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Honouring Emotions in Climate Learning 
 

As you explore this resource, please keep in mind that discussions about climate change and 
climate emotions may be difficult for some students. These topics can bring up feelings of 
fear, grief, or anxiety, especially for those with lived experiences of climate-related events such 
as wildfires, flooding, or extreme weather. We encourage you to navigate these conversations 
with empathy and care to foster a supportive environment where all students feel heard, 
respected, and safe enough to express their thoughts and emotions. 

 
 
 
Climate Emotions in K-12 Education 

 
Context / Background Information for Educators 

Globally, young people are among the most vulnerable groups to climate change. Due to 
heightened present-day physiological vulnerability and psychosocial impacts, they face 
greater risks to their health and well-being.1 2 They also face disproportionate risks to their 
future living standards due to increased precarity and prolonged lifetime exposure to 
climate-driven ecological and socio-political instability over the decades to come.3 4 
 
As young people’s awareness and recognition of these risks increases, so does the potential 
for psychological distress. As they become increasingly aware of climate risks, youth often 
experience heightened psychological distress, characterized by anxiety, fear, despair, and 
powerlessness, among other emotions.5 6 Learning for a Sustainable Future’s (LSF) recent 
national climate change education survey, “From Awareness to Action: Canadians on Climate 
Change and Education” collected data from 4,228 respondents including the general public, 
students, parents and educators. Participants reported climate change impacting their 
mental health and wellbeing, with 41% of students feeling anxious and 27% feeling frightened 
about climate change. Additionally, a survey of 1,000 Canadian youth (16-25 years old) found 
that “8 in 10 reported that climate change impacts their overall mental health.”7 

In the educational context, schools play a critical role in shaping young people's attitudes, 
beliefs, and behaviours toward climate change and sustainability.8 However, the emotional 
dimensions of climate change are often overlooked in traditional educational frameworks, 
with limited attention given to addressing eco-anxiety and related emotions.9 Galaway et al. 
(2023) found that 6 in 10 young people in Canada believe that the education system should 
focus more, or a lot more, on climate change's social and emotional dimensions.10 

 

1 



 

The Challenge 

Despite the need to integrate emotional aspects of climate change, in the LSF climate 
change education survey11, 47% of educators feel they have the knowledge and skills needed 
to teach climate change effectively. They also report looking for support, including 
professional development (60%), climate change teaching resources (51%), and a school-wide 
culture that promotes climate change education (39%).  

Similarly, the literature shows that overcrowded curricula, political beliefs, a lack of resources, 
climate misinformation, and educator confidence can make it difficult for educators to 
integrate climate education meaningfully and impactfully into their classrooms.12 13 14 

These challenges highlight the need for comprehensive strategies to support students' 
mental health and emotional resilience within educational settings while also fostering a 
deeper understanding of the complex interplay between climate change, mental health, and 
education.15 Resources to address climate emotions in educational settings are rapidly 
emerging (see resources throughout). However, there has been limited evaluation or 
assessment of their effectiveness. This guide and accompanying resource list are intended to 
support exploration in the classroom. At the time of publication, all listed resources have been 
reviewed and are recommended as a starting point. 
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What are Climate Emotions? 

Climate emotions refer to the wide range of feelings and emotional responses people 
experience to the climate crisis and its impacts. They encompass emotions such as anxiety, 
grief, anger, frustration, sadness, fear, guilt, and feelings of hope, empowerment, and 
resilience, reflecting the complex interplay of challenges and possibilities associated with 
environmental change.16 17 18 

Climate emotions can arise from both direct and indirect effects of climate change and 
climate action.19 20 21 22 

Some examples of situations that may trigger negative climate emotions: 

●​ Experiencing extreme weather events like 
hurricanes, wildfires, or floods. 

●​ Witnessing local environmental 
degradation, such as pollution in a nearby 
river or trees being cut down in a beloved 
forest or park. 

●​ Reading news about animals going extinct 
due to habitat loss or climate changes. 

●​ Noticing litter in public spaces or seeing 
single-use plastics being used excessively. 

●​ Witnessing the impact of climate disasters 
on vulnerable communities, such as people losing their homes or livelihoods. 

●​ Realizing how slowly governments and corporations are acting to address the crisis. 
●​ Feeling excluded or unsupported when trying to discuss or take action on climate 

issues. 
●​ Learning about how much needs to be done to stop climate change and feeling like 

it’s too big to handle. 

Some examples of situations that may promote positive climate emotions: 

●​ Participating in climate action such as a school cleanup, planting trees, or organizing a 
recycling drive. 

●​ Hearing about new policies or initiatives to reduce carbon emissions, like renewable 
energy projects. 

●​ Seeing neighbours come together to create a community garden or share resources 
during difficult times. 

●​ Spotting birds, bees, or other wildlife returning to areas after restoration efforts. 
●​ Hearing about young activists like Autumn Peltier or other Indigenous leaders 

fighting for environmental justice. 
●​ Making like-minded friends through environmental clubs, workshops, or community 

projects. 
●​ Noticing more people using reusable bags, cycling, or buying locally sourced products. 
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●​ Feeling hopeful after learning about 
the small steps everyone can take to 
reduce their carbon footprint. 

●​ Sharing knowledge about sustainable 
practices with friends or family and 
inspiring them to take action. 

●​ Connecting with others who feel 
similarly and finding your climate 
community. 

●​ Participating in virtual climate spaces, 
such as Our Climate Café. 

●​ Being inspired by sustainable actions 
or initiatives of friends or family.  

In addition to the term 'climate emotions,' various other terms describe specific emotions 
related to climate change. Some climate-specific emotions are: 

●​ Climate anxiety/eco-anxiety: “a chronic fear of environmental doom”23 
●​ Eco-rage/ eco-anger: describes the intense anger that can be felt in response to 

environmental degradation and climate change. It can also be directed towards the 
people and systems responsible for the Earth's destruction.24 25 

●​ Solastalgia: “describes the anguish or despair we feel when we realize that the place 
we live in and love is chronically deteriorating, and the comfort—or solace—we derive 
from the current state of our home environment is gradually disappearing”26 

●​ Soliphilia: “the love of and responsibility for a place, bioregion, planet and the unity of 
interrelated interests within it”27 

●​ Eco-paralysis: “the inability to meaningfully respond to the climatic and ecological 
challenges”28 29 

●​ Eco-grief/Climate Grief: “the grief felt in relation to experienced or anticipated 
ecological losses, including the loss of species, ecosystems, and meaningful 
landscapes due to acute or chronic environmental change”30 

 

It is important to note that negative climate emotions are valid, given the magnitude of the 
climate crisis.  

Understanding the different emotions people feel about climate change is important 
because it helps us see how everyone experiences and reacts to the crisis in their own way. 
While many studies focus on negative feelings like fear or anxiety, it’s also important to pay 
attention to positive emotions like hope and empowerment.31 These positive feelings can help 
people stay motivated, take action, and imagine a better future, even in the face of big 
challenges. Focusing on positive emotions can give us the strength to keep working toward 
solutions and support one another. 32 33 34 35 36 
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Why is it important to address climate emotions in education? 

Addressing climate emotions in education is important because it can help students develop 
emotional intelligence, build resilience, foster a sense of agency and empowerment, and 
build empathy and understanding for those affected by climate change.  

By equipping students with the socio-emotional skills and 
knowledge necessary to navigate the complexities associated 
with climate change, we can help to create a generation of 
climate leaders who are prepared to take meaningful action 
to address this critical issue.  

Students who understand the emotional impacts of climate 
change and develop coping skills to manage these emotions, 
are more likely to feel a sense of agency and empowerment 
in their ability to take action to address climate change, 
which in turn improves their mental health and well-being.  

Furthermore, addressing climate emotions in education can 
help to build empathy and understanding for those who are 
most affected by climate change. This is important because it 
fosters a sense of global citizenship and motivates students 

to think about climate change through a community lens and to take action to address 
climate change both locally and globally. 

Source: What is eco-anxiety and how can teachers support their students? A Booklet for 
Educators 
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Addressing Climate Emotions by Grade Level 

 
Grade 
Levels 

Key Focus 
Climate 

Emotions 
Strategies Example Activities 

K-2 

Building 
empathy and 
connection to 
nature. 

Introduction to 
basic feelings 
(sadness, 
worry) related 
to climate 
change. 

●​ Storybooks and simple 
lessons that address climate 
change in a positive way. 

●​ Activities that focus on 
environmental stewardship 
(e.g., planting trees, recycling). 

●​ Simple mindfulness exercises 
to help children manage 
stress and worry. 

●​ Regular times spent outside 
and in the community to 
promote awareness and 
caring 

●​ Art and Emotion Unit Plan 
 

●​ Climate Fiction (Cli-fi) 
Picture Books 
 
o​ Additional 

recommendations: 
 
o​ Coco’s Fire: Changing 

Climate Anxiety into 
Climate Action 
 

o​ All the Feelings Under 
the Sun: How to Deal 
With Climate Change 
 

●​ Nature Appreciation  
 

3-6 
Encouraging 
understanding 
and agency. 

Eco-anxiety 
and basic 
eco-guilt, with 
an emphasis 
on solutions. 

●​ Classroom discussions to 
normalize climate concerns. 

●​ Journaling and reflection 
activities to help students 
articulate their emotions. 

●​ Problem-solving activities 
that focus on local 
environmental challenges. 

●​ Song Analysis Lesson: 
Xiuhtezcatl’s "Broken" 
 

●​ Art and Animations Unit 
Plan 

 
●​ Climate Emotions Wheel 

 

7-12 

Deepening 
understanding 
of climate 
change and 
emotional 
resilience. 

Empowering 
students 
through 
leadership and 
action. 

More complex 
emotions, 
including 
eco-rage and 
eco-grief, 
mixed with 
eco-hope. 

●​ Group discussions on current 
climate events and how they 
affect students. 

●​ Social-emotional learning 
(SEL) strategies to manage 
eco-anxiety and frustration. 

●​ Opportunities to identify and 
articulate community 
attributes that contribute to 
their quality of life 

●​ Encouraging students to take 
action through school-based 
projects or local advocacy. 

●​ Math Lesson: Mean, Median, 
Mode 
 

●​ Action Projects 
 

●​ Eco-Emotions Lending 
Library Game (North Bay 
Parry Sound District Health 
Unit) 
 

●​ Our Well-Being in a 
Changing Climate: A 
Wellness Tool 
 

●​ The Climate Change 
Conundrum 

 
 
Please note this is a recommended starting point. Teachers know their students best, and 
this is intended for exploration rather than as a comprehensive list. 
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https://subjecttoclimate.org/lesson-plans/song-analysis-lesson-xiuhtezcatls-broken
https://subjecttoclimate.org/lesson-plans/song-analysis-lesson-xiuhtezcatls-broken
https://subjecttoclimate.org/lesson-plans/unit/art-and-animations-unit-plan
https://subjecttoclimate.org/lesson-plans/unit/art-and-animations-unit-plan
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Hes0yZ7QQIT6IaYijax3_5aXbtHAx-LIj_VDPVzG4I4/edit?tab=t.0#heading=h.8ncsz7mv82sv
https://subjecttoclimate.org/lesson-plans/math-lesson-mean-median-mode
https://subjecttoclimate.org/lesson-plans/math-lesson-mean-median-mode
https://resources4rethinking.ca/en/take-action
https://www.myhealthunit.ca/en/health-professionals-and-partners/resources/schools/Lending-Library/Eco-Emotion-LL-Item-Educator-Guide.pdf
https://www.myhealthunit.ca/en/health-professionals-and-partners/resources/schools/Lending-Library/Eco-Emotion-LL-Item-Educator-Guide.pdf
https://www.myhealthunit.ca/en/health-professionals-and-partners/resources/schools/Lending-Library/Eco-Emotion-LL-Item-Educator-Guide.pdf
https://www.myhealthunit.ca/en/health-professionals-and-partners/resources/schools/Lending-Library/Eco-Emotion-LL-Item-Educator-Guide.pdf
https://resources4rethinking.ca/en/resource/our-well-being-in-a-changing-climate-a-wellness-tool
https://resources4rethinking.ca/en/resource/our-well-being-in-a-changing-climate-a-wellness-tool
https://resources4rethinking.ca/en/resource/our-well-being-in-a-changing-climate-a-wellness-tool
https://resources4rethinking.ca/en/resource/the-climate-change-conundrum
https://resources4rethinking.ca/en/resource/the-climate-change-conundrum


 

Holistic Strategies for Mitigating Negative Climate Emotions and 
Promoting Positive Climate Emotions in Education 

Addressing climate emotions in education requires a holistic approach that recognizes 
students as complex individuals shaped by their personal experiences, emotions, and 
environments. This includes considering both their positive and negative emotions, as well as 
the broader social, cultural, and ecological contexts that influence their well-being and 
learning. Negative emotions such as eco-anxiety, grief, and anger, though challenging, can 
serve as powerful motivators for action when processed in supportive environments. Positive 
emotions, including hope and empowerment, play an equally critical role in sustaining 
engagement and preventing burnout. 
 
This section explores strategies to help students navigate these emotions in a way that 
supports their well-being and inspires meaningful action. It begins with understanding the 
dual role of climate action and emotions, emphasizing the balance between acknowledging 
distress and fostering active hope. Subsequent sections delve into building emotional literacy, 
using tools like the Climate Emotions Wheel to distinguish and process climate emotions, 
and harnessing creativity, arts, and storytelling to enhance emotional resilience. Together, 
these strategies provide educators with the tools to create emotionally supportive learning 
environments that inspire students to envision and contribute to a sustainable, just future. 
 
 
Fostering Collective Action, Empowerment, and Hope 

Negative climate emotions, such as eco-anxiety, grief, guilt, and anger, play a complex role in 
responses to the climate crisis. These emotions often stem from a profound sense of care and 
responsibility for the environment, as well as recognition of the urgency for change. When 
processed and validated within supportive environments, they can act as powerful 
motivators, driving individuals toward meaningful climate action. However, excessive or 
unprocessed distress can lead to eco-paralysis; a state of emotional overwhelm where fear, 
despair, or hopelessness inhibit action. This paralysis often manifests as disengagement or 
apathy, posing a barrier to addressing climate challenges effectively. 
 
Climate action holds a dual function in this dynamic. Taking action can alleviate feelings of 
powerlessness by providing a sense of agency and purpose. Participation in community 
initiatives, advocacy for policy changes, or adopting sustainable practices reinforces the belief 
that individuals and groups can effect change, creating a positive feedback loop of 
empowerment and optimism. However, engaging deeply in climate action can also heighten 
awareness of the scale of the crisis, risking burnout or emotional exhaustion without 
sufficient coping mechanisms or emotional balance. 
 
A crucial concept for navigating this emotional complexity is Active Hope, as described by 
Joanna Macy and Chris Johnstone in their work on resilience and empowerment. Unlike 
optimism, which assumes that everything will naturally turn out well, active hope involves 
taking intentional steps toward desired outcomes, even in the face of uncertainty or adversity. 
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It is grounded in recognizing the realities of the climate crisis while fostering a commitment 
to action and change. Active hope transforms despair into energy for constructive 
engagement, making it a vital tool in both personal and collective responses to the climate 
emergency.37 
 
Building on these ideas, Finnegan and d’Abreu (2024) propose The Hope Wheel, a theoretical 
model designed to help educators implement hope-based pedagogies in Climate Change 
Education (CCE). The Hope Wheel emphasizes three foundational elements: 

●​ Handrails: honesty, awareness, spaceholding, and action to guide learners through 
challenging emotional landscapes. 

●​ Guardrails: acknowledgment of climate anxiety, mis-/disinformation, and false hope to 
avoid emotional overwhelm or misplaced optimism. 

●​ Lenses: focusing on complexity, justice, perspectives, creativity, and empathy to 
ensure that climate education remains inclusive, empowering, and solution-oriented. 

 

Fostering empowerment and hope requires intentional strategies in educational settings. 
Hope, including active hope, sustains engagement by helping individuals envision a positive 
future and stay motivated despite challenges. Solution-focused educational strategies, such 
as group projects, youth-led movements, or participatory design for local climate initiatives, 
help build social connectedness and reinforce the idea that collective action is impactful and 
shared. 
 
Holistic approaches to managing climate emotions are essential for sustaining engagement. 
Validating negative emotions while introducing coping strategies—such as mindfulness, 
emotional literacy, and creative expression—lays the foundation for resilience. Tools like the 
Climate Emotions Wheel can help students distinguish between emotions like eco-anxiety, 
eco-guilt, or eco-rage, promoting emotional clarity and balance. Arts-based methods and 
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storytelling are especially valuable in this process, engaging creativity and imagination to 
help individuals process their emotions and envision sustainable, just futures. 
 
Ultimately, fostering a culture of active hope, solution-focused thinking, and collective action 
transforms distress into a driver of constructive change. Educators play a critical role in 
recognizing the risk of eco-paralysis and providing pathways for students to move from 
emotional overwhelm to meaningful participation in climate solutions. By encouraging active 
hope and using models like The Hope Wheel, educators equip students with the resilience 
and purpose needed to address the climate crisis effectively.  
 

Check out LSF’S Action Project Resources here. 

Sources: 38 39 40 41 42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50 51 

Mindfulness and Self-care 

Mindfulness and self-care practices have emerged as tools for managing eco-anxiety and 
other climate-related emotions. Mindfulness, defined as the intentional focus on the present 
moment with acceptance, has been shown to reduce stress, enhance emotional regulation, 
and promote resilience in the face of environmental challenges.52 53 54 Self-care, encompassing 
activities that nurture physical, mental, and emotional well-being, complements mindfulness 
by fostering a sense of agency and stability in uncertain times.55 56 57 Potential practices could 
include: 

●​ Mindful Breathing Exercises: Starting or ending a class with a few minutes of guided 
breathing to help students manage stress and stay present. 

●​ Reflective Journaling: Encouraging students to write about their climate emotions, 
fears, and hopes as a way to process their feelings and develop emotional awareness.  

●​ Movement-Based Self-Care: Incorporating yoga, stretching, or mindful movement 
activities to help students release stress and cultivate bodily awareness. 

●​ Gratitude and Hope Practices: Encouraging students to reflect on what they are 
grateful for and identify sources of hope, helping to balance eco-anxiety with a sense 
of possibility. 

●​ Nature-Based Activities: Organizing outdoor walks or gardening projects to help 
students connect with nature. 

●​ Community Care or Safe Circles: Creating spaces where students can openly discuss 
their emotions, share experiences, and support one another in a non-judgmental 
setting. 
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●​ Positive Storytelling and Media Breaks: Helping students quiet their minds by 
taking intentional breaks from distressing climate stories or by actively seeking out 
and highlighting positive climate news or climate action success stories. 

 
Check out individual or group mindfulness and mental health exercises and lessons you can 
implement in the classroom here. 

 

Other Activities 

The Emotional Resilience Toolkit for Climate Work is a handbook designed to provide 
emotional support, resources, and tools for eco-anxiety, grief, and the range of feelings that 
accompany climate work. There are a range of activities that can be adapted to students of 
various grades. Specific mindfulness and resilience practices for youth include: 

●​ The Tree is Me (pg. 18): a guided imagery meditation to connect with nature. 
●​ Coming Home to Yourself, A Centering Practice (pg. 19): a self-care guided practice. 

“Breathing & Moving with Our Climate Emotions” offers breathing exercises and writing 
prompts to work through climate emotions.  

These practices also create space for self-compassion and gratitude, which is particularly 
important for mitigating feelings of guilt and powerlessness associated with environmental 
crises.58 59 Incorporating mindfulness and self-care into educational or community settings 
provides students sustainable coping mechanisms while cultivating a supportive 
environment for collective resilience. 
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Featured Activity: A Love Letter to Earth 
By focusing on gratitude and fostering a sense of 
connection to the Earth, this short activity helps shift 
attention away from feelings of anxiety and despair 
toward hope and empowerment.  
 
In order to bring hope and positivity into your 
climate discussions, we encourage you to use the 
following prompt and template: 
​
Write a heartfelt love letter to Earth, expressing your 
gratitude for its beauty, resilience, and the life it 
sustains. Reflect on the steps we can take and the 
actions you feel inspired to commit to in cherishing 
and protecting our planet. 
 
You can encourage younger students to draw what 
they love about the earth.  
 
An example of using this activity in the classroom 

could include reading a chapter from Braiding Sweetgrass for Young Adults60 (e.g., The Gift of 
Strawberries) and then having students reflect on the chapter, how they connect with the 
land, and write their love letters. Braiding Sweetgrass for Young Adults also provides a 
teaching guide with reflection and discussion questions for students. You can find this 
resource here. 
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Nature-based activities  

Nature-based activities play a crucial 
role in helping individuals process 
climate emotions by fostering a 
deeper connection to the natural 
world. Activities such as guided 
nature walks, outdoor mindfulness 
exercises, gardening, and ecological 
restoration projects provide 
opportunities for reflection, stress 
relief, and emotional regulation. 
Engaging with nature can help 
alleviate eco-anxiety by shifting the 
focus from despair to active care and 
stewardship. These experiences 
cultivate a sense of belonging, 
resilience, and hope, reinforcing the idea that individuals are part of a larger ecological 
system capable of regeneration and renewal. By integrating nature-based activities into 
educational and community settings, we can create supportive spaces where climate 
emotions are acknowledged, processed, and transformed into meaningful action. 61 62 63 

 

Nature Appreciation Activity (p. 13): In this lesson, students will play, explore, appreciate, and 
practice perspective-taking in nature. All of these actions help positively connect youth to 
nature and instill an ethic of care for the environment. Suitable for K-12. 
 
Check out LSF’s resources for nature-based and outdoor activities here. 
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Art and Creativity 

Art and creativity play a vital role in 
understanding, expressing, and transforming 
climate emotions. Artistic expression provides a 
powerful medium for students to process 
complex feelings such as eco-anxiety, grief, and 
hope. Through visual arts, music, storytelling, 
poetry, or performance, students can 
communicate emotions that may be difficult to 
articulate verbally, fostering emotional release 
and resilience.64 65 Additionally, by integrating art 
and creativity into climate education, educators 
can empower students to channel their emotions 
constructively while fostering a sense of connection and possibility.66 67 

 

 
Find creative projects focused on processing climate emotions here. Use these to inspire 
creativity and hope in students or to process climate emotions as a classroom. 
 
See Climate Doom to Messy Hope: Climate Healing & Resilience A Practical Handbook for 
Climate Educators and Community, pages 26-27, for  guided arts-based activity to promote 
connection to place, climate, and community. This activity seeks to weave a personalized 
storyline that highlights sense of place, understanding of climate impacts and solution-based 
thinking at community levels.  

 
Storytelling 

Storytelling is a particularly powerful tool in addressing climate emotions because it bridges 
emotional understanding and cognitive engagement, helping students make sense of 
complex and often overwhelming issues. Gearty (2015) highlights that “narrative and 
storytelling can play an important role in both action research and action learning by helping 
individuals not only learn through the telling of their own stories but also through their 
engagement in the stories of others.”68 Finnegan (2022) suggests that creatively engaging 
with the future through storytelling can provide “opportunities for facing climate anxiety, 
positive reappraisal, and constructively engaging with the climate crisis.”69  

 
One emerging form of storytelling that plays 
a vital role in this process is climate fiction 
(cli-fi). Cli-fi explores the impacts of climate 
change through speculative and 
science-based narratives, immersing readers 
in possible futures shaped by environmental 
crises. By emotionally engaging with these 
stories, individuals can process eco-anxiety, 
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https://gendread.substack.com/p/using-art-to-process-climate-anxiety
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reflect on humanity’s role in the climate crisis, and imagine alternative, more sustainable 
futures. Like other forms of storytelling, cli-fi serves as both a coping mechanism and a 
catalyst for action, fostering resilience while inspiring creative problem-solving in the face of 
climate challenges.70 71 

 

 
Resources for Cli-fi: Cli-fi Picture Books, Cli-fi books for grades 3-6 and 7-12, Writing Cli-fi 
Activity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Lonely Polar 
Bear by Khoa Le 

 Haven Jacobs 
Saves the Planet 
by Barbara Dee 

 Stormteller by 
David Thorpe 

 
 

Example – Digital Storytelling 
Finnegan (2022) uses digital storytelling to explore 
how young people (15 -18 years old) imagine futures 
shaped by climate change and our collective 
response to the climate crisis. 
The process included in-person and online 
workshops where students wrote letters from their 
future selves to their current selves, which were 
then turned into multimedia narratives. 
The storytelling process helped shift participants' 
emotions from predominantly negative to a more 

balanced spectrum, including acceptance, curiosity, and hope. This shift was facilitated by 
creative and collective engagement with the future. 
The study highlights the potential of speculative digital storytelling as a participatory research 
method and educational practice. It can help young people develop resilience, agency, and 
futures literacies, while also addressing climate anxiety and fostering empathy and 
solidarity.72 
 
View the digital stories from this study here. Check out LSF’s Write a Postcard from the Future 
Activity.  
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Building Emotional Literacy  

Emotional literacy, defined as the ability to recognize, understand, and manage one's 
emotions, is a foundational skill for navigating complex and challenging issues such as 
climate change.73 74 75 Research highlights its critical role in fostering resilience, improving 
interpersonal communication, and promoting emotional 
well-being, particularly among children and adolescents.76 
Emotional literacy enables individuals to articulate and 
process eco-emotions like anxiety, grief, and anger, which 
are common in the context of climate crises.77 

Tools like the Climate Emotions Wheel (Climate Mental 
Health Network, 2024, see below) are particularly effective 
in this regard, as they help students identify and name 
their emotions in relation to climate change, fostering a 
deeper understanding of the emotional landscape. 
Programs integrating emotional literacy into education, such as the RULER approach or SEL 
(Social and Emotional Learning) frameworks, have shown significant benefits in enhancing 
emotional regulation and empathy. These skills not only help students cope with negative 
emotions but also build a foundation for hope, empowerment, and constructive action. 
Cultivating emotional literacy through classroom discussions, arts-based activities, 
mindfulness practices, and tools like the Climate Emotions Wheel equips students with the 
tools to navigate the emotional complexity of environmental challenges while fostering a 
sense of agency and connection. 

 

The Climate Emotions Wheel 

The Climate Mental Health Network (2024) developed the 
Climate Emotions Wheel based on the work of Panu 
Pihkala (2022) Toward a Taxonomy of Climate Emotions. 
The wheel visually displays the various climate emotions 
with four major categories: anger, sadness, fear, and 
positivity. It is a useful tool for identifying and 
understanding a range of emotions and is the most widely 
used tool for identifying and starting discussions on 
climate emotions. 

. 
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For more on the Climate Emotions Wheel and related activities: 

●​ Climate Emotions Wheel Downloadable (Climate Mental Health Network, 2024) 
o​ Available in over 25+ languages. 

●​ A Guide to Climate Emotions (Climate Mental Health Network, 2024) 
o​ Comprehensive resource explaining the various climate emotions, along with 

guiding questions to consider in discussions around climate emotions.  
●​ The Emotions Wheel – Teacher Guide (CIRES & Climate Mental Health Network) 

o​ An activity with the Climate Emotions Wheel suitable for all ages. 
●​ Eco-Emotions Lending Library Game (North Bay Parry Sound District Health Unit) 

o​ An activity designed for grades 9-12 that uses the Climate Emotions Wheel to 
create space to express eco-emotions and create community among students. 

o​ Suitable for Health, Science, or Language classes. 
●​ Lesson Plan: Writing About Eco/Climate Emotions and Concerns (Ford, 2023; Climate 

Mental Health Network) 
o​ A lesson plan for grades 9-12 that uses creative writing and discussion to 

explore eco/climate emotions and environmental issues.  
o​ Suitable for English, Social Sciences, and Science classes. 

 

Recommendations for Educators 

●​ Educators should examine their climate emotions and biases to understand how 
they might influence their teaching. Engage in professional development or peer 
discussions about eco-anxiety to build personal resilience and confidence. 

o​ K-2: Reflect on how your tone and language convey emotions to young children. 
Simplify complex topics to maintain a sense of wonder about nature. 

o​ 3-6: Acknowledge your emotions when discussing environmental changes, modeling 
openness and vulnerability. 

o​ 7-12: Share personal reflections on climate emotions to inspire critical discussions and 
build trust with older students. 

 

●​ Validate, affirm, and recognize the emotions students experience, whether anxiety, 
sadness, hope, or anger. Acknowledge these feelings as normal and meaningful. 

o​ K-2: Use simple language like, "It's okay to feel worried about the Earth; it shows you 
care." 

o​ 3-6: Introduce basic emotional literacy tools, such as an "emotion check-in" chart, to 
help students articulate feelings.(Sample: Feeling Garden chart). 
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o​ 7-12: Foster deeper discussions about the spectrum of climate emotions and their 
significance using frameworks like the Climate Emotions Wheel. 

 

●​ Create safe and supportive spaces for students to share and process their emotions. 

o​ K-2: Encourage sharing through storytelling or drawing about how students feel when 
they think about nature or the environment. 

o​ 3-6: Use structured group discussions or journaling prompts to help students explore 
their eco-emotions. 

o​ 7-12: Facilitate open forums or peer support circles where students can express their 
emotions and connect with others. 

 

●​ Be honest about your own feelings regarding climate issues, modeling vulnerability 
and authenticity to help normalize complex emotions. 

o​ K-2: Share age-appropriate personal anecdotes, like feeling sad about a polluted park 
but excited to clean it up. 

o​ 3-6: Talk about times when you felt uncertain about the environment but found ways to 
take action. 

o​ 7-12: Engage in candid discussions about balancing concern and hope in your own life. 

●​ Develop and share resources, such as booklets, videos, or websites, offering 
strategies to manage negative climate emotions, such as using Climate Change 
Distress practical strategies as a bookmark.  

o​ K-2: Introduce simple breathing exercises or calming nature walks. 

o​ 3-6: Share kid-friendly resources on how to feel empowered in small, everyday actions 
for the environment. 

o​ 7-12: Provide access to articles, apps, and helplines tailored to youth experiencing 
eco-anxiety. 

●​ Incorporate activities that engage students physically, emotionally, and creatively. 

o​ K-3: Use arts and crafts to depict favorite animals or plants and their habitats. 

o​ 4-6: Plan outdoor nature walks, journaling exercises, or group art projects to foster a 
sense of connection with the environment. 

o​ 7-12: Introduce methods like participatory theater, videography, or environmental 
poetry to explore complex emotions and solutions. 

●​ Help students focus on actions they can take individually and as a group to address 
climate challenges. 
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o​ K-2: Encourage simple actions like recycling or planting a garden. 

o​ 3-6: Organize group projects, such as creating posters about sustainability or writing 
letters to local leaders. 

o​ 7-12: Guide students in designing and implementing larger-scale projects, like 
community cleanups or advocacy campaigns such as eCards. 

●​ Balance discussions about climate issues with activities that highlight joy, hope, and 
the meaningfulness of collective efforts. 

o​ K-3: Celebrate small environmental victories with storytelling or songs. 

o​ 4-6: Highlight inspiring stories of youth activism and environmental restoration. 

o​ 7-12: Discuss global success stories and invite local environmental leaders to share their 
work. 

●​ Emphasize art and storytelling throughout all grades as powerful tools for processing 
emotions and envisioning positive change. These approaches foster creativity, hope, 
and connection while empowering students to express their unique perspectives. 
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