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The Role of Advocacy in Environmental Education 

James Tonson, a Vice President of EEV, looks at the symbiotic relationship between advocacy 
and education as we develop political agency and other capacities required for sustainable 
living.  

Environmental educators are increasingly finding themselves drawn into an advocacy roles. This 
is in response to unsympathetic political climates and a growing awareness that political action 
is essential for sustaining our society and the ecosystems on which we depend. Within this 
context, EEV has identified advocacy as a key area for strategic action and begun providing 
opportunities and resources for environmental educators to determine what this means for 
their particular practice. This issue of Eingana is a key resource devoted to the theme of 
advocacy. 

Advocating for ResourceSmart Schools 

Those working in the school sector had a particularly sharp reminder of the importance of 
advocacy when the expected funding for theResourceSmart Schools program was  not included 
in the May 2015 state budget. This left many educators without job security beyond 30 June and 
many providers wondering how they would survive. Most importantly, students and teachers 
were left wondering how they would continue their important learning, teaching and school 
adaptation work without the vital support of their local ResourceSmart Schools facilitators.  

Thankfully the state government has now provided funding for the program and its facilitators 
to continue, but this would not have happened without a concerted campaign by those 
affected. EEV, CERES and other environmental education providers coordinated a letter writing 
campaign and promoted an online petition of support. EEV was able to to ensure that 
government heard about the importance of ResourceSmart from a range of different voices via 
relationships established with other environment groups and school and tertiary teacher unions 
through our membership of the Australian Educators for Sustainability Alliance. Our thanks go 
to all those who signed the petition and/or wrote letters to ministers and particularly to CERES, 
for their efforts in helping to spark the campaign, and to Environment Victoria for their support. 

Advocating for Environmental Education  

Yet advocacy is about far more than getting government to allocate funding for environmental 
education. And governments are not the only targets of our advocacy. Persuading schools, 
universities and local councils to implement education for sustainability programs is also 
important. This taskrequires us to convince them of both the need for, and the value of, the 
expertise we collectively have to offer. This in turn requires engaging with the broader 
community to ensurethat students, teachers and residents across Victoriavalue education for 
sustainability. Beyond that,the environmental education sector must continue togrow and 
increase its engagement with the business community, the not-for-profit sector and sectors 
such as the health industry where engagement with sustainability is in its infancy. .  

Engaging new audiences is a significant motivation for the rebranding and name change of our 
association. To reach beyond our existing networks and attract new members and partners we 
need to present ourselves as clear, fresh and contemporary. We appreciate that some long-
standing members may take time to get used to the changes. But, as a sector of change agents, 
it’s good for us to practise change ourselves, so we hope you like the new look. 
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Developing Political Agency 

EEV recently hosted a community gathering about advocacy and education for the environment, 
which was enthusiastically attended by members and others from across the sector. A full 
report can be found within but here I want to highlight the consensus among those gathered 
thatdeveloping political agency is central to educating for sustainability. Again,we should 
understand ‘political agency’ in the broad sense of being able to contribute to civic debate and 
conversation and to be a shaper of the systems, structures and stories that influence the way 
we relate to our environment, rather than the narrow sense of being able to lobby government. 
It follows that education for sustainability includes not just information about our political 
system and the nature of democracy but also strategies to buildcapacity to undertake actions 
that  sustain and create that which we value. I was encouraged to find that more than half of 
those at the gathering already had a sense that building political agency was part of the 
environmental education programs they delivered.  

The symbiosis of advocacy and education became clearer as the discussion continued. It is 
important that we both advocate for (environmental) education and educate for advocacy.  

Yet it is also important that we retain the distinction between these two functions. A key 
element of the distinction to me is that advocacy generally has a specific outcome or goal, such 
as funding for ResourceSmart, while at its best education is more open to the learner setting 
their own direction of inquiry. Our broad goal as educators for sustainability is to achieve 
growth in the learner’s appreciationof their connections with the rest of nature and/or their 
ability to affect the way they as individuals, and we as a society, interact with the rest of nature. 

Advocacy at EEV 

So I see EEV developing our collective advocacy by: 

 advocating, on behalf of the environmental education sector,to government, other agencies 
and the wider community for the importance and growth of environmental education 
programs 

 drawing EEV members together into a cohesive community with a strong sense of common 
identity that will amplify our voice(s) on issues of common concern 

 fostering dialogue and professional development within the sector about being advocates 
for the role of education for sustainability and developing environmental education 
practices that foster a sense of political agency and civic participation. 

These roles are beyond the capacity of the staff and committee members alone so we seek the 
collaboration of members and others in fulfilling them. 
 
 
 

James Tonson is a Vice President of EEV and works as an educator and advocate with the 
Understandascope to foster greater understanding of the structures, systems and stories that 
sustain life on earth. 
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