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Prologue

| have spent the best part of the last 20 years working
as an Educational and Developmental Psychologist
with children and families. Throughout my career,
| have been privileged to support the emotional
well-being of children, ensuring that their formative
years, so vital to their development, are safeguarded.
Childhood should be a time of curiosity, joy, and
discovery, unburdened by the weight of adult anxieties
and complex global issues.

However, inrecentyears, | have witnessed an alarming
trend; more and more young children entering my
clinic, gripped by fear that they will not live to see
adulthood. They tell me with absolute certainty that
the world is ending, that the government doesn't care,
and that the adults around them have failed. These are
not isolated incidents. My colleagues and | have seen
a marked rise in children experiencing anxiety linked
to the way climate change is taught in schools.

Climate Anxiety in Pre-Adolescent Children

This paper does not take a position on the science
of climate change, but rather questions the
developmental suitability of exposing young children
to it, especially when presented through alarmist and
unbalanced narratives.

| believe itis our duty to protect childhood, not just from
tangible harms but from psychological ones. Teaching
children about global catastrophes in ways that they
are not developmentally equipped to process is not
education; it is fearmongering. It is for this reason
that | am committed to challenging an approach that
induces distress rather than empowerment.

| extend my sincere thanks to the Institute of Public
Affairs (IPA) for giving me a platform on which to
raise awareness of this crucial matter, and to those
colleagues who have generously reviewed this paper,
offering their expertise and insights.

Clare Rowe
Educational & Developmental Psychologist
BA (Psych), PGDip (Psych), M.Psych (Ed & Dev.)

I Institute of
H Public Affairs



Executive Summary

This paper examines the psychological and
developmental impact of climate change
education on primary school-aged children,
arguing that the current approach within
the  Australian cognitively
inappropriate ethically questionable.

Curriculum is
and

Drawing on developmental psychology and
neuroscience, the paper contends that exposing
children aged 5 to 12 to alarmist climate
narratives contributes to the rising prevalence of
eco-anxiety - a form of clinical anxiety rooted
in fears of environmental catastrophe.

Children at this developmental stage lack
the cognitive capacity to fully comprehend
abstract, multifactorial issues such as climate
economic  policy, and global
environmental systems. According to Piaget's
theory of cognitive development and current
neuroscientific evidence, children in the
concrete operational stage struggle with
abstraction and are therefore vulnerable to
misinterpreting threatening information. When
climate change is presented in emotionally
charged and alarmist terms, it can overwhelm
their still-maturing emotional regulation systems,
potentially leading to feelings of helplessness,
hopelessness, and mistrust in adult authority.

science,

Through a review of case studies, psychological
data, and curriculum analysis, this paper
demonstrates how current climate education
strategies may inadvertently harm young
learners by inducing anxiety rather than
promoting  meaningful engagement.  The
paper critiques the ethical implications of such
teaching practices and calls for a shift toward
developmentally appropriate, psychologically
safe, and empowering environmental education.
This includes focusing on local, actionable
solutions and fostering agency through positive
framing, rather than burdening children with
global existential threats.

The  paper  concludes  with  policy
recommendations that include cross-disciplinary
collaboration between educators, psychologists,
and neuroscientists, the integration of mental
health safeguards into curriculum design and the
abandonment of the cross curriculum priority of
sustainability. A reformed educational approach
is essential not only to protect the psychological
well-being of children but to cultivate a
resilient and hopeful generation capable of
addressing any social, political, cultural, or
personal challenges with confidence and clarity.




Introduction

Over the past two decades, discussions about
climate change have become increasingly urgent
and omnipresent. From global political forums
to social media and school classrooms, young
people are continually exposed to messages about
and looming ecological
awareness  about

environmental crises
disasters.  While  raising
sustainability and environmental responsibility is
important, the manner in which climate change
is intfroduced to children, particularly those in
primary school, has raised concerns among
psychologists, educators, and developmental
scientists. Climate anxiety, defined as chronic
worry about environmental issues, is emerging as
a widespread psychological phenomenon among
young people. Research suggests that children,
who lack the cognitive faculties to fully comprehend
complex scientific and geopolitical issues, may be
disproportionately vulnerable to climate-related
anxiety when exposed to alarmist narratives.

To be clear, this paper does not seek to take a position
on the science of climate change itself. Rather, it is
concerned with the developmental appropriateness
of introducing such material to young children,
particularly when the teaching often leans towards
urgency, fear, and catastrophic scenarios rather
than a balanced, contextualised view.

This paper argues that introducing climate
change education to primary school children
is developmentally inappropriate and

counterproductive, as it exposes young minds
to allegedly existential threats that they cannot
meaningfully understand or act upon. Based on
principles from neuroscience, developmental
psychology, and educational theory, this analysis
will demonstrate that young children lack the
cognitive capacity to process abstract, multifactorial
problems such as global climate change. Without
the necessary reasoning skills, they are prone
to misinterpreting information in ways that fuel
excessive fear, helplessness, and anxiety.

Hope and action are identified in this analysis as key
psychological buffers against anxiety, yet primary
school-aged children have little access to either.
Unlike adults, they lack a developed internal locus
of control, a belief that they can influence events
through their own actions, leaving them feeling
powerless in the face of climate change. This paper
will argue that the mismatch between perceived
responsibility and actual agency in tackling climate
change fosters a psychological state known as
learned helplessness, in which individuals feel
powerless to effect change and subsequently
develop heightened anxiety and depression.

Additionally, many children perceive that adults
and governments are failing to act decisively on
climate change, reinforcing their external locus of
control and intensifying feelings of doom. When
young minds are presented with an overwhelming
problem, given little agency to address it, and then
led to believe that those in power are neglecting
their duty, the result is compounded distress rather
than constructive engagement.

The purpose of this paper is to critically examine
whether climate change education in primary
schools is psychologically and developmentally
appropriate. It will assess how young children
process information about large-scale threats, how
their limited understanding impacts their emotional
well-being, and whether early exposure to climate
crisis narratives leads to increased mental health
risks. Finally, it will propose alternative educational
strategies that prioritise environmental awareness
while  maintaining  children’s emotional and
psychological well-being.

Institute of
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Understanding Climate Anxiety in Children

“Climate Change is going to be the worst problem in the future to mankind.

Defining Climate Anxiety

Eco-anxiety, also referred to as climate anxiety, is
characterised by persistent worry about the future
of the planet and the life it sustains. The American
Psychological Association (APA) defines eco-anxiety
as “the chronic fear of environmental cataclysm that
comes from observing the seemingly irrevocable
impactof climate change and the associated concern
for one’s future and that of next generations” (APA,
2017). This phenomenon is increasingly recognised
as a serious psychological issue, particularly
among children and young people, who may feel
a profound sense of powerlessness in the face of
climate-related challenges.

Children experiencing eco-anxiety may exhibit a
range of psychological and emotional symptoms,
including obsessive thoughts about environmental
destruction, heightened feelings of existential dread,
guilt associated with personal carbon footprints, and an
overwhelming sense of doom (Clayton, 2020). Unlike
general environmental concern, which can foster pro-
environmental behaviours, eco-anxiety is often linked
to chronic stress, reduced psychological well-being,
and a sense of helplessness (Hickman et al,, 2021).

While some research on eco-anxiety has focused on
individuals directly affected by ecological crises, recent
studies have examined the increasing prevalence of
anxiety among children who are exposed to climate-
related concerns indirectly, primarily through media
and the education curriculum. This suggests that
eco-anxiety is a socially mediated phenomenon,
shaped by the framing of environmental issues by
institutions such as the media, government and health
authorities. Consequently, the extent to which young
children are exposed to climate-related messaging,
and their subsequent levels of worry and anxiety, are
influenced by political discourse rather than occurring
in a neutral, scientifically isolated context.

»

- 6 year old girl'

Distinguishing Between Normal
Concern and Pathological Anxiety

While a certain level of concern about environmental
issues is both natural and necessary for fostering
responsible citizenship, it is important to differentiate
between  adaptive concern
and pathological eco-anxiety. Concern about
environmental degradation can be productive,
motivating individuals to engage in sustainable
behaviours. However, when worry about climate
change becomes excessive, persistent, and interferes
with daily functioning, it transitions into pathological
anxiety (Taylor, 2020).

environmental

Normal anxiety is a regular part of cognitive and
emotional development, characterised by temporary
worry or distress in response fo a perceived threat.
This form of anxiety does not significantly disrupt
daily activities or mental health and may even serve
as a motivator for constructive action (Masten &
Obradovi¢, 2008). In contrast, pathological anxiety
involves disproportionate, overwhelming fear that
impairs a person’s ability to function in everyday
life. It may manifest as sleep disturbances, panic
attacks, avoidance behaviours, or feelings of deep
hopelessness about the future (Pihkala, 2020).

In children, pathological eco-anxiety can lead
to cognitive distortions, such as catastrophising
(believing the worst-case scenario is inevitable),
emotional dysregulation, and learned
helplessness—a  psychological ~state in  which
individuals feel powerless to effect change, leading
to apathy and disengagement (Sanson et al., 2019).
These symptoms suggest that, rather than inspiring
positive action,  climate-related
anxiety may paralyse young individuals, preventing
them from engaging meaningfully with the issue.

environmental

1 Millennium Kids: https:/ /www.millenniumkids.com.au/project/having-a-say-about-climate-change/.
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Recognising the distinction between productive
concern and maladaptive, debilitating anxiety
is essential for designing effective educational
interventions. If climate change education is to be
incorporated into school curricula, it must be done
in a way that fosters empowerment rather than
despair. This requires an approach that aligns
with developmental psychology principles rather
than overwhelming children with global-scale
existential threats.

Prevalence Rates in Children

Recent research indicates a significant prevalence
of climate change anxiety among children and
young people. A large-scale survey published
in The Lancet Planetary Health in 2021, which
included 10,000 participants aged 16 to 25 across
ten countries, found that 59 per cent were very or
extremely worried about climate change, and 84
per cent were at least moderately worried. Notably,
45 per cent reported that their feelings about
climate change negatively affected their daily lives.
(Hickman et. al 2021).

We all need to do and contribute something to survive life on planet earth.

-10 year old boy?

Research into the prevalence of climate change
anxiety among children under 13 is currently limited,
with most studies focusing on older adolescents and
young adults. However, existing literature indicates
that young children are particularly vulnerable
to the psychological impacts of how the topic of
climate change has been communicated. A scoping
review published in Frontiers in Psychology in 2022
confirmed that children experience significant
emotional responses, including depression, anxiety,
and extreme emotions like sadness, anger, and fear,
in reaction to their awareness of climate change.

Beyond quantitative data, qualitative reports from
parents, teachers, and psychologists provide further
insight into the manifestation of climate anxiety in
children. Children have expressed fears about the
future, with some experiencing sleep disturbances
and heightened anxiety related to environmental
concerns.® These anecdotal accounts underscore
the profound impact that climate-related stressors
can have on the mental health and daily functioning
of young individuals.

2 “Climate change named Children’s Word of the Year for 2023”, Oxford University Press, accessed 19 May 2025:
https://corp.oup.com/feature/ climate-change-named-childrens-word-of-the-year-for-2023 /

3 Sonia Elks, “Children suffering eco-anxiety over climate change, say psychologists,” Reuters, 20 September 2019:
https:/ /reuters.com/article/idUSKBN1W42CE/; “Eco-anxiety: what is it and how can parents help2” National Geo-
graphic Kids: https:/ /www.natgeokids.com/uk/parents/eco-anxiety-guide-for-parents/; “Climate anxiety: Mental
health experts’ advice on coping with worries about climate change,” Unicef, accessed 19 May 2025: https://www.
unicef.org/parenting/mental-health /climate-anxiety ; Commissioner for Children and Young People “What SA Kids Have
Told Us About Climate Change,” October 2021 https:/ /www.ccyp.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2022 /01 /What-SA-

Kids-Have-Told-Us-About-Climate-Change.pdf.
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The Case for Teaching Climate
Change in Early Childhood Education

The Awustralian National Curriculum introduces climate
change topics across all eight learning areas, including
for example in subjects like science and geography,
but also in subjects like humanities and social sciences,
physical education, and the arts. The curriculum
emphasises that Sustainability is a cross-curriculum
priority, mandating that education on environmental
changes and the human impact on ecosystems be
embedded throughout students’ learning. This means
that while the complexity of these lessons increases
as students progress through year levels, climate
education is a feature of an Australian student's
education from Foundation level (otherwise known as
‘Prep’ or ‘Kindergarten’ in most states).

In order to fulfil the teaching requirements of the
curriculum,  schools  frequently third-party
educational resources, including those supplied by
organisations and platforms such as Twinkl, Cool.org,
Behind the News (BTN), and Scootle. These platforms
provide videos, lesson plans, and interactive activities
that frame climate issues in a way that engages
young learners. The framing of these materials often
leans towards an urgent and alarmist narrative, often
emphasising children’s role in taking action against
climate change. This is compounded by the reality that
this cross-curriculum priority and many of the associated
resources are developed by activist groups such as the
Australian Education for Sustainability Alliance, the
Australian Association of Environmental Educators and
the Australian Youth Climate Coalition.

utilise

An example of a lesson aimed at 9-year-olds promoted
by the platform Scootle, seeks to teach students that
climate change is “threatening humankind and pushing
people into poverty”.# Another resource ‘Behind the
News’, an ABC news program aimed for children 8
years and above and utilised in Australian classrooms,
educates young children by showing them emotive
video footage of raging bushfires, floods, cyclones
and melting ice caps.’ These images are displayed
with a backdrop of dramatic music and an overlay of
children’s testimonies about how worried they are for
their future.

Advocates for incorporating climate change education
into early childhood learning argue that early exposure
fosters environmental awareness, scientific literacy,
and a sense of agency in young students. Children’s
engagement has been advocated as a pragmatic
course of action—that it is necessary to prepare
children on subject matter that will impact the lives of
tomorrow’s leaders (Ballantyne, Connell , and Fien
1998, Ojala 2012, Trott 2020). Many advocates
of this position will quote Article 12 of the UNCRC,
which says ‘Children have the right to say what they
think should happen when adults are making decisions
that affect them and to have their opinions taken info
account’ (UNICEF, 1989).

4 “The Human Impact of Climate Change - A teaching resource for ages 9-11,” Oxfam Education, accessed
19 May 2025: hitps:/ /oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/handle /10546 /621349.

5 Behind the News, “Understanding Climate Change,” Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 17 August 2021:
https:/ /www.abc.net.au/btn/classroom/understanding-climate-change / 13494720.



According to Trott (2020), structured climate
education programs have been shown to increase
children’s knowledge and confidence in their ability
to make a difference. A study of 10-to 12-year-olds,
participating in a 15-week climate change program,
demonstrated statistically significant improvements
in their understanding of climate issues, with correct
responses increasing from 60.71 per cent to 68.70
per cent on a knowledge assessment. Additionally,
Trott argued that 98 per cent of children reported
feeling empowered to take action based on what
they had learned.

Many researchers argue that delaying climate
education may result in a generation that is less
informed and engaged in environmental issues. Troft
(2021) highlights that young people’s engagement
with climate activism, whether through individual
behavioural changes, family discussions, or school-
led projects, can provide them with a sense of control
over an otherwise overwhelming issue. However,
in the same paper the author also acknowledged
that while action-oriented approaches may benefit
some children, climate awareness can also lead to
avoidance and disengagement, especially when
children feel overwhelmed by the perceived magnitude
of the problem.

This aligns with the work of Ojala (2016), who found
that when children engage in pro-environmental
behaviours, they are more likely to develop constructive
hope, rather than despair, about the future. Ojala’s
research suggests that rather than avoiding distress,
an action-oriented approach that includes problem-
solving and community engagement can help children
navigate their emotions about climate change in a
productive way.

Further, many educators and psychologists believe
that climate change education should be woven into
multiple subject areas rather than confined to science
lessons. Trott (2021) and Monroe et al. (2019)
emphasise the importance of interdisciplinary teaching
methods, incorporating climate topics into social
studies, mathematics, language, and the arts, rather
than presenting them solely as scientific problems.
This approach, they argue, allows students to connect
emotionally and creatively to climate change, making
it more relevant and accessible. Proponents of this
model suggest that integrating climate education
across subjects helps young learners understand the
broader societal, economic, and ethical dimensions of
environmental issues, betfter preparing them for future
civic engagement.®

However, while these arguments highlight the potential
benefits of early climate education, they often fail to
address concerns about the psychological impact of
exposing young children to distressing global issues. As
later sections will explore, emerging research suggests
that the way climate change is presented in schools
can lead to unintended negative consequences,
including increased anxiety, learned helplessness, and
disengagement from learning.

6 Cool.org provides worksheets for Australian students about climate change across a broad range of students.
For example, primary school aged students are encouraged in English classes to “use emotive language in a poem
to convey feelings about butterflies and the effects of climate change” https://cool.org/lessons/writing-about-

climate-change-poems-about-butterflies-english-year-5.

Climate Anxiety in Pre-Adolescent Children
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Developmental Theories and Neuroscience

Piaget’s Stages of Cognitive
Development and Abstract Thinking

Jean Piaget's theory of cognitive development
provides a crucial framework for understanding
why young children struggle to grasp the complexity
of climate change. According to Piaget (1952),
children between the ages of 7 and 11 are in the
Concrete Operational Stage, meaning they rely on
direct, tangible experiences to understand the world.
Unlike adolescents and adults, who can engage in
hypothetical and abstract reasoning, children in
this developmental stage require information that is
concrete, immediate, and directly observable.

Climate change, however, isalong-term, probabilistic
phenomenon that requires an understanding of:

* Scientific and mathematical principles (e.g.,
greenhouse gas emissions, averages, statistical
probabilities, and carbon cycles)

* Temporal scales (changes unfolding over
decades or centuries rather than immediately
observable effects)

* Interconnected systems (climate science,
economics, global policies, industrial impacts)

Because children in the Concrete Operational
Stage cannot easily conceptualise abstract,
systemic relationships, they may interpret climate-
related messages in extreme or distorted ways. For
example, a child who hears that climate change is a
risk o coastal communities, health, and food security
may internalise these statements literally, believing
that complete environmental collapse is imminent
within their lifetime. This misinterpretation can lead
to excessive fear, confusion, and distress, rather than
constructive engagement with environmental issues

(Ojala, 2016).

Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory

In addition to cognitive immaturity, emotional and
social development must also be considered.
According to Erikson’s psychosocial theory, primary
school children (ages 5-11) are navigating the stage
of ‘Industry vs. Inferiority’. At this developmental point,
children are motivated to master skills and gain a sense
of competence and achievement. When successful,
they emerge with confidence and self-efficacy; failure
can lead to persistent feelings of inadequacy.

Fear-based messaging around climate change,
particularly those framed in existential or moral terms,
can undermine this developmental task. Rather than
empowering students, such narratives risk instilling guilt
and helplessness, especially when children are taught
that their personal actions are responsible for the future
of the planet. These emotional burdens are misaligned
with their stage of development and may lead to
internalised anxiety and a diminished sense of agency.

Threat Perception and Development

- ""\ ‘\ h \
CE LA
R A [ ) >
Y LAY U N

Climate change as seen by students at Margate Primary
School, Tasmania.”

7 “Schools,” Curious Climate Schools, accessed 19 May 2025: hitps://curiousclimate.org.au/schools/.



From an evolutionary standpoint, humans have
developed innate mechanisms for detecting and
responding to immediate dangers, such as predators,
physical harm, or resource scarcity (Ohman &
Mineka, 2001). This fight-or-flight response is
essential for survival, allowing individuals to react
quickly to clear and immediate dangers. However,
climate change does not fit this immediate-
threat model—it is a complex, slow-moving, and
probabilistic topic, requiring an understanding of
scientific uncertainty, long-term projections, and
geopolitical influences (Van der Linden, 2017).

For young children, who rely heavily on concrete
thinking and immediate sensory experiences (Piaget,
1952), climate change poses a unique challenge—
it is invisible, global, and unfolding over decades
rather than being an immediate, tangible threat.

Neuroscientific research supports the argument that
young children lack the neural maturity and abstract
reasoning skills to process large-scale existential
threats effectively. The prefrontal cortex, responsible
for rational decision-making, risk assessment, and
emotional regulation, is not fully developed until a
person’s mid-20s (Blakemore & Choudhury, 2006).
In contrast, the amygdala, which processes fear
and threat perception, is more active in childhood,
leading to heightened emotional responses to

perceived dangers (Giedd, 2008).

When children are exposed to frightening or
catastrophic  narratives about climate change,
their underdeveloped prefrontal cortex makes
it difficult for them to evaluate the information
critically. Instead, their amygdala-driven emotional
response dominates, leading to heightened anxiety,
exacerbated fear responses, rumination, and
emotional distress (Lupien et al., 2009).

Challenges in Comprehending
Probabilistic Reasoning and Uncertainty

One of the fundamental challenges in teaching
climate change to young children is their difficulty
in understanding probability, uncertainty, and
long-term Research  suggests
that children under 12 years old struggle with
probabilistic reasoning, meaning they tend to
interpret climate predictions in absolute terms rather
than understanding scientific uncertainty and risk
assessment (Byrnes & Vu, 2015).

consequences.

This black-and-white thinking contributes  to
excessive worry and distorted perceptions of
climate risks, leading to increased anxiety rather
than a balanced understanding of claimed
environmental challenges (Sobel, 2008).

Alarmist rhetoric about climate change often fails to
account for children’s cognitive limitations, leading
to misinterpretations that heighten distress.

Institute of
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Common examples include:

CLIMATE MESSAGE LIKELY PRE-ADOLESCENT CHILD PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACT

INTERPRETATION

Sea levels are rising® May believe that this will happen Fear of drowning, loss of safety
everywhere, immediately, rather
than understanding gradual,
region-specific variations

Many animal species are going  All animals will disappear in my lifetime Grief, helplessness, fear for the
extinct’ future

We are experiencing more The world is falling apart right now Anxiety, rumination, sense of
frequent bushfires and floods'® doom

We must act now. There is no The world is ending soon Existential dread, panic,
planet B" emotional dysregulation

Studies indicate that when children receive overwhelming messages about threats they cannot control, they
are more likely to disengage from the topic entirely—a phenomenon known as motivational paralysis (Ojala,
2012). This suggests that instead of fostering environmental responsibility and mobilising action against
climate change, excessive fear-based messaging can have the opposite effect, leading children to feel
disempowered, hopeless, and emotionally exhausted.

8 “Earth Hour — The Ice is Melting!” Cool.org, accessed 19 May 2025: https://cool.org/lessons/earth-hour-
experiment-the-ice-is-melting-3-4.

9 Several educational resources are available for primary school students that link climate change to species
extinction. Twinkl provides an Endangered Animals Fact Sheet, which introduces students to species impacted by
environmental changes (Twinkl, n.d.). Cool Australia offers a lesson plan on Climate Change and Biodiversity,
highlighting how global warming affects ecosystems and leads to species decline (Cool Australia, n.d.).

10 “Bushfires in the past and in the future” Cool.org, accessed 19 May 2025: https://cool.org/lessons/
bushfires-in-the-past-and-in-the-future.

n “There is no Planet B Collaborative Art Activity,” Twinkl, accessed 19 May 2025: https:/ /www.twinkl.com.au/
resource/there-is-no-planet-b-collaborative -art-activity-au-t-1644222879.



The Relationship Between Perceived

Control and Anxiety

A key psychological determinant of anxiety is an
individual’s perceived level of control over a given
situation. Research in clinical psychology and
behavioural science suggests that when individuals
believe they cannot influence an outcome, they are
more likely to develop feelings of helplessness and
despair (Seligman, 1972). This is a phenomenon
referred to as learned helplessness—a state in which
individuals, after experiencing repeated inescapable
negative events, come to believe that they have no
control over their circumstances. Over time, this
can lead to emotional exhaustion, withdrawal from
the topic, and a belief that individual efforts are
meaningless—all hallmarks of learned helplessness.

For children, climate change represents an
overwhelming and seemingly unsolvable crisis.
These children are told it is caused by large-scale
industrial, political, and economic factors far beyond
their influence. Young children lack the cognitive and
practical tools to engage meaningfully in climate
action. Unlike adults, they cannot vote, influence
policy, or participate in large-scale activism,
meaning that their avenues for direct intervention are
limited. While schools often encourage minor actions
like recycling or turning off lights, these efforts do not
provide a real sense of agency, as they do not yield
immediate, visible results.”” Children may therefore
develop the belief that their actions are insignificant
in the face of an insurmountable crisis, reinforcing a
state of helplessness rather than empowerment.

The Importance of Hope and Action in
Moderating Anxiety

Psychological research suggests that hope and
the ability to take action play a significant role in
mitigating anxiety. Individuals who feel empowered
to address a problem experience lower levels of
distress than those who believe the situation is beyond
their control (Ojala, 2016). This is particularly
relevant in climate change education, as exposure
to distressing information without corresponding
pathways for action is linked to increased feelings of
helplessness (Hickman et al., 2021).

The absence of hope and action in young children
can compound climate anxiety, as it internalises
catastrophic narratives without perceiving any
realistic solutions. Research indicates that when
messages focus exclusively on
destruction and urgency—without corresponding
discussions of resilience, adaptation, and progress—
young learners experience heightened levels of fear
and despair (Pihkala, 2020).

environmental

12 Third party platforms such as cool.org provide primary school students with worksheets containing suggestions on climate
change action they could take, such as reducing meat consumption and switching to renewable energy. For example, see
“Knotted up in climate change,” Cool.org, accessed 21 May 2025: https://cool.org/lessons/knotted-up-in-climate-change

Climate Anxiety in Pre-Adolescent Children

I Institute of
H Public Affairs

10



While hope and action play a crucial role in
moderating anxiety, the current climate education
model focuses almost exclusively on mitigation—
that is, reducing emissions in an effort to alter future
climate projections. However, climate experts
recognise that adaptation is equally important, as it
involves practical strategies for adjusting to climate
changes that are already occurring or expected to
occur (NASA, n.d.). Adaptation includes measures
such as improving infrastructure to withstand extreme
weather, developing drought-resistant  crops,
and managing water resources more effectively.
These approaches are tangible, solution-focused,
and within the realm of human agency, yet they
receive far less emphasis in educational settings. By
presenting climate action only in terms of large-scale
mitigation, something children have no control over,
climate education reinforces a sense of helplessness
rather than empowerment.

A more balanced approach, incorporating
adaptation strategies, would allow children to
engage with climate change in a constructive
way, learning resilience and problem-solving
skills rather than simply absorbing messages of
fear and urgency.

Locus of Control

The concept of locus of control, developed by Julian
Rotter (1966), refers to an individual’s belief about
whether they can influence events in their lives.

* Internal locus of control: The belief that personal
effort can directly impact outcomes (e.g., “I can
study hard to improve my grades”).

e External locus of control: The belief that outcomes
are controlled by outside forces, such as fate,
luck, or powerful others (e.g., “No matter how
much | study, my teacher decides my grade”).

Children, particularly those under 12, naturally have
a more external locus of control because they rely
on adults for decision-making and guidance. They
perceive governments, corporations, and authority
figures as the ones responsible for solving large-
scale problems, meaning that when they are taught
about climate change as an urgent crisis, they do not
see themselves as active participants in the solution.

However, climate education often encourages taking
immediate action while failing to acknowledge
their developmental limitations. Young learners are
burdened with responsibility while simultaneously
denied the autonomy to make meaningful change.
This creates a fundamental psychological conflict,
one in which they are made to feel responsible
for stopping climate change but lack any real
mechanisms to do so.



The Role of Guilt in Climate Anxiety

Among Children

Guiltis a powerful self-conscious emotion thatemerges
in early childhood, typically around ages 4-5, as
children begin to develop a moral understanding of
right and wrong. While a moderate sense of guilt can
be constructive, helping children recognise personal
responsibility, excessive or misplaced guilt can have
detrimental psychological effects.

In the context of climate change education, children
are exposed to narratives that frame environmental
issues as urgent crises requiring immediate action.
However, given their cognitive and developmental
limitations, many young children struggle to fully
grasp the complexity of climate systems, policy
interventions, and the shared responsibility of global
actors. This can lead to a misattribution of blame,
where children internalise a sense of personal
responsibility for large-scale environmental issues
beyond their control.

Research has highlighted the psychological toll of
eco-anxiety in children, with guilt being a recurrent
theme (Marks et al., 2022). A systematic review
of eco-anxiety found that many young people
report experiencing chronic worry, sadness, and
guilt when they feel unable to make a significant
difference  (Clayton, 2020). Without age-
appropriate scaffolding, children may internalise a
sense of personal blame for climate change, leading
to distress that is developmentally inappropriate and
counterproductive.

A key issue with current climate change education
is also its tendency to moralise environmental
behaviours into “good” actions, and the “bad” or
“irresponsible”. When climate messages are framed
in this way children may interpret their everyday
actions (e.g., using plastic, forgetting to recycle) as
moral failings, reinforcing unnecessary guilt.'®

13 For example, The Australian National Curriculum, Year 04 learning outcome HASS F-6 AC9HS4S06 content description:
“reflecting on personal behaviours and identifying attitudes that may affect aspects of the environment at a local or global
level; for example, pouring paints down the sink, using products sourced from cleared rainforests and proposing aware-
ness-raising strategies to reduce impacts on the environment”.
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The Pollutant Effect: Adult Information
as a Disruptor of Child Development

Children’s brains develop in structured, predictable
stages, with early childhood and middle childhood
being critical periods for forming neural connections
that support emotional regulation, cognitive
flexibility, and social competence. Exposure to
excessive or inappropriate adult information acts as
a neurological pollutant, disrupting the natural flow
of development.

Family counsellor, researcher, and author Kim
John Payne describes this phenomenon as “soul
fever”, where a child’s nervous system becomes
overwhelmed with excessive stimulation, leading
to heightened anxiety, attention difficulties, and
emotional dysregulation. Payne emphasises the
necessity of maintaining a boundary between the
adult and child worlds to protect children from the
psychological burden of problems they cannot yet
contextualise or influence.

Research in neuroscience supports this claim. Chronic
stress and anxiety in children lead to increased
amygdala activation, responsible for fear responses,
while simultaneously impairing the development
of the prefrontal cortex, which governs executive
function and rational thinking (Harvard Center on
the Developing Child, 2020). When young brains
are routinely pulled into a heightened state of
stress, their ability to engage in age-appropriate
developmental tasks such as play, exploration, and
social learning is significantly diminished.

The increasing emphasis on climate change
education in primary schools exemplifies how the
premature introduction of complex global issues
may disrupt normal child development. While well-
intentioned, exposing young children (ages 4-12)
to dire predictions about rising sea levels, mass
extinctions, and ecological collapse forces them
to process information beyond their cognitive and
emotional capacity.

Focus on climate threats may pull children “off-
task” from essential neurological and psychological
development.  Time spent ruminating  over
environmental issues may replace the neural growth
that should be occurring through imaginative play,
problem-solving, and socialinteraction. These activities
are foundational for healthy brain development,
fostering resilience and adaptability—qualities that
will be far more useful when they are mature enough to
engage with environmental challenges in a proactive
and solution-oriented manner.

Introducing existential crises like climate change too
early runs the risk of shifting neural resources toward
stress responses rather than adaptive learning.
By maintaining appropriate boundaries between
the adult and child worlds, we foster resilience,
curiosity, and optimism—qualities essential for future
generations to engage with climate challenges in a
productive and psychologically sustainable way.



The Role of Authority Figures

“If I were the boss of South Australia, I would... actually do something about
the environment instead of lying and putting pressure on my generation.”

Children look to parents, teachers, and political
leaders as models for emotional and behavioural
responses to complex issues. If adults express
anxiety, despair, or helplessness regarding
climate change, children may mirror these
emotions, reinforcing their own fears and sense of
powerlessness (Clayton, 2020).

The Adults are Failing Us

According to Hickman et al. (2021), a global survey
of 10,000 young people across ten countries,
including Australia, the UK, the USA, and Indig,
found that a significant proportion experience
frustration and betrayal toward adults, particularly
governments, due to perceived inaction on climate
change. The study reported that 58 per cent of
respondents felt betrayed by their governments,
while 64 per cent believed that governments were
failing to do enough to prevent a climate crisis,
contributing to their distress and eco-anxiety.

Given their external locus of control, young people
rely on authority figures to take decisive action.
When they perceive that adults are neglecting their
duty, their sense of powerlessness deepens, further
exacerbating their learned helplessness. A recent
large cross-sectional survey of Australian young
people found that 67 per cent believed Australia
was not doing enough to address carbon emissions
and only 13 per cent felt that government leaders
were listening to their concerns (Australian Institute
for Disaster Resilience).

- 12-year-old'™

Recent studies suggest that climate anxiety is
contributing to intergenerational tension, with young
people increasingly viewing older generations as
responsible for inaction on environmental issues
(Marks et al., 2021). This perception can erode trust
in parents, educators, and policymakers, creating a
sense of betrayal that intensifies children’s distress
(Ojala, 2016).

The Complicit Role of Mental Health
Professionals

In addition to media, government, and educational
institutions, health authorities such asmedical colleges
and professional psychological associations play
a significant role in shaping the discourse around
climate change and its psychological impact. For
example, the Royal Australian and New Zealand
College of Psychiatrists (RANZCP) is committed to a
zero-carbon health system,'> a stance that appears
to prioritise environmental activism over the potential
psychological harms associated with climate
messaging. This underscores a broader ideological
commitment to climate advocacy at the potential
expense of children’s mental well-being.

14 Commissioner for Children and Young People “What SA Kids Have Told Us About Climate Change,” October 2021:
https:/ /www.ccyp.com.au/wp-content/uploads /2022 /01 /What-SA-Kids-Have-Told-Us-About-Climate -Change.pdf.

15 Australian Commission on Safety and Quality in Health Care and Australian Centre for Disease Control, “Joint
Statement on Climate Change and Health,” 1 October 2024: https:/ /www.safetyandquality.gov.au/newsroom/

joint-statement-climate-change-and-health.
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Children grappling with feeling overwhelmed and
anxious after lessons about the planet’s demise often
find themselves in the office of the school counsellor
or a child psychologist. Rather than guiding children
toward measured perspectives and coping strategies,
some mental health professionals may unintentionally
reinforce a sense of helplessness rather than fostering
resilience. Indeed, some literature has explicitly
suggested that mental health professionals can
support anxious children who present to them by
validating their worries and encouraging activism-
based activities (Sanson and Bellemo, 2021).

Sciberras and Fernando (2022) make the suggestion
that parents, teachers and peers may also act as
supports for children who experience climate related
worry, but alarmingly go on to offer a warning that
views and beliefs about the topic may vary and
that some individuals may choose to engage in de-
emphasising and dismissive coping strategies which
they advise against.

This  characterisation of de-emphasising and
dismissive coping strategies as inherently negative
is problematic, particularly when considering
how anxiety is managed in other contexis. In most
areas of childhood development, helping children
regulate their emotions by offering reassurance and
perspective is considered beneficial, not harmful.
For example, if a child expresses fear about war or
economic collapse, adults typically provide comfort,
emphasise stability, and avoid overwhelming them
with worst-case scenarios. Yet, when it comes to
climate change, there is a growing insistence that
children must fully engage with the existential threat
and that any resulting emotional distress is a necessary
and accepted outcome for the greater good.

The implicit warning against de-emphasising
strategies in Sciberras and Fernando (2022) raises
another more troubling concern: the potential for
ideological capture by undermining parental authority
and positioning schools as the primary moral guides
on climate change. By cautioning against parents
or other adults who might seek to reassure children
or offer alternative perspectives, there is a subtle
but significant shift in authority, one that prioritises
institutional narratives over familial wisdom and
guidance. This approach effectively encourages
children to view their own parents as obstacles
to ‘correct’ thinking, fostering a sense of mistrust
toward their families while deepening their emotional
investment in a single ideological perspective.

The role of therapists in affirming children’s distress
narratives without challenging their underlying
perceptions, may reinforce a self-concept built
around fragility rather than resilience. By uncritically
validating children’s fears about climate change,
therapists may inadvertently contribute to a cycle
of distress. This dynamic mirrors broader cultural
trends in which emotional distress is not merely
acknowledged but reinforced, making it harder for
children to develop adaptive coping mechanisms.

Rather than amplifying distress, mental health
professionals should adopt an approach that fosters
capacity building and resilience. This means helping
children contextualise their fears, emphasising that
humanity has successfully faced and overcome
environmental challenges before, and teaching
practical coping strategies that focus on problem-
solving rather than helplessness. Without a shift in
therapeutic practices, the mental health field risks
deepening, rather than alleviating, the climate-
related anxiety crisis among children.



The Advocacy Agenda in Climate Education

The prevailing justification for introducing climate
change education to younger and younger children
is framed as a moral obligation and implies that
children, as key stakeholders, have a right to be
informed and engaged in issues that impact their
lives (Chawla and Heft 2002, Hicks and Holden
2007). A more critical analysis suggests that this
movement may be underpinned by ideological
and political motivations. Specifically, the push to
teach climate change at increasingly younger ages
aligns with broader efforts to cultivate child activism,
shaping children’s political consciousness before
they have the cognitive maturity to critically engage
with complex socio-political issues.

After all, it could be argued that a similar educational
approach is not adopted with young children when
it comes to other issues of global importance such as
economics or geopolitical conflict. Yet, the educational
curriculum seldom emphasises them to the same extent
as climate change. This selective focus raises questions
about not just the psychological impact on children but
also the rationale behind prioritising certain perceived
global threats when it is well accepted that others are
not appropriate to introduce to young children.

Trott (2020) argues that knowledge alone is
insufficient to foster sustained student engagement
and that educational approaches must not only
convey urgency but also provide meaningful
opportunities action.  This  perspective
acknowledges that presenting climate science
in a neutral and purely informational manner
has not achieved the desired levels of emotional
engagement and motivation among students.
As a result, proponents of this approach suggest
expanding climate education across multiple
subjects and lesson plans to reinforce a sense of
immediacy and drive student participation.

for

The Shift from Education to Advocacy

Traditionally, the role of primary education
has been to equip children with foundational
knowledge and critical thinking skills. However,
contemporary climate education appears to shift
from neutral information-sharing to encouraging
children to engage in protests and direct political
advocacy.® This raises ethical concerns about
whether schools are fostering independent thought
or preconditioning young minds towards a specific
ideological stance.

The literature has gone as far as to acknowledge that
unlike other lessons in basic physics or chemistry,
climate change can be emotionally unsettling to
engage with and poses this as a problem because
young learners may self-select to disengage with the
topic in a state of paralysis (Trott 2020). To combat
this there are concerning suggestions that emphasis
should be placed on children’s sense of agency by
encouraging practices and projects that are aimed
at addressing the problem (Li and Monroe, 2017).

Furthermore, in this state of worry, children readily
embrace any proposed solution, particularly
collective action. This process ties their sense of
well-being to the political identity of an eco-activist,
reinforcing an emotional investment in climate-
related rhetoric that equates personal distress
with perceived environmental harm. As a result,
alleviating their internal anxiety becomes contingent
on engaging in activism, with their actions shaped
by the agendas and directives of advocacy groups.

16 Third party platforms such as cool.org provide primary school students with worksheets containing suggestions on climate
change action they could take, such as reducing meat consumption and switching to renewable energy. For example, see
“Climate Change Actions,” Cool.org, accessed 21 May 2025: https://cool.org/factsheets/climate-change-actions
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In an eight-year longitudinal study examining
climate change worry in Australian adolescents,
the authors suggest that any concern that children
should not be “burdened with anxiety” should
instead seek to push children towards “action
on climate change” rather than shield them from
“uncomfortable realities” (Sciberras & Fernando,
2022). This reflects a broader trend in the literature,
where the distress caused by climate education
is acknowledged but framed as a necessary
emotional response to drive activism, rather than
prompting a reassessment of the way the issue is
taught. Rather than addressing the root cause of
the anxiety, namely children’s exposure to anxiety-
inducing concepts around climate change, the
proposed solution is to channel children’s distress
into political and social action, reinforcing the very
cycle of anxiety that education is producing.”

It has been acknowledged, at least, that some
children will experience significant anxiety and
excessive rumination when learning about climate
change. For this population, it is suggested that
engagement and activism may not be sufficient to
reduce their distress, and instead, intervention should
focus on helping them gain distance from the topic,
reducing their exposure to media coverage, and
finding alternative sources of activity (Corr, 2011;
Clayton, 2020). This recommendation concedes
that the way climate change is presented is causing
psychological harm, while failing to question whether
the broader educational approach is appropriate
for children as a whole. The notion that only the most
severely affected should be granted reprieve, while
all others must continue to endure the distressing
narrative, underscores the contradiction at the heart
of this approach.

The recognition that some children will experience
significant distress from climate discussions (Corr,
2011; Clayton, 2020) implicitly acknowledges
a fundamental psychological principle—that the
expectation of harm can, in itself, cause harm. This
aligns with the nocebo effect, where anticipating
negative heightens emotional and
physiological distress, even in the absence of direct
harm (Rossettini et al., 2019). By institutionalising
climate anxiety through school curricula and
interventions, educators risk reinforcing fear
rather than alleviating it. This is an example of an
iatrogenic effect, where a well-intentioned response,
such as structured climate discussions or anxiety
interventions, may inadvertently deepen
anxiety, making children more sensitive to distressing
environmental narratives they encounter elsewhere.
Rather than fostering resilience, this approach risks
amplifying fear and learned helplessness, ultimately
worsening the very anxiety it seeks to address.

outcomes

eco-

17 Educational resources used in Australian classrooms frequently encourage personal responsibility for global environmental
issues. These include suggested behavioural changes like choosing renewable energy and altering food consumption habits.
See “Climate Change Actions,” Cool.org, accessed 21 May 2025: https://cool.org/factsheets/ climate-change-actions




Why Target Younger Children?

From a psychological perspective, younger
children are particularly susceptible to authority
influence and social conditioning, partly due
to their aforementioned “concrete operational
stage” of cognitive development. When exposed
to emotionally intense messaging about climate
catastrophe, their natural response is anxiety, guilt,
and an urgent desire to ‘fix’ the problem, often
through simplistic solutions.

This cognitive immaturity makes them particularly
vulnerable to narratives that frame the issue in
black-and-white terms—adults (particularly political
leaders and corporations) as villains, and young
people as the heroes who must ‘save the planet’.
This is a powerful ideological tool, as it bypasses the
natural scepticism and critical thinking that develops
in adolescence and adulthood, instilling a sense of
urgency and moral absolutism in young minds.

This messaging occurs before children have
developed the cognitive resources necessary to
critically evaluate the collective goals, effectively
enlisting them in a movement they do not yet fully
comprehend. By the time they attain the capacity

“The Lightning” by Evie, 7 years

“I wanted to show how dangerous
storms and flooding can be, that
thunder and lightning can scare animals
and babies. Please stop making pollution
in the air and always pick up rubbish,
even if it’s not yours. Earth is the only
home we will have so please keep the

" . o . : »]8
for critical analysis, cognitive biases such as Earth tzdy and Safe.
confirmation bias make it increasingly difficult for
them to reassess or alter their initial stance.
18 Guardian Staff, “Breathing, bushfires and ‘litle bees’: children make art for the climate crisis — in pictures,” The Guardian,

6 November 2023: https://www.theguardian.com/culture/gallery /2023 /nov/06/ adelaide-festival-2024-school-

children-climate-crisis-art-gallery-in-pictures.
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Recommendations for Policy and Practice

Current climate education in primary schools often
presents complex and overwhelming environmental
issues without considering the cognitive and emotional
limitations of young children. Rather than fostering
constructive engagement, this approach risks inducing
anxiety, feelings of helplessness, and disengagement.

To ensure a psychologically sustainable approach
to environmental education, a reformed framework
must prioritise developmental appropriateness by
the following:

* Abolish the Cross-Curriculum Priority of
Sustainability: Climate change education
should be confined to relevant science-based
contexts and introduced at developmentally
appropriate ages.

e Delay Climate Education until at least
Secondary School (if at all, subject to further
research and investigation).

* Rebalance Curriculum Time: Prioritise the
core competencies of literacy and numeracy in
primary education. These are foundational skills
upon which all future learning depends.

* Ensure mental health professionals focus on
resilience-building rather than distress validation.

Climate Anxiety in Pre-Adolescent Children

Primary school education should re-focus and
return to reinstating the basic values of care for
one’s immediate environment. This can be achieved
by developing the following values and skills in
young children:

1. Connection with and Appreciation of Nature

Encourage children to spend time outdoors,
exploring and appreciating the natural
world. Teach them to notice and care for
plants, animals, and natural spaces.

2. Personal Responsibility and Stewardship

Teach children that they have a role in taking
care of their surroundings (e.g., cleaning
up after themselves, taking care of a pet,
watering plants). Frame sustainability as an
act of respect and care, rather than a burden.

3. Gratitude for Resources

Help children understand where things come
from (e.g., food, water, materials) to instil an
appreciation for resources. Simple activities
like gardening or visiting a farm can make
this lesson tangible.

4. Hopefulness and a Growth Mindset

Avoid doomsday narratives and instead
highlight positive stories of change and
innovation. Show children that humans have
always found ways to solve problems, and
they can too.

Reforming climate education policies is essential to
ensuring that children develop a lifelong commitment
to environmental responsibility without experiencing
unnecessary psychological distress. By prioritising
developmentally appropriate content, emphasising
local and tangible actions, leveraging positive
framing, and integrating mental health safeguards,
environmental education can inform the next
generation rather than overwhelming them with fear.
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Final Thoughts

Childhood is a critical developmental period, not just
for cognitive growth but for the formation of emotional
resilience, problem-solving skills, and a healthy sense
of agency. Yet, in an urgency to address climate
change, the education system has inadvertently
placed an overwhelming psychological burden on
children, one that does not empower them, but instead
fosters fear, helplessness, and disengagement.

As this paper has argued, young children lack the
cognitive capacity to fully understand complex,
abstract threats like climate change. Their developing
brains, still reliant on concrete and immediate
experiences, are poorly equipped to process
probabilistic reasoning, systemic global challenges,
and long-term consequences.

Research in neuroscience and developmental
psychology consistently demonstrates that children
require both cognitive maturity and a sense of control
over their environment to engage meaningfully
with complex societal issues. Without these, fear-
based messaging about climate change becomes
psychologically counterproductive.

We must acknowledge that the current approach
to climate education is not achieving its intended
goals. Rather than fostering the next generation of
environmental stewards, it is leaving many children
feeling hopeless about their future and believing
that the world will not be liveable by the time they
reach adulthood.

The embedding of climate change education in
primary education extends beyond merely instilling
concern; it actively fosters a sense of learned
helplessness while simultaneously offering collective
climate action as the sole remedy. Although largely
symbolic, this approach remains highly effective due
to its reinforcement mechanisms. From a behavioural
perspective, the pattern follows a predictable cycle:
first, children are convinced that human activity poses
a grave threat to the planet; next, they are encouraged
to ruminate on the negative consequences; this, in
turn, elicits distress, compounded by the absence of
any viable individual solution; they are then presented
with a ritualistic form of collective action, reinforced

by strong social validation; finally, this action
temporarily alleviates their distress—only for the
cycle to repeat itself. This process conditions children
to associate emotional relief with adherence to
activist-driven narratives, reinforcing both ideological
commitment and dependence on collective activism
for psychological regulation.
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Figure 1: The Psychological Cycle of Climate Messaging

While many educators are motivated by genuine
concern and a desire to prepare children for the
future, the methods used can unintentionally prioritise
activism over developmental appropriateness. By
rethinking how climate change is introduced and the
time at which it is infroduced in educational settings,
it is possible to mitigate the psychological burden of
guilt while still fostering environmental awareness
and responsibility in a way that is healthy, productive,
and age-appropriate.

If we are to truly prepare young people to address
environmental challenges in the future, we must first
ensure that they develop the cognitive and emotional
foundations necessary to do so, backed up by a strong
foundation in academic rigour. Childhood should not
be consumed by existential dread but should instead
be a time of exploration, curiosity, and connection
with the natural world. By prioritising age-appropriate
environmental  education, rooted in  tangible
experiences, positive action, and a sense of agency,
we can cultivate a generation that cares deeply about
the planet without carrying a burden they are not yet
equipped to bear.
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