£
\

SSHEAN

Social Studies & History Education
in the Anthropocene Network

The Eco-Existential Threatometer

A Pedagogical Approach to Eco-Anxieties

Author: Rob Humby

Editor: Heather E. McGregor

Lesson Challenge

This pedagogical approach supports students
who are learning about climate change and
ecological crises to create a personal
supportive tool known as the Eco-Existential
Threatometer (EET).

Students will learn to identify, experience, and
constructively direct their climate emotions
and non-pathological eco-anxieties, while
constructing hope.

The EET is a tool that combines visual arts
with emotional health literacy to support
students and teachers harnessing ecological
emotional energy. It is designed to work in a
wide range of teaching situations (grade levels,
subjects, units, etc.).

This lesson plan allows teachers to see how the
EET may be introduced, used, and extended in
the classroom. Teachers may access templates
(hard copy or electronic) and supporting
materials for student EET's from this link, or
they may design their own.
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https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1aAUFxtwz0OLZjYZZCpYgJSgvCPA-xcub

Inquiry Question

What emotions arise when I learn
about climate change and how can I
cope well with them?

Lesson Details

Grade Level
e Grades 7-12 and postsecondary (ages 12+)

Subject Areas

e Social studies (history, geography)

e Environmental science

e Health (mental emotional well-being)

e  Art (visual arts, mixed media, digital media literacy)
Duration

e 120-150 minutes (could be expanded over multiple
class meetings)

Learning Objectives

e Students will learn:
o to identify, describe, reflect on, and respond
to climate emotions.
o to harness ecological emotional energy.
o to develop and enhance their emotional
literacy skills when learning difficult
knowledge.

Background Knowledge

e Consider what your students have previously
learned about:
o Climate change and ecological crises
o Emotional literacy
o Digital media literacy

Vocabulary

Anthropocene

The human-dominated geological epoch.

Constructive Hope

The ability to experience positive meaning
in taking action amidst environmental
threats and uncertainties.

Eco-Anxiety

Anxiety about change and uncertainty
related to the environment.

Existential Threat

Direct and indirect reminders of death.

Mental Health

Taking actions to mitigate mental illness,
problems, and disorders and supporting
mental wellness, emotional resilience, and
psychosocial well-being.

Negative Valence

The unpleasantness of an emotional
stimulus.

Practical Anxiety

Anxiety that can lead to problem solving
attitudes and motivate positive action.
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Please note: It may be necessary for teachers to create or adapt the information in this lesson for different grades/age
levels or backgrounds/contexts. The accompanying EET templates were designed in a way that students should have the
required emotional literacy to identify a wide range of emotions and their meanings. To be clear, the EET is not a
diagnostic tool or clinical assessment and should not be used with individuals experiencing significant distress. It is a
classroom-ready pedagogical approach intended to support emotional literacy development during climate change
education.

Summary of Activities

Criteria & Concepts

1. Create alist of emotions and sort them according
to positive and negative valence.

2. Assemble your EET template. Criteria

3. Document emotional responses during learning ® Negative valence (degree of
activities, such as a unit about climate change. unpleasantness) in an

4. Plot and organize emotional responses on the EET. emotional response

5. Extension: Create a hopeometer. Positive valence (degree of

. . . . leasantness) in an emotional
Considerations for Creating a Positive 2

. . response
Learning Environment

Teachers are encouraged to consider the following while implementing this lesson:

¢ Provide notice to students that the lesson content may include difficult knowledge, or knowledge that
could be upsetting because it reminds learners of their vulnerability and ability to tolerate uncertainty
(Garrett, 2017; 2019).

e When teaching difficult knowledge (that involves death or threat on a large scale, for example,
consider the use of van Kessel’s (2020) conceptual tools (narrating cascading emotions, employing
humour carefully, refraining from overgeneralization, priming the idea of tolerance).

e Consistent with SSHEAN’s primer on eco-anxiety and emotional well-being, acknowledge a full
spectrum of student emotions. Students are more likely to experience constructive hope and feelings
of agency in shaping their desired future if adults acknowledge their emotional responses (whether
positive or negative) to environmental issues.

¢ Schedule ongoing group discussions and work with students to create a respectful space for sharing
thoughts, feelings, and interpretations.

e Beaware of climate burnout due to over-emphasizing taking action. Keep in mind that too much
information too fast may have a paralyzing effect.

e Explore concrete examples of creative solutions and initiatives from local community to global scales,
and promote accessible individual goals, as well as collective goals for climate action.

Accommodations

e Provide verbal image descriptions for visually impaired students.

¢ Allow students to verbally complete the charts on the Activity Sheet Choice of digital or printed
template.

¢ Digital template allows for video and audio recordings, as well as text-to-speech technology.
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https://curriculumstudies.org/index.php/CS/article/view/27
https://sshean.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Eco-anxiety-good-primer.pdf

The Eco-Existential Threatometer
Lesson Activity

Setting Up the Activity
¢ Introduce the activity at the beginning of a course, unit, or module
with direct learning outcomes and content closely related to Required Materials
climate and ecological crises.

e Teachers may wish to provide further direction for students by Digital EET
addressing the scope of the activity. Depending on the course, e Computer Access
emotional responses from local climate issues and context may be o
a focus, or a grander scale varying from regional, territorial,
national, and or global concerns may be more suitable.

Microsoft PowerPoint

Printed EET
e Provide an ample amount of time for students to research, e Paper
formulate, and perhaps change their responses to the five guiding e Scissors

questions (see step 4). e Glue

e The printed template requires scissors, glue, and writing/drawing
markers of various kinds. It contains a set of both narrow and wide strips of trifold paper to be cut
out. The narrow strips are folded, fastened into sleeves, and added to the EET to hold the students’
collected information on larger trifold paper. (Or, students may make their own). The electronic
EET template requires familiarity with Microsoft PowerPoint.

The Activity

1. Co-create a list of emotions that could be felt in relation to environmental problems. Encourage
students to brainstorm as many as possible and include big ones like fear, anger, hope, as well as less
obvious ones like curiosity, gratitude, frustration, and motivation. Various emotions and their
meanings are to be included in this list and should be displayed in the class and accessible to
students. It becomes a critical resource by supporting student with articulating their emotional
responses that stem from learning content or experience(s).

2. Next, using relevant examples, explain the meanings of negative and positive valence to the
students. Once students have grasped both concepts, as the students to reorganize emotions from
the list, classifying each emotional response on a spectrum of negative and positive valence. The
classification provides students an opportunity for further understanding valence, which will act as
support in developing their EET.

3. Teachers and students may choose from two EET formats, a digital or a printed template,
depending on the availability of materials and student capabilities with technology. The main
differences between the two formats are that the digital EET does not require any physical assembly
step, it allows more artwork modes to be incorporated (visual, audio, video, etc.) and it is easier to
change the ordering or emotional responses. It does however require access to a device for each
student and would benefit from Internet connectivity and familiarity with Microsoft PowerPoint.
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https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1aAUFxtwz0OLZjYZZCpYgJSgvCPA-xcub

4. Invite students to document their emotional responses at different planned or emergent curriculum
milestones during the remainder of the course. There are five sections to each EET entry. Each
section corresponds to a question and provides space for students to document information about
their emotional responses and the source triggering or contributing to those responses (e.g. course
content, past experiences, statistical data, or visual representations.). The five questions are:

What is the source of your emotional response?

What emotion(s) do you feel in response to this source?

Why does it make you feel this way?

What representation helps you describe this emotional experience?

AN A e

What action could you take to engage with this emotion?

5. Support students in responding to the final question by scheduling class discussions for
collaborative brainstorming to take place. Engage students in researching, identifying, and sharing
information on creative concrete initiatives that fit well with your community, and small, realistic,
engaging goals for themselves or the class. Regular check-ins and reviewing students’ EET's is
recommended throughout the activity’s duration.

6. Organize each EET entry (the informational slips) containing the student's emotional responses by
assigning or placing them into the leveled sleeves on the EET. The EET's unit of measure that guides
students through this stage is the student’s perception of negative valence, the unpleasantness of an
emotional stimulus. If the source and emotional response has a substantial degree of perceived
negative valence, the higher the placement it will have on the EET. For both formats, the sleeves
become a key feature in this process, enabling students to make multiple changes to the order of
their emotional responses throughout the remainder of the course if they decide to. Each template
allows for the location of each entry to be changed. A unit of measure, unpleasantness, encapsulates
a wide range of emotional responses, which may lead to meaningful class discussion in defining the
term. For this reason, students determine what unpleasantness means to them and their EETs.

7. Return to the EET at different milestones during student learning, such as once in the middle of a
unit and once at the end. Ask students if there are new emotions arising that they would like to add
to the class list. Encourage students to come up with new sources of emotional response that
emerged during their learning, or consider moving and changing the order of the sources they
identified when they created their EET. Allow students time and space to share and compare their
experiences to that of their peers and help them recognize that climate emotions vary and all are
valid. Encourage students to focus more on the actions they can take as the learning activities come
to an end.
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Extension

e The EET’s initial purpose was to document perceived negative emotional valence related to eco-
anxieties. Acknowledging the content associated with feelings of negative valence is necessary.
However, the dissemination of hope, solutions, and opportunities becomes correspondingly
essential as it results in student engagement (Bentz, 2020) and empowerment. Therefore, detecting,
measuring, and harnessing positive valence related to climate change responses equally plays a vital
role. It connects to the initial purpose of harnessing practical eco-anxiety.

e Creating a hopeometer would balance this activity by students investigating feelings of both positive
and negative valence and questioning one’s sources of hope and our emotional responses to them.
This creation could be done through a concurrent process or after the EET. A thermometer that
measures hope instead could be developed by adapting the template provided here.
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