
TEACHING CLIMATE CHANGE
Challenge gives rise to opportunity
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Today’s teachers are educating a new generation, one that will be dealing with the impacts of
climate as part of real life for the foreseeable future. Because the lessons of climate change are
twofold, classroom educators must teach to the science as well as the problem, fostering civic-
minded solutions that will enable this next generation of stewards to explore innovative ways to
adapt to and lessen the overall impact of climate change. Here at DNR, informal educators are
experimenting with a variety of training techniques to support Maryland educators as they face
this challenge.

Challenge or opportunity?
Every opportunity to teach about climate change is an opportunity to make a difference.  As
informal educators, we are uniquely positioned to frame the conversation about climate change
to build awareness, inspire action and nurture creative solutions. Indeed, our role compels us to
teach about it, as formal education may be limited by a curriculum bulging at the seams  or
reservations about raising a still-controversial topic in the classroom.

The how to questions are seemingly limitless:  How do we avoid sliding down slippery slopes of
controversy only to get stuck in a swamp of unproductive cultural beliefs, such as nature will
heal itself or the problem is too big to solve.  How do we engage young children in age-
appropriate ways? How do we help people understand that science alone cannot save us?

When it comes to teaching climate change, the challenge goes far beyond the classroom. Most
Americans learn the majority of their science outside of school, in zoos, aquariums, nature
centers and the like. Through our State Parks, Conservation Education programs, and other
outreach efforts, DNR educators can leverage this knowledge, to help wake the giant through
informal science.

We can (and must) build upon our role as a trusted resource, by offering quality teacher
trainings and public programs that are based in sound science and compelled by values.

Here is what we have learned, and what we use to support our teachers, as well as others who
communicate science to the public:

Teachers who inspire realize there will always be rocks in the road ahead of us.
They will be stumbling blocks or stepping stones; it all depends on how we use them.

~Author Unknown

A daunting task
Teaching about climate change seems daunting or even taboo to many educators.  We often
hear from teachers that they are discouraged from talking about it by their administration
and peers because it is too controversial, too politically divisive, too heavy for the grade level,
too fill-in-the-blank.   Educators are often uncomfortable with their own understanding of
climate change, and lack the framework from which to teach it.



Consider this: Teaching about climate change can be similar to teaching about sex.  An
uncomfortable proposition for many adults who are not sure where to start, or how deep
into the science to go.

Similarly, with climate change, we start with the basic mechanisms of what we know, put it
into the context of our values, and leave room for questions and discussion.

An exercise in balance
Teaching about any environmental issue is an exercise in balance and grace.  Balance,
because environmental issues are, by definition, harmful aspects of human activity on the
physical environment – the stories ARE dark and scary.  Grace, because elegance, beauty
and politeness are required in explaining the issue.  Having the grace to be tolerant and
forgiving in our manner of presenting information is critical in maintaining that balance.

Too scary for the Kindergarten to third-grade audience? Not necessarily. While most of us
would not have “the talk” about sex with this age group, we still need to be prepared to
answer questions born of curious observation about the world around them.  Here again, we
must stick to the facts as much as possible by using age-appropriate science.

Younger students are often exposed to inappropriate messages through mass media.
Teachers know this, and strive to develop compassionate, feeling, critical thinkers at every
age level.  This basic goal favors teaching about climate change.

With the very young, tapping into children’s literature can focus the issue through brave
individuals who work together toward a common goal.  Children’s literature frequently
makes an appealing adventure from stories of communities working enthusiastically and
collaboratively to solve a big problem:  Remember Stone Soup, Swimmy, or Horton Hears a
Who?

Above all else, for teachers incorporating climate change into their curriculum, it is essential
to create hope.  Using only scientific information without discussing solutions can lead to a
sense of fatalism.  Fatalism often masquerades as realism, which is a clear path to admitting
defeat in the face of a Goliath humans have created.

Education without values, as useful as it is,
seems rather to make man a more clever devil.

C S Lewis

Using Values
Climate Change is a reality that has been firmly planted outside the realm of debate. But debate
still happens.  Values can bridge this divide.

Defined as deeply held, or cherished cultural beliefs, values are a solid foundation for telling the
story of climate change.  Research done by Frameworks Institute points to four commonly held
values that reliably orient communication toward consideration of the public nature of the
problem, by establishing why the issue matters and what’s at stake.

Innovation: We are a country of innovators.  We have the ingenuity and resources to come up
with innovative ways of addressing the problems climate change creates.



Interconnectedness: Our fate is intertwined with the fate of the world. All living systems are
interconnected and share resources across their boundaries. By recognizing the connection
between human practices and their impacts on other living things and systems (even political
and economic systems) we can do a better job of leaving the Earth in good shape for everyone.

Stewardship: The belief that the Earth is a special gift that we have an obligation to protect and
preserve for future generations.

Responsible management: We are a nation of problem solvers. When we identify a problem, we
figure out how to fix it.

These shared values are held across politics, religion, culture, economics and age.  They form a
solid foundation from which educators and communicators may build global climate change
stories, weaving in the science of climate change and ending with solutions that are community
based.

We really are all in this together. If students are learning about climate change only through
statistics and sobering models, their view of the future will not be pretty. Using these basic
values to promote an enduring understanding about climate change helps to teach beyond
knowing something. More importantly, it is about feeling something. The world will continue to
change long beyond our lifetimes. What is our role in the story of this change?

A teacher affects eternity; he can never tell where his influence stops.
~Henry Brooks Adams

Collective Impact
Ultimately, as educators, we are responsible in our teaching for what will remain.  In teaching
about climate change we need to be clear about the enduring understanding we hope to
achieve, as well as the quality of our students’ thinking and subsequent actions. Today’s
students must be prepared to consider how they can be the heroes of the climate change story.

The actions we suggest need to match the magnitude of the problem.  Personal changes are a
good start but in order to match the magnitude, informal science educators, science
communicators and formal teachers must also promote changes at the community level and,
even more importantly, at a national policy level. Climate change is a big problem, which means
we must build our individual actions into big solutions that have a large-scale impact.

Even teachers of younger audiences can promote actions in a manner that is empowering.
Taking a Little Engine That Could approach to making changes in their classrooms and at home,
can support an understanding of how our actions connect to consequences in the environment.

Education does not stop with the individual student.  Like a rock tossed into a calm surface of a
pond, ripples always follow. Kids of all ages can be viewed as effective conduits of what they
learn.  In fact, in some families up to 85 percent of awareness of environmental issues is
generated by children.

The National Aquarium in Baltimore offers a great example of this, empowering teens as
interpreters who educate visitors about climate change. Director of Visitor Experiences, Nancy



Hotchkiss smiles knowingly as she calls these communicators “non-threatening storytellers,”
who relate information without a specific agenda.

Information brings about solutions
Educating future generations about the causes and effects of global climate change is imperative
because creating and putting in place solutions depends on an informed public. The actions we
take today will impact future greenhouse gas emissions as well as the scale and rate of warming.
Understanding this connection will also affect our ability to respond and adapt to changes, and
to build resilient communities in the face of possible harm.

The science speaks for itself, but it is a dark story. By using values to start the conversation, and
holding meaningful discussions with tomorrow’s stewards, teachers can bring the dark story of
climate change – and its solutions – into the light.

###

In June, CBNERR-MD and partners will be offering Data & the Estuary: Climate Edition, a week-
long teacher professional development course for middle and high school teachers exploring
climate change through the use of National Estuarine Research Reserve System and NOAA data
and curriculum, field experiences to Reserve sites, and classroom materials.  Learn more  about
upcoming teacher professional development opportunities(including Climate Change training) at
http://www.dnr.state.md.us/education/completelist.asp

###

Coreen Weilminster is the Education Coordinator for the Chesapeake Bay National Estuarine
Research Reserve in Maryland and a committed member of the education staff of DNR’s
Chesapeake and Coastal Services Unit. Learn more about Coreen at
dnr.state.md.us/waters/CBNERR/bio_Weilminster.html


