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DIGITAL DEVELOPMENT DEBATES

Biodiversity and Global Learning
Marco Rieckmann / Jana-M. Timm, Institute for Environmental Communication at Leuphana
University in Lineburg

Introduction

The United Nations declared 2010 the International Year of Biodiversity. This emphasis on the signifi-
cance of biodiversity for human existence and well-being reveals just how important expanding biodi-
versity conservation really is. Against this background the question arises as to how much global
learning can contribute to maintaining biodiversity.

Biodiversity as a central field of action for sustainable development

Biodiversity refers to the diversity of species of plants and animals on earth and the ecosystems in
which they live, along with the genetic diversity within a species. This diversity is under serious threat
however: Globally around 6,000 animal species die out each year: 12% of all birds, 23% of all mam-
mals and 32% of all fish populations are in danger of extinction (WRI 2005). This loss of biodiversity
not only means that inestimable genetic resources, raw materials for medicine, and recreational areas
are being lost. The population and productivity of the ecosystems is under threat, since their regulatory
function is being jeopardised by the loss of species. Ecosystem services such as the filtration and puri-
fication of water, pollination of flowers, the distribution of seeds, soil formation and flood protection all
make an important contribution to the basis of life and well-being of humans (WRI 2005). Their func-
tion is being disrupted by the massive drop in plant and animal species which will ultimately have so-
cioeconomic effects. The sustainable development of the global economy therefore depends on con-
serving and protecting biodiversity.

Global learning as a response to the challenges of global change
Education should provide individuals with the skills to understand global dependencies and actively

participate in the sustainable formation of a global society. The educational concept of global learning
strives to satisfy this ideal (cf. Asbrand/Scheunpflug 2005; Seitz 2002). According to Scheunpflug,
global learning can be understood “as the pedagogical reaction to the development towards a world
society” and as such “reacts to the teaching challenges resulting from the increasing globalisation of
the world” (Scheunpflug 2001: 87, cf. Asbrand/Scheunpflug 2005). Its goal is to “provide learners with
the skills to live in a world society”(Asbrand/Scheunpflug 2005: 469).

A variety of skill concepts are under discussion for global learning (cf. Lang-Wojtasik/Scheunpflug
2005). One of these is “creative competence”. According to de Haan et al. (2008: 188) this includes
the following key skills: perspective-taking, anticipation, interdisciplinary work, dealing with incomplete
and excessively complex information, cooperation, considering conflicts of aims when reflecting on
strategies for action, participation, motivation, reflection of our own and foreign models, moral actions,
independent planning and action, and empathy.

Biodiversity and global learning

As a major challenge facing sustainable development today, biodiversity is well-suited as a topic for
global learning. And beyond its relevance for sustainable development, it also serves as an excellent
model for global dependencies and a basis for developing the different skills involved in creative com-
petence.
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By exploring biological diversity in intercultural contexts, the different meanings of the concept itself in
different cultures, and connections between biological and cultural diversity can be thematised.
Menzel (2010) demonstrated this quite effectively using the example of the South African devil’'s claw
and its use in science class. This topic was well-suited, according to Menzel, to motivate pupils to
gather (controversial) information independently, then work with and present it. This process also
promoted the skills needed to deal with complexity.

This exploration of global dependencies and the different cultural meanings of biodiversity, as Menzel
describes by example, can also lead to the development of (creative) competences such as perspec-
tive-taking, empathy and reflecting on our own and foreign models, all of which are also relevant for
global learning. The interplay between environmental protection and development is also easy to see
when examining the issue of biodiversity — in the so-called developing countries there is a great deal
of biodiversity being endangered by socioeconomic development requirements and processes

(cf. Menzel/Bdgeholz 2009).

Promoting the development of skills relevant to sustainability and encouraging an awareness of the
importance of biodiversity in global learning can contribute to conserving biological diversity. Individu-
als can cognitively explore questions concerning biodiversity conservation and participate in projects
to protect it. At the same time they develop an understanding of global dependencies and have the
skills to take part in a North-South dialogue on maintaining biological diversity.

In recent years, a variety of global learning projects that explored issues concerning biodiversity were
carried out (cf. Lucker/Kélsch 2009; ZEP 2010). Global learning providers, however, continue to show
less openness to the issue of biodiversity than other institutions involved in education for sustainable
development (i.e. environmental centres or zoological gardens) (Wendler et al. 2010). “In view of the
considerable pertinence of the topic for demonstrating global interplay and the need for an interdisci-
plinary approach, an increased involvement here [...] on the part of development policy providers is
desirable” (Wendler et al. 2010: 9).

Conclusion

The natural diversity of plant and animal species makes an essential contribution via intact ecosystem
services to our socioeconomic well-being. The significance of biodiversity and the global dependen-
cies and interplay is that they serve as a good model, making biodiversity an idea topic for global
learning.

To date, however, this fact has not received sufficient attention. Were questions of biodiversity to be
better integrated as an issue addressed by global learning, this could make a significant contribution to
rendering the individual global dependencies between a loss of biological diversity and its socioeco-
nomic effects clear and understandable. Exploring the significance of biodiversity for the well-being of
humankind also promotes the development of skills relevant to sustainability, thus enabling learners to
take action independently and contribute to conserving biodiversity and as such to the basis for their
own subsistence. In light of this, it would clearly be advantageous to have more global learning pro-
jects explore the topic of “biodiversity”.
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