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Abstract
Ensuring a sustainable future for the global ocean requires meaningful dialogue and engagement with
society. Around the world, efforts to engage and collaborate with society increasingly emphasise ocean
literacy as a potential tool for engaging and educating people on ocean issues. A conceptual measure of
people’s awareness, attitudes, and behaviours towards the ocean, ocean literacy has been highlighted as a
key objective in recent ocean sustainability agreements and initiatives, including the UN Decade of Ocean
Science for Sustainable Development. In Australia, research and applied interest in ocean literacy is
burgeoning. It is therefore timely to take stock and explore recent work that may inform future pathways
towards supporting and engaging society in achieving ocean sustainability. Here, we explore examples of
ocean literacy research and practice in Australia, to develop prospective thinking on inter/transdisciplinary
approaches for advancing ocean literacy under sustainability objectives. In doing so, we anticipate the next
steps for progressing ocean literacy in the Australian context, including supporting ocean learning and
education, engaging communities at all levels, fostering cross‐sector collaboration on connecting people to
the ocean, and building strong and actionable policy and funding frameworks to ensure long‐term impact.
We emphasise the need to collaboratively develop a national ocean literacy strategy to guide and structure
these efforts and to establish an Australian ocean literacy coalition to facilitate research, cross‐sector
collaboration, and implementation in practice.
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1. Introduction

Around the world, efforts to engage and collaborate with society increasingly emphasise the concept of
ocean literacy as a potential mechanism for engaging and educating people on ocean issues. Ocean literacy
reflects people’s understanding of the ocean’s influence on society and of society’s influence on the
ocean—and encapsulates people’s connection with the ocean, including their awareness, attitudes, emotions,
and behaviours (Fauville et al., 2018; Kelly et al., 2022; McKinley et al., 2023). Despite being a conceptual
measure, ocean literacy is increasingly presented as a key component to engage and catalyse action in ocean
sustainability agreements and frameworks, including the UN Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable
Development (e.g., UNESCO, 2021).

Ocean literacy has evolved from its roots in the education sector (Cava et al., 2005), to become an approach
for engaging society in pro‐ocean behaviours and actions (McKinley et al., 2023), a global movement (Glithero
et al., 2024), and an interdisciplinary field of research (McRuer et al., 2024; Shellock et al., 2024). This evolution
of ocean literacy as a concept and practice is expected to continue (Shellock et al., 2024), and it is timely to
take stock and explore recent work that may inform future pathways towards engaging and enabling society
to achieve ocean sustainability.

In Australia, research and applied interest in ocean literacy is burgeoning: including an expanding education
community (Freitas et al., 2022); and a growing focus on ocean literacy research (e.g., Kelly et al., 2022;
Shellock et al., 2024), ocean stewardship behaviours (Church et al., 2025; Turnbull et al., 2020, 2021), and
policy. Inspired by global initiatives such as the UN Ocean Decade and the broader 2030 Agenda, Australia
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has started incorporating ocean literacy into national strategies, emphasising its value towards achieving
sustainable ocean management. For example, the draft Australian Sustainable Ocean Plan (Commonwealth
of Australia, 2024) outlines a proposed national vision and priorities for managing ocean spaces and marine
resources. As such, there is a need to bring relevant stakeholders and sectors together to identify pathways
for this engagement and progress towards achieving ocean sustainability.

This perspective article aims to bring together diverse stakeholders to develop prospective thinking on
collaborative goals and approaches for advancing ocean literacy under sustainability objectives in Australia.
We present views and input from members of a growing Australian ocean literacy community, brought
together at the 2024 Australian Marine Sciences Association (AMSA) Conference, held in Tasmania. Three
authors (RK, PF, and RJS) chaired a symposium titled Ocean Literacy—Key for Future Ocean Sustainability?
which invited input from research on ocean literacy and associated fields, including marine science
engagement and education to share insights and approaches, and to critically reflect on ocean literacy
theory and practice and its contribution to ocean sustainability. The symposium initiated a dialogue on a
vision for ocean literacy in Australia, collated, developed, and presented here.

In this article, we identify current progress, anticipate the next steps, and outline the need for more
collaborative and strategic efforts to evolve ocean literacy as a concept, movement, and community of
research in the Australian context. We intend for this article to serve as a resource for a wide range of
relevant stakeholders, including ocean literacy researchers, practitioners, and marine and environmental
decision‐makers in Australia and elsewhere. It is anticipated that our reflections will guide the development
and implementation of ocean literacy initiatives and inform policy development (at state and federal levels)
in the context of ocean sustainability (e.g., Australia’s Sustainable Ocean Plan and the forthcoming Australian
National Marine Science Plan).

1.1. Positionality

This perspective article brings together views and input from ocean literacy researchers and practitioners
from across Australia but does not intend to be comprehensive or representative. We recognise that our
own positioning might contribute to our interpretations, i.e., researchers are not separate from the social
processes they study (Kaikkonen et al., 2024). As a group, we are reflexive on the ways in which our
personal characteristics (e.g., gender, ethnicity, age, nationality, sexual orientation, immigration status,
personal experiences, linguistic tradition, theoretical, political, and ideological stances) may shape these
interpretations (Holmes, 2020). Hence, we seek to provide a positionality statement (Moon & Blackman,
2014; Secules et al., 2021).

We, the authors of this article, bring a wealth of expertise from across the natural and social sciences
(e.g., marine science, social science, education, psychology, and conservation), and beyond the research
sector too (including government and NGOs), to contribute to a shared vision of ocean literacy in the
Australian context. We represent a variety of career points, though most of us are at early or mid‐career
stages. The three lead authors are all white and first trained in the natural sciences (marine science and
biology) before progressing to interdisciplinary marine research including ocean literacy and related topics.
RK and RJS are both European early‐career researchers (RK is Irish, RJS is British) who reside in Australia.
PF is a mid‐career scientist who was born and resides in Australia.
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2. Ocean Literacy in Australia

Australia has 13.86 million square kilometres of marine waters, in three of the world’s four major oceans, and
a coastline of more than 30.000 kilometres. These areas of ocean and coast are also known as Sea Country.
Australia’s ocean ecosystems are amongst themost iconic (e.g., the Great Barrier Reef, the world’s largest coral
reef system) and most biodiverse in the world, and are home to more than 33,000 recorded marine species
(Trebilco et al., 2021). However, these ecosystems are threatened by human activities including overfishing
and pollution (Laubenstein et al., 2023), and the impacts of climate change, e.g., marine heatwaves (Kajtar et al.,
2021), and species on the move (Gervais et al., 2021). Further, Australia has the world’s third‐largest exclusive
economic zone and the nation’s rapidly growing blue economy contributes $118.5 billion and 462,000 jobs
to the economy annually (Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water, n.d.).

The majority of Australians (more than 87%) live within 50 kilometres of the coast, approximately 22 million
people (Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water, 2021). Australians interact with
the coast and ocean through their recreation, employment, and cultural practices. Resultantly, strong social
and cultural identities linked to the ocean are observed across the country (e.g., Gollan & Curley, 2023). Ocean
literacy is touted as a potential catalyst for creating and strengthening these linkages between Australians and
the ocean (e.g., Australia’s Sustainable Ocean Plan).

2.1. Evolution

The evolution of ocean literacy in Australia reflects a gradual progression, with many initiatives embracing its
principles (Figure 1; Cava et al., 2005) and dimensions (Figure 1; Brennan et al., 2019; McKinley et al., 2023)
even before the term “ocean literacy” was formally recognised (see Figure 2, for timeline). While the concept
gained momentum following the development of the education‐focused ocean literacy principles in the US
in the early 2000s (Figure 1; Cava et al., 2005), similar ideas were already embedded in Australian marine
education and engagement efforts (e.g., Sea Week commenced in 1987; Figure 1). Awareness of the ocean
literacy principles grew as Australian marine educators engaged with international networks, particularly
through participation in the National Marine Educators Association conferences during the early to
mid‐2000s. By the 2010s, organisations such as the Marine Education Society of Australasia (MESA) and the
AMSA played a pivotal role in promoting ocean literacy across education, research, and policymakers. Today,
there are a variety of marine education programs which are underpinned by the concept and practice of
ocean literacy—and the education dimension remains the predominant focus of many ocean literacy efforts.

In parallel to the evolution of more contemporary models of ocean literacy elsewhere, which emphasise an
expanded and more nuanced approach to ocean literacy (Figure 1; McKinley et al., 2023), in Australia, there
is also growing momentum in developing ocean literacy outside of education. For example, this is evidenced
by an increasing number of Australian researchers investigating ocean literacy theory and practice (e.g.,
Arthur et al., 2021; Freitas et al., 2022; Gough, 2017; Kelly et al., 2022; O’Brien et al., 2023). These examples
demonstrate the multi‐dimensionality of ocean literacy and highlight the complexity of factors influencing
human‐ocean connections and ocean stewardship behaviours.
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Figure 1. The evolution of ocean literacy frameworks, from 7 knowledge‐focused principles (Cava et al., 2005)
to 10 dimensions that demonstrate the multi‐dimensionality of ocean literacy (Brennan et al., 2019; McKinley
et al., 2023).

Increased recognition of ocean literacy has expanded beyond education and research, other sectors have also
articulated a need for ocean literacy. For example, the 2023OceanBusiness Leaders’ Summit, hosted byOcean
Decade Australia and attended by 257 ocean stakeholders (including First Nations, industry, government, and
research), identified ocean literacy as a key enabler of sustainable ocean use through supporting policy and
societal change (Ocean Decade Australia, 2023). Decision‐making discourse in Australia has also highlighted
ocean literacy as a key opportunity for collective national action (Figure 2). The federal government’s draft
Australian Sustainable Ocean Plan, due for implementation later in 2025, identifies ocean literacy as a catalyst
for promoting informed decision‐making. The Plan emphasises the importance of elevating ocean literacy
through educational programs, resource development, addressing Australia’s diverse marine interests, and
expanding the blue economy (Commonwealth of Australia, 2024, p. 42).
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Figure 2.Evolution of ocean literacy in Australia: keymilestones from the formation of theMESA in 1984 to the
integration of ocean literacy into national strategies and initiatives in 2024. Note: Colour coding represents the
following: blue (education‐focused), orange (research‐focused), dark grey (policy‐focused), and teal (bringing
the three ocean literacy pillars together: education, research, and policy).

2.2. Current State

Ocean literacy is a rapidly growing cross‐sector and interdisciplinary field in Australia, championed by
researchers, educators, conservationists, the private sector, and community leaders who aim to connect
people with the ocean. The themes outlined in the following sections highlight the multifaceted approaches
being used by different groups and sectors to foster ocean literacy and underscore the importance of
community engagement and collaboration in progressing ocean literacy. Together, these themes illustrate
the breadth and depth of ocean literacy in Australia, showcasing how it is evolving to address local and
global challenges. Further, the themes reflect a uniquely Australian perspective on ocean literacy, rooted in
the nation’s distinct marine environments, such as the Great Barrier Reef and the Great Southern Reef
(Bennett et al., 2015).

2.2.1. Ocean Literacy Research

In recent years, ocean literacy research in Australia has expanded across diverse disciplines including marine
biology, socio‐ecology, philosophy, technology, oceanography (Kelly et al., 2022), marine tourism,
environmental psychology (Stoll‐Kleemann, 2019), marine social science (McKinley et al., 2022), and marine
conservation (McRuer et al., 2025). This may have resulted from the growth of marine social science in
Australia, the prioritisation of ocean literacy in horizon scanning exercises (e.g., Herbert‐Read et al., 2022;
McKinley et al., 2022), and the global and national policy drivers for ocean literacy. This broad range of
research fields reflects the multifaceted and interdisciplinary nature of ocean literacy, which combines
theoretical and applied research to examine how individuals and communities engage with ocean‐related
issues (Shellock et al., 2024). These interdisciplinary efforts demonstrate increasing recognition that ocean
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literacy is multi‐dimensional and extends beyond education alone. Ocean literacy research in Australia has
largely been conducted through international collaborations, rather than being exclusively Australia‐focused
(Paredes‐Coral et al., 2021). In comparison with other countries, Australia ranks 11th in number of ocean
literacy publications (Shellock et al., 2024). A recent systematic mapping of ocean research across the globe
revealed that eight ocean literacy papers have been led by Australian researchers, and seven of these used
Australian examples as empirical case studies (Shellock et al., 2024).

One of the first examples of Australian ocean literacy research emerged from an interdisciplinary project,
delivered under the Future Seas 2030 initiative (Pecl et al., 2022). The ocean literacy component of
Future Seas 2030 sought to identify strategies to improve societal connections to the ocean. To do so, it
necessarily brought together expertise from multiple disciplines (including marine ecology, marine
socioecology, oceans policy, marine social science, climate impacts, ecosystem modelling, oceanography,
environmental communications, psychology, philosophy, public health, maritime logistics, and
transdisciplinary science) to identify four drivers influencing and enhancing ocean literacy (Kelly et al., 2022).
These drivers—education, cultural connections, technological advancements, knowledge exchange, and
science‐policy interconnections—each contribute to enhancing public understanding of the ocean, fostering
broader societal engagement, and supporting more informed ocean management and conservation efforts
(Kelly et al., 2022).

This emphasis on interdisciplinary solutions has also emerged in ocean literacy education research in
Australia. Education has become a central focus of ocean literacy efforts in the country, likely due to its
direct potential to foster ocean understanding and engagement. However, research has highlighted key
challenges such as limited resources, insufficient teacher knowledge, and an overcrowded curriculum, which
often hinder the integration of ocean literacy into school programs (Freitas et al., 2022). In response to these
barriers, Australian researchers have collaborated with educators to find solutions, including the
interdisciplinary and cross‐curricular integration of ocean concepts. For example, co‐developed ocean
education training programs have equipped teachers with the resources needed to incorporate ocean
literacy into existing subjects, raising awareness of local marine environments without adding to curriculum
overload (Freitas, Venzo, et al., 2024).

Marine science engagement programs and citizen science initiatives also play a critical role in advancing ocean
literacy in Australia and several case studies have been described in the literature. Similarly, research on citizen
science initiatives like the SealSpotter project demonstrates the effectiveness of public involvement in marine
ecological monitoring. Over five years, participants from 23 countries (including Australia) contributed to fur
seal counts using drone surveys, underscoring how citizen science can address educational needs, promote
ocean literacy, and facilitate data collection in marine systems (Puskic et al., 2024).

2.2.2. Education and Engagement

Building on these efforts, education remains fundamental to fostering ocean knowledge and stewardship
values among young people, educators, and the broader public in Australia. While marine science has been
included in some state‐specific curricula—such as the option for senior secondary students to study marine
science governed by the Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority—the Australian curriculum lacks
a comprehensive and cohesive inclusion of marine and coastal education (Gough, 2017). For over 40 years,
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initiatives like Sea Week—led by MESA and later by the Australian Association of Environmental
Education—have worked to bridge this gap through nationwide campaigns that promote awareness,
knowledge, and community connections to the ocean. However, despite these efforts, progress remains
limited due to barriers such as low teacher confidence and an overcrowded curriculum (Freitas et al., 2022).
To address some of these challenges, a research initiative by Deakin University implemented teacher
workshops aimed at building confidence and capacity to teach ocean‐related content (Freitas, Venzo, et al.,
2024). Similarly, the education, training, and engagement programs at CSIRO Marine National Facility,
empower the next generation of marine experts and equip participants with tools and confidence to deliver
meaningful ocean literacy content. Outreach activities, such as the Marine National Facility’s Floating
Classroom, Educator on Board, and Indigenous Time at Sea Scholarship, target diverse audiences in learning
(Arthur et al., 2021).

Informal immersive ocean education programs can also support ocean learning across formal curricula
(O’Brien et al., 2023). A recent study revealed that while science is the primary Australian curriculum
learning area that informal immersive ocean literacy education programs contribute to, these programs often
contribute to other additional learning areas (e.g., sustainability, English, and mathematics), thus highlighting
potential cross‐curricula opportunities for integrating ocean literacy into formal education, and the potential
role informal education programs can play in facilitating such integration (O’Brien et al., 2023).

Informal education programs have made significant contributions to ocean literacy by engaging students and
the public outside of conventional classrooms. Initiatives such as the Great Southern Reef Foundation are
developing localised, curriculum‐linked resources for schools, with over 1,500 users accessing the
Foundation’s online marine education hub including more than 2,000 people engaging with a single
Handfish student worksheet. Similarly, the OceansIQ Ocean Literacy Portal consolidates available ocean
literacy resources to make them publicly available online. Established in 2014, and officially launched during
Sea Week 2025, demand and interest in this portal are evidenced by the number of website visits, which
nearly doubled in the first month post‐launch—from 600 visitors between July 2024–February 2025 to over
1,100 in March 2025.

Along Australia’s temperate coastline, more than 70 informal education providers offer immersive experiences
in marine environments, museums, aquariums, virtual platforms, and discovery centres (O’Brien et al., 2023).
For example, the Reef Guardians program initiated by the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority in 2003,
has engaged over 350,000 students in actions to protect the reef (Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority,
2023). Similarly, the Two Bays education program in Victoria ran for 15 years on a 63‐foot catamaran, blending
marine science, Indigenous knowledge, and community engagement under the framework of the seven ocean
literacy principles. The Australian National MaritimeMuseum in Sydney, which reaches 6.8 million on‐site and
online visitors per year (Australian National Maritime Museum, 2024), has committed to a 10‐year program
associated with the UN Ocean Decade. This includes endorsed exhibitions (One Ocean, Our Future, Ocean
Wonders, Ultimate Depth: A Journey to the Bottom of the Sea), collaborative events with communities and
industry, and learning programs (e.g., on‐site and online plastics programs with The Seabin Foundation and a
new ocean ecosystem dynamics course for secondary students).
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2.2.3. Storytelling and Communication

In Australia, ocean storytelling is strongly reflected in the lore and traditions of Aboriginal communities,
particularly through Sea Country storytelling. First Nations people have long used storytelling as a powerful
tool for conveying the importance of marine ecosystems and the practices needed to sustain them; these
traditional practices underpin communities’ deep cultural connections to the ocean (Reid et al., 2014).
The South Coast Seaweed initiative is an example of a contemporary Indigenous‐led ocean literacy effort
that showcases storytelling and ecological practices, linking traditional knowledge to more dominant
Western ocean literacy dialogues.

Communication and storytelling approaches for fostering ocean literacy in Australia can vary widely—from
traditional awareness campaigns to picture books to visual media to sophisticated behaviour change initiatives.
For example, narrative, non‐fiction, marine science‐based picture books have emerged as a creative means
to promote ocean stewardship among children, whilst also fostering ocean literacy by raising awareness of
marine systems, (Freitas, Francis, et al., 2024).

While narrative approaches and visual storytelling are commonly used, their effectiveness in engendering
change (i.e., ocean stewardship behaviours and improved ocean literacy) likely relies on the integration of
behavioural science principles and carefully designed message elements (de Salas et al., 2022). Research on
Great Barrier Reef communication has demonstrated that while messages highlighting the reef’s wonder and
threats can raise awareness, they must be combined with specific behavioural components to motivate
stewardship action (Waters, Losciale, et al., 2024). For instance, recent experimental studies revealed that
reef‐framed climate messages are more effective at enhancing public engagement with climate behaviours
when they include clear calls to action, highlight collective efficacy, and provide tangible pathways for
involvement (Waters, Wilson, et al., 2024).

Various organizations across Australia are working to implement evidence‐based communication
approaches. For example, the Great Southern Reef Foundation uses visual media content to engage with its
growing following (1,000+ YouTube subscribers, 9,000+ Instagram followers, 8,000+ Facebook followers,
and 3,000+ LinkedIn followers) on pressing marine environmental challenges, such as the deleterious impact
of long‐spined sea urchins on kelp forests. A recent documentary, White Rock, was launched as part of the
Ocean Film Festival 2025 (screened at 34 locations nationwide) in tandem with a digital storytelling
campaign featuring local fishers, marine scientists, and coastal communities, to further demonstrate human
connections to reef ecosystems. Similarly, communication initiatives around the Great Barrier Reef have
evolved based on research findings about public engagement. Media analysis of Great Barrier Reef coverage
has revealed how different framing approaches and narrative elements influence public discourse and
political action (Foxwell‐Norton & Konkes, 2022). This growing body of evidence suggests that effective
ocean communication must go beyond raising awareness to actively facilitate connections between marine
conservation and climate action while providing clear pathways for public involvement in solutions.

2.2.4. Citizen Science

Citizen science is a powerful tool for advancing ocean literacy in Australia, particularly through initiatives
supported by the Australian Citizen Science Association, which hosts an online portal listing over
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600 programs, including 70 focused on coastal and marine environments. By actively involving individuals in
data collection and marine research, these programs enhance public understanding of ocean issues and
foster action, aligning with the knowledge, awareness, behaviour, and activism dimensions of ocean literacy
(Church et al., 2025; Dean et al., 2018; McKinley et al., 2023). Research has shown that citizen science
improves conservation outcomes while also deepening participants’ engagement with ocean‐related
challenges (Kelly et al., 2020).

Notable examples include Coral Watch, the world’s largest coral health citizen science initiative, which has
been running since 2002 and operates in 135 countries. This program engages participants in coral
monitoring by assessing coral colour, a key indicator of bleaching (Marshall et al., 2012). By engaging
individuals directly, Coral Watch not only contributes valuable data to researchers but also promotes ocean
literacy through its focus on coral health and climate change awareness. Another example is Redmap
Australia, which has operated for over 15 years and encourages the public to log sightings of marine species
found outside their usual geographic distribution or range. Over 1,500 citizen scientists have logged over
5,000 sightings to date (Redmap pers comms), which provide critical early insights into species’ responses to
climate change (i.e., evidencing climate‐driven changes in the distribution of species, 91% of which had not
been detected by scientific monitoring; Wolfe et al., 2025). This engagement has also enhanced participants’
understanding of ocean warming and biodiversity shifts: 97% of surveyed participants reported that they
trust information produced by the Redmap project (Nursey‐Bray et al., 2018; Pecl et al., 2019).

2.2.5. Grassroot and Community‐Led Ocean Initiatives

Community‐driven initiatives are powerful tools for embedding ocean literacy within the Australian
community. Events such as festivals, beach clean‐ups, coastal restoration projects, public talks, and
interactive outdoor experiences provide place‐based opportunities to promote a deeper understanding of
the ocean and its interconnectedness with human lives. For instance, the Mandurah Crab Fest and Apollo
Bay Seafood Festival celebrate marine culture and ecosystems. Through interactive exhibits, cooking
demonstrations, and cultural storytelling, these festivals hold the potential to enhance public appreciation
and understanding of the ocean, though this impact has yet to be quantified. Similarly, Clean Up Australia
Day, which has engaged over 22 million Australians since its inception in 1990, provides hands‐on
conservation experiences. This annual event focuses on removing rubbish from local environments, fostering
direct action, and community involvement.

However, it’s important to note that, to our knowledge, these initiatives do not explicitly follow ocean literacy
frameworks, despite the intention to foster emotional connections to the ocean and raise awareness. That
said, these activities still create valuable opportunities for diverse communities—including those living inland—
to connect meaningfully with the ocean. By fostering emotional connections and raising awareness, such
engagement has the potential to drive long‐term behaviour change and inspire broader conservation efforts
in Australia (Dean et al., 2018). These community actions can ripple outward supporting national policy goals
and encouraging sustainable interaction with marine and coastal environments.
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2.2.6. Governance and Policy Pathways

Ocean literacy remains in the early phases of policy integration, serving more as an aspirational framework
than an implemented strategy. Still, the proposed Australian Sustainable Ocean Plan marks a significant
milestone. Due for release later in 2025, the Plan articulates a national vision and national priorities to
“guide collective action” on managing ocean spaces and marine resources and emphasises the importance of
elevating ocean literacy (Commonwealth of Australia, 2024, p. 42).

Policy strategies developed by the marine science community also increasingly incorporate ocean literacy.
For example, the AMSA Submission on Science and Research Priorities (https://www.amsa.asn.au/4220/
australias‐draft‐science‐and‐research‐priorities‐and‐national‐science‐statement) identified ocean literacy
as critical for advancing marine research and supporting sustainable development in Australia. The
submission underscores a need to integrate ocean literacy across education, research, and policy to deepen
understanding of marine systems, promote stewardship, and strengthen the blue economy. Similarly, the
National Marine Science Committee has committed to embedding ocean literacy as an enabler in the next
decade of marine science (2025–2035). This commitment aims to position ocean literacy as a guiding
framework for fostering public understanding, driving sustainable policy, and ensuring resilient marine
ecosystems. Complementing this, the current Future Earth Australia Our Sustainable Oceans and Coasts
National Strategy 2021–2030 (https://www.futureearth.org.au/publications/sustainable‐oceans‐and‐coasts‐
strategy) highlights a need to support grassroots initiatives that build community trust and promote local
stewardship, with improved ocean literacy as a key outcome. Although nascent, these developments
represent progress and a growing recognition of the need to embed ocean literacy in actionable policy
moving forward.

3. Next Steps for Ocean Literacy in Australia

As outlined in the previous sections, interest in and development of ocean literacy is increasing in Australia.
This progress has largely occurred within different sectors (i.e., education, engagement, research, and policy)
with little integration to date. However, achieving the goal of ocean literacy—ocean stewardship and
sustainability—demands cross‐sectoral, collaborative approaches to developing ocean literacy (Shellock
et al., 2024). In this section, we articulate our shared aims to contribute to fostering a multi‐dimensional
culture of ocean stewardship in Australia, and to supporting an Australian society that values and actively
works to protect its marine ecosystems. We emphasise the need for a national agenda on ocean literacy to
guide and structure these efforts, and a national ocean literacy coalition to facilitate research, cross‐sector
collaboration, and implementation in practice.

3.1. Progressing Ocean Literacy as an Approach, Movement, and Field of Research

3.1.1. Education

Although ocean literacy has expanded from its education origins, the role of education in advancing people’s
understanding and connections to the ocean remains salient (Glithero et al., 2024; McKinley et al., 2023).
In the first instance, embedding ocean literacy in formal education via curricula is a need and opportunity for
advancing ocean literacy in Australia—which could model mandates implemented elsewhere, including the
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city of Santos, Brazil, which established ocean literacy as a public policy in its school curriculum in 2021
(UNESCO, 2021). The existing Australian curriculum already provides multiple entry points to incorporate
ocean literacy, particularly within learning areas such as the arts, mathematics, chemistry, and biology
(Freitas, Venzo, et al., 2024; O’Brien et al., 2023). However, accessing this opportunity will require
integration across multiple disciplines in primary and secondary level curricula on a nationwide scale, as well
as cooperative efforts between diverse stakeholders, including but not limited to educational institutions,
policymakers, curriculum developers, the teaching community, and others such as informal education
providers (Santoro et al., 2022).

In addition, teacher training and ongoing professional development are critical for embedding ocean literacy
in classrooms. If ocean literacy is to be delivered across the key learning areas of the Australian curriculum,
then there is a need to equip pre‐service and in‐service educators with resources, skills, and support for
effectively integrating ocean literacy into their practice. Key challenges to this delivery include recognising
and addressing the difficulties educators already face, i.e., an overcrowded curriculum, gaps in knowledge,
and training related to ocean education, and poor awareness of the availability of relevant educational
resources. This progress is already happening, for example, the Great Southern Reef Foundation has
responded to the articulated need to support New South Wales schools and teachers to incorporate ocean
literacy into their teachings by developing educational resources that support student learning and teacher
capacity‐building. These resources adopt a multidisciplinary approach, emphasise place‐based learning, and
are adaptable to various educational settings and year levels. Reflecting evolving evidence on ocean learning,
these resources focus on place‐based education and fostering deeper connections between students,
educators, and their local marine and coastal environments.

Engagement beyond formal education is also central to progressing national‐scale ocean literacy. Efforts
should extend beyond school‐based education to engage adults, including state and federal decision‐makers
and business leaders, through outreach and communication strategies that highlight the relevance of the
ocean and its resources to their interests. For example, the Australian‐led Tuna Champions is an outreach
and educational program that provides resources on best‐practice fishing for recreational fishers that
promote stewardship behaviours. Programs such as these may also support peer‐to‐peer adult learning
opportunities which in turn, may facilitate knowledge brokering through exchange of expertise, experiences,
and best practices (Tuohy et al., 2024).

Educational frameworks evidence that learning can occur via diverse experiences that can include informal
experiential learning as well as formal learning. Community‐centred approaches, which amplify community
voices and reflect on‐ground context, may be better suited for facilitating experiential learning and
encouraging place‐based relationships with local marine environments (e.g., via coastal cleanups, citizen
science, etc.). These informal experiences are likely to enhance the connection between ocean knowledge
and action by linking ocean literacy (i.e., knowledge, attitudes, and behaviours) to conservation and
sustainability outcomes. The success of programs such as Reef Guardians shows how more integrated
approaches to education and conservation activities can foster both understanding and action across society
(O’Brien et al., 2023).

Working with communities to understand what they know, understand, and value about the ocean is needed
for developing relevant and engaging ocean literacy education programs. A recent ocean literacy survey
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conducted as part of the inaugural Ocean Photographer of the Year exhibition at the Australian National
Maritime Museum asked visitors, “How has the ocean changed you?,” and “What would you change for the
ocean?.” With over 8,000 responses received, these data are now proving key to understanding baseline
visitor ocean knowledge and assisting museum staff to generate future programming that is fit for purpose
(Wright, 2024).

3.1.2. Engagement

In Australia, community engagement is a central pathway for advancing ocean literacy, particularly through
initiatives that foster direct connections between people and (local) marine environments. These efforts
should build on evidence‐based behaviour change insights, to thoughtfully integrate educational
components with practical actions, and to translate awareness into sustained pro‐environmental behaviours
(Kelly et al., 2022). For example, successful models of engagement (i.e., Coral Watch and Redmap Australia),
demonstrate how hands‐on participation can enhance participant understanding and stewardship (Marshall
et al., 2012; Pecl et al., 2019). Examples of evidence‐based messaging and communication strategies (e.g.,
for the Great Barrier Reef) highlight how collective efficacy and public‐sphere calls to action encourage
engagement in protection actions (Waters, Wilson, et al., 2024). Further, recent Australian research evidence
shows that ocean stewardship behaviours can be encouraged by combining nature‐based experiences with
social interactions through engagement in citizen science programs (Church et al., 2025). Engagement
initiatives can be supported by communication campaigns that use traditional and digital media platforms to
reach diverse groups and demographics across Australia (Arthur et al., 2021).

Engaging cultural connections is also central to advancing ocean literacy (Glithero et al., 2024; Kelly et al.,
2022); recognising the many diverse perspectives and relationships with the ocean experienced across
Australia, and appreciating diverse ocean knowledge and values (McRuer et al., 2025). Cultural connections
to the ocean refer to the knowledge, behaviours, and relationships people have with the marine and coastal
environments (Glithero et al., 2024). Integrating cultural perspectives and narratives into ocean engagement
can enrich these experiences with broader and more inclusive views of the ocean. Recognising cultural
connections can also help to foster marine stewardship, as people from different groups and places may feel
more empowered if they view it as a part of their identity. For example, many First Nations have been
intertwined with marine environments for tens of thousands of years; they evidence the potential for
sustainable use and conservation of the ocean that reflects a complex relationship between people and the
sea (Fischer et al., 2022). These connections and experiences of Sea Country vary amongst First Nations
across the continent, further reflecting the diversity of relationships people have with the sea and the
diversity of ways that ocean literacy can be experienced and expressed. Efforts to engage with people from
the many different cultures in Australia should acknowledge and celebrate the diversity of relationships with
the ocean that are possible (e.g., Allison et al., 2020; Schwerdtner Manez et al., 2023).

Another opportunity for ocean literacy engagement is to connect pro‐ocean attitudes and behaviour with
climate action. To date, limited research has explored the intersection of both ocean and climate literacy and
public engagement with pro‐environmental behaviours (e.g., Waters, Losciale, et al., 2024; Waters, Wilson,
et al., 2024) and evidence suggests that more is needed to help individuals and communities connect the
dots between the two. For example, research has evidenced that though Australians’ awareness and concern
regarding climate impacts on the Great Barrier Reef is high, many people do not link climate action with reef
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protection (Dean et al., 2020). Given the urgency of climate action and the deeply emotional connections
many people have with marine environments, bridging the gap between ocean and climate literacy is a critical
opportunity to engage broader audiences in climate solutions while advancing ocean conservation goals.

3.1.3. Co‐developing Ocean Literacy Research

Ocean literacy research seeks to provide collective insights into the kinds of experiences, approaches, and
framings that can enable enhancing people’s understanding, connections, and relationships with the oceans
(McRuer et al., 2024). These insights can inform shared efforts to enhance ocean literacy, improve awareness,
influence pro‐ocean behaviours, and potentially influence ocean policy and are particularly pertinent to the
Australian context.

The many emerging ocean education and engagement initiatives demonstrate the appetite for improving
ocean literacy, and research on understanding and measuring ocean literacy is expanding to inform these
efforts (McRuer et al., 2024; Paredes‐Coral et al., 2021). To date, however, there is scarce empirical evidence
on how to measure and/or effectively enhance ocean literacy. For example, although behavioural
components are included in the concept of ocean literacy (McKinley et al., 2023), limited research has
specifically examined this aspect. As a result, many claims on the potential for ocean literacy initiatives to
engender behaviour change remain unsubstantiated. This may also reflect a focus on the education
dimension of ocean literacy to date. To progress the value and impact of ocean literacy initiatives, greater
emphasis must be placed on the measurement and evaluation of ocean literacy programs through a
multi‐dimensional lens, including ocean knowledge, communication, behaviour, awareness, attitudes,
activism, emotional connection, access and experience, adaptive capacity, and trust and transparency
(McKinley et al., 2023). Further, national‐scale baselines on societal ocean literacy are needed to inform
future collaborative efforts and strategies on enhancing Australians’ connections and behaviours in regard to
the marine and coastal environment. These efforts may be informed by multi‐dimensional evaluations and
assessments conducted at national scales elsewhere (e.g., survey instruments currently being developed in
Canada and the UK, pers comms).

Further, given international (e.g., UN Ocean Decade) and federal (e.g., Sustainable Ocean Plan) focus on
ocean literacy as a potential mechanism for change, there is a role and opportunity for ocean literacy
research to support this aim and potential (McRuer et al., 2024). These multidisciplinary approaches
emphasise the strength and need for research to collaborate in cross‐sector partnerships with educators,
decision‐makers, government, NGOs, industry, communities, and First Nations people’s voices. As ocean
literacy in Australia continues to evolve and reflect the multi‐dimensionality of the concept and practice,
there is a need for proactive interdisciplinary research that can support bridging the 10 ocean literacy
dimensions and on‐ground ocean literacy practice (e.g., McKinley et al., 2023) with overarching strategy and
collective vision.
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3.2. Progress at the Strategic Level: Policy and Governance

3.2.1. Australian Ocean Literacy Coalition

A key approach to advancing ocean literacy is by leveraging networks (Pedemont et al., 2024). Several ocean
literary networks have emerged in Australia over the last decades, largely through grassroots initiatives since
the 1980s (e.g., MESA), and continue to develop and evolve, connecting ocean literacy researchers and
practitioners through interest and region‐specific contexts (e.g., Tasmanian Marine Extension and
Engagement Community of Practice). However, these have occurred largely ad hoc and at small scales.
Stakeholders nationally have articulated the need for a national strategic effort to increase ocean literacy
(Ocean Decade Australia, 2021). If ocean literacy is to advance across Australia, then such national‐scale
effort and cooperation will be required to co‐develop and share ocean literacy resources and strategies, and
to support a purposeful movement towards advancing ocean literacy (e.g., Paredes‐Coral et al., 2021).

To this end, we propose the establishment of an Australian ocean literacy coalition, to foster collaboration
among diverse sectors, and to support the integration of ocean literacy into policy, education, and community
initiatives, together ensuring a more sustainable future for Australia’s marine environments. Such a coalition
aims to provide a structure for diverse individuals and organisations with a common interest in ocean literacy.
The coalition will advance, coordinate, and implement ocean literacy research and practice and work together
to achieve shared objectives. The coalition will also enable the exchange of knowledge, resources, and best
practices to enhance ocean literacy at all levels of society. The Australian ocean literacy community is already a
growing network but currently lacks the governance, structure, and resources needed to deliver our ambitious
aim. The primary focus of an Australian coalition will be on co‐developing and guiding a national ocean literacy
strategy (Figure 3).

Educa�on

Research

Policy

Australian

Ocean

Literacy

Coali�on

Australian

Ocean Literacy

Strategy

Figure 3. Conceptual framework illustrating three pillars of ocean literacy in Australia: education, research,
and policy. Note: The diagram outlines the position and potential role of an Australian ocean literacy coalition,
in connecting and facilitating collaboration for co‐design and implementation of a cohesive national ocean
literacy strategy for Australia.

The UN Ocean Literacy portal will be a valuable resource from which to inform Australian efforts. There are
also national‐scale examples and lessons to be learned from elsewhere, for example, the Irish Ocean Literacy
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Network, which was established in 2016 as an informal network bringing together cross‐sector collaborators
(including NGOs, public bodies, research, education, private enterprises, and communities) with the shared
aim to enhance ocean literacy across the island of Ireland. Since then, this network has expanded and become
more formalised, and recently released a Strategic Plan (2024) for enhancing ocean literacy in Ireland. Other
examples include the Canadian Ocean Literacy Coalition, an internationally recognised catalyst and hub for
ocean literacy collaboration, research, and innovation. Similarly, this coalition evolvedwhen a small network of
self‐identified ocean literacy organisations recognised the need for a coordinated approach to ocean literacy in
Canada and a national ocean literacy strategic plan to guide this approach (Glithero et al., 2018). The coalition
has expanded since 2018 and today is a national and international leader in ocean literacy implementation
and research. The Welsh Ocean Literacy Coalition was established in 2022 by the Wales Coasts and Seas
Partnership, who identified improving ocean literacy as a key focus of their work. Their efforts have included
the recent Ocean Literacy Strategy for Wales 2025 (Y Môr a Ni), which articulates a vision and key action areas
for building ocean literacy.

The Australian coalition will lead innovative, co‐created initiatives to raise awareness and inspire action to
protect the ocean and its ecosystems—and to support an Australian society that values and actively works
to protect its marine ecosystems. In doing so, we anticipate the coalition will play a pivotal role in driving
initiatives that bring together diverse marine stakeholders and perspectives, by fostering interdisciplinary and
cross‐sector collaboration and providing opportunities for peer‐to‐peer learning across sectors. Specifically,
the national network will create a hub from which to co‐develop, and deliver an adaptive national ocean
literacy strategy.

3.2.2. National Australian Ocean Literacy Strategy

As aforementioned, there are growing calls for a national Australian ocean literacy strategy amongst the
Australian ocean literacy community, and in the research literature (e.g., Freitas et al., 2022). For example, a
recent Ocean Decade Australia report evidenced that stakeholder visions for “success” prioritised the idea
that government and policy should reflect an improved public understanding of ocean values and threats.
A national strategy would act as a framework to enhance understanding and ocean literacy across the
national population, as well as within target communities, sectors, and groups. The strategy would also offer
opportunity for policy engagement on ocean literacy with the aim of integrating ocean literacy into federal
and state‐level decision‐making and corporate strategies.

In this way, the strategy will facilitate national action to deliver Australia’s broader national commitments on
sustainable ocean management and marine education—and thus help position Australia as a leader in ocean
literacy in forums such as the UN Ocean Decade. The aim of a national Australian ocean literacy strategy is
to facilitate ocean literacy knowledge exchange (e.g., supporting peer‐to‐peer learning across sectors),
resource and partnership development (e.g., developing collaborative projects and funding proposals), and
policy engagement (e.g., delivering to more integrated approaches to ocean management)—to lead a culture
of ocean stewardship in Australia, and to empower an ocean literate Australian society that values and
actively works to protect its marine ecosystems (see Box 1). As such, a national strategy will also contribute
to engaging Australians on the interrelated themes of climate and environmental literacy.
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We anticipate that the national strategy (and the future of ocean literacy in Australia) will be co‐developed,
following successful examples achieved elsewhere. It will enable ocean literacy to be a cornerstone of
achieving ocean sustainability and climate resilience in Australia. The strategy will provide the basis for
building federal and state‐level policy frameworks and secure ongoing funding for the development and
implementation of cooperative, multi‐sector ocean literacy programs, which are essential for ensuring
long‐term ocean sustainability and impact in Australia. For example, we anticipate that the strategy will
specifically inform national ocean policy development (e.g., Australia’s Sustainable Ocean Plan, National
Marine Science Plan, etc.) and help to guide the design and implementation of state‐specific marine policies
(e.g., New South Wales Marine Estate Management Strategy, Victorian Coastal and Marine Management
Plans, etc.). Further, an ocean literacy strategy would facilitate international cooperation and partnerships:
for example, with countries such as Canada, Ireland, Wales, and England, who have already established, or
are in the process of establishing, national ocean literacy strategies and agendas.

Box 1. Policy priorities moving forward.

1. Establish a national ocean literacy strategy:

• Develop an ocean literacy strategy that articulates aims for improving ocean literacy in Australia and
targets measurable goals (e.g., “By 2050, all Australians will see themselves and engage as stewards
of the ocean”).

• Invest in a national ocean literacy office that will coordinate and lead national‐scale ocean literacy
programs, research, and development.

2. Establish an Australian ocean literacy baseline:

• Establish an ocean literacy survey program with ongoing funding.
• Establish a cross‐sector national ocean literacy task force to develop and conduct a national‐scale
multi‐dimensional ocean literacy survey.

• Implement a national‐scale survey to determine levels of ocean literacy across demographics in all
states and territories.

3. Embed ocean literacy into primary and secondary school curricula:

• Develop a national framework to integrate ocean literacy across school curricula in an
interdisciplinary manner. This framework should align with existing curriculum priorities and
learning outcomes, ensuring ocean literacy is embedded through cross‐disciplinary connections
rather than adding additional content to an already crowded curriculum.

• Establish professional development opportunities for educators to equip themwith knowledge and
confidence to effectively integrate ocean literacy into teaching programs.

• Expand the existing ocean education portal to include resources from all states and territories,
creating a centralised national platform to enhance access to ocean literacy learning resources.

4. Develop funding mechanisms for community‐led and grassroots ocean literacy initiatives:

• Establish enduring funding schemes for informal education programs to support ocean literacy
engagement and learning in schools.

• Support local and state‐level ocean literacy campaigns that connect communities with local marine
and coastal environments.

5. Mandatory corporate sustainability education on ocean‐related issues:

• Mandate that businesses/industries evidence their contributions to ocean sustainability and
stewardship dimensions as part of ongoing ESG frameworks and reporting requirements.
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4. Conclusion

In Australia, the development of ocean literacy has occurred across different sectors and to date, has included
approaches in education, community engagement, policy, and research. However, this development has been
limited by poor cross‐sector and national‐level cooperation, and a lack of policy direction and funding to
support continued sector growth. Making progress on advancing ocean literacy nationwide, and contributing
to larger‐scale objectives for achieving ocean sustainability, will require cooperative and integrated efforts
across sectors. For example, by supporting ocean learning and education, engaging communities at all levels,
fostering cross‐sector collaboration on connecting people to the ocean, and building strong and actionable
policy and funding frameworks, in order to ensure long‐term impact.

In this article, we have outlined recommendations from members of the growing Australian ocean literacy
community, for ocean literacy development, implementation, and research, and thus provide much‐needed
direction for the continued expansion of ocean literacy in Australia.We invite reflection and development from
ocean literacy practitioners and researchers and hope to encourage discussion and action around the priorities
identified here. Specifically, we hope these priorities can be useful for federal and state‐level decision‐makers
in their efforts to embed ocean literacy in ocean policies in Australia.

Ocean literacy needs to be advanced across diverse parts of society, including in decision‐making, if it is to
effectively contribute to ocean sustainability. The key next steps for the growing Australian ocean literacy
community are to collaborate with decision‐makers at federal and state‐levels to develop a national
Australian ocean literacy strategy that articulates objectives in alignment with delivering the Australian
Sustainable Ocean Plan (currently in draft form); including establishing an Australian ocean literacy coalition.
This collaborative perspective article, from members of the Australian ocean literacy community, invites
prospective thinking, cross‐sector collaboration, and multi‐dimensional action on enhancing ocean literacy,
with a 2050 vision for all Australians to see themselves and engage as stewards of the ocean.
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