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The ‘From the Ashes’ call for reflections for this 
issue of Eingana prompted a timely response 
from the Climate Change Education Network 
(CCEN). As a group, and as individuals, we 
sought connection during the bushfire tragedy of 
2019–20 and developed a platform for action. The 
CCEN came together in response to these fires 
with the intention of making sense of these events 
and creating platforms to educate individuals (as 
part of communities) to take action in response 
to this unfolding catastrophic natural disaster. We 
acknowledge and share a strong sense that society 
must do more – more environmental action and 
more humanitarian action – and that society must 
create more meaningful connections – with each 
other as well as with other organisms and our 
inorganic surroundings – in response to the fire 
crises.

In addition, the CCEN recognise the rapid impact 
of the global COVID-19 health pandemic, which 
has overshadowed the recent Australian bushfire 
crisis in the 2019–20 summer. COVID-19 has, in 

many ways, diverted attention from the continuing 
needs of the land (biotic and abiotic) and people 
who have been affected by the bushfire crisis. To 
this end, we draw parallels between the feelings 
about the fires that originally brought us together 
and our emergent feelings towards COVID-19, 
which has hijacked public discourse, exacerbated 
by the unbalanced reporting regime of the media. 
We muse: “just imagine if the climate change crisis 
was reported based on the number of deaths due 
to climate-induced severe weather events or if 
school closures as temperatures over 40 °C  become 
routine”. Perhaps the direct action and unlocked 
treasury coffers could continue, ensuring humanity's 
survival beyond the cessation of COVID-19 with 
a re-focus on recovery and regeneration from the 
bushfires and a new focus on disaster risk reduction 
education.

The bushfire season of 2019 began surprisingly 
early with several fires in New South Wales and 
Queensland beginning as early as June. Fires 
continued to ignite across Australia, peaking 
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through December and January. By 9 March 
2020, when all fires were extinguished across New 
South Wales and all fires contained in Victoria, an 
estimated 18.6 million hectares of landscape had 
burnt, approximately 6000 buildings had been 
destroyed and, devastatingly, 34 human lives had 
been lost. It has been estimated that one billion 
animals died with some endangered species driven 
precariously close if not over the edge of extinction. 
Victoria experienced several days of hazardous air 
quality with smoke travelling approximately 11,000 
kilometres across the South Pacific Ocean to Chile.

The CCEN is an open group that currently consists 
of 13 individuals from a variety of universities 
including: Deakin University, Monash University, 
RMIT, Federation University, University of 
Melbourne, University of Sydney, La Trobe 
University and Victoria University. One of the main 
intentions emerging from this network is ‘change’: 
change on multiple levels. Hence, the platform on 
which we exist is two-pronged. First, the group 
is committed to supporting one another in our 
collective educational and community endeavours to 
respond to and work with climate-related matters. 
Second, the group is committed to broadening the 
presence of climate change discourse, including 
establishing climate change forums, events and 
resources that support and strengthen the practice 
of climate change education in schools, universities 
and communities. Given the current lack of climate 
discourse in the broader educational sphere, such 
forums stand to address significant gaps and inspire 
educators of all stripes with the wherewithal to 
educate for change.

Environmental educators have been refining 
their task since the 1960s. There has been an 
epistemological journey from the beginnings of 
‘nature studies’ to ‘environmental education’, 
‘education for the environment’, ‘education for 
sustainability’ and ‘education for sustainable 
development’ to the present, which includes various 
versions of ‘environmental sustainability education’. 
Those invested in this field have always had a strong 
focus on awareness and attitudinal change with the 
view that, as a society, we could preserve what we 
have and achieve planetary sustainability.

What the fire season of 2019–20 showed us is that 
the preservation and conservation of landscapes, 
species and structures may be beyond us or no 
longer relevant. The scale of this summer’s fires 
leaves a visible mark on the physical landscape 
with the erasure of nature, habitat and permanent 
structures. The toll on human and non-human 
organisms is monumental, and the impacts on the 
social and community structures are palpable. Many 
could not imagine these impacts of climate change 
until faced with such a disaster. It seems, despite 
all the conservation efforts to mitigate the impacts 
of fire (past, present and future), that we have lost 
so much. This drives a sense of urgency to rethink 
the methods and scope of previous educational 
approaches, and it brings into question the relevance 
and validity of current knowledge. How will we 
respond? What needs to change? What is going to 
change? How will the change happen? What is our 
role in defining and ensuring the change?

Above: The Climate Change Education Network recognises the need to shift away from generalised environmental education 
towards climate-oriented and action-based pedagogies. Photography: @robdownunder, Flickr



FEATURE

EINGANA |  15

The Climate Change Education Network emerged in 
an attempt to respond to these pressing questions – 
the call of these troubling times. We are determined 
to explore climate-related issues and, where possible, 
seek answers and solutions. If we don’t do so, 
joining others in this cause, then all hope is lost. 
If Greta Thunberg has taught us anything (see her 
speech at The World Economic Forum in Davos on 
22 January 2020) it is that “our house is on fire” but 
that “we can still fix this” if we act now and change 
our being in the world. We recognise this change 
depends on challenging existing economic, social, 
and political structures and systems. Young people 
and adults need to work together to make this 
happen, and education must play a central role.      

We are writing this during a time of global 
uncertainty, watching our modern social, political 
and health structures struggle to cope with the scale 
of this humanitarian crisis. For many Australians, 
this follows closely an environmental and human 
disaster that was the bushfires. Many of us are 
still grieving the loss of life, land and livelihood 
– particularly those involved at the local, fire-
front level. We don’t know what is next, or how 
we will recover, or what our world will look like 
on the other side of this. The recovery is likely to 
take years. What is undeniable, however, is that 
our classroom – our context – will have changed. 
We might hope that the necessary restructure of 
our future is one where humans more consciously 
choose lifestyles which minimise their climate 
impact. Regardless of where we end up, the CCEN 
recognises the need to shift away from generalised 
environmental education towards climate-oriented 
and action-based pedagogies, including those which 
share knowledge of local practices, and which link 
our stories to the global imperative.

In our thinking and doing, we seek to align the 
posthumanist perspective with the critical settler 
perspective. When we think of posthumanism, 
we think of ‘decentring’ white humans – they are 
the ones that need to be destabilised and removed 

from their central position. But all young people 
and First Nations people (not in any way mutually 
exclusive) need the time and space to be. This is 
not a case of settlers and adults relinquishing their 
power or knowledge, but of them working with 
young people and First Nations people who must 
continue to assert themselves, their story and their 
place. Importantly, we are not advancing young 
people and First Nations people as martyrs for the 
Earth, as those we are relying on to save us. Rather, 
we seek a sense of community built on equity (not 
equality): this is the community of Earth, not 
merely a community of humans. We are different in 
our diversity, and it is perhaps this difference and 
our understanding of such difference which unites 
us as the collective CCEN. The opportunities we’ve 
found for connection, including our initial and 
shared common ground, is what we hope will sustain 
us. This includes engaging other colleagues who 
work in the climate change education space during a 
time in which we will emerge from the ashes into a 
post-bushfire and post-COVID-19 world.

As a collective of committed educators, we hope 
to mobilise a robust and informed platform that 
will inspire students, educators, researchers, and 
community to build knowledge, familiarity and 
resilience to bushfires and other climate-related 
events. This must involve the past, the present and 
the future, and must also include humans, non-
human organisms and the abiotic landscape which 
we inhabit and which inhabits us.

FURTHER INFORMATION

Climate Change Education Network: Jorja McKinnon, 
Monica Green, Joe Ferguson, Bronwyn Sutton, and Peta 
White with Alicia Flynn, Briony Towers, Meg Upton, Rachel 
Forgasz, Blanche Verlie, Mary Vamvakas, Efrat Eliam,      
Jo-Anne Ferreira
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And from the ashes, they rise. 




