
Donate it

Throw away  
to landfill

Swap it with a friend

Farmer picks 
the cotton

Water used  
for irrigation

Fertiliser 
added to soil

Cotton seeds 
planted

Cotton sorted in 
material factory

Material sorted at 
the material factory

Workers turn 
material into my 

cotton t-shirt

Workers turn  
cotton into 

material

Cotton material 
put onto rolls

Cotton transported  
to a material factory

Material transported  
to a clothing factory

I go in a car, bike or 
bus to buy my t-shirt

My t-shirt is transported to a 
warehouse and then to a store

My t-shirt is shipped  
from overseas to Australia

Consumption 

Production Production 

Distribution 

Raw Materials (Extraction)

End-of-Life System 
(Disposal)

When I buy my t-shirt 
it is put in a bag

Where did my t-shirt come from?

?

My t-shirt is 
displayed in a store

Sustainable 
Systems

Foundation  
– Year 2

Key student

Learning outcomes: 

>    Learning key terms related to 

sustainability and systems 

>   Understanding that small 

changes can make a difference
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Key Terms 
for Sustainable Systems

The ability to maintain an action 
without causing a negative 
impact for future generations. 

Something is sustainable when it can be done forever 
and not cause a negative impact on the environment, 
society or the economy. 

A group of parts that work 
together as a whole. 

Every system has many parts. Some large systems 
are made up of many smaller systems.  

A measurement of the 
demand placed on the 
Earth by each person. 

People with fewer demands on the Earth – such as 
people who grow their own food – have a smaller 
ecological (eco) footprint. You can reduce your eco 
footprint, by living more sustainably. 

The distance your food 
travels from production to 
consumption (distribution). 

Food that is grown overseas travels a long way to 
get to our supermarkets in Australia. This can have 
a negative impact on the environment. This impact 
can be reduced by growing your own or purchasing 
locally grown food. 

Trading conditions which 
ensure workers are fairly paid 
and consumers are purchasing 
socially sustainable products. 

You might notice a fair trade symbol on your 
favourite chocolate block. This symbol shows that the 
farmer who grew the cocoa beans and the workers 
who turned the beans into chocolate were paid a fair 
wage, and are working under reasonable conditions. 
This is an example of social sustainability.

Matter which is, or once was, 
a living thing. 

Food which has been grown 
without synthetic fertilisers 
or chemicals. 

Organic matter such as fruit and vegetable scraps, 
paper, leaves and soil are important ingredients for 
healthy compost. Compost itself is an organic matter.

Organic food has not had any synthetic chemicals 
added to help it grow faster, or larger. Often organic 
fruit and vegetables are smaller than non-organic, 
but are more sustainable for the environment as no 
chemicals were used. 

Anything that comes from 
nature that can be used by 
humans to help us live. 

Natural resources can be used by humans indirectly 
(such as using coal to make electricity) or directly 
(such as using water in a stream for drinking water). 

A person or group of people 
who buy a product. 

Any time you buy something, you are consuming a 
product. When you consume sustainable products, 
it sends a message to the producers to make more 
sustainable products available for consumers. 

Manufacturing is the 
production of goods for use or 
sale, using labour, machines 
and tools. 

Almost everything that is made has been 
manufactured. This means that there were many 
people, machines and tools used to make that item. 
Manufacturing is done both in Australia and overseas. 

The matter from which a thing 
is, or can be, made. Wood, 
cement, cotton and metals are 
all examples of materials. 

The material an item is made of will help determine how 
sustainable it is. A bag made out of plastic is not very 
sustainable as it will not be used for long, and will not 
break down for hundreds of years. A bag made out of 
cotton will last a very long time, which is much more 
sustainable, as you only need one of them. 

System

Food miles

Ecological 
Footprint

Fair Trade

Organic

Natural 
Resource

Consumer

Manufacturing

Materials

Sustainable

Meaning Context



Activities 
for Sustainable 
Systems

‘The Story of Sustainable 
Systems’ presentation:

Found at the web address above,  
this presentation enables you to describe  

to your students the story of sustainable systems.  
With detailed notes included, you can use this 

presentation as it is, or edit it to suit your needs. 

Brimbank Schools Sustainability Resources

Brimbank Schools Sustainability Resources

Activity 1

Watch your garden grow  

Intro: The food we eat everyday has been grown for us by 

farmers, both in Australia, and from other parts of the world. 

Many foods we eat can be grown locally, reducing how far the 

food travels to get to you. In this activity, you will grow food that 

does not travel far, using seeds and food scraps. 

Activity: For this activity you can choose to grow spring 

onions inside without soil, or plant coriander and sunflowers 

outside using soil.

Activity 2 How do you travel? Intro: We use transport every day to get from one 
location to another. While all methods of transport 
are useful, some have more of an impact on the environment than others. In this activity, students will 

explore different forms of transport, what they need  
to run, and the systems required for us to use them. Activity: Ask students to list as many forms of 

transport as they can – including walking. You might 
like to ask them, “what are some ways you could get 
from your house to the corner shop?”. As a class, select 
one of the suggested forms of transport and fill in the 
following story: I went to the (choose a location, e.g. 
shop, fair, zoo, etc.) last week, and I went by (enter 
form of transport, e.g. walking, bus, helicopter, etc.). 
My transport was powered by (e.g. petrol, my muscles, 
electricity, etc.). I needed to take with me (list the things 
you need for that form of transport, e.g. for a car you 
would need: a driver, a seatbelt, a map, etc., for walking 
you would need: shoes, an adult or a friend, a hat, etc.). I 
travelled along the (road, footpath, sky, etc.) and needed 
to stop at the (traffic lights, pedestrian crossing, space 
station, etc.). On the way I saw (e.g. birds, trees, rivers, 
space creatures, etc.). My favourite part about getting 
there was (e.g. walking in the sunshine, going really fast, 
seeing lots of things, etc.). Next time I go there, I will go  
by (enter another form of transport). Explore: Ask students to draw their own version of 

the story. They may like to invent their own form of 
transport, decide what the transport runs on, and how it 
travels from one place to the next. Encourage students 
to include what they can see when they travel in their 
form of transport, as this puts into context that transport 
is one part of a bigger environment. 

Explore: For food to grow, we need a healthy 

ecosystem. Ask the students what a plant needs 

to grow (water, sun, soil, bees and birds). Where 

do these things come from? To show the full 

ecosystem, you can make the connection between 

the soil we use to grow plants, and the compost 

we make from recycling food scraps.   

For the soil-free activity, 

you will need to collect 

glass jars for water, and 

the white ends of spring 

onions (about 8cm in 

length). In groups, ask 

the students to fill their 

jars with water and place 

the spring onion ends 

into the water. Place the 

jars in a sunny spot to 

watch the spring onions 

continue to grow more 

than 1cm a day. 

For the soil activity, bring in 

coriander and sunflower seeds 

from your kitchen cupboard, and 

in groups, students can plant 

their seeds using seed raising 

mix and a little recycled pot  

(an old milk bottle with holes 

in it will work perfectly). 

Sprinkle the seeds onto the 

mix with a little sand and 

water gently. Place in a 

sunny location and watch 

them grow over the next 

few months. 



Other Resources and Activities
for Sustainable Systems

•	 Complete	an	eco-footprint	calculation

•	 Start	a	vegetable	patch	at	school

•	 Organise	a	clothes,	games	and	book	swap	at	school

•	 Start	a	compost	or	worm	farm	at	school

•	 Start	a	walk/ride	to	school	day	at	school

•	 Use	the	life	cycle	on	the	front	page	to	map	out	the	

life cycle of another object, such as a chocolate bar 

or a loaf of bread

•	 Learn	about	sustainable	food	by	visiting	the	

Sustainable Table, Ethical Shopping Guide and 

Food Wise websites

•	 Start	a	Meat	Free	Monday	at	school	

•	 Start	a	Green	Team	at	school	to	encourage	

other students to think and act sustainably

Sustainable Systems Resources
Calculating your Eco-Footprint and Food Miles

www.footprintnetwork.org/en/index.php/gfn/page/calculators	
http://ecotude.powerhousemuseum.com/calc.asp

www.foodmiles.com/
Sustainability curriculum links

www.sustainableschools.sa.edu.au/
Sustainability School Programs 

ResourceSmart AuSSI Vic 

CERES	Sustainability	Hub
Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden Program

Online Sustainability Games
www.olliesworld.com/island/aus/index.htm

www.mysusthouse.org/game.html
Great picture books on sustainability

Uno’s Garden by Graeme Base

The Lorax by Dr Seuss

Resources Activities

Other Activities

Contact us	-	Have	a	question?	Please	contact	Maribyrnong	City	Council’s	 
Sustainability Officer on 03 9688 0200  
or visit our website at www.Maribyrnong.vic.gov.au 

Originally developed by Brimbank City Council
Copyright and Disclaimer - This material has been developed  
by	Brimbank	City	Council	and	designed	by	Affinity	Graphic	Design.	 
Brimbank	Schools	Sustainability	Resources	is	licensed	under	a	Creative	
Commons	Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike	3.0	Australia	License.
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Learning outcomes: 

>    Learning key terms related to 

sustainability and systems 

>   Making a connection between 

actions and the impacts those 

actions have on the environment

>   Learning that many factors impact 

sustainability

>   Understanding that small 

changes can make a difference

>   Contributing solutions for 

sustainable living

>   Understanding food miles  

and growing food locally
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Key Terms 
for Sustainable Systems

The ability to maintain an action 
without causing a negative 
impact for future generations. 

Something is sustainable when it can be done forever 
and not cause a negative impact on the environment, 
society or the economy. 

A group of parts that work 
together as a whole. 

Every system has many parts. Some large systems 
are made up of many smaller systems.  

A measurement of the 
demand placed on the 
Earth by each person. 

People with fewer demands on the Earth – such as 
people who grow their own food – have a smaller 
ecological (eco) footprint. You can reduce your eco 
footprint, by living more sustainably. 

The distance your food 
travels from production to 
consumption (distribution). 

Food that is grown overseas travels a long way to 
get to our supermarkets in Australia. This can have 
a negative impact on the environment. This impact 
can be reduced by growing your own or purchasing 
locally grown food. 

Trading conditions which 
ensure workers are fairly paid 
and consumers are purchasing 
socially sustainable products. 

You might notice a fair trade symbol on your 
favourite chocolate block. This symbol shows that the 
farmer who grew the cocoa beans and the workers 
who turned the beans into chocolate were paid a fair 
wage, and are working under reasonable conditions. 
This is an example of social sustainability.

Matter which is, or once was, 
a living thing. 

Food which has been grown 
without synthetic fertilisers 
or chemicals. 

Organic matter such as fruit and vegetable scraps, 
paper, leaves and soil are important ingredients for 
healthy compost. Compost itself is an organic matter.

Organic food has not had any synthetic chemicals 
added to help it grow faster, or larger. Often organic 
fruit and vegetables are smaller than non-organic, 
but are more sustainable for the environment as no 
chemicals were used. 

Anything that comes from 
nature that can be used by 
humans to help us live. 

Natural resources can be used by humans indirectly 
(such as using coal to make electricity) or directly 
(such as using water in a stream for drinking water). 

A person or group of people 
who buy a product. 

Any time you buy something, you are consuming a 
product. When you consume sustainable products, 
it sends a message to the producers to make more 
sustainable products available for consumers. 

Manufacturing is the 
production of goods for use or 
sale, using labour, machines 
and tools. 

Almost everything that is made has been 
manufactured. This means that there were many 
people, machines and tools used to make that item. 
Manufacturing is done both in Australia and overseas. 

The matter from which a thing 
is, or can be, made. Wood, 
cement, cotton and metals are 
all examples of materials. 

The material an item is made of will help determine how 
sustainable it is. A bag made out of plastic is not very 
sustainable as it will not be used for long, and will not 
break down for hundreds of years. A bag made out of 
cotton will last a very long time, which is much more 
sustainable, as you only need one of them. 
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Activities 
for Sustainable Systems

Brimbank Schools Sustainability Resources

Brimbank Schools Sustainability Resources

‘The Story of Sustainable 
Systems’ presentation:

Found at the web address above,  
this presentation enables you to describe  

to your students the story of sustainable systems.  
With detailed notes included, you can use this 

presentation as it is, or edit it to suit your needs. 

Activity 1

Where does my food come from?  

Intro: Many of the items we purchase from the supermarket 

travel long distances from countries overseas, this is known 

as food miles. In this activity, students will be able to calculate 

the food miles of the food we eat. 

Activity: To prepare for this activity, supply a selection of 

cans and jars for the students to work in groups. The can or 

jar label must specify which country it has travelled from. 

Each group then investigates the food miles for each item 

using the food miles website: www.foodmiles.com 

Note: If the jar/can comes from Australia, it will not be able 

to calculate the food miles. Instead, students can calculate 

how far it has travelled from one point in Australia to 

another by using an online map.

Explore: Choosing sustainable food options can be 

difficult as there are many things to keep in mind. 

This includes where the food was grown, whether it 

is organic, in season, fair trade, sustainably fished, 

packaging used, and how far the item travelled to 

get to you. Ask the students to design a poster to 

help shoppers make sustainable decisions at the 

supermarket keeping these choices in mind.  

For advice on sustainable foods, students might 

like to visit: www.sustainabletable.org.au  

Activity 2 
Sustainable City  Design Intro: The city of Melbourne was designed over 

one hundred years ago. Imagine if you could design 
it from scratch, as the most sustainable city in the 
world. What would it look like? In this activity, your 
students will design their very own sustainable city. Activity: Ask students to list the types of things 

that would make a city sustainable. How would 
the city be powered? Where would people live and 
play? What would they eat? How would they travel 
from place to place? Once they have a list of things 
that makes a city sustainable, ask them to design 
their ideal sustainable city. They might like to do 
this as a poster, a collage or a model. Explore: What could we do to make Melbourne a more sustainable city? What is one thing that the people who live in Melbourne could do differently to help make their city more sustainable? In groups, come up with ideas to increase Melbourne’s sustainability, and design a promotion to encourage people to help create a sustainable city. 



Other Resources and Activities
for Sustainable Systems

•	 Complete	an	eco-footprint	calculation

•	 Start	a	vegetable	patch	at	school

•	 Organise	a	clothes,	games	and	book	swap	at	school

•	 Start	a	compost	or	worm	farm	at	school

•	 Start	a	walk/ride	to	school	day	at	school

•	 Use	the	life	cycle	on	the	front	page	to	map	out	the	

life cycle of another object, such as a chocolate bar 

or a loaf of bread

•	 Learn	about	sustainable	food	by	visiting	the	

Sustainable	Table,	Ethical	Shopping	Guide	and
	

Food Wise websites

•	 Start	a	Meat	Free	Monday	at	school	

•	 Start	a	Green	Team	at	school	to	encourage	

other students to think and act sustainably

Sustainable Systems Resources
Calculating your Eco-Footprint and Food Miles

www.footprintnetwork.org/en/index.php/gfn/page/calculators 
http://ecotude.powerhousemuseum.com/calc.asp

www.foodmiles.com/
Sustainability curriculum links

www.sustainableschools.sa.edu.au/
Sustainability School Programs 

ResourceSmart	AuSSI	Vic	

CERES	Sustainability	Hub
Stephanie	Alexander	Kitchen	Garden	Program

Online Sustainability Games
www.olliesworld.com/island/aus/index.htm

www.mysusthouse.org/game.html
Great picture books on sustainability

Uno’s Garden	by	Graeme	Base

The Lorax	by	Dr	Seuss

Resources Activities

Other Activities

Contact us	-	Have	a	question?	Please	contact	Maribyrnong	City	Council’s	 
Sustainability Officer on 03 9688 0200  
or visit our website at www.Maribyrnong.vic.gov.au 

Originally developed by Brimbank City Council
Copyright and Disclaimer	-	This	material	has	been	developed	 
by	Brimbank	City	Council	and	designed	by	Affinity	Graphic	Design.	 
Brimbank	Schools	Sustainability	Resources	is	licensed	under	a	Creative	
Commons	Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike	3.0	Australia	License.



Donate it

Throw away  
to landfill

Swap it with a friend

Farmer picks 
the cotton

Water used  
for irrigation

Fertiliser 
added to soil

Cotton seeds 
planted

Cotton sorted in 
material factory

Material sorted at 
the material factory

Workers turn 
material into my 

cotton t-shirt

Workers turn  
cotton into 

material

Cotton material 
put onto rolls

Cotton transported  
to a material factory

Material transported  
to a clothing factory

I go in a car, bike or 
bus to buy my t-shirt

My t-shirt is transported to a 
warehouse and then to a store

My t-shirt is shipped  
from overseas to Australia

Consumption 

Production Production 

Distribution 

Raw Materials (Extraction)

End-of-Life System 
(Disposal)

When I buy my t-shirt 
it is put in a bag

Where did my t-shirt come from?

?

My t-shirt is 
displayed in a store

Sustainable 
Systems

Year 5 – Year 6

Key student

Learning outcomes: 

>    Learning key terms related to 

sustainability and systems 

>   Making a connection between 

actions and the impacts those 

actions have on the environment

>   Learning that many factors 

impact sustainability

>   Understanding that small 

changes can make a difference

>   Ability to identify local and 

sustainable ingredients
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Key Terms 
for Sustainable Systems

The ability to maintain an action 
without causing a negative 
impact for future generations. 

Something is sustainable when it can be done forever 
and not cause a negative impact on the environment, 
society or the economy. 

A group of parts that work 
together as a whole. 

Every system has many parts. Some large systems 
are made up of many smaller systems.  

A measurement of the 
demand placed on the 
Earth by each person. 

People with fewer demands on the Earth – such as 
people who grow their own food – have a smaller 
ecological (eco) footprint. You can reduce your eco 
footprint, by living more sustainably. 

The distance your food 
travels from production to 
consumption (distribution). 

Food that is grown overseas travels a long way to 
get to our supermarkets in Australia. This can have 
a negative impact on the environment. This impact 
can be reduced by growing your own or purchasing 
locally grown food. 

Trading conditions which 
ensure workers are fairly paid 
and consumers are purchasing 
socially sustainable products. 

You might notice a fair trade symbol on your 
favourite chocolate block. This symbol shows that the 
farmer who grew the cocoa beans and the workers 
who turned the beans into chocolate were paid a fair 
wage, and are working under reasonable conditions. 
This is an example of social sustainability.

Matter which is, or once was, 
a living thing. 

Food which has been grown 
without synthetic fertilisers 
or chemicals. 

Organic matter such as fruit and vegetable scraps, 
paper, leaves and soil are important ingredients for 
healthy compost. Compost itself is an organic matter.

Organic food has not had any synthetic chemicals 
added to help it grow faster, or larger. Often organic 
fruit and vegetables are smaller than non-organic, 
but are more sustainable for the environment as no 
chemicals were used. 

Anything that comes from 
nature that can be used by 
humans to help us live. 

Natural resources can be used by humans indirectly 
(such as using coal to make electricity) or directly 
(such as using water in a stream for drinking water). 

A person or group of people 
who buy a product. 

Any time you buy something, you are consuming a 
product. When you consume sustainable products, 
it sends a message to the producers to make more 
sustainable products available for consumers. 

Manufacturing is the 
production of goods for use or 
sale, using labour, machines 
and tools. 

Almost everything that is made has been 
manufactured. This means that there were many 
people, machines and tools used to make that item. 
Manufacturing is done both in Australia and overseas. 

The matter from which a thing 
is, or can be, made. Wood, 
cement, cotton and metals are 
all examples of materials. 

The material an item is made of will help determine how 
sustainable it is. A bag made out of plastic is not very 
sustainable as it will not be used for long, and will not 
break down for hundreds of years. A bag made out of 
cotton will last a very long time, which is much more 
sustainable, as you only need one of them. 
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Activities 
for Sustainable Systems

Brimbank Schools Sustainability Resources

Brimbank Schools Sustainability Resources

‘The Story of Sustainable 
Systems’ presentation:

Found at the web address above,  
this presentation enables you to describe  

to your students the story of sustainable systems.  
With detailed notes included, you can use this 

presentation as it is, or edit it to suit your needs. 

Activity 1

Sustainable Menu Design  

Intro: Everyone has a favourite dish that they like to eat. In 

this activity, students will design a menu full of their favourite 

foods, with sustainability as the theme. 

Activity: Ask your students to write down a menu of their 

favourite meals, listing the ingredients of everything in the 

menu. Once they have a list of ingredients, ask them to 

think about how sustainable these ingredients are. Where 

were they grown? Are they processed? Does growing or 

farming this ingredient impact the planet? Once they have 

thought about each of the ingredients, ask them to turn 

one of their favourite meals into sustainable versions 

of each recipe. This may include using local produce, 

sustainably farmed fish, produce that is in season, 

ingredients without additives etc. Students might like 

to visit: www.sustainabletable.org.au

Explore: Imagine you had a farm to grow your 

own food and raise your own livestock. Could your 

sustainable menu be entirely made by you and 

your neighbours? Where we live determines what 

we can grow, to view what we can grow here in 

Melbourne visit: www.abc.net.au/gardening/

vegieguide . Can you make your menu from 

mainly local and sustainable produce?

Activity 2 Life cycle of a soccer ball Intro: We all love having a kick of the soccer ball, but 
have you ever thought about how that soccer ball was 
made, and where it ends up when you no longer need 
it? This activity can be done with any manufactured 
item (clothing and chocolate bars are great for this 
activity too). 

Activity: As a class, ask the students to list the 
materials that make up a soccer ball or a football 
(plastic, rubber, glue and cotton). You might like to 
give hints of other items that are made of these 
materials (e.g. milk bottles, tyres and clothes). Ask 
the students where these materials come from 
(plastic = oil; rubber and cotton = plants). Ask the 
students what the life cycle of a soccer ball would 
look like (drawing their responses on the board), 
from growing/producing the materials to the soccer 
ball reaching the store. You might like to use the 
life cycle of a t-shirt on Page 1 of the Sustainable 
Systems as a guide. 

Explore: In groups, ask students to select another item (such as a chocolate bar or a pair of 
jeans), and draw the life cycle of the item. Is it a sustainable system? How might you reduce the eco-footprint of the life cycle of this item? Ask the students to design a sustainable life cycle of 

the item create a sustainable city. 



Other Resources and Activities
for Sustainable Systems

•	 Complete	an	eco-footprint	calculation

•	 Start	a	vegetable	patch	at	school

•	 Organise	a	clothes,	games	and	book	swap	at	school

•	 Start	a	compost	or	worm	farm	at	school

•	 Start	a	walk/ride	to	school	day	at	school

•	 Use	the	life	cycle	on	the	front	page	to	map	out	the	

life cycle of another object, such as a chocolate bar 

or a loaf of bread

•	 Learn	about	sustainable	food	by	visiting	the	

Sustainable Table, Ethical Shopping Guide and 

Food Wise websites

•	 Start	a	Meat	Free	Monday	at	school	

•	 Start	a	Green	Team	at	school	to	encourage	

other students to think and act sustainably

Sustainable Systems Resources
Calculating your Eco-Footprint and Food Miles

www.footprintnetwork.org/en/index.php/gfn/page/calculators 
http://ecotude.powerhousemuseum.com/calc.asp

www.foodmiles.com/
Sustainability curriculum links

www.sustainableschools.sa.edu.au/
Sustainability School Programs 

ResourceSmart AuSSI Vic 

CERES Sustainability Hub
Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden Program

Online Sustainability Games
www.olliesworld.com/island/aus/index.htm

www.mysusthouse.org/game.html
Great picture books on sustainability

Uno’s Garden by Graeme Base

The Lorax by Dr Seuss

Resources Activities

Other Activities

Contact us - Have a question? Please contact Maribyrnong City Council’s  
Sustainability Officer on 03 9688 0200  
or visit our website at www.Maribyrnong.vic.gov.au 

Originally developed by Brimbank City Council
Copyright and Disclaimer - This material has been developed  
by Brimbank City Council and designed by Affinity Graphic Design.  
Brimbank Schools Sustainability Resources is licensed under a Creative 
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 Australia License.
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