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Abstract

For many years, the necessity of environmental education (EE) was felt in Iran's education system, until 2017,
the course “human and Environment” was presented in the 11" grade of the highschool. According to the
requirement of presenting this lesson, its pathology is important. The main goal of this research is to investigate
the phenomenology of “‘eco-anxiety” caused by the learning experiences of EE. The approach of this research
was qualitative and the study tool was in-depth semi-structured interview with students and Delphi expert
panel. The results of this research showed that formal EE in Iran has caused students to be involved with eco-
anxiety. The main factors of affecting this phenomenon are the awareness of “environmental pollution”, “water
crisis”, “waste crisis”, “biodiversity extinction crisis” and “global warming”. The side factors that intensify
student’s eco-anxiety were “media experiences”, “individual experiences”, “social experiences”, “family
experiences” and “virtual space experiences”. The effects of this kind of anxiety were mainly “feeling of
despair”, “feeling of disgust for the teacher and the classroom”, “indifference”, “denial”, “distraction”, “feeling
of anger” and “feeling of helplessness”. In order to calculate the strategies to deal with this phenomenon, the
Delphi panel offered six general strategies, including “Re-designing and Re-applicating EE models”,
“embedding and developing institutional and organizational mechanisms”, “awareness and empowerment of
students and teachers”, “compilation of a comprehensive Sensory EE protocol”, “providing counseling and
treatment services to involved students” and ““art therapy, physical exercise, diet regulation and naturopathy”.

Keywords: Eco-psychology, Education Research, Formal Environmental Education (EE), Teaching-learning
experiences, Sustainability.
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Introduction

In environmental education (EE) books, some numerous chapters and articles discuss complex eco-emotions
(Siperstein et al., 2017; Winograd et al., 2016). For example, Wilson (2017) briefly discusses feelings of eco-
guilt and eco-anger, Figueroa (2017) discusses environmental frustration, and Szeman (2017) and Stephanie
LeMenager (2011) briefly examine emotions related to energy issues. Even Howard (2013) and Merola (2016)
discuss a wide range of people's experiences of melancholic conflicts arising from environmental and climate
changes concerning education. Some recent articles have focused on ecoanxiety or climate anxiety. Such
studies for children have been discussed by several researchers and psychologists (Rooney, 2019).

Just as Andre's (2011) research results discussed students' emotions, environmental teachers' ecological
emotions were also studied by researchers Hufnagel (2015 & 2017) and Lombardi & Sinatra (2013). The
research results of Lloro-Bidart & Semenko (2017), Dillon & Krasny (2014), Pihkala (2019) and Fraser,
Pantesco, Plemons, Gupta & Rank (2013) showed that many teachers and environmental promoters are also
exposed to emotional problems and crises. According to that, there is job burnout, which mainly results from
the lack of emotional support at work and the lack of training in emotion control skills. Now, due to the recent
social, ecological, and economic crises, it can be assumed that the performance and flexibility of EE promoters,
experts, or volunteers, need increasing attention in supplementary and comprehensive investigations (Doppelt,
2016; Gilford et al., 2019).

In Iran, researchers in the field of environment have pointed out for years the necessity of EE in the education
system as a capacity to achieve sustainable development (Boroumand et al., 2021; Tabatabaei & Boroumand,
2021; Rezaei & Zoheiri, 2021). Until 2017, the lesson “Human and Environment” was presented in the 11th
grade of secondary high school (Ministery of Science, research and Technology of Iran, 2017a & 2017b). Due
to the presentation of this lesson, the pathology of EE is one of the necessities that experts in the field of
education and the environment should put on their agenda (Boroumand & Kolahi, 2021; Mosavi & Yosafvand,
2019; Parasteh Ghombavani et al., 2020). In this regard, the current research with a phenomenological
approach is the product of observation and monitoring of current issues in the theoretical and practical realms
of “human and environment” lesson classrooms. The review of the research background showed that despite
the richness and diversity of international research in the field of eco-anxiety and EE (Ojala et al., 2021;
Verplanken et al., 2020; Coffey et al., 2021; Stanley et al., 2021), in the context of Iran, Iranian researchers
have not paid enough attention to this issue before. Also, none of the research conducted on the book “Human
and Environment” (Boroumand & Kolahi, 2021; Mosavi & Yosafvand, 2019; Parasteh Ghombavani et al.,
2020) has studied the issue of eco-anxiety arising from its presentation. For this reason, the current research
can be considered a discourse maker in this field, hoping that the education, psychology, sociology, and EE
researchers will pay more attention to this issue and explain and interpret it from different perspectives. The
current phenomenology and its proposed approaches, to overcome the current situation, provide the possibility
of more effective teaching of “Human and environment” as the only subject in the field of EE in Iran's
education system.

Methodology

The method of the present research is phenomenology. This research is based on understanding the phenomena
related to eco-anxiety, through clarifying the learner's perception of it. The purpose of using this method is to
provide a common understanding of multiple perceptions of this phenomenon and to reach a unity of opinion
through a new formulation, to recognize this complex mental and objective phenomenon, and to make it
tangible. This research is qualitative and has used tools such as in-depth semi-structured interviews, and
collaborative and group discussions. In this framework, to understand the phenomenon of eco-anxiety in the
lived experiences of students, the production and reproduction of meaning was on the agenda.

The steps taken in the current research were: (1). theoretical framework design; It includes clarifying the topic
of the research and determining its scope, stating the goals and questions, choosing the research plan and
justifying it, choosing the study sample community, and sampling from the community (2). Determining the
role of the researcher as a facilitator interviewer (3). Reviewing the background of the research in national and
international specialized literature and determining the tools of in-depth semi-structured interviews to collect
information (4). Analysis of the raw data collected by the transition from steps: (1.4). Primary exposure means
reading the implemented text of the interviews several times for deep understanding by the researcher, (2.4).
Identification and labeling of categories, (3.4). Statistics of meaningful and important statements related to the
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considered phenomenon, (4.4). Classification and clustering of categories based on main themes, sub-themes,
and examples, (5.4). Combining the results and obtaining a schema and formulation of the investigated
phenomenon and going back and forth in the analysis and interpretation of the collected data, (5). Written,
codified, and systematic presentation of findings in the form of a draft, text editing, and research quality
evaluation from the open inference approach and (6). Presentation of the research conceptual model.

In addition to interviewing 11 students, in the interview with experts section, after forming a panel of Delphi
experts, 7 teachers 2 provincial heads of human and environmental studies, and 3 faculty members with
specializations in EE, education, and psychology were interviewed. The researcher has tried to ask more
detailed questions during the interview and in this way analyze a full schema of the lived experience of the
participants and bring its results to the scientific field. The interview with each person took an average of one
hour. Also, at this stage and all stages of the research, the researcher has tried to put his beliefs about EE, eco-
anxiety, and their interaction in parentheses to get to the mental world of the participants and get to know it.
To comply with the ethics of the research, the participants were assured that the content of the interviews was
in trust with the researcher.

In the last stage, the researcher implemented the data obtained from the interviews and then analyzed and
extracted meaningful and important statements or semantic units and micro and macro categories from the
statements (Hycner, 1985: 282-291). Regarding the "reliability" of the research findings, it is necessary to
mention that the research process continued with the help of the most reliable research tool of
phenomenological research, i.e. in-depth semi-structured interviews, until reaching theoretical saturation and
completing the selection of categories in an evolved format, and its results were divided into two stages. It was
presented by five competent experts and after applying the mentioned terms, it was confirmed in terms of
meaning and form.

Results and Discussion

In this phenomenological analysis, the present research is in line with many fundamental studies in the field
of eco-anxiety and EE (Yumiko et al., 2021; Stanley et al., 2021; Clayton, 2020; Clayton & Karazsia, 2020;
Pihkala, 2018; Clayton, 2017; Clayton, 2017; Gifford, 2012, 2005; Searle & Gow, 2010) showed that this kind
of anxiety arising from environmental crises or concern and the objective and tangible effects of these crises,
formulated that one of the main situations of its occurrence is before, during and after the processes of formal
EE.

The results of the present study, in line with other studies (Pihkala, 2020; Albrecht, 2019; Helm et al., 2018),
indicated that eco-anxiety is a widespread phenomenon with various manifestations and can be potentially
related to many other eco-emotions. In this regard, the present research showed that the phenomenon of “eco-
anxiety arising from EE” is a very complex, multidimensional, and unknown issue, at least in the Iranian
context.

The findings of the current research showed that the content related to the “water crisis” (Kiani Salmi & Amini
Faskhoodi, 2018; Yaghoubi, 2017), “environmental pollution” (Weiss et al., 2007), “energy and global
warming” (Burke et al., 2018), “waste crisis” and “biodiversity extinction crisis” can be the main and direct
factors of creating and intensifying eco-anxiety.

The findings of this research indicated that “individual”, “social”, “media”, “virtual space”, “family” and “gap
between textbook topics and reality” experiences can be side and indirect factors of eco-anxiety which in
research Internationally, they were less noticed. Also, the most important exploratory effects of eco-anxiety in
students were “feelings of helplessness and powerlessness”, “anger”, “despair”, “indifference”, “denial”,
“distraction” and “disgust with the teacher and the classroom”. Finally, the strategies proposed by teachers and
university experts to deal with eco-anxiety include “acceptance and consideration of eco-anxiety in the design
and application of EE models”, “awareness and empowerment of student teachers and teachers”, “embedding
and developing institutional and organizational coping mechanisms in the Iran educational system”,
“Redefining the meaning of life and channeling concerns as motivation for activism”, “Art therapy, exercise,

diet regulation, and naturopathy”, “Providing counseling and treatment services to involved students” and
“Comprehensive protocol for dealing with students' eco-anxiety”.

Conclusion
Psychologists (e. g. Wallace et al., 2020; Eaton et al., 2016) emphasize the need to validate students' eco-
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emotions. If students' different eco-emotions are acknowledged, it can be deeply comforting for students.
Various terms are used in psychology and other fields for the act of recognizing and validating existing eco-
emotions. In validation, the listener repeats what he hears in his language and at the same time checks with the
speaker to see if he understood the other person's meaning correctly. Educational scientists who have
investigated eco-emotions emphasize the importance of such activities.

This study explains the importance of recognizing the eco-emotions in EE classrooms. It should be noted that
there is no single set of "right™" or "wrong" eco-emotions that the human and environment teacher can accept.
Also, it is not necessary that every teacher, for example, feels pessimistic or optimistic about every issue that
he teaches in the field of environment. The important point is that teachers should engage in self-reflection as
well as try to empathetically understand the feelings of others. Also, be careful when they encounter students
who have very different eco-emotions and coping strategies than the teacher himself, compassion flows in
their relationships and teachers' counseling can lead to positive emotional changes in learners.

Giving students the possibility and opportunity to discuss their eco-emotions can be very helpful and even
transformative for students. It is very important to use discussion methods and more active and reactive
methods in this field. When these methods are actively used, they increase emotional resilience and also
provide resources for times of crisis. In crises, it is important to respond to students' strong experiences by
creating opportunities for consultation and empowerment. Examples of psychological support cases are being
produced and promoted in Australia. It should be noted that strong emotional reactions may be caused by near
and far events. For example, the forest fires in the Amazon region in the fall of 2019 caused eco-anxiety among
many Finnish students on the other side of the world (Pihkala, 2019).

However, it should be noted that the problem of eco-emotions, with the current formulation, has gone beyond
the realm of education and EE and can even become a kind of disease in its negative forms, which requires
psychological services and even in more severe cases require psychiatric treatment. Therefore, one must be
careful not to reduce the issue to a mere educational issue, especially in cases where serious psychosomatic
symptoms and complications are evident.
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9. The American Psychology Association (APA)
describes eco-anxiety as “the chronic fear of
environmental cataclysm that comes from
observing the seemingly irrevocable impact of

climate change and the associated concern for
one's future and that of next generations.”
10. Rosemary Randall (A psychoanalytically

trained psychotherapist researching, writing and
blogging on climate change.)
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23.Cruel optimism
24.Transformative EE.
25.Australian Psychological Society
26.Psychology for a Safe Climate
27.Climate Psychology Alliance
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11. Susan Clayton (Professor of Psychology in
College of Wooster)

12. Maria Ojala is associate professor (docent) in
psychology. She has a position as senior lecturer
in psychology and is one of the research directors
for the Center for Environmental and
Sustainability Social Science (CESSS), Orebro
University. Maria is also a CSSN Scholar in the
Climate Social Science Network coordinated by
Brown University, USA.

13. Elin Kelsey (Environmental scholar)

14. John Hicks (Environmental scholar)

15. Paul Maiteny (Environmental scholar)

16. Panu Pihkala (b. 1979) is a postdoctoral researcher in
the Faculty of Theology at the University of Helsinki.
He is the leading Finnish expert in interdisciplinary
research about eco-anxiety. His pioneering
monograph on the subject was published in Finnish in
2017 and has raised much public discussion. Pihkala's
practical materials for eco-anxiety workshops can be
found at his blog,
www.ecoanxietyandhope.blogspot.com. He serves as
an expert in a Finnish national eco-anxiety project.
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