ed. Susan Clayton and Christie Manning (Academic Press, 2018):  
245-266: https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-813130-5.00010-2; Guddi Singh et al, “Climate emergency,  
young people and mental health: time for justice and health professional action,” BMJ Paediatrics Open 6, no 1 
(2022): https://bmjpaedsopen.bmj.com/content/6/1/e001375#ref-14.

8	 �Terra Léger-Goodes et al, “Eco-anxiety in children: A scoping review of the mental health impacts of the awareness  
of climate change,” Frontiers in Psychology Vol 13 (2022): 2.

That climate anxiety exists and is increasing at an 
alarming rate is not in dispute: a wide body of research 
attests to the matter.7 Research has also shown that 
children may develop “vicarious anxiety”, through 
the “awareness of climate change, lived through 
knowledge about the issue”, by for example media 
coverage or other information sources”.8

Many educators, clinicians and parents have 
assumed without question that the rise in climate 
anxiety among children is a natural response to 
growing awareness of climate change. However, 
what has not been examined is whether other factors 
– school curriculum material in particular – are 
contributing to, or indeed causing, climate anxiety in 
school-aged children.
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To assess whether the sustainability climate 
education embedded in the National Curriculum 
is developmentally appropriate for primary 
aged students, it is vital to draw upon established 
psychological theories of child development. One of 
the most enduring and widely accepted frameworks 
is Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, 
which identifies four sequential stages in a child’s 
intellectual growth: the sensorimotor, preoperational, 
concrete operational, and formal operational stages.

Children in the primary school years (approximately 
ages 5 to 12) typically fall within Piaget’s 
preoperational stage (ages 2–7) and concrete 
operational stage (ages 7–11). In the preoperational 
stage, children are egocentric in their thinking 
and struggle to grasp the perspectives of others. 
Their understanding of the world is dominated 
by what they can see, hear, and touch. Abstract 
ideas or systemic concepts—such as social equity, 
atmospheric science, or global causality—are well 
beyond their comprehension.

As children progress into the concrete operational 
stage, they begin to develop logical thinking skills, 
but their reasoning remains grounded in concrete 
experiences. They can understand cause and effect 
when it involves familiar, observable situations but 
still find it difficult to engage with abstract hypotheses 
or hypothetical futures. 

10	 �David Sobel, Beyond Ecophobia: Reclaiming the Heart in Nature Education (Orion Society, 1999), 9-10, 27-28.

11	 �See Next Generation Science Standards, “Read the Standards”, 2013, (accessed 19 August 2025):  
https://www.nextgenscience.org/search-standards.

Concepts such as carbon emissions, global 
temperature averages, or climate policy trade-
offs require a level of abstraction and systemic 
thinking that typically only emerges later in the 
formal operational stage, when individuals become 
capable of hypothetical-deductive reasoning and 
abstract thought.

Piaget’s model therefore strongly suggests primary 
school aged children are not yet capable of abstract 
reasoning or understanding complex systems. Their 
thinking is literal, and they learn best through concrete, 
tangible experiences – not hypothetical scenarios or 
a global scale threat. Piaget’s model suggests that 
children under 12 are not cognitively capable of 
critically assessing concepts such as the greenhouse 
effect, global warming, or the moral, economic, and 
geopolitical implications of fossil-fuel use.

Educational psychologist David Sobel warns that 
premature introduction of distressing ecological 
issues may foster fear and helplessness rather than 
stewardship, and argues that children should first 
develop a love for nature before being exposed to 
environmental crises.10 Similarly, the United States’ 
Next Generation Science Standards recommends 
excluding the teaching of climate change 
content entirely from the curriculum for children in 
kindergarten to Year 5.11 This approach aligns with 
the understanding that younger students do not yet 
have the cognitive capacity to comprehend such 
multifaceted issues. 

How ‘climate education’ 
undermines cognitive and 
emotional development
“This lesson on environmental impact may elicit guilt, anxiety, or sadness as 
students learn about some of our planet’s challenges. It is important to recognise 
these emotions in your students and understand that they can be natural responses 
to learning about our planet.” 

- Quote from Cool.org Lesson Plan, for students aged 5-6, Earth Hour-Design a Banner 9

9	� Cool.org, “Earth Hour - Design a Banner” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://cool.org/lessons/earth-hour- 
design-a-banner.
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Figure 1: �Image used in a Cool.org Grade 5 lesson plan, teaching children“We don’t have time!”13

13	 �Cool.org, “10 Years to Act on Climate Change” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://cool.org/presentations/explaining- 
heat-energy

In addition to cognitive development, age-
appropriate emotional and social development 
must also be considered when evaluating curriculum 
content for children. Erik Erikson’s theory of 
psychosocial development outlines eight distinct 
stages across the human lifespan, each marked 
by a specific psychological challenge that shapes 
the individual’s identity and wellbeing. For those 
in middle childhood (ages 5–11) the central 
developmental task is striving to develop a sense of 
competence, self-efficacy, and achievement.12 

Success during this stage fosters confidence and 
motivation; however, children presented with tasks 
or information that exceed their developmental 
capacities – especially in emotionally charged 
or abstract domains – may feel overwhelmed, 
inadequate, or helpless. Such messaging may 
inadvertently short-circuit the healthy development 
of industry by replacing age-appropriate goals 
(e.g. learning to read, mastering maths, contributing 
to group projects) with emotionally burdensome 
expectations that are both abstract and unachievable 
at their stage of life. 

12	� Erik Erikson, Childhood and Society (W W Norton, 1993), 258.

Therefore, based on well-established theories 
of cognitive and psychosocial development, the 
practice of embedding climate education in the 
National Curriculum and its promotion by third-
party providers must be deemed developmentally 
inappropriate for primary-aged students. Presenting 
young children with abstract, emotionally charged 
concepts such as climate catastrophe, global 
systems breakdown, and the moral imperative 
to “save the planet” exceeds their cognitive, 
emotional, and academic capacity. Instead of 
fostering healthy environmental stewardship, such 
content risks inducing confusion, fear, and a sense 
of helplessness at a stage when children should be 
developing a love of learning, and confidence in 
their abilities. Critically, it also displaces valuable 
classroom time that should be devoted to the 
mastery of foundational skills in literacy, numeracy, 
and interpersonal development.

Source: Cool.org
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Climate education is embedded 
in the National Curriculum 
through the Sustainability 
cross-curriculum priority 
The Melbourne Declaration of 2008, signed by 
each of Australia’s then state and territory education 
ministers, identified climate change as a key 
challenge for which Australian students must be 
prepared. It announced a goal of creating “active 
and informed citizens” against a broader context 
of climate education.14 This was foundational to the 
development of an agreed National Curriculum later 
that year. Version 9.0 was released in May 2022 for 
implementation by jurisdictions from 2023.

Presided over by the Australian Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA), the 
National Curriculum is a standardised framework 
outlining what all Australian students should be 
taught from Foundation to Year 10. It mandates that 
three priorities are to embedded across all learning 
areas and year levels. They are:

•	 Sustainability

•	 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Histories 
and Cultures 

•	 Asia and Australia’s Engagement with Asia 

These cross-curriculum priorities overlay the entire 
National Curriculum across a range of documents 
that teachers are required to use, including:

•	 Content descriptions, which specify the 
essential knowledge, understanding, and 
skills that students are expected to learn, 
and teachers are expected to teach, in each 
year or two-year band.15�

14	� Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals 
for Young Australians, Melbourne, 2008: https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED534449.pdf

15	� Content descriptions are organised into strands and, in some learning areas, are further organised into sub-strands.

16	� Scootle is managed by Education Services Australia and catalogues curriculum-aligned teaching materials for teachers to 
access and download, identifying the relevant curriculum content description for each resource. Every Australian teacher 
has free access to Scootle via their education login.

17	 �Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, Cross-Curriculum Priorities: Sustainability Version 9.0, 2022 
(accessed 26 March 2025): https://v9.australiancurriculum.edu.au/content/dam/en/curriculum/ac-version-9/down-
loads/cross-curriculum-priorities/cross-curriculum-priorities-sustainability-about-the-cross-curriculum-priority-v9.docx

•	 Content elaborations, which provide 
teachers with suggestions and illustrations of 
ways to teach the content descriptions. 

•	 Commonly utilised classroom resources 
aligned with the National Curriculum 
produced by third-party providers such as 
Cool.org, ABC ‘Behind the News’, World 
Wildlife Fund, or resources found on the 
database Scootle for example.16 

ACARA clearly identifies the objectives of the cross-
curriculum priority of Sustainability as being directly 
linked to climate change education and activism. It 
defines sustainability in the following terms:

Sustainability addresses the ongoing capacity 
of Earth to maintain all life. Sustainable 
patterns of living seek to meet the needs of the 
present generation without compromising the 
needs of future generations … Young people 
require the knowledge and skills to engage 
with contemporary issues such as climate 
change, biodiversity loss, equitable access 
to resources, and preservation of cultural and 
language diversity. They are looking for social, 
economic and political models that provide 
solutions to these issues … The Sustainability 
cross-curriculum priority [is] designed to raise 
student awareness about informed action 
to create a more environmentally and 
socially just world. (Emphasis added)17
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In its 2021 review of the Sustainability cross-
curriculum priority, ACARA noted the Sustainability 
objective was drafted with reference to the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals and Alice 
Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration (2019).18 
It should be noted, UN Sustainable Development 
Goal 13 is to “take urgent action to combat climate 
change and its impacts”, with the UN noting that the 
world stands “at the brink of climate calamity”.19

Other Sustainable Development Goals promote 
policies related to climate change, including 
the promotion of clean energy and responsible 
consumption and production.20 

18	 �ACARA, Cross-Curriculum Priorities: Sustainability: Consultation - introductory information and organising ideas (accessed 
24 September 2025): https://v8.australiancurriculum.edu.au/media/7018/ccp_sustainability_consultation.pdf.

19	 �United Nations, “Sustainable Development Goal 13: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts”  
(accessed 15 July 2025): https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal13.

20	 �See for example Sustainable Development Goal 5, “Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns” and  
Goal 7, “Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all”.

21	 �Australian Education Council, “The Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration,” 2019 (accessed 15 July 2025): 
https://www.education.gov.au/indigenous-education/resources/alice-springs-mparntwe-education-declaration.

The 2019 Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education 
Declaration – a joint statement from Australian 
education ministers across jurisdictions – wrote that 
the education system must prepare young people to 
engage with “concepts such as sustainability” and 
for “complex environmental, social and economic 
challenges”.21 

This thematic undercurrent of the entire National 
Curriculum means the curriculum itself is ideologically 
skewed towards climate education, providing access 
for activist agenda and alarmist climate education 

material into schools. 
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The National Curriculum in practice
The role of third-party providers in shaping the classroom experience

There is a wide range of third-party content providers 
offering free or subscription-based teacher-
resource/classroom activity materials aligned with 
the Sustainability priority. Teachers implementing 
materials produced by these third-party providers is 
commonplace. These include:

•	 Cool.org, whose materials we refer to, is 
an Australian educational social enterprise 
that offers curriculum-aligned teaching 
materials on environmental and social issues, 
including climate change and environmental 
sustainability. 22  The Cool.org website shows 
that since 2008 over 201,000 Australian 
teachers have signed up to use its teaching 
resources in their classrooms.23 It further 
estimates that 2.5 million Australian students 
are taught every year through its resources, 
with its lessons and activities downloaded 
more than 2.3 million times.24 

•	 Similarly, Behind the News (BtN), produced 
by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 
is a widely used and long running weekly 
classroom program that airs one main “BtN 
Classroom” episode per week during school 
terms, plus daily “Newsbreak” updates. 

22	 �Cool.org, “Environmental Sustainability Teaching Resources” (accessed 15 July 2025):  https://cool.org/topic/ 
environmental.

23	 Cool.org, “About Cool.org” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://cool.org/about/our-story.

24	 Cool.org, “About Cool.org” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://cool.org/about/impact.

25	 �WWF, “Resources for your classroom” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://www.wwf.org.uk/get-involved/schools/resources.

26	 �Australian Broadcasting Corporation, “Understanding Climate Change” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://www.abc.net.
au/btn/classroom/understanding-climate-change/13494720.

•	 The World Wildlife Fund, another prolific 
provider of educational materials and one of 
the largest wildlife advocacy organisations 
in the world, also offers free educational 
materials to teachers, saying “From rainforests 
to rivers, climate change to citizenship, 
we’ve got something to help you and your 
pupils learn about our precious planet, the 
environmental challenges it faces and how we 
can all take action”.25 

These providers regularly promote alarmist narratives 
to young children, stating that urgent climate activism 
is required to prevent the apocalyptic consequences 
of climate change. BtN notes for example, “The 
world is getting warmer and humans are going to 
have to adapt and act quickly to avoid catastrophic 
consequences”.26   

Given that Sustainability is a mandated cross-
curriculum priority across all year levels and subject 
areas, this ideological commitment ensures that 
climate education is embedded daily throughout 
a child’s entire schooling. It facilitates the routine 
inclusion of materials that are alarmist and activist in 
tone, effectively turning the classroom into a platform 
for environmental advocacy rather than a forum for 
objective learning.

Consider the following example from a grade 
five art class, where the classroom is utilised as a 
vehicle for climate alarmist claims about the rate of 
global warming. 
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For a child, the claim that “While the Earth’s 
climate has been constantly changing, the last 
200 years have seen it change at a rate that has 
not been seen in the past 10,000 years” conveys 
a sense of unprecedented and acute danger. Ten-
year-old children are typically still developing 
their understanding of historical time and abstract 
concepts such as geological timescales. Most do 
not yet possess the cognitive maturity or academic 
capacity to contextualise or critically evaluate such 

claims.  This statement amplifies a sense of danger 
and urgency and may well lead children to believe 
that time is running out and that there may not be 
sufficient opportunity to act or adapt to the perceived 
threat, fostering unnecessary anxiety.

This is not an isolated case. The following examples 
from Cool.org illustrate age-inappropriate and 
alarmist claims primary school children are routinely 
exposed to:

Figure 3: Alarmist climate claims taught in primary school classrooms. 

SUBJECT YEAR 
LEVEL

CURRICULUM DESCRIPTION THIRD-PARTY PROVIDER MATERIAL

Science Grade 5 AC9S5H01 Examine why 
advances in science are often 
the result of collaboration or 
build on the work of others 

“Scientists use global temperature 
measurement to work out the limits of carbon 
in our atmosphere. The models they use say 
that we have 10 years to act on climate 
change.”28

Humanities 
and Social 

Science

Grade 5 AC9HS5K04  the influence of 
people, including First Nations 
Australians and people in other 
countries, on the characteristics 
of a place

“We need to protect 30% of our oceans by 
2030.”29

28	� Cool.org, “Ten Years to Act on Climate Change” (accessed 14 July 2025): https://cool.org/presentations/explain-
ing-heat-energy

29	� Cool.org, “Blueback - We Need To Protect 30% of Our Oceans by 2030” (accessed 14 July 2025): https://cool.org/
lessons/blueback-we-need-to-protect-30-of-our-oceans-by-2030-lesson-7

Figure 2: �Material produced for a Grade 5 art lesson alarms children about the rate of global warming

SUBJECT YEAR 
LEVEL

CURRICULUM 
DESCRIPTION

THIRD-PARTY PROVIDER MATERIAL

Visual Arts Grade 5 AC9AVA6C01 use visual 
conventions, visual arts 
processes and materials  
to plan and create  
artworks that communicate 
ideas, perspectives  
and/or meaning

Students are divided into groups to brainstorm 
the causes and effects of climate change, and 
then use recycled materials to create a model to 
raise awareness about climate change. Students 
are instructed, “While the Earth’s climate has 
been constantly changing, the last 200 years 
have seen it change at a rate that has not been 
seen in the past 10,000 years”.27  

27	� Cool.org, “Earth Hour-Crafting for Climate Change” (accessed 14 July 2025): https://cool.org/lessons/earth-hour- 
crafting-for-climate-change
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SUBJECT YEAR 
LEVEL

CURRICULUM DESCRIPTION THIRD-PARTY PROVIDER MATERIAL

Humanities 
and Social 

Science

Grade 5 AC9HS5K05  the management 
of Australian environments, 
including managing severe 
weather events such as bushfires, 
floods, droughts or cyclones, 
and their consequences

AC9HS5S06  propose actions 
or responses to issues or 
challenges and use criteria to 
assess the possible effects

“We need to protect 30% of our oceans by 
2030.”30

Science Grade 6 AC9S6U01 investigate the 
physical conditions of a habitat 
and analyse how the growth 
and survival of living things is 
affected by changing physical 
conditions 

“There are now only 73 months left until 2030 
– the critical period for keeping 1.5 degrees of 
global warming within reach. This is ambitious, 
but achievable.”31 

“Australia’s fire season is growing longer, more 
extreme, and affecting a larger part of the country. 
This has been happening since the 1950s.”32

“The report states oceans around Australia 
are becoming more acidic. Since the decade 
of 1880 – 1889 the average pH of surface 
waters around Australia is estimated to have 
decreased by about 0.12. This means about a 
30% increase in acidity.”33

“Australia’s climate has warmed by an average 
of 1.51 degrees Celsius since national records 
began in 1910. An increase in extreme 
temperatures, especially in such a short amount 
of time, means that many plants and animals 
that evolved to live comfortably in different 
conditions do not have the adaptations required 
for survival in this warmer climate.”34

30	� Cool.org, “State of the Climate Report 2024- Survival of Living Things” (accessed 14 July 2025): https://cool.org/ 
presentations/state-of-the-climate-report-2024-survival-of-living-things 

31	� Ibid. 

32	 Ibid. 

33	 Cool.org, “State of the Climate Report 2024- Survival of Living Things” (accessed 14 July 2025).

34	� ACARA, Cross-Curriculum Priorities: Sustainability Version 9.0, 2022 (accessed 26 March 2025): https://v9. 
australiancurriculum.edu.au/content/dam/en/curriculum/ac-version-9/downloads/cross-curriculum-priorities 
/cross-curriculum-priorities-sustainability-about-the-cross-curriculum-priority-v9.docx

At face value, teaching children good environmental 
stewardship and a sense of personal responsibility is 
inoffensive. However, an analysis of the Sustainability 
priority finds that the National Curriculum exposes 
children to three central themes that go beyond 
basic environmental stewardship. These themes are: 

1.	 The Earth’s ability to sustain life is under threat 
due to anthropogenic climate change.

2.	 A moral framing that places the psychological 
burden of climate change on children.

3.	 Children are moved from emotional concern 
to climate activism.

This paper will examine each of these three themes 
in turn, and will proffer related samples of teacher 
material frequently utilised in schools.
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Children learn that the  
Earth’s ability to sustain 
life is under threat due to 
anthropogenic climate change
First, the National Curriculum teaches that the 
Earth’s ability to sustain life is under threat due to 
anthropogenic climate change. The Sustainability 
cross-curriculum-priority states: 

Sustainability addresses the ongoing capacity 
of Earth to maintain all life. Sustainable 
patterns of living seek to meet the needs of 
the present generation without compromising 
the needs of future generations.35

There is an obvious existential element in this. By 
referencing the “capacity” of Earth to “maintain 
all life”, the Sustainability priority implies that this 
capacity may be diminished, or exhausted.36 The 
logical extension of this idea is life as we know it 
could cease on Earth.  

The priority lays the groundwork for third-party 
providers to disseminate teaching materials which 
stress the fragility of the Earth, and teach children that 
climate change is an existential threat to humanity. 
For example, in a Behind the News episode played 
in classrooms, the presenter warns that the global 
temperature could increase by four degrees by 
2100, explaining: 

35	� ACARA, Cross-Curriculum Priorities: Sustainability Version 9.0, 2022 (accessed 26 March 2025): https://v9. 
australiancurriculum.edu.au/content/dam/en/curriculum/ac-version-9/downloads/cross-curriculum-priorities/
cross-curriculum-priorities-sustainability-about-the-cross-curriculum-priority-v9.docx.

36	� ACARA, Cross-Curriculum Priorities: Sustainability Version 9.0, 2022 (accessed 26 March 2025).

37	� ABC, “Climate Change” 27 November 2012 (accessed 15 July 2025): https://www.abc.net.au/btn/classroom/ 
climate-change/10531368.

How could four degrees possibly have 
any effect on our planet? Well our earth is 
a really delicate place. All of our weather 
patterns, ice caps, and water systems are 
finely balanced … With extra heat around, 
the immense amount of ice around the polar 
caps will start to melt, dumping billions 
and billions of litres into the sea. Low lying 
island nations, like Kiribati in the Pacific, 
are already facing big problems with rising 
sea levels. These people’s homes aren’t far 
from going under the waves forever. But by 
2100, if the predictions are correct, all of 
these areas could follow suit, including 
some parts of Australia. That’s why the 
World Bank is calling for all countries to 
work together to fight climate change now 
(emphasis added).37

This dialogue is accompanied by distressing footage 
of Kiribati residents struggling against dangerous 
rising seawater, as well as animated projections of 
global cities being flooded by rising sea levels over 
time, with the implication that Sydney could also be 
flooded.  For a child, the direct implication is that their 
home could be flooded, and their life endangered 
by climate change. 
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In other lesson content developed by the World 
Wildlife Fund, children are taught that the future 
of humanity depends on the preservation of the 
icecaps, “Our life on earth depends on the coldest 
places on our planet”.39 A fact sheet instructs 
children that rising sea levels will be deadly for 
“millions of people”, and “millions of people and 
lots of wildlife can see their homes disappear 
below the waves”.40 This is frightening language 
for a child, who is taught that their life will end as a 
result of rising sea levels. 

Other teaching materials frequently stress that the 
Earth’s ability to sustain life is under immediate 
threat due to human activity.

39	 �WWF, “Our Frozen Worlds” (last accessed 15 July 2025): https://www.wwf.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-01/
Our_Planet_ourfrozenworlds_0.pdf.

40	 Ibid.

41	 Ibid.

This framing presents anthropogenic climate change 
as an existential crisis, fostering in children the fear 
that life on Earth is fundamentally at risk because of 
human actions. In a lesson for children in a product 
design and technology class, the World Wildlife 
Fund teaches children that:

The climate crisis threatens to destroy life on 
our planet as we know it. The way humans 
have been living is part of the problem. From 
burning fossil fuels for energy to clearing 
forests for industry and agriculture, to 
throwing away plastics and waste in vast 
amounts, if we are to turn the tide of climate 
change then a new sustainable way of living 
is needed.41 

Figure 4: �A Kiribati resident struggles against rising seawater in an episode showed to 
schoolchildren.38

38	 �Ibid.

Source: Behind the News
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Figure 5: �Teaching materials emphasise the climate catastrophe brought on by human actions

SUBJECT YEAR 
LEVEL

CURRICULUM DESCRIPTION THIRD-PARTY PROVIDER 
MATERIAL

Science	 Year 5 AC9S5U04 explain observable 
properties of solids, liquids and 
gases by modelling the motion and 
arrangement of particles

AC9S5I03 use equipment to 
observe, measure and record data 
with reasonable precision, using 
digital tools as appropriate

AC9S5I05 compare methods 
and findings with those of others, 
recognise possible sources of 
error, pose questions for further 
investigation and select evidence to 
draw reasoned conclusions

“This is the story of three plastic 
bottles, empty and discarded. Their 
journeys are about to diverge with 
outcomes that impact nothing 
less than the fate of the planet” 
(emphasis added).42

Humanities 
and Social 
Science

Year 5 AC9HS5S06  propose actions or 
responses to issues or challenges 
and use criteria to assess the possible 
effects

AC9HS5K05  the management of 
Australian environments, including 
managing severe weather events 
such as bushfires, floods, droughts or 
cyclones, and their consequences

AC9HS5K04  the influence of people, 
including First Nations Australians 
and people in other countries, on the 
characteristics of a place

“Life on earth depends on 
a healthy ocean yet climate 
change, damaging fishing practices, 
pollution, and other harmful activities 
are increasingly threatening 
our fragile marine ecosystems” 
(emphasis added).43

42	� Emma Bryce, “What really happens to the plastic you throw away - Emma Bryce”, Ted-Ed (accessed 22 August  
2025): https://ed.ted.com/lessons/what-really-happens-to-the-plastic-you-throw-away-emma-bryce.

43	� Cool.org, “Blueback - We Need to Protect 30% of Our Oceans by 2030” (accessed 15 July 2025): 
https://cool.org/lessons/blueback-we-need-to-protect-30-of-our-oceans-by-2030-lesson-7.
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A moral framing that places  
the psychological burden of 
climate change on children
ACARA writes that “Actions should reflect values of 
care, respect and responsibility, and require individuals 
and communities to recognise, adapt to and manage 
change”.44  While this sounds innocuous, in practice 
it teaches children that climate action is not merely a 
personal choice but a moral duty. Children are taught 
that to act on climate change is to reflect the values of 
“care, respect, and responsibility”. Failure or refusal 
to act, therefore, is selfish and contemptuous of the 
environment and others. 

A consequence of this moral framing is that 
children are made to feel personally responsible 
for environmental destruction and, in particular, for 
harming animals. This sense of personal blame can 
produce significant anxiety, as children come to 
believe that their own actions, or inaction, directly 
contribute to the suffering of living creatures and the 
degradation of the planet. 

For example, a short, animated video of two flying 
foxes being driven from their home by deforestation 
begins with the lamentation, “I wish they didn’t have 
to do that, that was our home. By cutting down 
the trees, we’re not only losing our home, they’re 
releasing carbon dioxide into the air.”45 

44	 �ACARA, Cross-Curriculum Priorities: Sustainability Version 9.0, 2022 (accessed 26 March 2025). 

45	 �Cool.org, “Earth Hour- Crafting for Climate Change” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://cool.org/lessons/earth- 
hour-crafting-for-climate-change. 

46	 �WWF, “Educator Guide: Frozen Worlds” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://www.wwf.org.uk/sites/default/
files/2020-05/Frozen_Worlds_Educator_Guide.pdf.

47	 �WWF, “Climate Crisis! Information Poster” accessed 15 July 2025: https://www.wwf.org.uk/sites/default/
files/2020-02/WWF_Climate_Explainer.pdf.

48	 Ibid.

49	 Ibid. 

50	 �WWF, “Plastic is not Fantastic” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://www.wwf.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-02/WWF_
Plastics_Explainer.pdf.

In another example, a geography lesson plan 
produced by the World Wildlife Fund directs 
children to write a story in the first person from 
the perspective of a polar animal, experiencing 
the effects of climate change. Children are asked 
“What challenges do they face? How does it make 
them feel?” 46 By teaching children that animals are 
suffering at human hands, the Curriculum engenders 
guilt and a sense of helplessness about the future of 
the planet. 

The World Wildlife Fund promotes the following 
alarmist claims in schools about the destruction of 
other animals by climate change, leading children 
to feel dismay and anxiety over the death of species. 

•	 “Warm, polluted, acidic seas kill coral reefs, 
which are an important home to over 2 
million species”.47

•	 “One in six species are at risk of extinction 
due to climate change”.48

•	 “Experts have calculated that if Earth’s 
temperature rises by just 1.5 degrees 
Celsius, up to 30% of species may be at 
risk of extinction. If temperatures increase 
by 2 degrees Celsius, most ecosystems will 
struggle”.49 

•	 “By 2050, oceans could contain more plastic 
than fish.” 50
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Figure 7: �‘Climate Crisis! Information Poster’ produced for schools by the World Wildlife Fund. 

Source: World Wildlife Fund51

51	 �WWF, “Climate Crisis! Information Poster” accessed 15 July 2025: https://www.wwf.org.uk/sites/default/
files/2020-02/WWF_Climate_Explainer.pdf.

52	 �Oxfam, “Session 4 The Climate Game” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://www.oxfam.org.uk/education/ 
classroom-resources/human-impact-climate-change/resources-for-primary-schools/.

This moral dimension is heightened by the narrative 
that the actions of children harm other people. 
This naturally leads children to embrace the notion 
of “climate justice”: the idea that failing to act 
on climate change is a social injustice against 
those who are most vulnerable to its impacts. For 
example, an Oxfam lesson plan for students aged 
9-11 prompts children to play a climate game, 
prompting students to “Discuss the inequality of the 
climate emergency. Who is impacted the most, and 
in what ways? Who is impacted the least? Why do 
you think this is? Is this fair?”52 

A natural consequence of this is that children are 
taught that so-called environmentally friendly 
activities are not only the logical solution, but the 
socially just one. It is unsurprising then that support 
for environmental policies is so popular among those 
who have just left school: they have been primed by 
the education system to see environmental action as 
a moral cause.  
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Figure 8: �A Behind the News episode warns children of “global boiling” and an imminent 
“climate emergency”.56

56	 Ibid.

Simultaneously, the Sustainability priority teaches 
that the threats to the Earth can be mitigated through 
urgent climate action. ACARA notes that this action 
is both “individual and collective”, and that it is only 
through adopting “sustainable patterns of living” that 
“the needs of future generations” can be protected.53 

This results in the dissemination of classroom materials 
that stress the need for immediate action. In a BtN 
episode played in classrooms, children are warned

53	 �ACARA, Cross-Curriculum Priorities: Sustainability Version 9.0, 2022 (accessed 26 March 2025).

54	 �ABC, “UN Declares Global Boiling” 28 July 2023 (accessed 15 July 2025): https://www.abc.net.au/btn/newsbreak/
btn-newsbreak-20230728/102662432. Warnings occur at 0:34 and 1:14. 

55	 Ibid.

 that they are facing “global boiling” and that “UN 
global leaders and experts everywhere seem to 
agree that we’re facing a climate emergency”. 54  

Footage proceeds to show smoking landscapes, 
bushfires, melting ice caps, and industrial production 
from factories and refineries. The episode warns, 
“We need to do something quickly to avoid an 
average temperature increase that many say would 
be disastrous”. 55

Source: Behind the News
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Figure 9: �Children are taught that humans have caused climate change through industry

SUBJECT YEAR 
LEVEL

CURRICULUM 
DESCRIPTION

THIRD-PARTY PROVIDER MATERIAL

Visual 
Arts

Grade 5 
and 6

AC9AVA6C01 use 
visual conventions, 
visual arts processes 
and materials to plan 
and create artworks 
that communicate 
ideas, perspectives 
and/or meaning

“Humans extract these fossil fuels so they can burn 
them to run their machines. This carbon was once 
safely stored under the ground, but the humans are 
releasing too much. Did you know that there are 7 
billion humans in the world today and 255 babies 
are born every minute? All those people eat a lot of 
food so they are busy cutting down forests to make 
way for farms. There are now over 1 and a half billion 
cows on the planet, and they burp and fart a lot of 
greenhouse gases. These greenhouse gases build 
up an invisible layer in the air like a blanket and this 
blanket is becoming thicker and thicker. The carbon 
dioxide layer traps the sun’s heat and reflects it back 
to the earth. This process is called the greenhouse 
effect and it’s causing the planet to heat up and the 
climate to change.”59  

59	� Cool.org, “Earth Hour- Crafting for Climate Change” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://cool.org/lessons/earth-hour-
crafting-for-climate-change. 

The priority’s emphasis on personal action results in 
material that leads children to examine their own 
personal behaviours and how they may contribute 
towards climate change. For example, a Grade 4 
Science lesson entitled “Self-Watch: The responsibility 
rests with us!” directs children to use the WWF 
Ecological Footprint Calculator to calculate if their 
own living practices are sustainable, prompting 
students to consider how they can reduce their total 
footprint.57 Another lesson, for children aged 7-11, 
asks children to record a plastic diary, and compare 
how much single-use plastic they used over a week, 
asking “What other plastic items did they use? Perhaps 
they went to a party where there were balloons? Or 
they used products that contain more ‘hidden’ plastics 
such as wet wipes or synthetic clothing”.58

57	 �Stand Up For Your Climate/Future: Youth activism is education, “Module 5: Self-Watch The responsibility rests with us!” 
(accessed 15 July 2025): https://sustainable88future.wixsite.com/climatefuture/module-5-self-watch.

58	 �WWF, “The Oceans and Plastics Pollution Ks2 Activity Handbook for Teachers” (accessed 15 July 2025):  
https://www.wwf.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-08/WWF_Oceans_and_Plastics_KS2_Handbook.pdf.

Examining the effects of personal behaviour naturally 
leads to an examination of the climatic impact of 
all human activities, particularly industry. Rather 
than highlighting how technological advancements 
have improved living standards, bringing economic 
prosperity, better health, and greater efficiency, 
children are instead taught to view human progress 
primarily through its environmental harm. As a result, 
children are made to dwell on industrial waste 
and pollution, fostering anxiety and helplessness 
in children about issues over which they have no 
control, including industrial pollution.

Consider the following example in Figures 9 and 
10. In a Visual Arts lesson, Grade 5-6 students are 
taught that humans are causing climate change 
through burning fossil fuels and farming cattle.
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Figure 10: �An animated video played to Grade 5 students in an art lesson illustrates how human 
activity drives climate change through the greenhouse effect

Source: Cool.org, ‘Earth Hour – Crafting for Climate Change’

Having been taught that their actions are powerful and significant, children are primed to accept policies that 
aim to reverse the effects of climate change.



The National Curriculum’s emphasis on ‘informed 
action’ normalises activism as a response to classroom 
learning. Children are moved from emotional 
concern to political expression—sometimes without 
developmental readiness or informed consent.

By establishing that the current way of living is 
morally unacceptable and must be changed through 
direct action, the Sustainability priority promotes 
“informed action” to create a “more environmentally 
and socially just world”.61

The action-oriented nature of the Curriculum 
encourages teachers to seek out materials that 
promote action and advocacy on sustainability and 
environmental issues generally. Examples from the 
National Curriculum content elaborations include:

•	 “devising a chant/rap that a character from 
an animated series, a text or a fictional 
hero could use to communicate a health or 
sustainability message” (Foundation, The Arts)

•	 “reflecting on personal behaviours and 
identifying attitudes that may affect aspects of 
the environment at a local or global level; for 
example, pouring paints down the sink, using 
products sourced from cleared rainforests and 
proposing awareness-raising strategies to 
reduce impacts on the environment” (Year 4, 
Humanities and Social Science)

61	 ACARA, Cross-Curriculum Priorities: Sustainability Version 9.0, 2022 (accessed 26 March 2025).

62	 �WWF, “Penguins and Polar Bears Info Sheet” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://www.wwf.org.uk/ 
sites/default/files/2020-05/LTLN_Frozen_Worlds_Web.pdf.

63	 �Twinkl, “Earth Day Pledge Activity” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://www.twinkl.com.au/resource/earth-day- 
pledge-activity-t-g-1647876928.

64	 �Cool.org, “Earth Hour - Design a Banner” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://cool.org/lessons/earth-hour-design-a-banner.

•	 “proposing possible actions that could be taken 
to address an issue (for example, improving 
the management of waste in the school, 
choosing products not made from endangered 
species or their habitats) and identifying 
resources needed to support the actions and 
likely outcomes (for example, composting 
lunch waste and using it on the school garden, 
making socially responsible decisions)” (Year 
4, Humanities and Social Science)

With students primed to consider action or 
advocacy as a correct response to the sustainability 
issue, they are directed towards climate issues 
more specifically. In particular, this is developed 
extensively by third-party providers. For example, 
a World Wildlife Fund lesson plan (Figure 13) has 
children write down a pledge to save energy and 
reduce pollution, with the alarmist claim “If all the ice 
in Antarctica melted, the oceans would rise by the 
height of a 20-storey building!”62 In another lesson 
plan for Grade 1 students they are instructed to write 
an Earth Day pledge on each one of their fingers, 
showing how they can live more sustainably (Figure 
12).63 In another lesson, Foundation level students 
are instructed to make a banner for Earth Hour in the 
art classroom.64
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Children are moved from emotional 
concern to climate activism
“Nirvana Talukder was 12 years old when she first walked out of school to join a 
climate protest. It was 2019, and the massive School Strike 4 Climate demonstrations 
that year were among the largest protest events in the nation’s history. And they were 
led by children.”  

(Michael Slezak and Jess Davis, ABC News 2023)60

60	 �Emphasis added. Michael Slezak and Jess Davis, “Ditching school to save the planet,” ABC News, 18 November  
2023 (accessed 25 March 2025): https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-11-18/climate-change-school-strike- 
protests-kids-demand-action/103112486.
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Figure 12: Children are taught to complete an Earth Day pledge

Figure 13: �WWF instructs children to complete a pledge for how they will reduce  
the impact of climate change. 

Source: Twinkl

Source: World Wildlife Fund
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Figure 14: Children make banners for Earth Day in the Art classroom

SUBJECT YEAR 
LEVEL

CURRICULUM 
DESCRIPTION

THIRD-PARTY PROVIDER MATERIAL

Visual Art Foundation AC9AVAFC01
create arts works 
that communicate 
ideas

“Explain to students that they will work together to 
create a banner encouraging people in their community 
to participate in Earth Hour. Print out images relating to 
Earth Hour and climate change for students to use as a 
stencil or reference point for the banner”. 65

It is little wonder then that so many young Australian children have been involved in political activism in 
recent years; the curriculum has taught them that this is a viable outlet for their anxiety. 

Figure 15: Young children join in the 2023 School Strike 4 Climate protest in Melbourne. 

65	� Cool.org, “Earth Hour - Design a Banner” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://cool.org/lessons/earth-hour-design-a-banner.

Source: ABC News
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Conclusion
That the National Curriculum wastes valuable 
classroom time by teaching children alarmist 
material about the climate is a serious public policy 
concern. The combined effect, risks and long-term 
consequences of developmentally inappropriate 
climate instruction, emotional overexposure and 
academic displacement poses a significant ethical 
challenge for education policymakers.

Recommendation 1. Abolish the Sustainability 
cross-curriculum priority.

Recommendation 2: Restore subject integrity 
by confining climate-related instruction to 
science classes, at appropriate levels.

Recommendation 3: Rebalance curriculum 
time to prioritise literacy and numeracy, and 
audit non-core subject areas for ideological 
content displacement.

There exists an ethical obligation within education 
policy to protect children from avoidable 
psychological harm. Just as age restrictions 
apply to films or online content, developmentally 
inappropriate educational content warrants similar 
scrutiny and safeguards.

Recommendation 4: Delay the introduction 
of emotionally charged topics until (at least) 
secondary school.

Recommendation 5: Introduce national 
guidelines on age-appropriate environmental 
education.

The repetitive and alarmist rhetoric surrounding 
climate education, and the early age at which 
children are exposed to it, means the issue is treated 
differently from other serious issues by the Curriculum. 
For example, a child is deliberately shielded from 
information about other life-threatening issues, 
such as cancer and violent crime. Children are not 
repeatedly reminded of these things, nor made to 
dread them across the curriculum.

It is particularly pernicious that children are being 
bombarded by fear-based messaging at a critical 
time in their development. A child growing up in 
an environment where others are fearful or anxious 
can also train a child to be afraid. The potential 
long-term consequences of what’s happening in 
classrooms cannot be overstated. If these trends 
persist, Australia may face a generation of students 
who are both academically underprepared and 
psychologically burdened by climate-related fear. 
The long-term costs—to public health, workforce 
readiness, and social cohesion—could be profound.
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APPENDIX: 

A selection of third-party 
provided climate material
For practical reasons, this report cannot provide 
an exhaustive list of third-party provider content. 
For example, a search for “climate” on Cool.org 
returns 222 results for teaching materials. The same 
search returns 447 results on BtN. Additionally, the 
WWF does not collate its materials in a single online 
site. Even if the report documented each resource, 
these parties are not the sole providers of classroom 
content; a virtually limitless supply of materials is 
available online to teachers.

While non-exhaustive, the following list provides 
some additional examples of materials available 
to teachers that fuel alarmist narratives about 
climate change. 

Foundation – Grade 2, age 5-8
Climate Change Polar Bear and Icebergs Stick 
Puppets. In this resource, Foundation level children cut 
out images of polar bears, using glue or tape to stick 
them to a craft stick. Children are taught that “when the 
iceberg gets smaller, less polar bears can fit on it”.66

Figure 16: Children make polar bear and iceberg 
stick puppets. They are taught that polar bears will 
be endangered by the melting ice caps 

66	 �Twinkl, “Climate Change Polar Bear and Icebergs Stick Puppets” (accessed 5 August 2025):  
https://www.twinkl.com.au/resource/ca-t-138-climate-change-polar-bear-and-icebergs-stick-puppets.

67	� Twinkl, “All About Global Warming Resource Pack” (accessed 5 August 2025):   
https://www.twinkl.com.au/resource/t-g-371-ks1-all-about-global-warming-resource-pack.

All About Global Warming Resource Pack. In 
a presentation, Foundation level children are taught 
about global warming.67 The presentation makes the 
following alarmist claims:

•	 “Having a bit more hot weather sounds quite nice! 
However, global warming causes lots of serious 
problems all around the world. The polar regions 
(Antarctica and the Arctic) have lots of ice. If the 
ice in these places melts, polar animals won’t 
have anywhere to live and sea levels across the 
world will rise.”

•	 “Rising sea levels means that countries with lots 
of flat land near to the sea can become flooded. 
The islands of Kiribati in the Pacific Ocean are 
less than 2 metres above sea level. If sea levels 
continue to rise because of global warming, then 
these islands will disappear! All of the people will 
have to move away.”

•	 “Hotter temperatures across the world may cause 
droughts. Droughts happen when there is not 
enough water from rain. Plants that animals and 
people need to eat will not grow without water. 
Animals that people need for milk and food die 
without enough water. Droughts result in less 
water and food for people to have to survive.”

Figure 17: A presentation given to children begins 
with a depiction of the Earth having a fever

Source: Twinkl

Source: Twinkl
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Climate Change and Satellites F-2 PowerPoint. 
In this presentation, children in Foundation level to 
Grade 2 are taught how satellites can help measure 
progress in fighting climate change. They are taught 
“The temperature of the Earth is rising because of 
climate change. Harmful gases can make changes to 
the climate. When these harmful gases go up into the 
air, they get trapped in the layer protecting the Earth 
from the Sun. When the Sun shines onto the Earth, 
gases absorb heat/energy leaving Earth’s surface, 
warming the atmosphere. Gases such as carbon 
dioxide and methane can cause too much warming 
on Earth. The warming can have big impacts on 
animals and plants.” 68

F-2 What is Climate Change? Resource Pack. In 
this activity, teachers instruct children in Foundation 
to Grade 2 about climate change.69  The presentation 
makes the following claims: 

•	 “Global warming isn’t good for our Earth. It means 
that ice is starting to melt in the Arctic and this could 
cause floods in other parts of the world.”

68	� Twinkl, “Climate Change and Satellites F-2 PowerPoint” (accessed 5 August 2025): https://www.twinkl.com.au/ 
“resource/climate-change-and-satellites-f-2-powerpoint-au-sc-1722170282.

69	� Twinkl, “F-2 What Is Climate Change? Resource Pack” (accessed 5 August 2025): https://www.twinkl.com.au/ 
resource/ks1-what-is-climate-change-t-tp-6904.

70	� Twinkl, “Climate Change and Global Warming Photo Pack” (accessed 5 August 2025): https://www.twinkl.com.au/ 
resource/climate-change-and-global-warming-photo-pack-t-sc-103.

•	 “Rising sea levels mean that animals, such as 
turtles, will no longer have nesting beaches 
on which to lay their eggs. The temperature of 
the nests also affects whether the turtles will be 
male or female and if the temperature continues 
to rise, more females will be born than males, 
increasing the risk of turtles becoming extinct.”

•	 “Developing countries will experience more 
droughts (low rainfall) which will affect their 
livelihood, if they are unable to grow the crops 
they need.”

Climate Change and Global Warming Photo 
Pack. In this activity, teachers use a series of photos 
to explain the different causes and effects of global 
warming and climate change to students in Grade 1.70  

 The pack contains the following photos:

Figure 18: �A photo pack presented to children includes alarming images of the effects of 
climate change 

Source: Twinkl
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Join the Lorax and Help Protect the World from 
Global Warming: Activity Book. In this activity, 
Grade 1 children are made to fill in the blanks in a 
poem about protecting the Earth.71 The poem reads 
as follows:

“If we all work hard to ______ (verb) the earth 

And try to ________ (verb) energy 

From _______ (your location) to Perth.

Then, the air will always be _____ (adjective) 
and clean.

And the skies always __________ (adjective) 

And the trees always ___________ (colour).” 

Year 2 Science The Environment Lesson 1 
Climate Change. The presentation, prepared 
for Grade 2 students, begins with the following 
disclaimer, “While every care has been taken to 
ensure that there are no significant emotional triggers 
regarding eco-anxiety for learners in this lesson, 
any feelings that arise should be embraced and 
discussed nonjudgmentally.”72 It proceeds to make 
the following alarmist claims about climate change:

•	 “In some places, plants will not grow properly 
because there is not enough rain. This means 
that there isn’t enough food to eat and some 
people are going hungry. We call periods when 
there isn’t enough rain a drought. Droughts are 
becoming more common in many places in the 
world. In many places, the weather is becoming 
hotter and dryer and there is less rain. There isn’t 
always enough water to go around and some 
people do not have enough to drink.”

71	� United States Environmental Protection Agency, “Join the Lorax and Help Protect the World from Global Warming: Activity 
Book” (accessed 5 August 2025): https://nepis.epa.gov/Exe/ZyPURL.cgi?Dockey=P1004RQM.TXT.

72	� Twinkl, “Year 2 Science The Environment Lesson 1” (accessed 5 August 2025): https://www.twinkl.com.au/ 
resource/year-2-science-the-environment-lesson-1-au-sc-2951.

•	 “In some places, the changing weather has 
led to floods, hurricanes and powerful storms. 
Floods and storms are very dangerous and ruin 
the homes of people and animals.”

•	 “Polar bears live in the Arctic. The shrinking sea 
ice means that it is much harder for them to hunt 
the seals that they eat…Some experts think that 
polar bears could become extinct as the ice 
continues to melt.”

Figure 19: �A Dr Seuss poem is used to promote 
saving the Earth. 

Source: EPA
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Climate Change Cloze Activity Sheet.73  In this 
activity, Grade 2 children fill in the blanks for multiple 
worksheets, including the following paragraph, “A 
warmer climate is affecting and could continue to 
affect our planet in a number of ways. There will 
likely be much more ________ , which could lead to 
floods. The extreme rises in temperature could also 
lead to droughts and a limited ________  supply. 
Wildlife could also be drastically affected as the 
polar ice caps ________  , the rainforests are cut 
down, and the ________levels rise.” 

Frozen Worlds: Educator Guide. In this activity, 
Grade 2 children are shown images of polars bears 
and penguins on the sea ice. Children are taught to 
imagine what kind of message these animals would 
send to people if they could speak.74

Figure 20: �Grade 2 children fill in the blanks 
describing extreme weather 
caused by climate change.

73	� Twinkl, “Climate Change Cloze Activity Sheet” (accessed 5 August 2025): https://www.twinkl.com.au/resource/ 
climate-change-cloze-activity-sheet-t-tp-1649676715.

74	� WWF, “Educator Guide: Frozen Worlds” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://www.wwf.org.uk/sites/default/
files/2020-05/Frozen_Worlds_Educator_Guide.pdf.

75	� Twinkl, “Earth Day Writing Challenge Cards” (accessed 5 August 2025): https://www.twinkl.com.au/resource/ 
au-t2-t-10000075-earth-day-writing-challenge-cards.

76	� Transform Our World, “Climate Change Chaos Response Toolkit – Introduction for Primary Schools”,  (accessed  
5 August 2025): https://www.transform-our-world.org/resources/climate/climate-chaos-response.

77	 Ibid.

Grade 3-4, age 8-10
Earth Day Writing Challenge Cards.75 In this 
activity, Grade 3 children are given writing tasks for 
Earth Day. The prompts include the following:

•	 Write a cinquain that describes ocean pollution.

•	 Write a persuasive text about why every home 
should be waste free.

•	 Make a poster advertising Earth Day. 

Transform Our World - Climate Chaos Response 
Toolkit – Primary School Activities. Teachers 
present to Grade 3 children on “climate chaos”.76 
They invite students to suggest a definition of “climate 
breakdown” with the presentation making the 
following claims:

•	 “Although it may not seem it, a one-degree 
global change in temperature is significant 
because it takes a vast amount of heat to warm 
all the oceans, atmosphere, and land by that 
much. In the past, a one- to two-degree drop 
was all it took to plunge the Earth into the Little 
Ice Age. A five-degree drop was enough to bury 
a large part of North America under a towering 
mass of ice 20,000 years ago.” 

•	 “Burning fossil fuel Industrialised countries like 
the UK have, for the last 150 years, been burning 
fossil fuels such as coal and oil. When these fuels 
are burned, they release gases (such as CO2) 
into the atmosphere, adding to the blanket we 
have already talked about which traps heat from 
the sun and warms up the Earth.”77

Source: Twinkl



Figure 21: Teachers present about climate 
activist, Greta Thunberg 

On the presentation materials, the presenter notes 
read: “This is Greta Thunberg. Greta is a pupil in 
school just like you. She is 16 years old and lives in 
Sweden. Greta is passionate about climate change 
and has decided to make a difference. Now, she 
has found her voice and she has spoken at the U.N. 
Climate Talks in Poland last December, started an 
international youth movement against climate 
change and staged a “School Strike for Climate” in 
front of the Swedish Parliament in August last year. 
You too can make a difference.”78

78	 Transform Our World, “Climate Change Chaos Response Toolkit – Introduction for Primary Schools”.

79	� ABC Education, “Magical Land of Oz: Koalas and climate change” 30 May 2022 (accessed 5 August 2025):  
https://www.abc.net.au/education/magical-land-of-oz-koalas-and-climate-change/13905446.

80	 Ibid.

Magical Land of Oz: Koalas and climate 
change. In this activity, Grade 4 children watch a 
video about the threats to koalas posed by climate 
change. In the video, the farmer says “Something 
like climate change really creeps up on us. I would 
just see a koala dead at the bottom of a tree. Really 
the koalas were dying to tell us something…the root 
cause is humans wanting more and more food, so 
we’re responsible…I really don’t think we have a 
right to be on this planet if we don’t have a respect 
for other life forms.”79

The on-screen narration reads, “Due to land clearing 
and climate change, it is expected that koalas will be 
extinct in NSW by 2050.80

Figure 22: Children watch a video about koalas 
dying from climate change
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Source: Transform Our World

Source: ABC Education



Frozen Worlds: Educator Guide. In a Design and 
Technology class, Grade 4 children are instructed 
to design a new lifestyle app to help the public live 
more sustainably.81 

They are taught “The climate crisis threatens to destroy 
life on our planet as we know it. However, the way 
humans have been living is part of the problem. From 
burning fossil fuels for energy to clearing forests for 
industry and agriculture, to throwing away plastics 
and waste in vast amounts, if we are to turn the tide 
of climate change then a new sustainable way of 
living is needed”.

The Climate Game. Children play a game to “help 
them think about why climate change is impacting 
some people more than others”.82 They are shown 
pictures of a refugee camp in Bangladesh, where 
heavy rainfall has led to severe flooding and 
landslides. They are then given a card, which 
describes them as a person somewhere in the 
world. As the teacher reads out a list of statements, 
children are to step forward if they agree or stand 
still if they disagree. The following are examples of 
the scenarios: 

•	 Climate change is affecting the life of you and 
your family.

•	 Climate change is making it difficult for you and 
your family to grow enough food to eat.

•	 You expect to change your job in the next five 
years because of climate change.

81	� WWF, “Educator Guide: Frozen Worlds” (accessed 15 July 2025): https://www.wwf.org.uk/sites/default/
files/2020-05/Frozen_Worlds_Educator_Guide.pdf.

82	� Oxfam, “The Climate Game” (accessed 6 August 2025):  https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/ 
handle/10546/621349/edu-human-impact-climate-change-9-11-session-4-030222-en.pdf?sequence=7&isAllowed=y.

83	� Oxfam, “Baseline Activities” (accessed 5 August 2025):  https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/ 
handle/10546/621349/edu-human-impact-climate-change-complete-resource-030222-en.zip?sequence= 
30&isAllowed=y.

•	 You expect to leave your home in the next five 
years because of climate change.

•	 The climate crisis will have a big impact on 
your children.

Grade 5-6, age 10-12
The Human Impact of Climate Change: Where 
do you stand?83  In this activity, Grade 5 children 
are made to form a line, with one side representing 
“strongly agree” and the opposite side “strongly 
disagree”. The teacher prompts children to 
rearrange themselves along the line in response to 
the following statements: 

•	 Climate change doesn’t have anything to do 
with me.

•	 The climate crisis is affecting people right now.

•	 Only people in other countries will be affected 
by climate change.

•	 Climate change will impact everyone equally.

•	 Some people are more responsible for the 
climate crisis than others.

•	 Everyone should be listened to and have a say 
in decisions that affect them. 

•	 Education is very important for climate action. 

•	 Everyone can take action against climate 
change.
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Future Summit – Biome Binder. In this activity, 
Grade 5 students roleplay as environmental experts 
and other students play as world leaders.84 They are 
taught, “Climate change is a huge challenge that is 
threatening the future of many species on our planet, 
and making life very difficult for many people 
around the world. 

If we continue to burn fossil fuels we make it 
harder and harder to solve other problems 
facing people and wildlife around the world. 
Burning fossil fuels and driving petrol or 
diesel cars also makes the air less healthy 
to breathe, and means that more people 
have health problems. Luckily there are other 
ways to generate electricity and power our 
transport. It is also possible that we could 
use less energy if we choose more efficient 
options and avoid waste.” 

Four Corners: Megafires. A video is played to 
Grade 5 children of firefighters struggling to contain 
a bushfire.85 The audio tells children, “Bigger and 
bigger wildfires are breaking out and they are 
becoming harder and harder to control...Fears are

84	� WWF, “Our Planet’s Future Summit” (accessed 5 August 2025): https://d3q9070b7kewus.cloudfront.net/ 
downloads/op_futuresummit.pdf.

85	� ABC Education, “Four Corners: Megafires” (accessed 5 August 2025): https://www.abc.net.au/education/ 
four-corners-megafires/13755012.

86	� ABC Education, “Catalyst: How Will Fire Change the Climate” (accessed 5 August 2025):  
https://www.abc.net.au/education/catalyst-how-will-fire-change-the-climate/13947676.

87	� Cool.org, “Climate Change and Our Oceans” (accessed 5 August 2025): https://cool-media-production-public.
s3.ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/attachments/RvHtaxUxiuJtK4g7gNPInT18fYEItXfFJJhUzljQ.pdf.

growing that climate change will bring with it not 
only more extreme weather events. It will also 
herald a new age of megafires.” 

Catalyst: How will fire change the climate? In 
this activity, Grade 6 children watch a video about 
how climate change will cause more fire. An expert 
in the video says, “I am worried that the worst-case 
scenario is that we get a tumbling out of control of 
the feedback between more fires, more emissions of 
CO2, more climate change, more hotter water, less 
rain, you can go into a  spiral fire making it harder 
for us to put the brakes back on.”86

Climate Change and Our Oceans. A fact sheet 
is given to Grade 6 students on ocean warming 
and ocean acidification.87 It makes the following 
alarmist claims: 

•	 Since the industrial revolution – when humans 
began burning fossil fuels – the ocean has 
absorbed over 90% of the extra heat trapped by 
the rising concentrations of greenhouse gases. 

•	 The world’s oceans are warmer now than at any 
point in the last 50 years.

Source: Oxfam

Figure 23: Children position themselves along the line in response to statements about climate change.
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•	 The warming of the oceans has occurred from 
the surface to a depth of about 700 meters, 
where most marine life thrives. 

•	 Atmospheric CO2 levels are believed to be 
higher and rising faster than at any time in the last 
20 million years. If current rates of temperature 
rise continue, the ocean will become too warm 
for coral reefs by 2050. 

•	 The Arctic Ocean is projected to become nearly 
ice-free in summer within this century, likely 
within the next 30 to 40 years.

Idle Off Pilot Study. Forty Grade 5-6 students 
participated in a study aimed at reducing vehicle 
idling by parents at two schools in Melbourne.88 

The students took part in multiple education sessions, 
including on air pollution and idling and student 
advocacy. Students collected air pollution samples 
from the car park and designed posters to influence 
parents to stop idling their vehicles at school. The 
study recommended the program as a low-cost 
and scalable solution to reducing vehicle idling and 
promoting environmentalism in parents and children. 

The study found “School-based environmental 
education programs provide an opportunity for 
children to act as change agents for reducing idling 
around school, empowering them to modify their 
parents’ pro-environmental behaviour”. 

Impacts of Climate Change. A fact sheet given 
to Grade 6 students about the impacts of climate 
change. 89  It makes the following alarmist claims: 

88	� Aria Huang et al, “Empowering Students as Change Agents to Reduce Vehicle Idling and Promote Pro- 
Environmental Attitudes and Behaviours: The Idle off Pilot Study” (2025) Environmental Education Research 1–37:  
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/epdf/10.1080/13504622.2025.2538773?needAccess=true.

89	� Cool.org, “Impacts of Climate Change” (accessed 5 August 2025): https://cool.org/factsheets/impacts-of-climate-
change.

•	 In some places, growing seasons could be 
extended as much as two or three months, while 
in others, hotter and drier conditions will limit the 
growing season. Food supplies are expected to 
be negatively impacted in some areas.

•	 Sea levels are expected to rise approximately 2.3 
meters for each degree Celsius temperature rise. 

Figure 24: �Posters prepared by children as part 
of the Idle Off pilot study.

Source: Idle Off Pilot Study
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About the Institute  
of Public Affairs

Ocean Acidification. A fact sheet is given to 
Grade 6 students about ocean acidification due to 
rising carbon emissions. 90  It makes the following 
alarmist claims: 

•	 Prior to the absorption of CO2, these carbonate 
ions would have been used by marine animals 
to make calcium carbonate shells and skeletons. 
With more dissolved CO2 in the ocean, there 
are fewer free carbonate ions available for 
making calcium carbonate. Scientists believe 
that the current pH of 8.2 (alkaline) could fall to 
about 7.8 by 2100. 

90	� Cool.org, “Ocean Acidification Factsheet” (accessed 5 August 2025): https://cool.org/factsheets/ocean-acidifica-
tion-factsheet.

•	 Future predictions suggest that by the end of this 
century, ocean acidity levels will double. This 
is far faster than previously predicted. Already, 
the impact of carbonic acid in oceans is being 
observed in various sites around the world. It 
has been moving faster than any other change 
in acidity in the oceans over the last 20 million 
years. This could mean that organisms in the 
ocean have little chance of adapting. 

The Institute of Public Affairs is an independent, non-profit public policy think tank, dedicated to preserving 
and strengthening the foundations of economic and political freedom. Since 1943, the IPA has been at the 
forefront of the political and policy debate, defining the contemporary political landscape. The IPA is funded 
by individual memberships, as well as individual and corporate donors.

The IPA supports the free market of ideas, the free flow of capital, a limited and efficient government, evidence-
based public policy, the rule of law, and representative democracy. Throughout human history, these ideas 
have proven themselves to be the most dynamic, liberating and exciting. Our researchers apply these ideas 
to the public policy questions which matter today.

About the Children’s  
Mental Health Coalition
The Children’s Mental Health Coalition is a national initiative dedicated to putting children’s wellbeing at the 
centre of education and public policy.

Our work focuses on promoting age-appropriate, skills-based education that nurtures confidence, hope, 
and emotional stability. Through research, public engagement, and collaboration with schools and families, 
the Coalition aims to ensure that children are not used as ideological instruments but are respected as 
developing individuals whose emotional wellbeing matters.

This paper is the second in a series examining the rise of catastrophising and alarmist messaging in 
classrooms and its impact on children’s mental health, resilience, and sense of security. The first paper in the 
series, authored by Educational and Developmental Psychologist Clare Rowe, was Climate Anxiety in Pre-
Adolescent Children: A Neuroscientific and Psychological Perspective.

The Children’s Mental Health Coalition is a project of the Institute of Public Affairs.
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