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AUSTRALIA’S FIRST 
ECO-SCHOOL
Learning about gardening and the environment is second nature at Harrington Park Public School, 

in New South Wales. Words and Images by Tess Holderness   

With a committed principal and 
teachers, and the support of students, 
parents and the broader community, 
Harrington Park Public School, in  
the Macarthur region of New South 
Wales, has become a leading light as  
a model for environmental education  
in Australian schools. 

In May 2014, this government  
primary school, nearly an hour’s drive 
south-west of Sydney, hosted the 
national launch of the Eco-Schools 
programme. More than 160 schools 
have since signed up to become 
involved in this initiative, delivered by 
Keep Australia Beautiful. 

Internationally, the Eco-Schools 
programme can be found in more than 
60 countries. It was first established 
following the United Nations Rio Earth 
Summit of 1992, to help facilitate 

education for sustainability, in response 
to a clearly identified global need. 
The Foundation for Environmental 
Education, in Denmark, developed 
the programme with the aim of 
empowering students to “be the 
change” our world needs by engaging 
them in fun, action-orientated learning.

Through exploring the processes 
that guide environmental management 
within schools and link into the 
curriculum, improvements can generally 
be observed in learning outcomes  
and in the attitudes and behaviour  
of students and their communities, 
ultimately leading to improvements  
in the environment. Young people  
are encouraged to choose and lead 
projects and actions, and this student-
led approach has certainly been the  
case at Harrington Park.

The HEAT is on
The ‘HEAT’ or ‘Harrington Park 
Environmental Action Team’ is comprised 
of student volunteers who are actively 
involved in the school’s environmental 
initiatives - from productive food 
gardening to managing waste, water 
and energy use. Sustainability is also 
integrated into learning activities across 
this large school population of nearly 
800 children. 

Students are also represented on the 
Eco-Committee, along with teachers 
and support staff, parents and members 
of the community. Together, they carried 
out an environmental review of the 

Welcome to Harrington Park 
Public School – a model for 
environmental education.

School principal, Andrew Best, 
chats with students.
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school and the students chose priorities 
to focus on, formulating action plans to 
achieve positive outcomes.

According to school principal, Andrew 
Best, food gardens, solar panels and 
rainwater tanks are just some of the 
things that have helped to improve 
resource use and make the school 
more sustainable. “Following an energy 
audit, as part of the Climate Clever 
Energy Savers programme, student-
led initiatives resulted in savings on 
our utilities bills of $10,000 over one 
year,” Andrew explains. “Some of the 
student ideas included installing devices 
to switch off hot water systems over 
weekends and holidays, using draught 
stoppers under doors, and creating  
a ‘Flick the Switch’ campaign to  
save energy.” 

Indigenous

Heritage
“The kids have been great,” Andrew 
says. “They came up with an Eco-Code, 
to guide their sustainability work, inspired 
by a traditional ‘welcome to country’, 
given by the local indigenous D’harawal 
people: May you always see the beauty 
of the Earth.”

“The students invited local D’harawal 
elder and biologist, Aunty Frances 
Bodkin, to help them plan and design 
an indigenous garden, as a ‘Learnscape’ 
or outdoor classroom,” Andrew 
explains. In the process, they learnt 
about indigenous culture, bush foods, 
medicines and useful plants, and  
the concept of ‘caring for country’.  
A curving pathway was designed 
around the theme of a rainbow serpent, 
tied in with the Dreamtime stories.

The students’ latest gardening project 
is the development of a ‘food garden’, 
where they have been planting fruit 
trees and perennial plants and herbs.  
A series of rainwater tanks and compost 
bins have added to this sustainable 
living and learning precinct.

Two additional areas for vegetable 
gardens, a storage shed and a chicken 
run were established earlier, with the 
assistance of parent fundraising and the 
wonderful Warren Quirk, the amiable 
grounds and maintenance man. Teacher 
and HEAT leader, Darren Martin, has 
also been instrumental (and from what 
the students say, quite inspirational),  
in guiding children in the exploration  
of food gardening and sustainability. 

HEAT members and Student 
Parliament representatives, Codi 
Gibbeson and Nicholas Williams, count 
Darren Martin and principal, Andrew 
Best, as important mentors in sparking 
their own interests in gardening and  
the environment.  

Nicholas loves picking cherry 
tomatoes from the garden.

Tiny Sandpaper Figs (Ficus coronata).Zesty finger limes (Citrus australasica).

The students have learnt about 
indigenous culture through plants.

The grand old gum tree in Andrew 
Best’s favourite part of the school  
– the indigenous garden. 

The indigenous garden was 
created as a ‘Learnscape’ – 
an outdoor classroom.

Native Grevilleas 
add some colour.

The rough leaves of the aptly named 
‘Sandpaper Fig’ (Ficus coronata).

The ‘indigenous and 
bushfoods garden’ is bordered 

by a new ‘food garden’. 
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Hope for 

the Future

Grade six students and active HEAT 
members, Nicholas Williams and Codi 
Gibbeson, are also elected representatives 
of the Student Parliament, in the roles of 
Deputy Prime Minister and Environment 
Minister respectively. 

Both boys really enjoy being involved 
in gardening at Harrington Park and 
learning about sustainability. In fact, 
they have become advocates for better 
environmental stewardship. And 
there is no better place to start than 
your own backyard … or schoolyard! 
Leading by example, they inspire other 
family members, neighbours and fellow 
students to live more sustainably. 

“I really like being involved with 
gardening, at home and at school,  
and watching how things grow.  
We get to learn about growing 
different crops – when to plant them 
and how to care for them. I also like 
being able to work towards protecting 
our environment. It’s just one of the 
things that I am passionate about,” 
explains Codi.

“We need to care 
for our environment 
and think about the 
type of future that 
we are creating,” 
adds Nicholas, who 
is contemplating 
a career as an 
environmental 
entrepreneur – 
although he hasn’t 

quite ruled out politics! “We are really 
lucky at this school to get the chance  
to learn about sustainability. We even 
have picnic tables out in the garden, 
near the ‘Learnscape’, so we often  
go outside with our classes to  
do some learning activities,”  
Nicholas explains. 

Both boys enjoy spending time 
outdoors and agree that such practical 
activities “are great ways to engage 
students and make learning more  
fun … and more real”.

Leading By 

Example
Principal, Andrew Best, is a quiet 
achiever in sustainability education in 
Australia. He traces his interest back to  
a turning point during a family holiday 
in the Canadian Rockies, in 1995. 
Visiting the Athabasca Glacier with  
his wife and 11 year old daughter,  
the historical markers clearly showed 
the rate of ice retreat over the preceding 
decade had been greater than the 
previous three decades combined.  
This led Andrew to do some research  
on the issue of global warming, which 
was just starting to come to broader 
public attention. 

After reading widely and being 
motivated to act by the likes of scientist 
and environmentalist, David Suzuki, 
Andrew came across a speech delivered 
to the UN Rio Earth Summit by Suzuki’s 
daughter, Severn. Her thoughtful and 
eloquent speech, as a 12 year old, really 
resonated with him as a school teacher 
and as a parent. 

“Hearing a chid point out that what 
grown ups were doing to the planet 
caused her not to sleep at night, was 
something that really hit home. Severn’s 

Sustainability

Education
Andrew Best’s innovative approach 
attracted the attention of the 
Department of Education and his school 
was invited to join a pilot project for the 
Australian Sustainable Schools Initiative 
(AuSSI). This led on to a role on the 
national planning forum for rolling out 
this Federal Government programme 
Australia-wide (and more than 3000 
schools are now involved). 

In 2008, Andrew was awarded a 
Churchill Fellowship to further study 
environmental education in the USA and 
Alaska, and in the UK, where he learnt 
about the Eco-Schools programme. 
On his return, he took on the role of 
principal at Harrington Park Public 
School – which already had a strong 
interest in sustainability and a desire 
to further develop its environmental 
education programmes. A perfect 

have on kids in general, and especially 
those feeling agitated or emotional. 
Research shows that in our highly 
urbanised lifestyles, reconnecting with 
nature can also help to build awareness 
about, and foster a desire to care for, 
our natural world.

powerful appeal for change called for 
action to safeguard the environment 
for future generations,” he recalls. 
“Thinking about the future for my  
own daughter and all of the kids that  
I worked with, I felt the need to be 
more proactive as an educator.”

As the principal of a different school 
at the time, Andrew started introducing 
gardening, sustainability education and 
outdoor ‘Learnscapes’ to enhance the 
experience of environmental learning. 
Having worked with children with 
special needs, he had noticed the 
grounding and calming effect that 
gardening and being outdoors could 

The much loved 
chickens have 

settled into 
school life.

Each class has a bucket 
to collect fruit scraps 
for composting. 

Giant worm farms create wonderful 
‘worm tea’ and castings to enrich 

the vegie gardens.

For teacher, Darren Martin, 
rain is a blessing for the 
garden.

Teacher, Darren Martin, 
does a spot of weeding 
outside his classroom.

Student Parliament Environment 
Minister, Codi Gibbeson (L) and 
Deputy Prime Minister, Nicholas 
Williams (R), check on a new 
addition to the indigenous garden.

Principal, Andrew Best, and students 
Codi and Nicholas, share a love of 
gardening and the environment.

Classroom 
experiments 

waiting to 
germinate.

The wonderful 
Warren Quirk takes 

great pride in the 
maintenance of the 

grounds.
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match! Drawing on his experience in  
the UK, Andrew helped Harrington Park 
and Keep Australia Beautiful develop 
the first pilot Eco-School in this country.

At the end of the year Andrew Best 
will retire as Harrington Park’s much 

Further

Information:

Eco-Schools in Australia:  
www.eco-schools.org.au
Australian Sustainable Schools 
Initiative: www.environment.gov.au/
sustainability/education/aussi
Severn Suzuki’s speech: 
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=oJJGuIZVfLM
The Climate Reality Project:  
www.climatereality.org.au

Al Gore –

Inspiration  

and Mentor

Principal, Andrew Best, could see 
firsthand, the difference that kids 
connecting to nature, and sustainability 
education more broadly, could make. 
Interested in taking environmental 
education to a wider audience, in  
2006 he applied to do training with  
Al Gore, former Vice-President of 
the United States and one of the 
world’s leading advocates for action  
on climate change.

From thousands of Australian 
applicants, Andrew was selected as 
one of 82 people to be personally 
mentored by Al Gore and trained 
to deliver his ground breaking 
presentation on climate change.  

“The experience has been quite life 
changing. In the two years following 
the training, I delivered more than 50 
presentations to various groups, from 
Arnhem Land to Alaska,” he explains. 
Andrew continues this work today, as  
a volunteer presenter and mentor, in 
the Australian branch of the Climate 
Reality Project – a global initiative 
aimed at raising awareness about 

climate change challenges and 
solutions – co-facilitated with the 
Australian Conservation Foundation. 

Andrew believes that sustainability 
awareness and education are 
important keys to achieving 
behavioural and environmental 
change, in order to safeguard the 
future for generations to come.  
His focus is on practical, positive 
actions that can provide a sense  
of hope and make a world  
of difference.

loved principal and will take on a 
volunteer role as an Eco-School  
assessor. So the work of this 
inspirational educator, with school 
communities on sustainability journeys, 
is set to continue. 

The biggest mustard 
greens ever!

Radishes are quick and 
easy to grow – almost 
instant gratification!

Codi Gibbeson (L) and Nicholas Williams 
(R) taste test a bushfood finger lime.

The Peace Garden  
is a nice, reflective  
part of the school.

Bike riding is a popular 
mode of transport at  
this sustainable school.

Nobel laureate, Al Gore.  
(CREDIT: James Thomas)


