
 

 

 
 

2020 NSW Environmental Education Award Winners 
 

Take Me Outside NSW Excellence Award 
Seaforth Public School, Garden Frog Pond Project 
 

Seaforth Public School students wanted a frog pond in their 
school kitchen garden to compliment the 3 new chickens and 
the hand-built recycled hen house. Year 3-5 students worked 
with garden staff to create the pond.  In small teams, they 
positioned the recycled pond disc (an old satellite dish), dug 
out the required hole, and fixed the pond liner. Sandstones 
rocks, logs, and plants were the final touches to create the 
habitat needed for our amphibious friends. Then, the rains 
came and naturally filled the pond up.      
 
Quickly word spread and many school socks and shoes were 
drenched during the first wave of tadpole observations.  
Students and staff then painted and wrote signs to educate 

pond admirers to look but not touch. Tadpoles and spawn have been observed in the pond during garden lessons 
and a variety of sounds have been recorded in the evening.  Students and families remain engaged by tracking the 
frogs that use the pond by using the Frog ID app.  
 
The pond contributes to the riparian corridor of nearby Burnt Bridge Creek and has provided students critical 
opportunities to learn how to create a healthy pond environment and how to value the needs of local frog species. 
 
The Seaforth Public School project showcases the core values of the Take Me Outside NSW program – student 
empowerment and education, an immediate on-ground environmental benefit and an ongoing opportunity for 
engagement in nature for future years. 
 
Return and Earn Program Leader Award 
Julie Rogers, Lucas Heights Community School 
 
Julie is the Relieving Deputy Principal and Head Teacher 
for Science & Careers at Lucas Heights Community 
School.  
 
Julie’s leadership and creative approach has seen the 
Return and Earn program become an incredibly 
successful student-led initiative at Lucas Heights 
Community School. The school has been participating in 
the program since July 2018 and in that time has raised 
$1,600 which has been used to buy decorations for year 
6 and year 12 graduation ceremonies, equipment for 
the school’s environment club such as seedlings, wheelbarrows, and a water tank for the school garden, as well as 
fund teacher professional development and send students to attend various environmental conferences at no cost. 
 



 

 

Julie has been instrumental to the success of the program, and the high levels of student participation and 
ownership of the program. The students are not just engaged, with Julie’s support and encouragement they lead 
the implementation of the program - from advertising, to collection and sorting of containers, and spending of 
funds earned. 
 
For example, Julie wrote an assignment for her marine studies class where they devised an advertising campaign to 
convince their peers and school community of the importance of recycling their plastic containers to avoid ocean 
pollution. The students presented their campaigns to a judging panel, with the winning campaign being presented 
at school assemblies and informing the school’s actions for Plastic Free July. Through Julie’s networks, the six 
students behind the winning campaign were invited to present to hundreds of people at the 2018 Youth Eco 
Summit (YES). 
 
Concurrently, Julie acquired bright orange bags that became the Return and Earn collection points and 
commissioned a student to design and build a metal stand to hold the bags. Up until recently, Julie returned the 
collected containers in her spare time – demonstrating her commitment to the program’s success. She has now 
established a relationship with St George recyclers however, to collect and return containers and deposit funds into 
the school’s bank account each term.     
 
Students have not only enthusiastically recycled their lunch containers, students and parents regularly bring bags of 
containers from home. Julie’s infectious enthusiasm has seen many K-6 student volunteers excited to collect and 
sort containers at term’s end. They also calculate the amount the school expects to earn, learning valuable maths 
skills. The whole school community can see and appreciate the value of this program, and the work that Julie does 
in leading it so successfully. 
 
Sustainable Schools NSW School of the Year Award 
Dapto High School 

 
The range of projects undertaken by Dapto High School over 
the years is a celebration of what a school can achieve with 
committed and passionate staff, leadership and students. They 
have extensive on-ground projects that respond to energy, 
water, waste, and biodiversity issues including 400 solar panels 
installed, plastic free canteen, significant productive and native 
gardens, water saving technologies, data monitoring, student 
empowerment projects and more. 
 
What stood out to the assessment panel however was their 
commitment to energetically looking for opportunities to 
embed sustainability in any dimension. The school describes 
themselves as “ecologically entrepreneurial” and are constantly 

on the lookout for opportunities to build sustainability driven partnerships, engage and equip students to be 
sustainability leaders, improve infrastructure with sustainability in mind and be a community leader and advocate 
for sustainability. 
 
As an example, ‘Liveability Dapto’ has become a major curriculum focus for English and HSIE Y7 classes. Working in 
collaborative groups of 3-5, students have to research issues and then propose improvements to the liveability of 
their community. This includes the development of persuasive letters to Wollongong City Council, businesses, short 
videos, model building and speeches. Their work is judged by local counsellors and University of Wollongong 
academics and is publicised and celebrated. 
 
Dapto has also shown great leadership, inviting local schools to tour and learn from its projects and seeking to 
collaborate with and advance the work of others wherever possible. 
 
 



 

 

Tertiary Educator of the Year and Overall 2020 NSW Environmental Educator of the Year 
Professor Lesley Hughes, Macquarie University 
 

Professor Hughes is Pro Vice- Chancellor Research and Distinguished 
Professor of Biology at Macquarie University. She educates her students in 
various courses across the university on the need to take effective action for 
the environment. She educates wherever possible about climate action and 
climate change by clearly deconstructing the scientific issues and in a 
personalised, accessible manner. 
 
Lesley also takes on many voluntary opportunities to engage students in 
environmental and climate science and their role in the care and protection 
of our planet. She is the volunteer Patron for Macquarie’s teacher education 
program which provides support to pre-service teachers - acknowledging 
the importance of equipping pre-service teachers to embed sustainability in 
their work. 
 
Not only does Lesley conduct regular courses across a range of faculties at 
the university, she also risk-takes and ventures beyond the university to 
appeal to diverse audiences through formal and informal platforms. She is 

constantly involved in public discourse on climate change and has exhibited environmental educational leadership 
over the past three decades of her work. 
 
The assessment panel selected Lesley as the overall winner due to this broad and significant contribution to 
environmental education leadership across NSW. 
 
Early Childhood Educator of the Year 
Ashleigh Spillane, Bradman Road Early Education Centre 
 
Ashleigh is the Director of Bradman Road Early Education 
Centre where she has implemented and embedded 
sustainable practices in daily operations as well as 
championing environmental education programs and 
sustainability initiatives involving the families.  
 
Ashleigh was the lead on reviewing the centre’s approach 
to sustainability audits and management plans across 
council’s Children’s Services Unit.  Ashleigh designed both 
the audit and management plan templates and was 
instrumental in collaborating about the overarching 
sustainability approach for the unit.  Part of the approach 
included developing lesson plans about various 
environmental education topics for the educators to 
utilise when engaging the children in learning experiences. 
 
Ashleigh now also leads the S.E.E.D, (Sustainable, Environmental Education Development) team at Sutherland 
Council which includes implementing, embedding and evaluating sustainable practices at the centre she directs as 
well as being a mentor and contact point for 11 other early childhood centres as they seek advice and guidance.  
 
Her leadership within her sector, influence and ongoing skill development make her a prime candidate for this 
award. 
 
 
 



 

 

Community Educator of the Year 
Guido Verbist, The Bower Reuse and Repair Centre 
 

When Guido Verbist joined the Bower Reuse and Repair Centres in 
2013, educational programs were limited to basic carpentry 
sessions in the backyard of the Marrickville store. Under Guido’s 
direction, the site has evolved into a thriving community education 
hub which operates across multiple sites. 
 
Guido’s vision is to actively engage people in the reuse and repair 
of preloved goods by sharing skills through education. In 2014 he 
introduced the Repair Café concept to Australia and has steadily 
increased the reach and influence of the Bower to the community 
by opening new workshop spaces in Zetland, Redfern and 

Parramatta. With COVID-19 putting a temporary halt to the face-to-face repair café program, Guido adapted by 
conceptualising and rolling out an online version of the initiative which has received significant uptake. 
 
Guido has also developed a ‘train the trainer’ program in response to the growing demand for these educational 
programs. An essential selection criterion for the workshop facilitators is that they practice reuse and repair in their 
own environment. This guarantees that the Bower’s pool of facilitators can refer to their own experience and 
examples, therefore making courses more concrete and engaging for the participants. The result is a highly 
regarded organisation known for its authenticity. 
 
Today the Bower runs workshops every day of the week, reaching 3500 community members each year with his 
message of reduce, reuse and repair. 
 
Government Educator of the Year 
Julia Strykowski, NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service 
 
Julia “Julz” Strykowski has more than 30 years’ experience 
in environmental education. She has committed her life to 
taking effective action for the environment, both in each 
professional position she has held, and in her personal life. 
 
In her current role as Education Officer with NPWS, Julia is 
leading a project-based learning project for students in 
Western Sydney which focuses on increasing teacher 
capacity to deliver environmental learning programs to 
their students to connect them with nature and developing 
a sense of stewardship towards the environment for the 
future. Julia has also developed a network of stakeholders throughout Western Sydney who she collaborates with, 
including the NSW Department of Education’s own innovation and design thinking hub, Catalyst Lab. Together their 
goal is to empower schools and communities to lead innovation for the environment.  
 
According to her peers, environmental education for Julia is not a job - it’s something she believes in down to her 
core as a way of living. Outside of work hours she takes every voluntary opportunity she can to educate about the 
environment and give back, by collecting plastic from the riparian zone in Parramatta region, sewing Boomerang 
Bags with her community group or helping someone else’s local environmental effort.  
 
In addition to her almost 20 years with the National Parks and Wildlife Service, Julia has also contributed another 
15 years in her work as a Taronga Zoo Education Officer, Botanic Gardens Education Officer and in local 
government, delivering outstanding, best practice environmental education learning experiences to thousands of 
children and adults throughout the Sydney and Blue Mountains region. 
 



 

 

Sustainable Schools NSW Teacher of the Year 
Christopher Yates, Ryde Secondary College 

 
Christopher Yates has developed his environmental education skills over 
his 30-year career in public education and as a community member. 
 
Over his career he has worked in three high schools and has been 
involved in installing water tanks to conserve water, regenerating 
bushland and eroded sites, creating numerous vegetable gardens, 
attending Duke of Edinburgh expeditions and building outdoor learning 
areas.  
 
Chris is an inspirational leader of the SRC Environment Group at Ryde 
Secondary College.  He leads a team of 12 students and three teachers to 
embed sustainability projects, however his influence extends to the 
schools 1300 students and over 100 teachers. 
 
Chris has developed strong networks with Ryde Council, local businesses 
and community organisations and is a source of encouragement and 
support through the Ryde Schools Environment Network. 
 

His work at the school has included supporting student-led projects to reduce plastic use, annual organisation of 
over 1000 students to participate in National Tree Day, World Environment Day, Return and Earn, Take 3 for the 
Sea, Clean Up Australia Day and significant support for students during the challenges of COVID-19 including 
establishing a Google Classroom for Climate Change and videos for virtual assemblies. 


