
Grief, Resiliency, Empowerment: 
A Community Conversation about the urgency 

and opportunity of sustainability education

September 20, 2019: Youth lead the Boston Climate Strike



How will the world look in 2050 for class of 2024?
44 years old: perhaps buying a home, settling into a career, building a family…

Pakistan 2022 (Red Cross) Lahaina, 2023 (LA Times) Great Barrier Reef (NPR) 
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How will the world look in 2050 for class of 2024?
44 years old: perhaps buying a home, settling into a career, building a family…

Guatemala (New York Times)

Vietnam at high tide, 2050 (New York Times)

LOSS OF FARMLAND
MIGRATION/BACKLASH



How will the world look in 2050 for class of 2024?
44 years old: perhaps buying a home, settling into a career, building a family…

Protests in Little Haiti, Miami over climate 
gentrification (National Catholic Reporter)

Projected swath of earth uninhabitable 
from heat in 2070, New York TimesDISPLACEMENTEXTREME HEAT



How will the world look in 2050 for class of 2024?
44 years old: perhaps buying a home, settling into a career, building a family…

Several Billion $+ weather events, 2020 
(climate.gov) erode GDP
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Does climate change already harm people in the United 
States?  Do you have faith we will adequately address 
climate change?

Based: All respondents (n=512)  •  Q11. In the past month, have you had thoughts or feelings about climate change that negatively impact your mental health or emotional well being, or cause you anxiety or depression?  Q12. In the past month, have you had thoughts or feelings about 
climate change that interfere with your ability to function normally in school?

When do you think climate change will start to harm people 
in the United States, if at all?

Which of the following statements comes closest to your 
view?

Over 2-in-3 BHS students say climate change harms people in the United States now…Nearly 9-in-10 believe we will not do 
what we need to do to avoid the worst impacts.
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Nearly all BHS students are not confident global 
warming will be stopped

6% 67% 26% .8% .8%

Humans can 
reduce global 
warming, and 

we’re going to do 
so successfully

Humans could reduce 
global warming, but it's 

unclear at this point 
whether we will

Humans could reduce 
global warming, but people 

are not willing to change 
their behavior so we're not 

going to

Humans can't
reduce global
warming, even

if it is
happening

Global
warming

Isn't
happening

Based: All respondents (n=512)  •  Q8. Which of the following statements comes closest to your view?

VIEWS ON CLIMATE CHANGE
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Nearly 9-in-10 BHS students have thought about 
climate change and for 1-in-5, it’s on their minds “most 
days”...

Based: All respondents (n=512)  •  Q10. In the past month, how much had you thought about global warming (before starting this survey)?

CLIMATE CHANGE’S PRIMACY

In the past month, have you thought about climate change?

5%17%63%14%

86%  Yes, at least sometimes

⯀ No, never ⯀ Yes, sometimes ⯀ Yes, on most days ⯀ Yes, every day
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1%

64%

8%

…and it’s taking a toll

Based: All respondents (n=512)  •  Q11. In the past month, have you had thoughts or feelings about climate change that negatively impact your mental health or emotional well being, or cause you anxiety or depression?  Q12. In the past month, have you had thoughts or feelings about 
climate change that interfere with your ability to function normally in school?

CLIMATE CHANGE’S IMPACT ON MENTAL HEALTH & WELL BEING

⬤ Yes, sometimes

⬤ Yes, frequently

⬤ No, never

33%

64%

36% yes
3%

In the past month, have you had thoughts or feelings about 
climate change that negatively impact your mental health or 

emotional well being, or cause you anxiety or depression?

In the past month, have you had thoughts or feelings about 
climate change that interfere with your ability to function 

normally in school?

9% yes

Over 1-in-3 BHS students say climate change negatively impacts their mental health at least sometimes and 1-in-10 report it 
inhibits their ability to performance normally in school.



CLIMATE CRISIS = MENTAL/PHYSICAL HEALTH CRISIS

>45% 16-25 yr. olds across 
10 countries (including the 
US) report that their feelings 
about climate change 
negatively affected their 
daily life and functioning 
(The Lancet)

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(21)00278-3/fulltext


Prepare our students to thrive:

⦿ INTELLECTUALLY

⦿ FINANCIALLY

⦿ EMOTIONALLY

Climate change increasingly disrupts the 
world we are preparing them to thrive in:  

Does this demand that we revise how we 
prepare young people in school?

Core obligation of educators



Climate Change:  
The ultimate curricular & school mission opportunity

“It’s a magnificent thing to be alive in a 
moment that matters as much as this 
one.”

—Katherine Wilkinson, Project Drawdown 



AUTHENTIC 
EDUCATION
REAL WORLD ENGAGEMENT

EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES THAT CLIMATE CHANGE PRESENTS: 
CULTIVATING SKILLS AND RESILIENCE TO GRADUATE GREEN  

OUTDOOR EDUCATION
CULTIVATE STEWARDSHIP, 
ENHANCE  S.E.L. 

EMPOWERMENT AND 
LEADERSHIP
BUILD A COMMON MISSION

EQUITY / INCLUSION
CLIMATE JUSTICE=RACIAL 
JUSTICE

STUDENTS AT THE 
CENTER
MENTAL HEALTH

PROJECT-BASED, 
INTERDISCIPLINARY
COLLABORATE TO  SURVIVE



CLIMATE CRISIS = RACIAL JUSTICE & EQUITY CRISIS

1.People of color disproportionately bear climate 
impacts, from storms to heat waves to pollution. 
Fossil-fueled power plants and refineries are 
disproportionately located in black neighborhoods, 
leading to poor air quality...So, to white people who care 
about maintaining a habitable planet, I need you to 
become actively anti-racist. I need you to understand 
that our racial inequality crisis is intertwined with our 
climate crisis. If we don’t work on both, we will succeed 
at neither. I need you to step up.”

— Ayana Johnson, Marine Biologist (Washington Post 6/3/20)

https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/
https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/
https://www.naacp.org/climate-justice-resources/fumes-across-fence-line/
https://mashable.com/article/how-to-be-antiracist/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2020/06/03/im-black-climate-scientist-racism-derails-our-efforts-save-planet/


CLIMATE CRISIS = RACIAL JUSTICE & EQUITY CRISIS



Engaging youth in sustainability work and learning: 
Authentic / Empowered / Student-centered / Equity focused…

Student-run plant sale

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1OWQB7j7SDk1AnR3IuUijUtlTLTRxgdh1/preview


Engaging youth in sustainability work and learning: 
Authentic / Empowered / Student-centered / Equity focused…

Brookline High Sustainability Corps:  
Compost Crew and Garden Crew

Climate & Food Justice 
Club:  Waste Audit



Engaging youth in sustainability work and learning: 
Authentic / Empowered / Student-centered / Equity focused…

Student-led TAP campaign Advocated for District Sustainability 
policy



Engaging youth in sustainability work and learning: 
Authentic / Empowered / Student-centered / Equity focused…

Growing Empowerment:  youthgrowingempowerment.org
Summer youth growing and learning opportunity

● Manage school gardens

● Earn $ and school credit

● Indoor/outdoor learning 
about food system

● Visit food justice sites



Student Voices: Growing Empowerment

For a long time I’ve seen my passion for social justice work as an 

important part of my identity….However, one realm of social justice that I 

didn’t know much of anything about was food and the food system. Despite 

food being such an obvious thing in all our lives I’ve always taken it for 

granted and overlooked the many injustices that occur in the industry….The 

work we’ve done in the school gardens has been a special experience.  

Connecting with what I eat by weeding, planting, taking care of the beds, 

and witnessing the process from start to finish has given me a sense of 

satisfaction that doesn’t come from buying food… I want to incorporate food 

justice into my daily life….By understanding the different places my food 

comes from I can feel more in control.



Student Voices: Growing Empowerment

One could argue people of diasporas need our cultural food like 

we need oxygen….This program has reminded me of the joy I feel 

from gardening. In the depths of my depression, spirals of my 

anxiety, and stress of life, I lose sight of what actually makes me 

happy. People say joy is an act of resistance…Certain demographics 

are allowed more joy than others. So yes, for me, finding joy again 

through gardening or eating my culture's food…is an act of 

resistance and resilience that I'm clawing my way back to.



Student Voices: Growing Empowerment

In the last 4 weeks we have been learning about the growing 

environment and how it affects the world for people who don't have 

access to these healthy crops. One week that stood out to me was when 

we learned about the Food Project at a greenhouse at Nubian Square. 

When I was little I grew up around people who did bad things and didn’t 

care about the food system, but when I found people who actually cared 

about the food system I felt glad….This is important because it shows 

people the value of the food system and how it is important to the world.



Growing Empowerment trains young people to grow healthy and sustainable food, 
examine the food we consume through the lens of race and heritage, and cultivate a 
social justice vision to take greater control of our food system

Growing Empowerment addresses five areas:

● Provide social emotional support in a learning environment by utilizing the proven mental 
health benefits that comes from planting, growing, and harvesting food and other plants.  

● Narrow the opportunity gap that frequently excludes low income youth and youth of color 
from active engagement in natural settings. 

● Provide an authentic learning experience of learning by creating value in the real world 
(producing food and serving it to others). 

● Foster climate stewardship by connecting youth to our natural systems.   

●  Empowering young people by cultivating a racial justice examination of the food system 
and creating the opportunity for them to connect that to their lives, then find and amplify 
their voices as they share what they know with others.



Classroom instruction

● Social studies

● Cafeteria — our largest classroom

● Climate Science and Social Change (senior 
elective)



Engaging youth in sustainability work and learning: 
Authentic / Empowered / Student-centered / Equity focused…

Empowerment 
is the antidote 
to despair


