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Phase 1: Empathise
In this phase you will gain an understanding of the extent of the impact of bushfires on people to

design solutions which help these people

Learning intentions: You will understand …

● the impact of bushfires on the lives, property and possessions of individuals.

Success criteria: You can …

● ... critically evaluate the impact of text structure and language choice on the emotions of an
audience.

● ... create texts which communicate the experience and emotional impact of being part of a
bushfire event.

Gathered below are some snapshots of people's lived experiences of a bushfire.

These personal anecdotes give you an appreciation of how people felt during and after a bushfire, what
they identified as the hardest challenges to overcome and what they felt were the most testing losses.
By gaining a deep personal understanding of how people are affected by bushfires, you will be
equipped and motivated to create impactful solutions in the next phases of the design process.

Read through these accounts independently and then answer the questions below.

*

On New Year's Eve, our family home, my parents' dream home, the home my dad built 27 years ago,
went up in flames. We loved that house, in the breezy beachside suburb of Surf Beach, Batemans Bay.
It was full of so many happy memories.

Just a couple of weeks ago, my brother and I were looking at all the photos on the walls, laughing and
reminiscing about the times we had growing up. I found a watch I loved as a kid, and my journal from
primary school.

Unfortunately I left them behind and now they're gone. All those photos, gone. Hours of home movies,
gone. The cuckoo clock that 21-year-old Mum carried in her backpack on her big trip around Europe
before she married Dad, gone.

– James Findlay

(Source:
https://www.abc.net.au/everyday/what-to-say-to-someone-who-lost-home-in-australian-bushfires/118
47934)

*
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*

Around 2:30 pm, we received a text message from our neighbour who had reliable news that her
house, along with ours and many others in the same street, was gone. The hope evaporated.

With a weird numbness, we phoned our boys and told them the sad news. The rest of the afternoon
and evening, which was New Year’s Eve, vanished in an avalanche of phone calls and text messages
regarding the fate of our house, neighbours, and friends.

The depth of concern and commiserations were a tangible reminder of how important that house had
been for so many of our friends and family, as a place of escape and sanctuary, laughter, warmth,
revitalization and relaxation, an almost spiritual-like home base. Gone.

– Neil Ward

(Source: https://www.vox.com/2020/1/24/21063638/australian-bushfires-2019-experience)
*

*

On the edge of town, a soft-spoken and gentle man named Malcolm Elmslie pads warily to the edge of
a rubble collection that once was his century-old Cobargo homestead.

“I know what I’ve lost,” he says, and he leaves a long, haunting space of dead air between his next
word. “Everything.”

Malcolm woke at 2.30 am on New Year’s Eve to see the terrifying firefront charging down from the hills
surrounding his home. There was a long period during his frantic escape from the house when he
couldn’t find his dog, Bonnie.

And then the dog emerged and he’d never been so grateful to see a living thing walking toward him.

(Source:
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/weekend-australian-magazine/australian-bushfires-stories-of-herois
m-heartbreak-and-hope/news-story/95db8ced15f4d64e85fd36fd30263685)
*

*

We believed the safest option was to move swiftly to the town’s wharf. We found an ideal spot by the
water’s edge with a low rock wall and parked the car. To protect ourselves from hot embers flying
through the air, we wrapped ourselves in woollen blankets. Others nearby did the same. In the event of
a firestorm, our final escape option was to jump in the water, shielding ourselves behind the rock wall.
We waited on the water’s edge all night. The smoke was dense. Even though we were wearing
swimming goggles, our eyes stung. Our throats were raw. To help us breathe, we used medical masks
and a torn-up sarong wrapped around our faces.

(Source: https://www.vox.com/2020/1/24/21063638/australian-bushfires-2019-experience)
*

*
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Volunteer firefighter Peter Davis has lived on Kangaroo Island, off South Australia, for more than 70
years.

With the help of his two sons, Brenton and Ben, he was ready to defend his childhood home from the
impending fire on January 3. They were moving sheep when all of a sudden the fire was upon them
“within seconds”.

“We had time to say, ‘get in the house’, we got in the house, and it just exploded all around us,” Peter
said.

The ferocious fire front passed within minutes and daylight returned. When Peter and his sons came
out of the house, they saw widespread destruction of the farm and equipment. Initially they thought
the house was saved. But the relief was short-lived when they realised the roof had caught on fire.

“We knew that we had a few minutes,” Peter said. “We gathered clothes into cases and got a whole lot
of documents, got a few toys for the kids, got photos off the walls and stuffed them in the car.”

(Source:
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-02-03/inside-the-australian-bushfires-crisis/11890458?nw=0)
*

*

You could also read through this interactive from ABC news

(https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-02-03/inside-the-australian-bushfires-crisis/11890458?nw=0)

*

What are some feelings you sense these people were experiencing? What are some words you would

use to describe the experience of being caught in a bushfire? List them in the space below.
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Are you seeing any common themes about what these people valued most?

What do you think would be the greatest challenge to recovery after experiencing a bushfire?

List the top ten things they would look to secure if a bushfire were threatening your home. Suggestions
might include photographs, clothes, toys, pets and essential documents, such as birth certificates.
Remember that the lives of your family members might be among your priorities.
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Write a short justification of why you chose to prioritise these things.

Imagine you are someone whose property has been impacted by a bushfire. 

Give this person a name and a background.

Write a short piece of creative nonfiction from the perspective of this person before, during and after
experiencing a bushfire. Describe the bushfire event, detailing how you were impacted and what you
were feeling.
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Reflection

Select one moment, image or quote from the personal accounts you have reviewed in this lesson. 

Record it below and write a short (two sentences) reflection on why this aspect in particular affected

you.
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Phase 2: Define
In this phase you will gain an understanding of how bushfires affect people, communities and

property. 

Learning intentions: You understand …

● ... the impact of bushfires on the lives, property and possessions of individuals & communities.
● ... the challenges involved in constructing bushfire-resistant housing.

Success criteria: You can …

● ... critically evaluate the persuasive elements of a text, including structure and language choice.
● ... prioritise livability standards based on a set of criteria.
● ... explain specifically how bushfires affect property.

Read through the following comments from people involved in building in bushfire-prone areas and
think about the challenges people experience when trying to recover from a bushfire.

Ian Brownrigg was the Country Fire Authority (CFA) captain on hand when bushfires surrounded the
Clifton Creek Primary School in East Gippsland on 30 December, 2019. Mr Brownrigg was involved in
making the decision that the school could not be saved.

"If we were to have defended the school it would have been the only asset in the community, all the
private houses would have been at risk, more than they even were and it just become the very difficult
decision that it was undefendable," he said.

Mr Brownrigg said the school had not been well maintained for fire season.

"It has had no preparation, it had large multiple buildings, pine bark, wood chips all that sort of
vegetation that was hard to manage," he said.

Mr Brownrigg said a sprinkler system that had been at the school had been disconnected and while the
school had a good plan to get children out of the area in the event of a bushfire, there wasn't a plan to
protect buildings. He said with climate change and a rise in major bushfires, the ability of firefighters to
defend any future school needed to be considered.

"What are we going to do to protect it in the future? That is really the issue," he said. "We couldn't
defend it here the other night, so can we defend it in the future?"

(Source:
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-01-15/bushfire-destroys-clifton-creek-primary-school-gippsland/1
1860490)
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"Clifton Creek Primary School is not only a school but a community asset. Schools are often at the heart
of their local community and used in a variety of ways and that is why I want residents to know we are
prepared to rebuild the school."

– Victorian Minister for Education James Merlino

(Source:
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-01-15/bushfire-destroys-clifton-creek-primary-school-gippsland/1
1860490)

“[…] child care centres, preschools, schools and universities are important community touchpoints
that are helping families and children get back on their feet after the bushfires.”

– Australian Minister for Education Dan Tehan

(Source:
https://theconversation.com/a-familiar-place-among-the-chaos-how-schools-can-help-students-cope-a
fter-the-bushfires-129904)

Do you consider your school the “heart” of your local community? Why or why not? What makes the
school an important place for people?

Are there any important Indigenous sites within your local community? What do you know about what
makes them important?

Created in partnership with The Conversation, John T Reid Charitable Trusts, The Myer Foundation and EarthWatch.
Page 9 of 34

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-01-15/bushfire-destroys-clifton-creek-primary-school-gippsland/11860490
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-01-15/bushfire-destroys-clifton-creek-primary-school-gippsland/11860490
https://theconversation.com/a-familiar-place-among-the-chaos-how-schools-can-help-students-cope-after-the-bushfires-129904
https://theconversation.com/a-familiar-place-among-the-chaos-how-schools-can-help-students-cope-after-the-bushfires-129904


Created in partnership with The Conversation, John T Reid Charitable Trusts, The Myer Foundation and EarthWatch.
Page 10 of 34



Are there other important places within your local community? List them below.

Imagine you are the local firefighter captain like Mr Brownrigg.

Mr Brownrigg had to make a choice about where his firefighting resources were deployed. He made
the difficult decision that it was going to be too hard to save the school due to its vulnerable design.
The woodchips around the grounds and the lack of a sprinkler system made it a very flammable
building. Instead, he chose to defend people’s homes.

Place numbers beside your list of places above to rank them from the most significant (1) to the least
significant (5) as if they were being prioritised for defending in the event of a bushfire.

Justify why these places should be saved over others. 
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Read through the following and answer the questions below.

What's the design solution? We all live in houses like kilns? You could build a reinforced concrete box
and use oven glass as the windows. When the fire comes you can watch it go by and be safe and the
building will be safe, except it will be black. But for the other 99 times out of 100 where you're not
going to have a fire, you're going to have this beastly looking thing that's not much fun to live in.

– Simon Anderson, a structural civil engineer working with people who are building in bushfire-prone
areas.

(Source: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-01-22/bushfire-bunker-fireproofing-houses/11885578)

Would you be willing to trade the beauty of a house for added survivability during a bushfire event?

How would you feel about living most of the time in a “beastly looking”, “reinforced concrete box”?
Would this have an impact on your mood?

Is it ethical to continue to build less sustainable and fire-resistant buildings in bushfire-prone areas
knowing they might burn down?
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Create a set of criteria that determines the livability of a place. This might include:

● Basic amenities and day-to-day necessities: Water for drinking and bathing, power for heating
and cooking, somewhere comfortable to sleep, a kitchen table – these are things that are
necessary for survival.

● Community amenities: A hospital or a school. 
● Creature comforts: A home computer, the local movie theatre, restaurants and cafes – these

are things that make life a little more enjoyable.
● Nature: Some people think it’s important to live close to nature.
● Other people (outside of your family)? Some people think it’s important to live close to others.
● Beautiful surroundings? Some people think it’s important to live somewhere that looks nice.

For a place to be liveable, I think it has to:
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Problem statements
One of the main problems bushfires cause is:

Why?

Why?

Why?

Why?

One of the main problems bushfires cause is:

Why?

Why?

Why?

Why?
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One of the main problems bushfires cause is:

Why?

Why?

Why?

Why?

Reflection

At the start of the lesson I thought the major impact of bushfires would be:

But now I think that bushfires impact communities and people’s lives by:
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Phase 3: Research
In this phase you will gain a detailed understanding of the ideas and theories about bushfire-resistant

housing already being implemented in the real world.

Learning intentions: You understand ...

● ... the varied approaches to creating bushfire resistant housing, including building materials,
shape and features as well as environmental landscaping.

Success criteria: You can …

● ... critically evaluate the effectiveness of bushfire resistant housing design principles.

Watch: Incredible Small Off-Grid Earthship Home (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V1UjbmksKYI)

What did you find most interesting about the earthship design and philosophy?

Was there anything about the design you disagreed with?
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What are you still wondering about earthships that might require further investigation?

Investigate the following resources.

● Bushfire resistant housing ideas
(https://www.edigitalagency.com.au/architecture/best-bushfire-resistant-house-design-ideas/).

● Fire resilient homes for Australia
(https://www.design-estate.com.au/affordable-fire-resilient-homes-for-australia/).

Use this space to take note of bushfire-resistant design elements and materials used in these
real-world buildings as well as anything you like or find interesting about the designs.
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Use this space to take note of bushfire-resistant design elements and materials used in these
real-world buildings as well as anything you like or find interesting about the designs.

Created in partnership with The Conversation, John T Reid Charitable Trusts, The Myer Foundation and EarthWatch.
Page 18 of 34



Review your problem statements from the previous phase. Do they still apply based on what you’ve
uncovered in your research? If not, redefine your thinking.

Some of the main problems bushfires cause are:

Reflection

Many of the design solutions explored in these articles centre around designing houses with materials
and features to resist an inevitable bushfire event.

However, with future fire seasons likely to be longer and more severe, is it even ethical to continue to
allow people to live in bushfire-prone areas?

Are rural communities an essential part of Australian infrastructure, not to mention people’s way of
life? Or can you make a case for a small number of rural properties?

Where is food going to be sourced from if farmers can’t maintain rural properties or employ enough
workers to run them efficiently?

Where are all the extra people from rural communities going to live?

How will communities and governments be convinced to abandon rural areas?

Record your thoughts below:
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Phase 4: Ideate and prototype
In this phase you will draft, reiterate and elaborate on your ideas for bushfire-resistant housing.

Learning intentions: You understand …

● ... how bushfire-resistant building principles are practically implemented.

Success criteria: Students can …

● ... choose with justification materials, layouts and features that increase the bushfire-resistant
properties of a building.

● ... create visual plans for a home that clearly communicates to an audience the
bushfire-resistant principles employed in its design.

Below is an explanation of the National Building Code.

Read through it and answer the questions below.

Are the requirements of the National Construction Code good enough?

If the aim is to minimise the number of buildings damaged or destroyed in extreme fire events, the
answer is no.

But that’s not the aim. Like most government regulation, the code requirements are about balancing
competing interests.

All building regulations are subject to cost-benefit analysis. They must demonstrate a 'net cost benefit'
to the community – that the cost of compliance will be less than the benefit delivered to the general
community.

It’s a cold calculation about the risk and potential cost of homes being destroyed in bushfires versus the
more certain costs involved in requiring all homes to be built to more stringent building codes.

– Raymond William Loveridge

(Source:
https://theconversation.com/australian-building-codes-dont-expect-houses-to-be-fire-proof-and-thats-
by-design-129540)
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Mr Loveridge talks about the physical monetary costs of erecting a new building. But are there things
that could be lost in a bushfire with indefinable value? Consider the cost of losing human lives during a
bushfire event and of losing irreplaceable (and therefore priceless) photo albums or mementos. How
much is this worth to you?

The code considers it a cheaper alternative for a less fire-resistant house to burn down and be rebuilt.
Is this sustainable? Do you think the cost to the environment should be considered when constructing
new buildings?
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People who have lost their homes are likely to need somewhere to live in in the short term. Would you
be willing to compromise on your design to get a building erected quickly?

The average cost of building a new home in Australia in 2018 was $313,800. How much extra would
you be willing to spend on a more fire-resistant home?
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Before you begin drafting your initial designs for a fire-resistant house:

● Reflect on the persona you created (page 6). Think about why you want to help this person.
● Return to the problem statements you identified (page 13).  What is it you really want this

house design to be able to do?
● Review the bushfire-resistant housing ideas

(https://www.edigitalagency.com.au/architecture/best-bushfire-resistant-house-design-ideas/)
and fire-resilient homes for Australia
(https://www.design-estate.com.au/affordable-fire-resilient-homes-for-australia/).

Create four initial concepts for fire-resistant housing.

You shouldn't spend more than ten minutes on each design; they’re only quick initial sketches.

These concepts should include the following.

A floor plan (bird's-eye view). Are rooms laid out in such a way to increase fire resistance? Is this area
around it cleared land, or does it feature a lawn or water break?

An image of how the front of the house will look. The outer shape of the house may be a major
fire-resistant feature.

Materials used in construction. Include the skeleton, outer cladding, shutters, doors and furniture as
well as a brief analysis of the benefits and costs of these materials.

Special features such as sprinklers and shutters, labelled.

Try to explore many varied ideas, although you might find yourself repeating elements that are
particularly strong or that resonate with you.

Don't erase or throw out any of these initial sketches. You can abandon an idea if it's proving too
challenging, and you can create more than four initial drafts if you are feeling motivated and engaged,
but only by working through an idea and trying to conceptualise it will inspiration be uncovered,
problems be identified and designs be improved and streamlined. 
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DESIGN 1

Bird’s-eye view.

Materials

Front view.

DESIGN 2

Bird’s-eye view.

Materials

Front view.
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DESIGN 3

Bird’s-eye view.

Materials

Front view.

DESIGN 4

Bird’s-eye view.

Materials

Front view.
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FINAL CONCEPT

Bird’s-eye view.
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FINAL CONCEPT

Front-view.
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Materials used in final concept

Reflection

Identify one area where your design went through multiple iterations. This could be as simple as
reworking the placement of sprinkler systems so that the facade of the building was both functionally
protective and pleasing to view.

Reflect on what you were thinking while working through this challenge. 

Why did you make these changes? Was the change easy or difficult to implement? Were there any
flow-on effects from making the change?
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Phase 5: Evaluation
In this phase you will negotiate success criteria, create a communication piece which effectively

informs audiences how your solution practically implements the understandings discovered through

their independent research and reflect critically on feedback in order to identify areas of improvement.

Learning intentions: You understand …

● ... the benefits of reflecting and receiving feedback on their work in order to learn and grow.
● ... how to effectively communicate their ideas to an audience.

Success criteria: You can …

● ... critically evaluate and reflect on your work.
● ... provide constructive feedback to your peers.
● ... construct and employ a rubric for the purposes of consistent and comparable evaluation.
● ... identify and implement improvements to your work.

You are going to create a presentation for your final concept.

Imagine you are Raymond Loveridge or another government official responsible for enforcing and
updating the National Building Code (page 19).

What would this person want to see in order to convince them that your solution for fire-resistant
housing is a suitable way forward for future constructions in bushfire-prone areas? What information
would they expect to understand from a presentation of your design? Is there anything you should
avoid including? List your thoughts below.
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If you are using a rubric to evaluate your design, list the success criteria below as well as how you will
score each (or your teacher may supply you with a rubric).
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Your presentation piece should include labels with appropriate technical information as well as
explanations of the thinking behind the proposed solutions as informed by the research you undertook
in the previous lesson.

Remember to:

● Choose language that is clear and concise and avoids jargon. Your labels will be read by people
without any prior information and who are not well versed on the subject. Many of the ideas
and theories that inform your design will seem obvious to you due to the amount of research
you’ve conducted. However, it will not be clear to audiences who are not familiar with the topic.

● Keep the order of information consistent and include key things of interest about the design
to create a kind of storyline of information for the audience.

● Be aware of audience fatigue. Try to stick to a word count of 70 to 80 words on each label.

Explain your problem statements and why you identified these areas as the best way to approach
designing solutions to the impact of bushfires on people, communities and property.

Consider using Floorplanner to create architectural drawings of floor plans, and then type up and print

your labels so that they look professional.

Ask three different people to review your design and provide feedback using the form on the following

page.
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One thing I loved about this design was:

One area I think can be improved is:

Something I’m still wondering about this design is:

One thing I loved about this design was:

One area I think can be improved is:

Something I’m still wondering about this design is:

One thing I loved about this design was:

One area I think can be improved is:

Something I’m still wondering about this design is:
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Write a short report evaluating your design.

● What was one limitation of your design? Think of something it didn’t quite manage to do or do
well.

● Do you have any ideas about how to alter your design to overcome this limitation? It's okay if
you just say it will require further designing.

● Where, how and why did your design start to stray from the problem statement so that it
ultimately did not address the problem in the way people needed it to? It could be that the
problem statement wasn’t clearly enough defined, missed some key aspect of people’s needs or
didn’t account for a key challenge of the problem.

● Any other thoughts.
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Reflection

Reflect on the design process overall. This may have been a new way of learning for you. Record your
thoughts as feedback for your teacher so they can try to improve the next time you do a lesson like
this.

Did you like this style of lesson and approach to projects? Why?

Was there anything difficult about these lessons?
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