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This document offers insight for navigating the social, emotional, and cognitive challenges a 
Study Circle or workshop participant may experience, based on our experiences teaching and 
evaluating Study Circles and Beginner Workshops since 2010. The curriculum and network 
design are intentionally set up to support facilitators and NNOCCI network members on their 
change agent journeys.  In this document we’ve highlighted examples of how these different 
pieces support the journey using the symbols on the right.  Understanding these dynamics will 
equip you as co-facilitators to recognize what can be done to build a safe learning environment 
to help achieve our broader goals.  
 
The main authors of this document were Anna Marie Trester of FrameWorks Institute, Kate 
Flinner of New Knowledge Organization, and Hannah Pickard of New England Aquarium. 
FrameWorks, New Knowledge and New England Aquarium were the primary architects of the 
NNOCCI Study Circle curriculum and each played a role in mentoring new Study Circle co-
facilitators during 2010-2017. Trusted NNOCCI facilitators and staff (Janan Evans Wilent, Jerran 
Orwig, Jess Reese, Annette Brickley, and John Anderson) provided additional insight for this 
document.  Together, we have monitored trends and experimented with how to address these 
common challenges.  This document is the product of our collective knowledge.  

 

How Attending to Social,  
Emotional & Cognitive  
Dimensions of Learning Builds a 
Network of Change Agents: 

Background, Theory, & Guiding Principles for Facilitating NNOCCI Trainings 

Why Social & Emotional Learning Are Key to Our Approach 

As a network, NNOCCI understands that in order to have productive 
national climate change dialogue we need to increase the effectiveness of 
our conversations to empower and engage our citizen neighbors. We at 
NNOCCI are focused squarely on the outcomes: improving scientific 
understanding, increasing a sense of hope, and increasing the likelihood 
that people will take civic action.  
 
To accomplish these goals, we need to change the way we understand 
and talk about climate change and potential solutions. As much as this is a 
strategy for the general public, it is also a strategy we have for our 
community of informal educators and scientists. In order for our 
interactions to achieve these outcomes, we have to anticipate that our 

current communications strategies will/may not be the ones that will get us to our goals. Acknowledging 
that the outcome of a message may be different from our intended purpose for it, we recognize that 
understanding the way in which people process climate and ocean information and their feelings about 
these issues is key to building more effective communications. While one can appreciate that learning new 
strategies will feel different, emotionally experiencing the learning process can be challenging – and often 
quite unexpectedly so.  
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To prepare communicators to break the social norm of silence around climate change and to feel 
comfortable approaching strangers with unfamiliar ways of communicating, it is imperative to address all 
aspects of their learning - supporting not only their intellectual development, but also their social and 
emotional needs as they grow and develop new skills. For this reason, the NNOCCI curriculum intentionally 
focuses on building a community of peers who support each other as they practice and build confidence in 
their capabilities as climate communicators and change-makers. 

NNOCCI’s most important outcome of training is to increase a science communicator’s sense of self-efficacy.  
Self-efficacy, or a belief in one’s own capability to achieve objectives, plays a role in almost everything we 
do, from small daily tasks to long-term personal and professional aspirations.  A communicator’s sense of 
self-efficacy directly effects their ability and willingness to talk about climate change.  Social support is key 
ingredient in bolstering self-efficacy.  To that end, the NNOCCI training approach combines peer-to-peer 
teaching, group learning, and membership in a supportive Community of Practice.  A Community of Practice 
is a group of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as 
they interact regularly (Wenger, Trayner, & de Laat, 2011). Additional social support comes from the 
accountability of working closely with institutional partners who participate in the training.  
 
Related to their self-efficacy, NNOCCI alumni also experience an increase in hope for implementing solutions 
to climate change threats. Hope is important because research has shown that those who are more hopeful 
about climate change are more likely to stay engaged with the issue (Ojala, 2012). NNOCCI members 
become significantly more likely to talk about climate change with their audiences and peers because of 
their increased feelings of self-efficacy and hope, and the social support benefits provided by the training 
and network membership. In turn, their audiences are significantly more likely to understand the science of 
climate change, to feel increased hope for climate change solutions, and demonstrate increased intentions 
of taking community-focused actions for climate change solutions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Why the NNOCCI Training Works 

What is Success for a Co-Facilitator? 

Success is keeping everyone moving in the direction of giving Strategic Framing® a try, knowing that 
common cognitive, emotional and social issues may affect a participants’ engagement with the learning 
process and their cohort colleagues.  

Figure 1. A visual representation of the 
process, with the weight of the arrows 
showing the strength of the connections 
among emotions, actions, and thoughts. 
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The following sections describe examples and observable indicators of a participant who may be struggling 
during the Study Circle process. We often refer to these indicators as “signs of resistance,” as they often 
appear in instances when participants disengage and may cause others to disengage. These examples of 
“resistance” may also describe communicators who may be reflecting on training, education, and other 
experiences different from the NNOCCI approach. Our network is stronger because of the diversity of 
perspectives and experiences. As facilitator, you are a gatekeeper ensuring that the new voices in our 
community share an understanding of what NNOCCI is and how powerful Strategic Framing is for our roles 
as climate communicators. 
 
The work is challenging but exhilarating: expressions of resistance are normal and are not evidence of failure 
or an indication that there is something wrong with the curriculum. When we flip our mindset away from 
thinking of this behavior as resistance to instead seeing the behavior as cohort members’ efforts to 
overcome learning challenges, facilitators can find opportunities to guide new learning and growth. Your 
role as facilitator is to respect the concerns by understanding what might be going on and respond 
appropriately to keep the group and/or the individual on track. We hope that you find comfort in knowing 
that these challenge patterns happen across Study Circles and NNOCCI workshops, and positive outcomes 
have continued to emerge regularly. We believe that having insight into how the training is designed to 
anticipate and moderate common challenges will help you as a facilitator navigate these issues in a 
supportive way.  
 
Because each Study Circle member works through ideas and concepts in their own time, learners may 
experience breakthroughs, insights, or challenges at different moments in the training. Some might be all in 
after the first meeting, while for others their enthusiasm and commitment might not emerge until the last 
meeting, or even after the training is over. Knowing that a participant’s acceptance of the NNOCCI approach 
may happen at any time, your task is to attend to the social and emotional needs of participants as they 
arise. 
 
The common challenges that impact a participant’s or group engagement are tied to:  

 Nature of Being a Climate Communicator or Environmental Scientist 

 Emotional Responses to Barriers 
 Anxiety about Deniers and Confrontation 

 Negative Emotions when Encountering Institutional Barriers 
 Frustration with Political Norms & Systems 

 Learning about Communications & Cognitive Science 
 Struggling with the Nuances of Strategic Framing 

 Discomfort being in the Learner’s Seat 
 Feeling Overwhelmed by Needing to Move from Learner to Trainer 

 Learning about Climate Science 
 Roles within the Cohort 

 
When encountering expressions of cognitive, social, and emotional challenges a valuable facilitation 
tactic is to acknowledge what you are seeing in the moment and reflect back to the group how and 
why you responded as you did . This approach helps participants process what is going on and 
understand the facilitator’s role. This facilitation practice also models facilitation skills for participants, who 
will soon be trainers faced with similar challenges.  
 

The Challenges & How to Navigate Them 
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Study Circle members will bring emotional experiences to the training. 
These experiences may affect how they engage with the training, each 
other, and co-facilitators. Environmental communicators’ work is complex 
and guided by multiple perspectives. While no two educators’ work is 
exactly the same, many have similar emotional experiences that come to a 
head when talking about issues like climate change. In this section, we will 
continue to refer to educators, because they have been the focus of 
research in the past. However, please keep scientists in mind as you think 
about this aspect of the challenge. Although research has not focused on 
climate scientists, the nature of their work overlaps a great deal with that 
of educators, so we can assume that they experience many of the same 
challenges and stressors as educators.  

 
Research has shown that many environmental educators may live with a high degree of stress as a result of 
speaking, observing, and thinking about human-caused environmental degradation on a regular basis 
(Albrecht, 2007; Fraser & Brandt, 2013; Fraser et al., 2013). The nature of environmental educators’ high-
contact work with the public requires them to mask or suppress the feelings of distress in order to 
productively engage with their audiences. When working directly with audiences, or observing public 
dialogue about environmental issues, educators often perceive that others do not share their commitment 
to pro-environmental values and actions. This repeated perception can be upsetting. If educators feel they 
are in the minority opinion on environmental issues, they can also experience feelings of isolation owing to 
this sense of distance from others’ priorities. In addition, many have anxiety about confrontations with 
audiences who disagree with an environmental message. There is a desire to turn any possible 
confrontation into a conversation, which NNOCCI principles address, but there is an inherent fear and 
anxiety of this facet going into training. 
 
Having opportunities for educators to address their emotions can reduce the intensity of these feelings and 
prevent a cyclical and damaging emotional grind. Researchers have found that environmental educators’ 
continual experience of stress, distress, worry, and isolation can begin to look like symptoms of 
trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder (Fraser et al., 2013). Therefore, our curriculum includes 
activities and an approach that acknowledge emotional dimensions of our experiences in productive 
ways–the Lift It Up/Roll It up activity is an example.  There will also be times that you will need to 
prioritize an emotional conversation if it pops up organically . For example, emotional conversations 
often happen on the day of science presentations as people are learning about distressing research 
on climate impacts and the scale of the problem. These conversations also sometimes emerge on the 
Questions & Ah-ha boards. 
 
With the Study Circle members’ opportunity to work closely with peers who share their environmental 
values, the group needs the chance to express their experience of emotional distress with each other. You 
want to avoid them thinking, “I’m finally among people who feel the same way! But I now can’t seem to talk 
about it…” The group may disengage if they feel expressed feelings are dismissed. In the Lift It Up/
Roll It Up activity, for example, we are honoring and acknowledging our fears.  We ask participants 
to write down their hopes and fears on a piece of paper, share it with the room, then offer the 
papers to be wrapped up together and saved for later. Here, we provide a brief opportunity in the beginning 
of the training to express deep fears and concerns, as well as the chance to set those aside if desired. It 
provides a starting off point where participants understand they can talk about deeply held emotions as 

Nature of Being a Climate Communicator or Environmental Scientist 
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needed. It is also a moment where we are being explicit about 
centering our learning around our hopes and not our fears. As 

a Co-facilitator, it is important to be intentional with 
your words so as to not allow the group to be 
distracted by diving too deeply into the groups fears, 

but yet not communicate that we are asking them to bury 
their feelings to move forward . Some of the most important 
moments for learning and social cohesion during the training 
are when the group comes together to support a distressed 
colleague, and so setting this intention/tone at the outset is 
crucial for future success .   

Emotional responses to barriers also shape how participants respond to the training. Any type of barrier – 
whether real or perceived – has the same effect on an individual and should be acknowledged respectfully. 
Below we discuss common barriers and how to handle them. 
 

Anxiety about Deniers & Confrontation 
One of the first hurdles for many climate communicators is the fear of facing an aggressive climate denier. 
Deniers are an easy way to access the fear, anxiety and emotional weight of communicating about climate 
change.  In media, dialogue about climate change is often portrayed as a heated argument between a denier 
of and proponent for the science behind climate change. In many cases, mass media gives a platform to a 
vocal climate change denier, sometimes lacking a balanced and reasonable counterpoint to accurately 
explain climate science. For some participants, family members and friends repeatedly deny climate change. 
As a result, NNOCCI participants may anticipate opposition, anger, dismissal and people trying to undermine 
their credibility during conversations about climate change. For some, anxiety about confronting a denier 
creates a larger-than-life monster particularly in a public setting. 
 
Some communicators may express concern about not knowing how to stop an interaction that 
becomes negative. At this point, remind participants that our goals are not about winning an 
argument, but engaging in a conversation where people can participate calmly and openly.  It’s 
okay if you don’t convince someone to agree with you. Success in a conversation is being able to 
maintain a level-headed tone and exchange ideas. If the conversation is getting heated, it is okay to say, 
“thank you for your ideas” and walk away. By remembering NNOCCI strategies and keeping calm, you are 
changing the interaction from debate to conversation, and perhaps opening a door as someone they can 
talk to or ask questions with. Every audience member who denies climate science may not be converted, but 
by holding productive conversations communicators make progress in unforeseen ways.   
 
It’s important to not let anxiety over a possible interaction with a denier be an obstacle to testing out these 
new tools. The NNOCCI training tries to help members understand that deniers are just people, and we all 
have things in common that can be good bridges into a conversation. Facilitators guide members to 
have empathy and maintain curiosity about what’s behind people’s views – this approach will help 
keep the tone civil and allow the conversation to stay values-focused. Facilitators can also 
emphasize that members can forgive themselves for not being perfect . There will always be a new 
day and a new conversation to try again. 
 
Practice is key to moving beyond this fear, specifically practicing with people who are not in the 
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Emotional Responses to Barriers 
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Study Circle. When participants see first-hand how these tools change 
the conversation and try multiple attempts they will experience crucial 
ah-ha moments.  Ensuring that the Study Circle is a safe place to 
practice and fail, and coaching someone to let go of being 
perfect is the first step to build the confidence they need to try 
it outside of the cohort.  Coach participants to start with people they 
trust.  Practicing, at first, may feel silly or uncomfortable, but in time it 
becomes easier, more comfortable, and more natural. The 
bridge and pivot lesson and all the framing-on-your-feet 
practice is crucial to building a person’s sense of self-efficacy 
and willingness to practice outside of the cohort.  
 

 
Negative Emotions when Encountering Institutional Barriers  
Some emotional experiences stem from the effects of different types of institutional barriers, which 
can leave individuals feeling isolated, powerless, frustrated, and discouraged. These emotions can 
affect how members experience the training and what they do after the training. Co-facilitators can 
leverage their skills and resources from the NNOCCI community to empower members who are 
challenged by institutional factors. 
 
Some NNOCCI members struggle to gain support from their supervisors. A lack of support typically takes the 
form of not being given the resources required to realize a member’s goals. Research has shown that people 
in high stress jobs are more likely to experience exhaustion or magnified stress when they lack support from 
their supervisor (Constable & Russell, 2010; Dormann & Zapf, 1999). Most commonly in the NNOCCI context, 
members are not given enough time or budget to effectively participate in the NNOCCI training or 
implement new skills after the training is complete. It is important for co-facilitators to know if 
participants face this challenge during the training, so that these individuals are not harshly judged 
for their level of participation and are supported.  As a co-facilitator, you can help them prioritize 
assignments, readings, and other activities to make sure they are doing the core work of the training. If 
necessary, you or a leader in the NNOCCI community can contact the supervisor to make sure everyone is on 

the same page about the training requirements that each institution agrees 
to.  
 
As NNOCCI members begin to implement climate change messaging, they 
occasionally encounter barriers related to their institution’s culture. Cultural 
barriers occur when participants try to incorporate climate change messaging 
into programs and other institutional endeavors, and aren’t able to get the 
buy-in or traction they envisioned. This problem can happen when 
departments who play different roles in institutional messaging operate in 
silos. For instance, a NNOCCI member might be able to rally the education 
staff, but cannot convince the keeper staff to use the same messaging during 
chats. Related to institutional cultural challenge is navigating organizational 

hierarchy. The hierarchy often includes stakeholders, like board members, who are not experienced with the 
NNOCCI method and have strong opinions about how communications should be done.  
 
Finally, some NNOCCI members may experience challenges with their institutional partners. Partners might 
leave the institution during NNOCCI training or after it is complete. Or they may lack interest in or 
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commitment to the training. A partner’s physical or mental 
absence can cause the remaining partner to lose momentum, 
feel a sense of isolation, and miss out on social and emotional 
support. Here, co-facilitators may need to provide 
extra support and spend extra time with the 
remaining partner.  It’s also helpful to remember that 
the alumni themselves are also resources to each 
other.  
 
While institutional barriers can seem overwhelming and 

outside of NNOCCI’s control, there is a lot that co-facilitators can do. If a communicator is feeling 
negative emotions due to challenges at their institution, NNOCCI co-facilitators and other members 
should show how the NNOCCI community supports the individual.  Asking questions and listening 
helps the person feel acknowledged, as is empathizing that their problems are legitimate, common, 
and a hard context to work within. Connecting those individuals to other network members who 
have experienced similar problems can be instrumental in feeling a sense of camaraderie and 
developing solutions to institutional barriers.  Building the knowledge of resources available on 
ClimateInterpreter.org can also be useful so that NNOCCI members know that they don’t have to re-create 
the wheel if they aren’t able to make their own resources. At the end of the training, members who are 
struggling with institutional support may need to adjust their expectations for what they can 
accomplish. Rather than revising all programs and exhibits with NNOCCI-style communications, 
these individuals’ action plans might instead focus on slowly building awareness and enthusiasm for 
the new knowledge they bring back. Working on an action plan with a supervisor is another way to 
build a realistic and appropriate timeline for their next steps.  

 
Even for members who have the benefit of institutional support, a variety of 
institutional barriers are still common. Throughout the training it’s important to 
convey that we don’t expect massive change overnight. Even for the most 
committed organizations it takes years to see large-scale change. The road to 
change might be in fits and starts, or even a few steps backwards for 
every step forward. Encourage action plans to be realistic, starting 
small to get early wins, and anticipate a long timeline. Guilt about not 
getting enough done is common but unproductive. It’s important to be honest 
about what works and what doesn’t, be flexible and open to change. We 
sometimes refer to NNOCCI members as “ninjas” because our work is 
opportunistic, it moves slowly, and often in the background . While we always 
want to showcase the major achievements of our NNOCCI members, it’s also 

important to shine a spotlight on the modest, but meaningful victories.   
 

Frustration with Political Norms & Systems 
Some NNOCCI members encounter barriers in their institution or region’s 

political norms or laws. For instance, some state governments have banned 

the mention of climate change in state-funded facilities, while some 

institutions have also placed restrictions on talking about climate 

change. Similarly, some NNOCCI members perceive that their area’s 

political culture discourages discussion of climate change. When faced 

with these challenges, communicators often feel powerlessness. The 

broader NNOCCI community is key to providing the support these participants 
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may need. Members have already navigated these difficult 

situations and continue to do so. The network has leaders 

who have found success operating under these restrictions 

and can provide insight and strength to think creatively and 

keep going.  Work with the Membership Committee to 

connect participants to network members and help you share 

network success stories to keep participants hopeful 

that these contexts don’t have to dictate their 

success. 

 
 
 
For people who are not familiar with communications as a field or a science, the learning curve to becoming 
critical consumers of language can be difficult. In the context of this learning, it is important to be sensitive 
to the different needs of the educators and the Science Fellows since their prior experiences with 
communicating, their relationship to climate science, and their audiences are varied. All members bring a 
depth of professional experience in fields where effective communication is valued. Co-facilitators should 
keep in mind how frustrating it is to learn, particularly as a seasoned professional, that something as 
seemingly straightforward as effectively communicating with our audiences now needs to be re-learned, re-
evaluated, and further developed. 
 

Struggling with the Nuances of Strategic Framing 
New framers often experience confusion and frustration at the technicalities of Strategic Framing, especially 
when it feels counter-intuitive. Being overwhelmed by this may lead people to want to reject it as a method.  
Here co-facilitators can remember to reiterate that many approaches that have been seen as 
environmental communication “best practices” actually backfire and produce the opposite result 

that we want. Reinforce the value that these tools are tested for 
their ability to build issue engagement and support in 
conversations about climate change and ocean change solutions .  
 
Remember to talk to participants about your own experience and 
cognitive challenges as a beginning framer . Sharing and reflecting 
on your final project video in the first meeting is a way that the 
curriculum supports your modeling of this journey and opens the 
door to have the social and emotional support that a participant 
might need from you, and you might need from a participant to keep on 
learning.    As a co-facilitator, you can share how you learned to 
check for biases in your own communication – like acknowledging 
how people don’t necessarily respond to scientific arguments the 
way you do, or that their reason to care about climate change is different 

than your own.  This work is cognitively demanding: it takes time, patience, and practice to learn to 
recognize and analyze patterns of thought and apply strategic tools within your own communications. As 
participants begin to feel the rhythm of the course, the pieces start to fall into place as they did for you. And 
reminding participants that learning Strategic Framing is like learning a new language can be a helpful 
metaphor for the work ahead.   
 
Participants may enter the course looking to build their knowledge of climate science and solutions because 

Learning About Communications & Cognitive Science 
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they feel like that’s what’s missing from their communications toolbox. They may express desire to get to 
those curriculum elements quickly, or will try to incorporate them into their practice of the early elements. 
Sometimes they do this because they haven’t fully grasped how different framing is from how they 
previously communicated. Sometimes it is because starting a conversation without knowing where 
it is going to end feels uncomfortable.  As a co-facilitator you don’t want to critique them on 
something you haven’t taught, but you also don’t want people to have to unlearn it. You want to be 
careful not to discourage participants or diminish their excitement as they learn new elements. 
Begin each lesson by reiterating the importance of taking our time on each frame element, and 
reminding people where we are in the Study Circle journey as a group . Starting and closing with the 
Journey Slide is an important grounding image to keep everyone on track.  Focus feedback on the 
rubric, and be explicit that you are not giving feedback on the unlearned elements so you can maximize 
learning of the nuances of each element.  Making this 
facilitator practice routine is key to its success.    
 

Discomfort Being in the Learner’s Seat 

For some participants, being in the learner role itself can be 
challenging. The Study Circle cohorts are filled with people 
who are successful in their careers and highly trusted by 
their organizations. In the face of new information, 
especially information that does not easily gel with what 
they know or have experienced, Study Circle members (like 
all people) may be inclined to reject it rather than try it. 
We’ve seen this sentiment expressed in a few different 
ways: as doubts about the effectiveness of the approach, 
feeling an urgency to share the full scale of the climate crisis, or seeing NNOCCI as “the new fad” in a long 
line of educational approaches. Sometimes, participants are overwhelmed by thinking that all visitor 
communication needs to be reframed.  They will refer to addressing Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, a theory 
taught by the National Association of Interpretation, in which interpreters understand the 
importance of taking care of a visitor’s basic needs, like knowing where the bathrooms are, in order 
to set them up to receive the environmental messages of their visit.  The key to helping them 
process this discomfort is a reminder that we’re focusing on tweaking communication aimed at building 
hope, ocean and climate knowledge, and civic engagement, not all visitor communication .   
 
Participants might feel criticized, overwhelmed or even defensive. Others can’t let go of perfection and 
become nervous about making mistakes as they try this new way of communicating. To ease the 
learning process for these participants, co-facilitators should acknowledge and highlight the 
expertise among educators and scientists in the room, and ask Study Circle members to draw on 
their professional experience as much as possible . At the same time, co-facilitators can and should reiterate 
that the training in a new communication approach will feel funny for many, but that a new approach can be 
assimilated into other professional approaches after Study Circle members learn it and feel confident about 
using it.    
 
We often hear fears that, by using Strategic Framing, we are trying to manipulate people. This concern often 
comes up in the Bridge and Pivot Lesson, and in the early days of the Study Circle. People’s prior experience 
analyzing how language choice influences outcomes is often from the political realm, and so the discomfort 
makes sense. However, language exists to shape understanding, and we are constantly making 
communication choices to effectively convey our message. Thus, knowing that we are always instinctively 
framing communication in our lives, it makes sense to learn how to frame strategically and make the most 
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out of our climate change communication opportunities.  
 

Feeling Overwhelmed by Needing to Move from Learner to Trainer 
Because the Study Circle course is intended to make participants trainers, some participants feel panicked 

when they first learn about the field of communications and 
cognitive science.  It feels overwhelming to go from learner to 
expert, while realizing that much of the content goes against our 
instincts.  We often see this sentiment expressed in fears about 
being able to answer technical questions about FrameWorks 
Institute’s research. This is understandable but it’s important to 
not let these concerns derail practice time. The qualitative and 
quantitative cognitive research is equally rigorous and reviewed 
as traditional scientific research, and even if participants 

are unfamiliar with this type of work, trusting in the methodology and the science is key to trusting 
the outcome. Recommended readings offered as homework throughout the course are available 
to help deepen members’ understanding of the context and the research behind the 
program.  Reminding folks that the final meeting will focus on tools for training others also helps 
participants to set aside this fear for the moment.  
 
To move through all of these challenges, people need to try Strategic Framing and see how the conversation 
results in different outcomes. Don’t spend too much time in the “theory 

bubble” without application. Talking about the theory without 
applying it can build anxiety, which can result in resistance and 
opposition to the strategy. We need new framers to pay 

attention to what happens as a result of speaking in this new way. Do 
they find that it leads to more follow-up questions, longer interactions, 
and more involved conversations? Does it invite more curiosity, 
engagement, and reflection?  
 

Fortunately, the curriculum invests time in practice and as co-
facilitator it is important to hold space for it.  Use the Question 
& A-ha board to keep the meetings moving from theory to 
practice while honoring the participants’ needs.   And don’t 
answer questions that you know the curriculum will get to later- time to 
practice the current topic is more important !  The early 
homework assignments – particularly engaging in conversations 
with friends, family and colleagues – use the built-in trust of 
social groups to create a safe space to practice . The Study Circle cohort 
itself is also designed to be a safe space, to help people feel 
comfortable making mistakes and voicing their concerns . The 
repetitive structure of giving feedback using the Framing 
Fluency Rubric helps to build comfort in receiving and giving 

feedback to their peers in a constructive way and helps them build their skills as a trainer.   
 
 
 
Similarly to the previous challenge with communications and cognitive science, Study Circle participants will 
come with varying levels of comfort with climate science content.  They might perceive that they are the 
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only one who does not understand.  As with other aspects of the curriculum, 
getting people connected and talking to each other can reduce this 
inaccurate perception and increase participation . The inclusion of 
Science Fellows in the cohort is designed to build a safe and trusted 
relationship between educators and scientists that is mutually 
beneficial. As co-facilitators, you can support that relationship building 
so that Science Fellows are seen as trustworthy science experts and 
educators are seen as experts in learning, and encourage them to see 

each other as resources.   
 
To ensure a shared foundation of knowledge, it’s important to check for climate science understanding 
throughout the course. The online Climate Science Lesson is meant to ground people in basic understanding 
and provide opportunity for reflection on learning and comfort with the science. During the day of science 
presentations, make sure questions are being voiced and all equally comprehend the crucial aspects of 

climate science. A good technique for checking for shared knowledge is asking a member of the 
cohort to try to explain to others what they just learned (on a volunteer basis ). This exercise often 
prompts more questions by the group than if the scientist asked for questions. This provides a place 

for the Science Fellows to help their colleagues by 
offering suggestions and modeling explanations, 
which in and of itself is its own framing practice. If 
there are questions that no one can explain, follow 
up with the presenters to provide accurate 
information. The science presentation day is also an 
opportunity for the presenting scientists to reflect 
on their own communication skills, which they are 
often eager to do with the Study Circle participants. 
 
While the science presentation day can be thrilling and illuminating, it can also have a darker side for many 
Study Circle members. Hearing about the severity of climate problems may be overwhelming or depressing. 

Scientists may go into a level of detail that 
individuals may not be ready for, or a level of 
crisis that is hard to manage emotionally. While 
excitement for the science day is generally high 
leading up to the event, the weight of new knowledge 
(depending on the content and how it’s delivered) can be 
paralyzing. In the past, some members have 
reflected that they want to unlearn what they 
have just heard. The emotional challenges are 
important to work through as a group, and may lead you 
to rearrange the agenda. As  always, we want to provide 

the opportunity during Study Circles to express emotional reactions to mitigate feelings of isolation. The 
social bonds, trust, and shared experiences can help lift people out of paralysis and keep them 
moving forward . Remember that it is not necessary, or recommended, for facilitators to be the only 
voice of comfort; allow others to respond before you.   The science field trip day is an excellent place 
to observe and feel the sense of community and shared purpose the group has created for itself 
when members attend to each other’s  emotional needs.  
 
 

A good technique for checking for 
shared knowledge is asking a member 

of the cohort to try to explain to 
others what they just learned (on a 

volunteer basis). 

The science field trip day is an 
excellent place to observe and 

feel the sense of community and 
shared purposed the group has 

created for itself when members 
attend to each other’s emotional 

needs. 
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The cohort arrives with a variety of skills, expertise and interests. An environmental communicator’s identity 
is strongly tied to their work, and so it is imperative to honor their relevant identities and experiences and 
not to ask them to put them away. For example, educators who have a lot of science knowledge or scientists 
who do a lot of outreach may want to acknowledge those skills to establish their place within the 
Study Circle. Giving people time to speak from their positions of authority is important. For example, 
don’t only ask the Science Fellows the science questions. Similarly, you don’t always have to be the 
answer-giver as a co-facilitator.  Homework assignments ask participants to answer each other’s 
questions and the in-person time should allow for this approach as well. Answering each other’s 
questions is a way to engage in the cognitive effort to “think about one’s thinking” and it can help to 
build bonds within the cohort. 

 
Solidifying the peer-to-peer relationship dynamic that makes our model 
effective takes honesty, transparency, and vulnerability on the part of the 
facilitators. It’s helpful to share that leading a bunch of educators and 
scientists can be intimidating, and a public acknowledgement of 
that fact and a plea for empathy can go a long way to breakdown 
walls between teacher and student. As a facilitator, you can 
explain, and repeat occasionally, that you learning too. You are all on this 
journey together and you have been in their shoes.  Fluency takes time and 
practice, but it can be done.  

 

It’s important to keep the social experience of 
Science Fellows in mind during the Study Circle 
process. Their experiences, expertise, and working 
context are different than those of informal 
educators. Because the room is mostly educators, 
it can be easy for a co-facilitator to call everyone 
educators, which can feel exclusionary. If Science 
Fellows’ roles aren’t clearly defined at the 
beginning of the training, and their homework 
assignments are not tailored with an 
acknowledgement of their working contexts, it can 
be emotionally draining and cognitively demanding 
for Fellows to find their purpose within the group. 
Training yourself to call everyone communicators is a good first step. Having one-on-one 
conversations with the Science Fellows before the Study Circle starts can help you develop an 
understanding of their work environment, opportunities for framing practice, and what they 
hope to get out of the course so that you will start on the same page. Pairing a Science Fellow 
with a prior Science Fellow mentor is also a great peer-to-peer way to sustain engagement. Once the Study 
Circle starts it’s important to clearly define Science Fellows’ roles for the whole group to avoid confusion or 
Science Fellows feeling dismissed or unvalued if the group doesn’t use them as a resource.   

Solidifying the peer-to-

peer relationship dynamic 

that makes our model 

effective takes honesty, 

transparency, and 

vulnerability on the part 

of the facilitators. 

If Science Fellows’ roles aren’t clearly 
defined at the beginning of the 
training, and their homework 

assignments are not tailored with an 
acknowledgement of their working 

contexts, it can be emotionally 
draining and cognitively demanding 

for Fellows to find their purpose 
within the group. 

Roles Within the Cohort 
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Just as framing teaches us to promote community-level solutions to the 
issue of climate change, one of the keys to NNOCCI’s success is building 
our sense of community. It is important to “widen the lens” for 
participants about the work they are doing in the Study Circle by 
contextualizing it within the NNOCCI story and reminding them that the 
end of the Study Circle process is the beginning of participation in a wider 
community of framers. The final meeting is a crucial bridge to 
the next step on their journey, and it’s important to be clear 
about resources, support and expectations for participation 
within the greater community.   When challenges arise – and they will – 

NNOCCI members provide a “support group” of concerned and motivated peers who share values, 
skills, and learning. This community can work together to get over barriers both real and perceived. 
Remember, we do this work because research shows that when environmental educators feel like 
people in their social networks share their pro-environmental values, they feel less fear or panic 

about the environment, and being part of this group increases educators’ hope (Swim & Fraser, 2013).  
 
It all begins at the beginning. As a co-facilitator, you set the tone for a learning context where it is safe to 
make mistakes, learn and begin to apply new skills together, and to try out a leadership role. You also hold a 
space for doing the emotional work described throughout this guide so educators do not have to continue 
to suppress or hide their fears. And you model how to facilitate reflection that honors the cognitive, social, 
and emotional challenges of our shared work. In doing so, you are modeling what it means to be a member 
of this network. 
 
Equipped with knowledge about when and how 
points of concern, confusion, and fear are likely to 
surface, co-facilitators can approach these 
moments with empathy, creating space and 
acknowledgement of the challenges that this 
process presents in order to help people focus on 
the goals and move forward productively. Remind 
your participants that a major victory can be as 

small as a visitor simply saying, “oh, I hadn’t 
thought about it that way!” or “can you tell 
me more about what you mean by 
that?”  This mindset helps keep things in 

perspective, and to not overlook the small and 
subtle victories that will begin happening all around 
them. The power of the NNOCCI model is in building 
self-efficacy so that a network of change agents can unite and  
empower concerned citizens to change the world.  
 

Equipped with knowledge about 
when and how points of concern, 
confusion, and fear are likely to 

surface, co-facilitators can approach 
these moments with empathy, 

creating space and acknowledgement 
of the challenges that this process 

presents in order to help people focus 
on the goals and move forward 

productively. 

Conclusion: Community Matters 
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