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Science teachers are well aware that climate change represents possibly the greatest challenge ever to face humankind.  Averting potential disaster requires an international effort and decisive action by national governments.  In a democracy however, politicians will not make the necessary difficult decisions unless they are confident of wide support from voters.  While acceptance of the reality of climate change is growing in the community, myths and half truths still circulate, and the urgency and scale of the response required appears to be less well understood.  A greater level of public understanding of the complex issues surrounding climate change is needed to enable politicians and community leaders to address the challenges we face.

Science teachers can potentially play a very significant role in promoting public understanding of climate change.  As educators, we are in a unique position to translate the knowledge of climate and other relevant specialists into language that non-experts can understand.  We are used to explaining concepts such as scientific modelling, risk and uncertainty.  We can recognise where genuine scientific debate exists, but also understand that the IPCC process represents an unprecedented level of scientific consensus.  The science is no longer uncertain.  While the degree of future warming cannot be exactly determined, and the effects of some feedback mechanisms in the atmosphere remain unclear, the risks associated with even the most conservative predictions are very great.

Many concerned teachers will see the classroom as their natural opportunity for raising awareness of these issues.  Through their students they may also hope to indirectly reach parents and others in the community.  However, understanding climate change, its causes and possible effects, and assessing the effectiveness of mitigation proposals, is complex.  Every branch of science is involved, to say nothing of economics, geography, politics and ethics.  And, although there is a lot of information - and misinformation – around, there is still a dearth of quality, classroom-ready materials, relevant to the Australian context, to support teachers.

The members of the AIP (Vic Branch) Education subcommittee consider that we can most effectively support teachers through the following:

· providing up-to-date information related to the physics of climate change for interested teachers whose discipline background is not physics;

· supporting the development of curriculum resources, with an emphasis on the physics aspects of climate change and the Australian context;

· providing specific responses to myths and other distorted information;

· enabling teachers to get answers to their questions from climate scientists;

· acting as a clearing house to direct teachers to other sources of sound information and quality resources (for example links to useful websites).

Initially this web page will be used as a platform for disseminating information and promoting further discussion.

Some teachers may want to use their skills to engage with the public more directly and promote greater community support for effective action on climate change.  The AIP (Vic Branch) Education subcommittee would like to canvass this possibility with interested teachers.  In particular, we hope to facilitate the development of resources, and identify further activities that may assist teachers in communicating with the public.

