Teacher Inset Day:
Easing children’s eco-anxiety by teaching
proactive sustainability

Introduction
Saint David Attenborough (as we call him) inspired us to set up a local milkround in Colne,
Lancashire, in 2018. We'd been watching BBC's Blue Planet and were shocked by the
amount of plastic in our oceans. So, we wanted to do something about it.
A traditional milkround with reusable glass bottles seemed like an obvious solution to
plastic waste and our throwaway culture. The Modern Milkman has since grown from four
friends and a beat-up truck to a network of milkmen and women
(eco-warriors on earlies) supplied by independent dairies.
Children are worried about the environment. So, we'd like to empower them to take
positive action in their community to help ease their fears. And the following pages
provide an outline for a sustainability-focused inset day to reduce eco-anxiety and create
a positive environmental outlook at school.

Framework for the day
We've broken the day down into six digestible chunks. Sustainability is a big topic, which can become
overwhelming. But by walking through the steps below, we hope your school can lead the way by creating
change in the community.
Framing the problem
School sustainability Pledge
How to discuss the issue with children to reduce eco-anxiety
Creating change in the classroom
How to build a sustainable community
Summarising the day

Timeline for the day
We've pulled together a quick overview of what your sustainability inset day
could look like.

TIME

ACTIVITY

8.30 – 9.00

Breakfast

9.00- 10.00

Framing the problem

10.00 - 10:45

School Sustainability pledge

10.45 - 11.00

Break

11.00- 11.30

How to discuss the issue with children to reduce eco-anxiety

11.30 - 12.15

Creating change in the classroom

12.15 -1.00

Lunch

1.00- 1.45

Creating change in the classroom (continued)

1.45 - 2.00

Break

2.00 -2.30

How to build a sustainable community

2.30-3.15

Summarising the day

Section 1:

Framing the problem
What is eco-anxiety?
Eco-anxiety refers to a fear of environmental damage or disaster. This anxiety stems from
current environmental problems and predictions, including disastrous but potentially
avoidable climate change forecasts.

Why is eco-anxiety a problem for children?

of young people are worried
about the future

of young people say the problem of
climate change is important to them

1 in 3 teachers are seeing a high
level of eco-anxiety in students

Global Action Plan Research,
2020

BBC Newsround survey, 2020

Global Action Plan Research,
2020

“Young people are clearly worried about climate change and their futures.
Public figures like David Attenborough and Greta Thunberg have helped
young people to voice their worries and we have to make sure that we as
adults listen to them and empower them by giving talks at school and in
their communities to help them become involved in positive change”
Emma Citron, Consultant clinical child psychologist

Section 1:

Framing the problem
Why is climate change so important?
The world is warming because of fossil fuel emissions. And extreme weather events linked to climate change
are intensifying, including heatwaves, floods, and forest fires. The past decade was the warmest on record, and
governments agree urgent collective action is needed.
The climate crisis is a cumulation of many factors which affect our planet's health. While this topic can seem
too big for one person, there are loads of small changes we can all make that will contribute to the big solution.

What is the plastic problem?
Plastic production and pollution are fuelling climate change. The plastic production process already has a
carbon footprint larger than the UK's. And if the growth in production continues at its current rate, the plastic
industry could account for 20 per cent of the world's total oil consumption by 2050. In addition, the burning of
plastic (as a waste disposal method) significantly contributes to emissions.
These hard facts are a wake-up call about the existential and intertwined threat that plastic pollution poses to
marine, human and planetary health. But, while the numbers are shocking, this is not an unsolvable problem.
The world needs to use much less plastic, and the plastic we produce should be valued, reused and recycled
as much as possible. And the producers of plastic products and packaging need to bear the responsibility of
reducing its negative impact on the environment.

Activity 1
How much do your staff know about the plastic problem? Break up the day by asking them these simple
plastic pollution questions.

QUESTION

ANSWER

What year will plastics outnumber fish in the ocean?

2050

How long does it take plastic to break down?

Forever

How much of our oceans are polluted by plastic?

40%

How many pieces of plastic end up in our Oceans every day?

8 million

How many plastic bottles are bought every minute?

1 million

Section 2:

School Sustainability Pledge
Why take a pledge?
A school sustainability pledge allows your school, teachers and children to focus their time and energy on making
real change within their environment. By having a clear set of goals, you can break these down into smaller
digestible chunks to attack across the term.
A pledge makes a statement to the community, parents and ultimately children that you are taking action to
reduce the plastic problem and lead a proactive approach to create change.

Activity 2
Break up into groups and highlight where there is a build-up of plastic within the school.

Tip:

Split the school up into areas for groups to focus on, for example:
Staffroom, classroom, hallway, sports field, canteen or reception
Each group must now go away for 10 mins and think of three plastic issue areas, for example:
Staffroom: plastic milk containers, plastic lunch waste and plastic coffee cups
Once the groups are back, take 20 mins to discuss their findings.
Finally, spend 15 mins as a group deciding on the ten pledge points your school will focus on
for the term.

Tip:

Half-baked cookies are ok (metaphorically speaking)!
Half-baked cookies are the starting point of an idea.
The point is to open up the discussion.

Section 3:

How to discuss and reduce
eco-anxiety with children
No one person will solve a massive global issue like climate change. But working toward solving the problem
can help children feel more empowered. "Helping kids find things that they can do to improve the situation is a
great way to lower their anxiety," Haase says.
Eco-anxiety isn't necessarily a bad thing either in children and can actually alert them to the need to deal with
a problem.
"We want kids to be able to care about things that are being damaged," says psychiatrist Elizabeth Haase, chair
of the Committee on Climate Change and Mental Health for the American Psychiatric Association. "These are
very healthy traits in kids - for them to be worried about things going wrong in the natural world."

Here are three steps to discussing the
issue with children to ease eco-anxiety:
Talk about the solutions.
Discussing the positive things that people are doing to address climate change can be helpful for kids.
Normalise the fact that this is a highly complex problem, but that millions of people worldwide are working to
solve it. These things build optimism, hope, and a sense of collective spirit. Focus on good-news stories, such
as local litter picking groups or the school sustainability pledge.

Show kids, it's not all on them.
It's important to let children know that the world's fate doesn't rest on their shoulders. Focus on the collective
power of the class and reducing plastic together

Organise proactive plastic reducing activities.
Decide as a class the ways you want to reduce plastic. By tracking and counting changes in plastic use,
children can feel empowered by their actions.

Section 4:

Creating change in the classroom
Activity 3
Break out into groups again. Spend the first session discussing the potential ways to bring the issue of
plastic pollution to the classroom.

Examples below:
• Plastic waste collection points
• Create change champions
• Receives a badge
• Reports in assembly on the amount of plastic collected - aim to see a reduction in plastic periodically over
the term
• Classroom plastic corner
• Focus on an ocean theme
• A good news story wall
• Books inspired by the ocean or plastic pollution
Spend the next session agreeing on what each teacher will carry out in their classroom and who will run more
extensive school initiatives.

Section 5:

How to build a sustainable community
Activity 4
Spend 15 mins discussing local community groups and how to incorporate them into the school.

For example:
• Is there a local litter picking group within the area?
• Could you arrange for a local councillor to come and speak about how they are supporting recycling
in the community?

Section 6:

Summarising the day
Activity 5
Take the remaining time to review the day. What actions is each team member taking away and
implementing into the school or the classroom?

NAME

ACTIONS

NOTES

NOTES

Thanks for reading

