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I teach at RMIT University in the Bachelor of 
Environment and Society degree, and my students 
are environmental education’s success stories. They 
are people who have chosen to complete an entire 
degree investigating ecological problems and who 
are often actively striving for sustainability in 
various ways before, during and after their degree. 
Many of them cite an influential parent or teacher 
who inspired in them a love and/or concern for 
nature. Yet, by university, for many this concern 
has escalated to become anxiety, grief and/or sheer 

terror. These are emotions echoed by all kinds 
of people around the world (Hayes et al., 2018; 
Manning & Clayton, 2018), such as the striking 
school students (see photo), as they encounter 
the vast socio-ecological changes of our times. 
Anecdotally, I know that some of our students 
disengage from their efforts for sustainability after 
graduating, or drop out during the degree, because 
it is all too overwhelming, too depressing, too … 
hopeless.

SUSTAINING THE SUSTAINERS: EMOTIONAL 
ADAPTATION IN ENVIRONMENTAL 
EDUCATION
Blanche Verlie considers the psychological impact of caring for the environment and striving 
towards sustainability, and the role of environmental educators in supporting their students.

Above: The global School Strikes for Climate (this is in Sydney on 15 March) demonstrate that many young people around 
the world are already knowledgeable, concerned and motivated to take action for sustainability. Photography: School Strike 
(schoolstrike4climate) Flickr, Sydney, CC BY 2.0 
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Working with these students has led me to ask: 
What do we do when environmental education 
works? When people are knowledgeable and 
concerned about ecological degradation, and 
are motivated and beginning to take action for 
sustainability, what next? The news and other 
environmental learning resources bombard us with 
one devastating story after another, and yet, the 
emotional resilience needed to continue engaging 
with these issues is rarely explicitly taught. I believe 
we need to consider the skills, knowledges, practices 
and philosophies needed to continually face up 
to such shattering issues as a core competency in 
environmental and sustainability education.

THE STUDENT EXPERIENCE

For my PhD research in 2015 I explored 
the experiences of roughly 45 students in an 
undergraduate climate change course. I have also 
been involved in a range of voluntary climate 
change engagement projects throughout the last 
decade. Across all of these experiences, I hear 
common stories: throwing oneself into climate 
action has an underacknowledged personal, 
emotional and psychological toll. Going beyond 
psychological approaches, my research has explored 
how such experiences challenge taken-for-granted 
cultural norms, expectations and identities (Verlie, 
2019). For example, the following quote comes 
from a student’s end-of-semester reflection and 
demonstrates not just the emotional implications of 
climate change, but how these emerge in relation to 
individualistic, Western and modern cultural values. 
More specifically, it expresses how wanting to be 
able to ‘predict the future’ in order to be a good 
person is undermined by climate change, which is 
tied to the feelings of anxiety and nausea:

 “[climate change] often develops some 
sort of anxiety in me, or even just a mild 
sick feeling, the feeling of not being able 
to predict the future and predict the best 
thing to do whilst minimising as much 
harm as possible. This feeling often comes 
by me when I watch how the leaders of 
Australia approach issues like these, and 
it makes me feel sick … On a daily basis, 
I feel like I’m not doing enough, I’m not 
achieving enough to create this huge 
impact I’m waiting for. Though I feel like 
I’m not doing enough, I don’t know what 
else I can do.”

Students, friends and strangers tell me far more 
distressing stories too. We talk about what I can 
only term existential crises, but which others term 
climate depression, pre-traumatic stress disorder or 
anticipatory anxiety (Barnett et al., 2016; Gifford & 
Gifford, 2016). I have heard stories of nightmares, 
physical illness, clinical depression, burnout, panic 
attacks, relationship breakdown, self-hatred, plans 
for ‘bunkering down’ complete with canned food 
and guns for protection, the inability to look one’s 
children in the eyes when talking about the future, 
and (hopefully just) philosophical discussions about 
whether “we should all just kill ourselves”. This is 
not an exhaustive list, and nor are environmental 
educators and communicators immune from these 
experiences (Lloro-Bidart & Semenko, 2017).

DEALING WITH TRAUMA

Environmental educators have long argued 
that we need to recognise that humans and the 
environment are interconnected. It follows logically 
that for those knowledgeable about, or directly 
experiencing, ecological degradation, this may lead 
to psychological and personal trauma. And so, as 
educators, we need to anticipate this and teach our 
students and participants how to understand and 
effectively respond to such experiences. That is, we 
need to consider environmental and sustainability 
efforts as forms of care work (van Dooren, 2014) 
and consider the cultivation of the capacities to 
care for others and self as core to sustainability 
education. But it is harder than it seems (did it seem 
easy?).

First, most models for dealing with grief or 
trauma assume that time will at least partially 
heal wounds, whereas for climate change and 
ecological breakdown, we know that time is rapidly 
exacerbating these issues. Further, many approaches 
assume that the victim of trauma is not also the 
culprit, but for those of us living in high carbon 
societies, we are all at least partly complicit in our 
own ecological vulnerability. Alternatively, models 
for ‘self care’ in caring sectors like nursing, social 
work and teaching assume that one can step away 
from the cause of our compassion fatigue; for 
example, by establishing professional boundaries 
between the self and one’s clients or students. Again, 
given our ecological grief is driven at least in part 
by acknowledgement that we are not separable from 
nature, such an approach offers limited insights for 
environmental education.
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In the face of the overwhelming challenges of sustainability, young people are finding empowerment through connecting with each 
other, Melbourne 15 March School Strike for Climate. Photography: Julian Meehan, CC BY 2.0

Yet, we can work with the insights of such fields as 
beginnings. I now use some of the activities that I 
have learned from the psychologists at Psychology 
for a Safe Climate, such as giving students 
opportunities to draw and then discuss how climate 
change makes them feel. I have also experimented 
with finding time in class for meditation. In my 
research, I found that it was only through connection 
with other climate-concerned people that students 
felt hopeful or empowered. In line with this, I 
believe the most significant thing I do is simply 
making time to ask students how they feel about 
climate change and allowing them to share this with 
others. To supplement these in-class connections, 
I make sure to provide information about other 
communities, organisations and networks which 
they could join, such as environmental non-
government organisations (NGOs) or student-led 
programs. Finally, I ensure my teaching includes 
discussion of what they ‘personally’ can do about 
climate change through acting with such networks – 
both those they are already situated in and ones they 
could create. Feedback from students continually 
affirms that these strategies are appreciated and 
valuable. I believe that these are effective strategies 
for increasing students’ capacities to understand and 
respond to their emotional experiences of ecological 

degradation. While there is no panacea for these 
problems, knowing more about them will inevitably 
lead to improvements, and thus, enable people to 
continue their engagements with sustainability over 
the longer term.

RESILIENCE OR ADAPTATION

But, another word of caution. Research into 
emotional resilience (Davenport, 2017) offers us 
much, however, I believe that a focus on emotional 
adaptation is more promising because resilience 
can be overly neoliberal and individualistic, and 
can focus on self-sufficiency (Cretney & Bond, 
2014; Tschakert & Tuana, 2013). Emotional 
resilience can thus aim to reassure, bolster or 
fortify the pre-existing self, and if that self is one 
generated within ecocidal cultures, this can prevent 
important cultural transformation. As such, while 
uncomfortable, we should not seek to avoid, prevent 
or heal such ecological trauma, but to engage 
with it to regenerate and reconfigure, not reassert, 
ourselves.

If we are to work towards sustainability, we need to 
transform Western/neoliberal affective expectations, 
skills, repertoires, routines and relations. This 
will no doubt be tricky, painful and confusing. 
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Emotional adaptation to climate change is thus a 
process of “getting by in terrifying times” (Tsing, 
2018, p. 73), but also of “making worlds at the 
end of the world” (Gabrys, 2018, p. 63). It is 
an openness to emotional challenges, a capacity 
to endure, live through, welcome and encourage 
changes, and to guide others in their efforts towards 
sustainability. Emotional adaptation thus also 
involves the capacity to navigate and work with the 
emotional responses of others. For any sustainability 
student (or concerned person living in the world), 
the skills to be with people in distress and support 
them in their own grief work are essential (Moser, 
2012).

Teaching (for) emotional adaptation will not be 
straightforward. It is, by definition, an open-ended 
process that can only unfold in partnership with the 
dynamic, unpredictable more-than-human world, 
and it is also going to be traumatic. I think what is 
key is that we do not re-centre the individualised 
human in our efforts to enable them to begin 
and continue caring for others. There will be 
myriad ways of working towards this, and what is 
appropriate and feasible in different contexts will 
also limit and open many opportunities. I look 
forward to seeing how environmental education 
steps up to these challenges.

FURTHER INFORMATION

Blanche Verlie recently submitted her PhD in climate 
change education and teaches at RMIT University in the 
Sustainability and Urban Planning discipline in the School 
of Global, Urban and Social Studies. Blanche has been a 
regular volunteer with Climate for Change over the last three 
years. Blanche is also the book review editor of the Australian 
Journal of Environmental Education.

blanche.verlie@rmit.edu.au

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER LEARNING

Psychology for a Safe Climate  
https://www.psychologyforasafeclimate.org/

Sustainability of Self https://www.greensong.info/s-o-s

Free online guided meditations are available from the 
Centre for Mindful Self Compassion https://centerformsc.
org/practice-msc/guided-meditations-and-exercises/

Young People and the Anthropocene conference  
https://youngpeopleanthropocene.org/the-conference/

Climactic podcasts hosted by Bronwyn Gresham  
https://www.climactic.fm/hosts/bronwyn

Joanna Macy’s website https://www.joannamacy.
net and The Work that Reconnects network https://
workthatreconnects.org/

Hacking the Anthropocene conference 8 July 2019, 
Melbourne: https://hackingtheanthropoceneiv.wordpress.
com/ Blanche is hosting a workshop on Pedagogy for 
Existential Crises
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