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Introduction

			Should I let the kids go outside? 

			 We’re thinking of driving to Maine for a few days to get away from the smoke.

			What do I tell the kids?

			I’m so scared this is the future.

			The words came like waves crashing against the shore in a storm, one rolling in after another. It was late spring 2023, and smoke from wildfires in Canada blanketed the northeastern US, turning the sky eerie colors, sending us to check air quality reports before leaving the house. My phone, my moms chat group, my weekday morning walking group were filled with worries and questions. How do we do this? How do we parent at this moment in time? On a rapidly warming planet? On an Earth in crisis?

			By the time my daughter was born, I had been writing about food systems and the environment for nearly a decade. I’d spoken with countless worried farmers about soil erosion and what it means for their ability—and inability—to produce food. Chefs, baristas, and mixologists routinely shared their fears about how the changing climate could impact the ingredients they loved. And while I hadn’t yet witnessed the apocalyptic skies or experienced the smoke-filled air from increasingly intense wildfires in my corner of the eastern US, I’d listened to colleagues in California talk about the poor air quality that forced their kids inside and the panicked middle-of-the-night evacuations as flames came over the nearby hills. By the time I decided I wanted a child, I thought I knew the full breadth of the climate-crisis horrors a child could face.

			Of course, everything you think you know about the climate crisis changes the moment you’re looking at your child. As a friend of mine remarked recently, “It’s different when you have skin in the game.”

			In August 2021, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the scientific group that monitors and assesses the science of climate change, laid out five scenarios for the world our children and grandchildren will inherit, based in part on how humans respond (or don’t) to the current crises. 

			Scenario 1: The world reaches net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. In all likelihood, the planet warms by more than 1.5°C/2.7°F, but by 2100 the temperature falls back. We and our children still see the effects of the climate crisis, including an increased frequency and intensity of heat waves, storms, and other extreme weather.

			Scenario 2: The world is slower to reduce greenhouse gas emissions but eventually reaches net-zero emissions after 2050. The planet warms by an average of 1.8°C/3.2°F by 2100. In this scenario, sea levels rise 30–45 cm/12–17 in by the end of the century. I know that doesn’t sound like much. Still, it puts an additional ten million people worldwide at risk for coastal flooding, twice as many as the number of people exposed to extreme heat from scenario 1, and there is an increase in extreme weather events.

			Scenario 3: Every country fulfills its existing climate obligations. The world warms by an average of 2.7°C/4.9°F by 2100. The Arctic Ocean is ice-free in the summer, there is a significant drop in global food production, and there are more extreme weather events.

			Scenario 4: Global cooperation fails, and countries put their interests—primarily their economic interests—first. The world warms an average of 3.6°C/6.48°F, and sea levels rise 46–74 cm/ 18–29 in, devastating many coastal communities.

			Scenario 5: This is the worst of the worst. We do nothing to make climate change better, and we continue to make it worse. The Earth warms by 4.4°C/7.9°F, parts of the planet are wholly unlivable, and millions of people, animals, and plants die from the climate crisis.

			To be a parent at this moment, teetering on the edge of climate disaster, is to never live far from anxiety and grief, real fear, intense anger, and immense sorrow. And always lingering underneath my everyday actions—buying groceries, taking a morning walk, watching my child play outside—is this thought: How will I answer if she eventually asks me, “How could you have had me, knowing what you knew?”

			Like most parents, more than anything, I want my daughter to grow into a happy, kind, successful being, but how do I help her do that on a planet that is getting hotter? How do I talk to my child about it? How will I help her manage her own fears about our planet? How do I manage mine? How do I empower her? And what skills will she need to live in the future?

			When much of the world shut down in 2020, my daughter and I found ourselves back in my hometown in a house I had slowly been renovating for several years. Like many people, I spent much of the early days of the pandemic doomscrolling, baking, and thinking about how to keep my family healthy and physically and mentally safe.

			I also spent a lot of time staring at a big old dogwood tree in our front yard. Regal, crooked, beautiful, but weathered, the dogwood created a magical bubble over a corner of our yard and front porch. Its rambling branches extended so that when it bloomed in the warmer months, it was nearly impossible to see who was sitting in the porch swing or the sloping yard just beyond. It became a favorite spot to set out a blanket and while away an afternoon reading or playing. Whenever we passed the dogwood, my daughter, who was just learning to talk, started saying, “Bye, tree, bye, tree,” in that excited half shout, half ­whisper of toddlers, and happily saying, “Hi, tree,” while patting its trunk whenever we returned.

			In May 2020, when the news was unbearable, that old dogwood seemed to ground me to the world, offering a little reassurance. You’ve seen some things, haven’t you? I’d muse while pulling the weeds from the flower bed. And you’re still here. In a world turned upside down, the tree was solid earth; saying hello and goodbye to it on our morning walks became a ritual. Occasionally, my daughter threw in a hug.

			As the days passed, I started thinking a lot about resilience: the resilience of that 100-plus-year-old tree, the resilience of my local town, of myself, of my child. Resilience is a buzzword that gets thrown around a lot these days, but what is it? What does it look like to be resilient? Why are some people more resilient than others? Can parents help their kids develop resilience? Should they?

			Resilience is the ability to engage with a challenge and adapt well to it. The biggest challenge facing children alive today (and the children who come after them in the next ten to thirty years) is the climate crisis. Unlike the Covid-19 pandemic, which took the world by surprise, the climate crisis is something we know is coming—it’s already here. So how can parents raise climate-resilient kids? How can we help them adapt well to the climate crisis?

			I’ve been an environmentalist for as long as I can remember. Some of my earliest memories are of running up and down the beach outside my childhood home on the Outer Banks of North Carolina. My dad would take me on evening walks, flashlight in hand, to try to spot the crabs scurrying along the sand; my mom would wake me up early to watch the sun rolling over the horizon and help me spot the dolphins playing in the surf; my brother and sister and I spent countless hours jumping in the waves. Idyllic, yes, but I was also aware from a young age of the precariousness of it all.

			Storms are scary on the Outer Banks. We’d sit on the covered deck when summer lightning storms rolled in, the stilted house swaying in the wind. When I was a baby, my parents and I once got stranded on a flooded road. A generous passerby stopped to rescue us. That road later became a bridge, and almost every time we went over the bridge or the forecast called for a big storm, we would recount the story of the flooded road. I can recall listening to my parents talk and worry about the beach outside our home becoming smaller and smaller. And as much as I loved watching the dolphins and the other wildlife, especially the pelicans, which I still find mesmerizing, I also witnessed how human-made pollution was killing them.

			The entire stretch of barrier islands where I fell in love with the natural world is now at risk. The beaches my parents worried about years ago are shrinking by more than 14 feet a year in some places. The people who live in the towns that dot the shore are weighing their willingness to pay more in taxes and other fees to save the land. It’s a fight many know they will eventually lose. The sad reality is that my daughter will not know the Outer Banks like I did. Much of her childhood and adulthood will be different from mine. The climate crisis divides us in this way. The knowledge and experience I have from my childhood feel insufficient. It’s why I have sought new knowledge and skills that can help me help her.

			For years I’ve been having conversations with everyone from oyster farmers working to restore clean waters to psychologists pushing for changes in how medicine addresses climate anxiety. These conversations have been about their work, but also about their kids. About how they parent. How they talk to their children about the climate crisis. The skills they think their children will need. The actions they are taking and how they confront their own climate grief.

			Before my daughter was born, I got into the habit of weighing my choices against their effect on the environment. Some, like putting solar panels on my house or purchasing an electric car, were easy enough for me to do; others, like divesting the heat source for my house of fossil fuels, or not flying, I find nearly impossible. Others, like composting, I do routinely, then fall out of the habit and struggle to get back into them. But once I had a child, I started questioning more: not only if I was doing enough, but how to raise my child to carry an awareness of and care for the environment that, as an adult, I feel I am learning all the time.

			Parents are in an impossible place. Amid the catastrophic headlines, it can be hard to feel hope. We know the climate crisis is an “us problem,” not a “me problem.” But while many argue that systemic change is what we need to focus on, I don’t believe systemic change and individual action are mutually exclusive. Small actions have the potential to drive systemic change. And empowering our kids to know that they can have an impact as individuals lays the groundwork for raising kids who grow up to feel comfortable taking on the more systemic issues as activists or as professionals or simply as voters. There are things we can do to prepare our kids for all the possible climate-change scenarios while helping them develop the skills they’ll need to thrive in whatever the world looks like in the future.

			I can’t claim this book will provide all the answers, but I believe it offers parts of the solutions to many of the issues facing parents as we raise our children in the climate crisis. 

			I’ve organized the book into four parts. In Part 1, I explore the big, hard feelings that can color how and when we talk to our kids about the climate crisis. That includes climate anxiety and grief—both ours and theirs. My goal is to help those of us who feel overwhelmed with feelings like fear or anger or despair get to a place of empowerment and hope.

			Today’s generation of children and the ones who come after them will have to manage the climate crisis as they grow up. Part 2 looks at how helping children find joy in the natural world can be an antidote to climate grief—and a way to foster a sense of responsibility for protecting the environment.

			In Part 3, you’ll find tactical advice about taking real steps to live a more ecologically sound and healthy life and about how to build resilience in the face of so much uncertainty. Part 4 looks at how individual actions can help to create lasting systemic change.

			I believe that we can mitigate the worst of the climate crisis, that we can adapt well to what we cannot change, and that in the process we can create a better, fairer, more sustainable world.

			Our kids’ lives and their world will be different, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be beautiful.



	

			
Part 1 Feel


			I’m assuming that the majority of you who picked up this book did so because you have some big feelings around raising kids in a climate crisis. You may be afraid. Or angry. Or really worried. Or simply unsure where to start with helping your kid understand this big issue that maybe you don’t even feel like you understand. You’re fielding questions from your child such as “Is the planet dying?” and “Why aren’t people doing more?”—and you wonder the same things yourself.

			I set out to write a book that is empowering and focuses on resilience and hope, but to get there, first we have to learn to recognize feelings of climate grief and anxiety—in both ourselves and our kids. Understanding these emotions is a necessary skill for anyone hoping to make a difference and find resilience in the face of so much uncertainty.



	

			
1 Talk



			The beautiful everyday chaos of parenthood fills my days. There is preschool pickup and drop-off and work to squeeze in between. There are building blocks and other toys to pick up and walks to pet the goats at the farm near our house. There is mac ’n’ cheese to make and more work to squish in while my child spills the building blocks all over the floor yet again. And all the while, never too far below the surface of my daily mothering, I feel the thrum of worry, fear, sadness, and anger over the warming of the planet that humans have caused (and are continuing to cause)—simmering feelings that threaten to boil over and steal my attention.

			My child is too young to fully grasp why there isn’t snow in July, let alone the broad scope of the climate crisis. But she will eventually. And while it’s tempting to hide the climate crisis from our children for as long as we can—after all, we want the world to be perfect for them—they need to know and they deserve to know.

			My child and yours will have to navigate the climate crisis for much of their lives. Many of them already are. In late spring 2023, when smoke from wildfires in Canada engulfed much of the northeastern US, including our coastal town, for a week, we had our first taste of that life. When my child asked to go outside after school, and I said, “Yes, for a few minutes, but only if you wear a mask,” I felt a stab of horror at how practical it sounded. My child, so used to masks from the pandemic, looked at me and asked, “Because the air can make me sick again?” Yes, I said, and she accepted that, but eventually, I know she’ll ask why, if we can fix it, and how.

			As our children grow, they’ll face days of poor air quality and high temperatures, forcing school closures, event cancellations, and more. They’ll experience (or see on the news) severe hurricanes, wildfires, heat waves, and other natural disasters we can’t yet fathom. The climate crisis will, eventually, inform their every choice, from what they eat to how they travel to where they live. They’ll need to understand how we got here and how to evaluate information about climate change. And amid all that, we don’t want our children to live with constant anxiety. We want them to still be kids.

			“My oldest wants to know why more people aren’t doing more, which then feeds into her questioning of why she cares and others don’t,” says Chantal Alison-Konteh. The New York City mom and stepmom of four children ranging in age from four to nine is an educator and tells me she’s barely started to talk to them about the larger issue of global warming and fossil fuel emissions. But recently her nine-year-old and her eight-year-old, whom she homeschools, did a project on plastics in the ocean, which led to more questions—specifically, trying to understand why more isn’t being done.

			So, how does Alison-Konteh broach the topic? How do climatologists? How do teachers? Is eight too young? When is the right age to talk about the subject? How should parents have the talk? And how do parents find the line between informing and alarming our children?

			Talking about global warming doesn’t have to be a formal, sit-down conversation, and it’s definitely not a one-and-done discussion. And depending on the age of your child, how much and what details you share will vary.

			Climate Crisis 101

			Before you bring up the subject, it helps to brush up on some basics. Conversations about climate change can feel intimidating, especially if you don’t have a science background, but understanding the terms used and basic science can empower us to talk about it.

			Weather is what happens each day, including how hot  or cold it is, whether it’s cloudy or sunny, raining or snowing.

			Climate refers to the average weather in one place over a set time. This “one place” can be a particular area, such as a town, region, or country—or it can be the Earth as a whole.

			Climate change is just what it sounds like: changes in the usual weather patterns, such as how much snow a place gets in a given year or a change in the Earth’s average temperature. Just like with our growing kids, it can be hard to see the changes in the day-to-day until all of a sudden you realize at some point that you’ve tied their shoes for the last time, or that it’s been five winters since you needed to use the snow shovel.

			How do we know that the climate is changing? Because scientists have been studying and documenting these changes for more than 100 years. And while systemic scientific assessment of climate change didn’t begin until the 1970s, the living things on our planet leave a record of the Earth’s changing climate that goes back centuries. Scientists routinely use the insides of trees, ice cores, and lake and ocean sediment to find evidence that tells them what the temperature was during a specific year.

			So what is causing the Earth’s climate to change? We are. Yes, many things can cause the climate to change, such as the Earth’s distance from the sun, or events like volcanic eruptions. Still, there is no doubt that humans are changing the climate. Studies show that emissions of greenhouse gases from human activity have led to at least 1.1°C/1.9°F of warming since the late 1800s and early 1900s. It may seem like a small number, but think of it in terms of your child’s body temperature—an increase of 1.1°C/1.9°F means your child has a fever. When it comes to the planet’s fever, every degree matters. If you’re a longtime gardener, you’ve probably already noticed how the warming planet has affected what you grow. In 2023, the US Department of Agriculture updated its Plant Hardiness Zones, and vast swaths of the US are now in warmer zones. Scientists tell us that not only has the number of hurricanes been increasing but so, too, has the number that become Category 4 and 5 storms. The temperature can even affect how many male or female turtles are born, because most turtles experience  temperature-dependent sex determination—warmer tem- peratures mean more females. And at 2°C/3.6°F of warming, we’d see five times the number of floods, storms, and heat waves, according to the IPCC.



			
					
We’ve Known About  Human-Fueled Global Warming Since 1856

					You probably never learned about Eunice Newton Foote in school, but you should have. We all should have. Foote is considered one of the first climatologists. In 1856, the American scientist conducted experiments using an air pump, glass cylinders, and four thermometers. She was testing the impact of carbon dioxide (known then as carbonic acidic gas) on standard air. She found that when placed in the sun, the glass cylinder with carbon dioxide trapped more heat and stayed hot longer; this was the start of what we think of as the greenhouse effect today.

					“An atmosphere of that gas would give to our earth a high temperature; and if as some suppose, at one period of its history the air had mixed with it a larger proportion than at present, an increased temperature . . . must have necessarily resulted,” Foote wrote in her paper “Circumstances Affecting the Heat of Sun’s Rays,” which was presented at a meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science and later published.

					Foote didn’t know the impacts of an increase in the Earth’s temperature. Still, she correctly theorized that the Earth’s temperature would increase because of a rise in greenhouse gases.

			


			What are greenhouse gases? Carbon dioxide, methane, ozone, nitrous oxide, chlorofluorocarbons, and water vapor are known as greenhouse gases. The name refers to their ability to trap heat in our atmosphere (like a greenhouse) and increase the Earth’s temperature. According to the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), carbon dioxide accounts for nearly 80 percent of all human-related greenhouse gases. You’ll often hear ­people use carbon as a blanket term to include all human-made emissions.

			How do humans cause climate change? In the 1950s and early 1960s, thanks to more precise measurements and computer models, scientists were making the connection that the increase in greenhouse gases in the atmosphere was the result of burning fossil fuels. In 1965, climate scientists sent then US president Lyndon B. Johnson a report called Restoring the Quality of Our Environment with this warning:



			Through his worldwide industrial civilization, Man is unwittingly conducting a vast geophysical experiment. Within a few generations he is burning the fossil fuels that slowly accumulated in the Earth over the past 500 million years. . . . The climatic changes that may be produced by the increased CO2 content could be deleterious from the point of view of human beings. The possibilities of deliberately bringing about countervailing climatic changes therefore need to be thoroughly explored.

			In the nearly sixty years since that alarming warning, attempts at curtailing fossil fuels have met steady resistance, and carbon emissions from all sectors have increased by more than 200 percent. Documents unearthed by researchers, journalists, and other concerned citizens show that energy companies have continued to invest in fossil fuels while using marketing campaigns to delay climate action.

			
				
A Timeline of What—and When—Fossil Fuel Companies Knew About the Climate Crisis

				
						
1959: Scientist Edward Teller gives a speech at the Energy and Man symposium celebrating the 100th anniversary of the global oil industry. Teller warns, “Whenever you burn conventional fuel, you create carbon dioxide. . . . The carbon dioxide is invisible, it is transparent, you can’t smell it, it is not dangerous to health, so why should one worry about it? Carbon dioxide has a strange property. It transmits visible light but it absorbs the infrared radiation which is emitted from the earth. Its presence in the atmosphere causes a greenhouse effect. It has been calculated that a temperature rise corresponding to a 10 per cent increase in carbon dioxide will be sufficient to melt the icecap and submerge New York. All the coastal cities would be covered, and since a considerable percentage of the human race lives in coastal regions, I think that this chemical contamination is more serious than most people tend to believe.”

						
1965: Frank Ikard, president of the American Petroleum Institute (API), briefs a group of fossil fuel executives on Restoring the Quality of Our Environment, a report by President Johnson’s Science Advisory Committee, saying, “The substance of the report is that there is still time to save the world’s peoples from the catastrophic consequences of pollution, but time is running out. . . . One of the most important predictions of the report is that carbon dioxide is being added to the Earth’s atmosphere by the burning of coal, oil, and natural gas at such a rate that by the year 2000 the heat balance will be so modified as possibly to cause marked changes in climate.”

						
1971: European-based oil company Total becomes aware of the potential for catastrophic global warming. By the late 1980s, Total is attempting to cast doubt on global warming by disputing the science.

						
1979–83: The API and representatives of the major fossil fuel companies form the CO2 and Climate Task Force to monitor and discuss the latest climate research.

						
1979: Exxon studies ways to avoid global warming, including transitioning to renewable energy.

						
1980: The API’s CO2 and Climate Task Force, which has changed its name to the Climate and Energy Task Force, receives a briefing on the latest climate science from John Laurmann, a scientist from Stanford University. Laurmann warns that continued use of fossil fuels will lead to catastrophic effects from global warming by the 2060s.

						
1980: Despite Laurmann’s warning, the API tells governments there will be no negative consequences from tripling worldwide coal production.

						
1981: Exxon manager Roger Cohen sends an internal memo saying that it is possible fossil fuel combustion could “produce effects which will indeed be catastrophic (at least for a substantial fraction of the earth’s  population).”

						
1982: Exxon internally circulates a forty-page report on climate change, predicting (fairly accurately, as it turns out) the amount of global warming we’ve experienced since then.

						
1986: Shell circulates a nearly 100-page report predicting that fossil fuel–caused global warming could mean “destructive floods” and more.

						
1989: Exxon and other fossil fuel companies begin a coordinated global effort to deny climate science, lobby lawmakers to block clean energy legislation, and more.

						
1990s: Throughout the 1990s, fossil fuel companies dispute climate science and confuse the general public with ad campaigns that include slogans like “Doomsday is cancelled. Again.”

						
1998: A memo from the API details the plan for climate deception, claiming that “victory will be achieved when . . . average citizens ‘understand’ uncertainties in climate science.”

						
2001: ExxonMobil continues to work to undermine climate science, seeking to influence how the Bush administration reports on climate science to Congress.

						
2004–06: BP popularizes the term personal carbon footprint as fossil fuel companies work to put the responsibility of climate change on individuals.

				

				While most fossil fuel companies no longer outright deny climate science, their long history of hindering progress continues in other ways. They deflect their own responsibility and put the onus on individuals, they create doubt around possible solutions, and they even outright work against them, such as car companies that sue over efficiency requirements and companies that lobby lawmakers to make it illegal for cities to ban gas stoves.

			


			Starting the Conversation and Keeping It Going

			How and what you share about the climate crisis will depend largely on the ages of your kids and, to some extent, their personalities.

			“The balance is always to share what’s developmentally appropriate for your kids without scaring them,” says Dr. Abigail Gewirtz, a child psychologist and author of the book When the World Feels Like a Scary Place. No matter your kid’s age or temperament, the essential things to stress are that the climate crisis isn’t their fault, that people worldwide are working toward solutions, and that there are steps we can all take to help.

			Ages 4 and Under: Loving Nature

			My daughter is a nature kid. She delights in the outdoors, as do most young kids. Although babies, toddlers, and preschoolers are too young to grasp the concept of the climate crisis, we can foster their joy in the outside world.

			Lean in to your young child’s love of nature and the curiosity that love can inspire. This is what Dr. Erica Smithwick, the associate director of the Institute of Energy and the Environment at Penn State University, and Dr. Rosimar Rios-Berrios, a scientist at the National Center for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colorado, recommend. Both are members of Science Moms, a nonpartisan group launched by the Potential Energy Coalition in 2021 to help educate caregivers about the science behind climate change.





			If you don’t already, incorporate outdoor time into your daily routine. Set aside five, ten, or fifteen minutes at the beginning or end of the day to take walks around the neighborhood or your backyard. As your child finds their footing, let them lead, throw stones into the water, touch flowers, plants, and trees, and observe the bees and birds. Help open their eyes to the natural world by pointing out how elements interact with one another (like the bees pollinating the flowers) and how nature can change (like how the grass changes color when it’s hot and dry).

			This time outside sets the foundation for your child’s love and respect for nature.

			“When we go berry picking, I teach them what my grandmother taught me,” says Yatibey Evans, a mom of four in Alaska. “You don’t pick all the berries off a bush. You save some to grow for the next year and for the animals that might come and eat the berries . . . and you say thank you to the plant for providing this food for you and your family.”

			At this early age, it’s about letting kids discover and fall in love with the outdoors while learning simple actions to take care of the planet.

			“We should be talking about the environment with our kids,” says Rios-Berrios. “Explaining [to them why] we do things like turn off the lights, and encouraging them to spend time outdoors—all those things are excellent starting points.”

			And when things get a little scary—say, when the air quality drops and you need your child to wear a mask—you can find age-appropriate ways to explain it to them. Young children’s brains don’t operate in the abstract, so concrete examples are necessary.

			“Four-year-olds are pretty black and white. They don’t understand abstract concepts,” Gewirtz says when I ask her how to talk to my own child about wearing a mask during the wildfires. She recommends being as specific as possible about the threat. “You don’t want kids to think that everything outside can make them sick, so [focus on] the smoke.”

			It’s important to relate it to concepts they are already familiar with, Gewirtz adds. “For example, if you have a fireplace, you can explain how the smoke goes up the chimney instead of coming into the room. You can explain that sometimes when there are big fires that are outside, even ones that are really far away, the planet’s chimney doesn’t work so well, so we have to find another way to not breathe in the smoke while we’re outside.”


			
					Helping younger kids  think about weather

					
							Ask your kids to think about how the weather affects the clothes they wear on any given day.

							Walk around your neighborhood with your kids on the next rainy day. Explain to them where water comes from and where it goes. Build a rain barrel to conserve water from your gutters. Use that rainwater to water a vegetable garden.

							If your child wants to know when it’s going to snow, talk about what temperature it needs to be to snow and have them track the daily temperature. As they get older, explain the mechanics of how snow happens. Have them look back at the average daily temperature they’ve been tracking and use it to talk about climate.

					

			



			Ages 5–8: A Growing Understanding

			“The first time we had an explicit conversation about the climate crisis was when [my daughter] was entering first grade,” says Dr. Tamara Yakaboski, an educator and climate-change coach in Colorado. “I took her to a climate strike, and she made a little sign that said something like ‘Love your mother,’ and it had a little Earth on it.”

			By the time kids are in elementary school, they have an understanding of seasons and weather, and chances are they’ve seen or heard enough on the news, in school, and from their peers to have a sense that something is up with the Earth’s climate.

			Let their questions about the world and the weather guide your chats. Most kids at this age will need help to grasp the difference between weather and climate, but you can start setting the stage for how they understand it.

			Briana Warner is a mom of two and the CEO of Atlantic Sea Farms, a kelp company based in Maine. Warner’s two boys know about climate change because it’s the focus of her work, but her kids may be in the minority. According to a 2022 report by the Siena College Research Institute, only about half of parents (49 percent) said they had talked to their children about climate change. That’s despite the fact that the same report found that nearly eight in ten Americans agree that climate change is a “very” or “somewhat” serious problem.

			Warner’s first grader asked her to come to his class to talk about what she does. When she asked, “Who here knows about climate change?,” only two kids raised their hands, and one of them was hers.

			“I didn’t call on him, because I knew what he was going to say, so I called on the other kid, and he said it’s like a big warm blanket wrapping the Earth and making it warm. I’m like, ‘You know what? Yes. What you said, that’s totally right.’ His parents clearly met him where he was.”

			Kids at this age shouldn’t feel that it’s up to them alone to solve the climate crisis, but helping them see that they can make a difference will empower them.

			Kids are naturally curious, Yakaboski says, and we can take advantage of that natural curiosity. “I’ve always tried to answer [their questions] in ways that are not fear based, but [that] this just is what it is,” she adds. When her daughter was in second grade, the students had to pick a passion project. Her child decided to do one on trash pickup because she was naturally curious about why people litter.

			You can also lean in to their interests. “I’ve been trying to find different ways to teach [my] girls about what’s happening in the world,” says Alison-Konteh. “We watched a documentary on the ocean, did an ocean study, and now my daughters are trying to convince us not to use plastic anymore. We all have stainless steel water bottles, and we’re big into recycling. It really matters to them, and I’m learning with them. It’s definitely been making me more conscious of my plastic usage and waste.”

			
					How to separate fact from fiction

					There is so much misinformation and conflicting information about the climate crisis that it’s essential to evaluate the source of the climate information we’re reading, hearing, and seeing. Helping our kids do the same will make them better informed and teach them to think critically. I like the SIFT method, developed by digital literacy expert Mike Caulfield, for determining whether information is reliable. Here are the four steps of this method:

					
						
Stop and think: Before reacting to information, take a moment to pause and consider what you’re reading, hearing, or watching.

						
Investigate: Where is the information coming from? In other words, who created it, and what is that organization’s or person’s background? Do you understand what, if any, the author’s political, ideological, institutional, or personal biases are? Is there contact information for the source? What’s the purpose of the information? Is it fact or opinion? Is the author trying to make an argument?
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