
 

 
 

Social Studies & History Education in the Anthropocene Network 
 

 

 

 
 

Eco-anxiety and Teaching for              
Emotional Well-Being: 

A Primer 
                        

Authors: Leaf Kretz & Micah Flavin 

 

        



 

 
Social Studies & History Education in the Anthropocene Network 
 

What is eco-anxiety? Whom does it affect? 

• Eco-anxiety is anxiety about change and uncertainty related to the environment. Although it can be 
experienced in a variety of ways, it is often connected to feelings of fear, worry, despair and grief.  

• Eco-anxiety is especially pronounced among adolescents and young adults, who are disproportionately 
impacted by the climate crisis.  

• Young people have shown impressive collective efforts across the globe in combating climate injustice and 
raising awareness of the crisis. Curricula should build on their inherent abilities to organize action and 
effect change, while helping youth feel supported, and attending to their emotional well-being.  

 

Affirming all Responses to Eco-Anxiety 

• When engaging with eco-anxiety, it is important to embrace the full spectrum of human emotions. 
Emotional responses will differ from person to person, time to time, and in response to a variety of 
learning experiences. It is best for teachers to anticipate this range, rather than being surprised by it. 

• Labeling emotions as “good” (e.g., happiness, calm, joy, peacefulness) or “bad” (e.g., anger, sadness, 
despair) can be counterproductive if they produce feelings of blame, shame, or avoidance of “negative 
emotions.”  

• Eco-anxiety is not inherently bad. It often stems from a genuine feeling of care about the future of 
humans, more-than-humans, and the health of life systems on Earth.  

• While eco-anxiety is a reasonable, and even logical, human response to a threatening situation, there is a 
fine line between adaptive and maladaptive levels of anxiety. Teachers may need to make a mental health 
referral if they see pathological eco-anxiety emerging in a student. 

§ “Practical” eco-anxiety – can lead to problem solving attitudes and is evidence of how concern 
can be used to motivate positive action.  

§ “Pathological” eco-anxiety – can lead to despair and depression.      
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    Figure 1. Adapted from Hiser and Lynch (2021). 150 undergraduate students were asked    
     to summarize their feelings regarding climate issues. Words in bold occurred more than 10 times. 

 

What other responses with emotional dimensions should we prepare for when 
teaching about climate change? 

• avoidance (may be expressed through denial, disinterest, apathy, humour) 
• bravery, courage, and motivation to face truth and take action 
• care, compassion, love, and protectiveness towards the environment and other species 
• curiosity, wonder, awe, and questioning 
• increased attention to fairness, justice, and equity 

 

How might these emotions emerge in my Social Studies & History classroom? 
• in overt (visual/audible/verbal emotional reaction in class) or covert ways (submerged/repressed emotions, 

apathy, lack of engagement) 
• in intentional (planned discussion) or unintentional ways (arising from students during class discussion) 
• while working on a class project within the school and/or community 
• in response to viewing a documentary, videos, and/or photographs 
• during outdoor learning and/or on field trips to local conservation areas and community sites  
• when discussing major environmental events that occur during the term (e.g., forest fire, hurricane, 

climate strike, IPCC report) 
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Pedagogical Strategies 
 

 

 

  

Emotion Sharing and Creating Receptive Spaces 

Context: Identifying uncomfortable emotions  
Eco-anxiety raises many possible emotions among students, some of which may cause discomfort.  

Teacher Response: Creating validating and receptive spaces 
Begin class with a check-in about students’ emotional well-being and provide a content warning when 
emotionally challenging topics arise. Feelings are more likely to be shared in a non-judgmental space, with 
teachers and peers respecting and supporting the full breadth of students’ emotions. 

Impact: Students identify emotions and feel understood 
Sharing emotions about climate must be encouraged and taken seriously. Validating eco-anxiety helps 
students understand that they are not alone in their experience. 

Engaging Anxiety and Addressing Difficult Emotions 

Context: Exploring ways to engage eco-anxiety and other difficult emotions 
Individuals need a range of outlets for coping with eco-anxiety. When engaged actively eco-anxiety can be 
motivating, rather than paralyzing. 

Teacher Response: Attaching meaning to eco-anxiety for students, individually and collectively  
Identify the problems that are associated with feelings of helplessness. Create meaning by focusing on the 
positive value of addressing these problems, and imagine ways people may contribute to problem-
solving. Rather than avoiding anxieties, give them purpose. Highlight society’s growing recognition of global 
problems and the positive changes everyone can make, individually and collectively. 

Impact: Students identify coping mechanisms for eco-anxiety  
Coping methods that are meaning-focused are positively related to optimism and well-being. Learning how 
others have taken action to mitigate their eco-anxiety can inspire students to engage their curiosities and 
strengths in personal and meaningful ways.  

Taking Action Through Empowerment Opportunities 

Context: Climate change activism for well-being  
Happiness and climate action are positively correlated. Doing the practical work of fighting climate change 
improves psychological and emotional health, along with individual practices for well-being.  

Teacher Response: Design learning opportunities around shared concerns to transform eco-anxieties into actions 
Provide students with opportunities to investigate problems that matter to them, and to their communities. 
Help them to develop strategies that meaningfully address these problems. If you sense students feeling stuck, 
encourage them to start small. Small actions, and even slow changes, are important. They help to dilute 
feelings of powerlessness and can have substantial cumulative effects. 

Impact: Students feel empowered and supported 
Supporting students to take action on issues they care about empowers them to create change, however big or 
small! Activism work can generate feelings of efficacy.  
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Additional Strategies 

• be intentional about your own, and students’ media and electronic screen exposure – get outside instead! 
• teacher self-reflection (journaling) and seeking collegial support  
• connect with nature (sit spots, walks, plant/vegetable cultivation, animal relationships) 
• cultivate hope (determine your sphere of influence and set small, achievable goals for change) 
• embodied activities (arts-based practice, physical activities) 
• exemplars and role-modeling (study or work with people who are engaged in action) 
• support and self-care (sharing a home-cooked meal) 
• mindfulness, meditation, and gratitude practices (noting small gains and big gifts on a daily basis) 

 

 Our Favourite Resources 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
Books 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Kelsey, E. (2020). Hope 
matters: Why changing the 
way we think is critical to 
solving the environmental 

crisis. Greystone Books Ltd. 

 

Kretz, L. (2020). Ethics, 
emotion, education and 

empowerment. 
Lexington Books. 

Ray, S. J. (2020). A field 
guide to climate 

anxiety. University of 
California Press.  

 
Websites 

• Project Inside Out: The grief, trauma, and anxiety of climate change (and what you can do)  
https://projectinsideout.net/ 

• An Existential Toolkit for Climate Justice Educators       
https://www.existentialtoolkit.com/ 

• Force of Nature: Empowering young people to turn their climate anxiety into agency 
https://www.forceofnature.xyz 
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Podcasts & Talks 

• Facing It by Dr. Jennifer Atkinson: a podcast about love, loss, and the natural world 
https://www.drjenniferatkinson.com/facing-it 

• Bridging Theory to Action: Hope and Climate Change (TEDx), Dr. L. Kretz 
https://youtube.com/watch?v=tkgVir5Rt-k 
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