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Abstract

While we tend to focus on the physical impacts of climate change, our ecological crisis is also taking a significant 
emotional toll. This executive summary outlines ways that anxiety, fear, hopelessness, and guilt impact student 
learning in Environmental Systems and Societies (ESS) Programs and immobilizes young people from getting 
engaged in climate solutions. We also suggest that ESS curriculum is itself partly responsible for these spiraling 
emotions among students. In response to the need to better understand this emotional register of teaching and 
learning about our climate crisis, we outline a set of college-level teaching strategies – titled an “Existential Toolkit 
for Climate Justice” —whose purpose is to help students and educators develop the resilience to cope with our 
climate emergency. 

Overview 

As the effects of climate change, biodiversity loss, and en-
vironmental injustice are felt by more people around the world 
(IPCC, 2021), despair about our future is on the rise. A raft of 
new studies identifies climate disruption as a mental health cri-
sis (Clayton & Karazsia, 2020; Leiserowitz et al., 2018; Clay-
ton et al., 2017). Within higher education, these emotional 
impacts are most pronounced in the field of ESS, where teach-
ers and students are confronted with heartbreaking material 
at every turn (Pihkala, 2020; Wu et al., 2020). Processing and 
applying this difficult material across learning contexts can give 
rise to existential, emotional, and intellectual challenges that 
are too seldom made explicit in our teaching. 

Feelings of hopelessness, guilt, and nihilism not only 
compromise creative thinking and learning; they can also 
immobilize people from taking the kind of collective action 
needed to promote climate justice (Wallace, 2020; Daven-
port, 2017). Yet, educators across disciplines typically lack 
the knowledge and resources to help students deal with these 
difficult emotions. Indeed, many persist in communicating 
the scale and urgency of environmental problems without ad-
dressing their impact on students’ ability to learn or respond 
in meaningful ways (Eaton et al., 2016; Hickman, 2020). As 
exemplified by the COVID pandemic and recent movements 
for racial justice, our challenge today is to ensure that stu-
dents don’t just have the analyses and content they need to 
address the climate crisis, but that they also have the existen-
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tial tenacity to stay engaged in climate work and navigate the 
long emergency ahead.

Toward a pedagogy of emotional and collective 
resilience

We recognize that it is unconventional for Environmen-
tal Systems and Societies (ESS) curriculum to focus on af-
fective, psychological, and existential skills. However, many 
educators are themselves partly responsible for their students’ 
spiraling emotions. For example, by narrating climate change 
as the fault of a generic “humanity” rather than extractive 
structures that exacerbate human inequality too (Higgins, 
2020; Harris, 2019), or by teaching students to eliminate 
their individual impacts on the planet through ecological 
footprint exercises, or by relentlessly pressing the urgency of 
these problems, ESS instructors fuel students’ guilt, fear, and 
misanthropy (Ray, 2020; Kelsey, 2020; Kretz, 2017). These 
same instructors then wonder why their students find their 
courses disempowering, depressing, and anxiety-producing 
(Ray, 2018).

Proposed Resources for Climate Educators
To better understand and address this emotional reg-

ister of teaching and learning about our climate crisis, we 
are curating a toolkit of college-level teaching strategies that 
help students across disciplines build resilience for a cli-
mate-changed future. Contributions have been submitted by 
educators from across disciplines, as well as activists, artists, 
psychologists, game designers, writers, and others actively 
integrating emotion into climate justice programming and 
teaching.  These resources, which collectively aim to support 
students and educators confronting the existential fallout of 
climate injustice and disruption, will be published in 2022 as 
an edited collection titled An Existential Toolkit for Climate 
Justice Educators. Tools range from poetry- and arts-based 
activities to mindfulness practices, templates for workshops 
and discussion groups, creative writing assignments, service 
learning through community-based partnerships, and more.

What distinguishes our collection from existing resourc-
es on climate anxiety and grief is that the Existential Toolkit 
will offer teaching strategies and resources tailored specifical-
ly for college-level educators, rather than general/personal 
strategies for coping with climate despair. These are meant 
to be broadly accessible resources for all disciplines (as well as 
for those in non-academic or co-curricular settings), and for 
instructors/facilitators without prior experience addressing 
mental health dimensions of climate change. 

In curating these resources, our team has selected assign-

ments and strategies that students themselves identified as 
effective through written feedback and testimonials. In par-
ticular, we prioritized tools that students said helped them 
develop a sense of agency and hope, enabled them to generate 
visions of a just and livable future, or helped them channel 
distress into collective action. While the considerable diversi-
ty of these interdisciplinary contributions makes it difficult to 
summarize a specific “solution” for producing those student 
outcomes, there are two prominent trends shared across re-
sources featured in the collection. 

First, these interventions acknowledge and make visible 
the often invisible and unacknowledged emotional dimen-
sions of learning about climate breakdown and injustice. Too 
often, we do not voice difficult eco-emotions, which creates 
a sense of loneliness and powerlessness (Harvey et al., 2020; 
Hickman, 2020). Moreover, as psychologists like Davenport 
(2017), Lertzman (2015) and Randall (2009) argue, ecologi-
cal losses that are not fully confronted and processed can lead 
to numbness, repression, cynicism, and apathy. Put anoth-
er way, failing to acknowledge our pain in response to this 
crisis is yet another form of climate “denial.” Opportunities 
for authentic conversation and deep listening, where students 
are welcomed to share those feelings, not only helps them 
overcome this denial, but student testimonies also identify 
such exchanges as comforting, empowering, and as sources of 
creative inspiration. Moreover, by explicitly acknowledging 
learners’ emotional responses to course material, resources 
featured in our Existential Toolkit establish such emotional 
content as a legitimate subject of classroom discussion. This 
counteracts the tendency to pathologize climate anxiety and 
empowers students by reframing their distress as a “moral 
emotion” – a healthy and indeed compassionate response to 
the existential threats we face (Atkinson, 2021). Finally, cen-
tering emotion in the classroom allows students to connect 
with course materials in personal, idiosyncratic ways, thereby 
enriching and deepening their engagement with it (Cavana-
gh, 2016). 

The second trend we have identified across contributions 
to this toolkit is an emphasis on building community. In-
deed, student testimonies identify this aspect as the most em-
powering outcome across a range of classroom interventions. 
In the process of sharing difficult emotions or engaging in 
other activities that build trust and community with their 
peers, students say they feel less isolated and therefore more 
empowered to take action. They recognize that they don’t 
have to shoulder the burden of climate action alone and can 
be part of a greater community working toward solutions in 
solidarity with each other (Ray, 2020; Brown, 2017).
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Project Impact
In developing the Existential Toolkit for Climate Justice Ed-

ucators, we aim to provide resources for navigating the affective 
terrain of teaching and learning about power, privilege, iden-
tity, epistemological diversity, climate injustice, and ecological 
grief. This project will also enhance student learning and feel-
ings of agency in seeking climate solutions and empower the 
Climate Generation to avoid despair and burnout as they take 
up the difficult work ahead. 
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