
Abstract
This article discusses teaching competencies for global education, beginning with an
outline of some of the challenges for orientation and learning which are the result of
rapid globalisation. An example of a situation in a recent class is used to illustrate the
kinds of professional challenges that teachers encounter, including those related to
dealing with paternalism, complexity and insecurity. The consequences of these chal-
lenges for teacher education are then outlined. Finally, the discussion highlights a
number of areas of research which are needed in the future and suggest a framework
for research-based teacher education in global learning.
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Introduction: A Micro-Level Example
Let me take you into a situation I experienced in a third grade classroom some years
ago. It was Monday morning and every student had the opportunity to tell what he
or she had done over the weekend. One pupil reported that he had read a book
about a famous European mountain climber, Reinhold Messner, who climbs moun-
tains like Mount Everest without oxygen-support and writes books about his adven-
tures. Like many young boys, the boy telling about the book saw Messner as a
personal hero and knew a lot about the details of his climbing and of the landscape
of Nepal. He finished by saying: ‘Messner climbed in a region where, he said, for two
generations, no people from Europe had ever been seen’. After listening to some of
the other students, the teacher told her own weekend story about visiting her
parents in lower Bavaria. She ended by saying: ‘And they live in a desolate region
where, for the past 17 generations, no Nepalese people have ever been seen’. An
intensive discussion immediately ensued in the classroom, characterised by
humour and surprise, and to which the pupil who reported about Messner actively
contributed. The teacher’s deliberate change of perspective had opened her
students’ minds to the concept of paternalism and its critique.
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With that one sentence, the teacher had initiated an opportunity for her students to
engage in global learning. She also demonstrated several important professional
competencies:

� knowing her students well enough to judge whether an intervention like
this would stimulate or confuse them, and

� taking advantage of a fruitful, teachable moment.

Moreover, in addition to these general professional competencies, the teacher
demonstrated other competencies which are specifically related to global learning
and global issues:

� she was sensitive towards her students’ tendency to take Europeans’
superiority in the world for granted,

� she had a sense of how to get students to look through other lenses and
perspectives, and

� she was able to activate her students’ own reconceptualisation of these
issues.

This example highlights how the complexity of globalisation, and the competencies
a teacher needs for global education and cross-cultural learning, can be concep-
tualised on the micro-level. To address these issues further, I will first outline some
dimensions of globalisation and its consequences for learning, then review relevant
research on teacher competencies, and finally suggest a framework for research-
based teacher education in global learning.

Globalisation as a Challenge for Teaching
Globalisation affects teachers along many dimensions and in numerous ways.
Although there is no single definition for the term ‘globalisation’ (cf. Scheuermann,
2006; for a political perspective see Beck, 1999; Robertson, 1992 and 1995; for a
sociological perspective see Blossfeld and Mills, 2005; for an economic perspective
see Stieglitz, 2002; Prestowitz, 2005 and Dieter 2005; for a system level educational
context see VBW, 2008 and Scheunpflug, 2003), some aspects of globalisation, and
especially those concerning perceptions of society, are common to the majority of
theories. On the one hand, society is seen in a national or even local context, while
on the other hand it is viewed as part of the wider world context. Following Luh-
mann’s theoretical perspective (see Luhmann, 1975; 1982; 1992 and 1995; Stichweh,
1995 and 1996; Albert and Hilkermeier, 2004), I propose that the following are key
features of globalisation: 

Globalisation is plural, not singular
Globalisation does not have a single face, but a plurality of aspects, depending upon
where and how one lives. The universal process of globalisation shapes national
patterns in different ways (Sen, 1999; Blossfeldt et al., 2008). States develop specific
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ways of filtering globalisation through, for example, the education system, the wel-
fare system, and the economy, but all are characterised by interconnectedness,
complexity and individualisation (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; Luhmann,
1992). A given society’s freedom of information, economic growth and welfare
system, or allowances for travel are significant dimensions of globalisation as are in-
creasing economic gaps between geographic regions and among social groups
within societies, increasing exploitation of resources, migration, civil and inter-
national wars, and increasing security concerns. The United Nations Development
Programme describes a number of central challenges facing humans when dealing
with globalisation processes, such as addressing regional and national inequities,
supporting human rights, reducing poverty, maintaining security, and achieving
sustainability (UNDP, 1999:2f).

Rapid social change
The second characteristic of a global society can be described in a temporal dimen-
sion in that globalisation entails a ‘shrinking of time’ (UNDP, 1999:1) as well as an
acceleration of social change as both causes and consequences of global change
(Luhmann 1998). Enhanced communication can be perceived as threatening be-
cause it accelerates the life-rhythms of humankind. In some parts of the world, the
speed of social change has surpassed the generational turnover that previously
characterised conflicts between modernity and tradition (Giddens, 1990).

Life is losing its anchor in space
Globalisation delimits space in new ways. Through new media and the internet,
distance acquires a new meaning. People can witness events without being present
for them. At the same time, the importance of the local as a space for action (for
example in family-planning, in the food-industry and in access to water) still pre-
vails. The British sociologist Robertson (1995), for instance, has spoken of the idea
of ‘glocal contexts’. New structures are also arising which are no longer dominated
by nation states or hierarchical order, but organised in reciprocal networks (Castells,
1996; 1997 and 1998). 

Societies are increasingly multicultural and multireligious
The distinction between what seems strange or familiar is no longer only a geograp-
hical or spatial issue, and this hints at social fragmentation in a global world
(Appadurai, 1990). Gaps become more visible between poverty and wealth, across
hemispheres as well as within nations. Societies are becoming more and more
multicultural, multilingual and multi-religious (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2009). The
necessity of learning an international lingua franca such as English or regional
lingua franca such as Spanish, Mandarin or Swahili is increasing due to the need for
global communication. Increasingly these languages are only loosely connected
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with their original cultural backgrounds, creating new hybrid forms and Creole cul-
tures (Babha, 1994; Young, 1995) or cosmopolitanisms (Appiah, 2006). 

All of the developments described above are universal, but have diverse manifesta-
tions in different regions and cultural contexts.

The Challenges of Globalisation for Individual Learning
What do these developments mean for learning?2

Knowledge and the lack of knowledge
In a situation of increasing knowledge, the roles played by education and by know-
ledge itself become increasingly important, as do the complex interactions between
them. For instance, unemployment has a strong negative correlation with low
literacy levels, particularly in the context of the emergence of ‘knowledge societies’
(see Böhme and Stehr, 1986). In other words, as knowledge in a society increases,
individuals’ lack of knowledge increases proportionately. That is, collective know-
ledge and individual non-knowledge are increasing simultaneously. People there-
fore have to learn to make their decisions in the context of a lack of knowledge and
to adapt to the possibility that unintended consequences may result. The German
philosopher Odo Marquard speaks in this context about Inkompentenzkompensa-
tionskompentenz, a new German word created by him which means the necessity of
a competence which compensates for incompetence (see Marquard, 1974 and
1981).

Certainty and uncertainty
The rapid speed of temporal change also forces us to deal with a structural lack of
time, in personal agendas as well as in actions of nations or enterprises (Rosa, 2005;
Rosa and Scheuermann, 2009). As a result, an ability to deal with time pressure and
uncertainty is increasingly important, as is the capacity to learn how to distinguish
between those things which are certain and those which are uncertain. Especially
for education, time is becoming an issue.

Local relationships and new meanings of space
We also have to learn to deal with the implications of new meanings of space. If
space is no longer about a clear local relationship, then the ability to imagine the
consequences which can result from acting in other regions and to cultivate cross-
global ways of behaviour is increasingly important. 

Familiarity and strangeness
From a social perspective we have to learn that familiarity and strangeness are also
no longer categories with geographical connotations. In Europe and North America
over the last few decades, the main emphasis in this domain has been on how to
integrate students from diverse languages and cultural backgrounds in classrooms.
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While these efforts are important and necessary, notions of diversity must also be
extended to include social relationships with people who are located elsewhere and
an ability to deal conceptually with otherness and hybrid cultures (Wulf, 2002). The
rapprochement of global and multicultural perspectives is obvious in this regard.

Competencies for a Global Society
Which competencies are needed to respond to these insights?3

Dealing with knowledge and the lack of knowledge
As knowledge increases in volume and importance, there is first of all more to learn.
There are three kinds of knowledge to distinguish in this context. The first is basic
knowledge (or basic competencies) which forms the foundation for such specia-
lised learning and specialised skills as literacy, mathematical literacy and natural
sciences. Such basic knowledge, which is usually provided by schools, is becoming
standardised over the globe. Secondly, higher level competencies, such as problem-
solving and knowing how to learn, are becoming increasingly important, especially
as they provide the possibility for lifelong learning. Thirdly, there are types of know-
ledge that are culturally specific and not usually within the province of schools. This
might include, for example, health, food and its preparation, attitudes and beliefs
(regarding religion and ethics as well as science and technology), and lifestyles,
which are most often taught informally within families and societies.

In general, knowledge about globalisation and related phenomena are not yet a
common part of school-based learning. Nevertheless, people need to know about
topics such as the UN Millennium Development Goals, living conditions in other
parts of the world, and the emerging consensus on human rights, including chil-
dren’s rights, which are identified in international conventions (see Osler et al, 2002;
Bourn, 2008b; Asbrand and Scheunpflug, 2006; Sander, 2004). 

Because the more there is to know, the more an individual does not know, people
must be aware that they can be wrong, even if they are generally knowledgeable.
Also, a lot of available information is contradictory and therefore can be confusing.
To take a very simple example: most research suggests that mobile phones are not
damaging to health, but some research also points to a risk of cancer. Of course, in
comparison to this, there are much more difficult and complex decisions to be
made under far more obscure conditions. Education therefore has to assist in sup-
porting the process of decision-making under conditions of a relative lack of know-
ledge. Traditionally, school curricula have supported linear processes for problem
solving and the creation of one-dimensional solutions, but these approaches do not
develop the competencies really needed for addressing complex problems. Cul-
tivating the ability to change perspectives is a necessary challenge for today’s
learners (Merryfield, 1997:3; Scheunpflug and Schröck, 2002; Nodding, 2005:48).
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Dealing with uncertainty
Today social change has become faster than the life-span of one generation, making
uncertainty one of the dominant feelings in a global society. Methods for structuring
complex problems and dealing with ambiguity are therefore important skills for
today (see Mundy, 2007:10ff). Learning must also involve the opportunity to build
one’s own opinions. Although there are some decisions one can only make by one-
self, it generally helps to assess the possibilities and to react. With respect to
problems which individuals cannot solve on their own, it is also necessary to show
constructive possibilities for dealing with them individually. For example, one needs
to learn when to search for more information and when it would be better to stop.
One needs to reflect on the process of decision-making, too. One dimensional solu-
tions for dealing with the complexity of a global world society are exposed very
quickly.

Working with national and transnational networks
In a global society, knowing how to identify networks (cf. Bourn, 2008a:10) is an
important competency. To integrate oneself into a network is difficult, especially if
the network is dominated by languages or cultural backgrounds different from one’s
own. This can be even more challenging because, through the influence of the mass
media, people can develop distorted ideas about life in other regions of the world.
In the present day, competencies in networking must now also include communi-
cating in both concrete and virtual spaces (e.g. email contacts, blogs, Second Life,
and social networking sites such as Myspace and Facebook) as well as the ability to
differentiate between them. 

Understanding of diverse cultures and religions, language and inter-cultural
communication
Education should offer knowledge about different lifestyles, cultures and religions.
Youth in all parts of the world play, have parents and friends, go to school, and have
joys and sorrows. These commonalities help learners connect the experiences of
others to their own lives, making it easier to accept differences as well as to learn to
take on new perspectives (c.f. Noddings, 2005:48ff; Merryfield, 1997).

An ability to communicate effectively is increasingly important, and individuals have
to acquire a refined language code and inter-cultural competence. While it is im-
portant to have the skills to communicate politely and acceptably in one’s mother
tongue, for instance, it is also important to know how to speak about and with others
without racism and paternalism. Unfortunately, many children do not learn this at
home. Competencies in foreign languages are also needed. This enables people to
speak in a way that others from different language contexts can understand, to
respect the cultural variety of languages, and to be sensitive to inter-cultural conflicts
(see Kramsch, 2006 regarding the links between culture and language).
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Table 1: Summary – Competencies Required by Globalisation
Globalisation Consequences Competencies 

Required

Factual � Pluralities of Increasing knowledge � Literacy, math and
Dimension � globalisation and lack of knowledge � sciences

� Increasing � Knowledge about
� complexity � globalisation

� Local knowledge
� Ability to deal with a lack 
� of knowledge

Temporal Acceleration Increasing certainty and � Information seeking and
Dimension uncertainty � structuring

� Tolerance to ambiguity

Spatial � Losing anchor Increasing local � Thinking and working in
Dimension � in space relatedness and � networks

� Glocalisation spacelessness � Thinking and working in
� Changing nature of � virtual spaces
� networks

Social Multiculturalism and Increasing familiarity and � Knowledge about diverse
Dimension multi-religiousness strangen � lifestyles, cultures and 

� religions
� Refined language code
� Foreign languages and/or 
� English
� Intercultural competency 
� and ability to see from  
� other perspectives

These competencies are necessary not only to cope with globalisation but also to
build global peace, social justice and sustainability. At a time when globalisation
and nationalism are often linked, developing individuals’ awareness of complex
global issues is often seen as highly political and value-laden (Parker, 2008). Per-
spectives from international ethics and global citizenship, which are based on
strong philosophical foundations, are therefore the foundations for global edu-
cation.

Towards a Research-based Approach to Global and Transnational
Teacher Education
These challenges have particular consequences for teachers: they have to learn to
conceptualise globalisation and to develop these competencies themselves, and
they must also learn to teach them (cf. Merryfield, 1997; Merryfield, Jarchow and
Pickert, 1997; Cognan and Grossmann, 2009; Räsänen, 2008 and 2009; Hartmeyer,
2008:103). These challenges call for a research-based approach to teacher educa-
tion. In my understanding, this term means two things:
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� All aspects of teacher education should be based on research. This helps to
provide teacher training which is relevant to the complex future challenges
of our societies.

� New teachers should be involved in action research and encouraged to see
research as a key part of their training. This is important for fostering pro-
fessional curiosity and deep reflection on the needs of beginning teachers
(see Ruddock, 1985).

There is a plethora of existing research which looks at the professional com-
petencies of teachers and their role in teacher education (cf. Achtenhagen et al,
2009; Grossmann and McDonald, 2008; Schmidt et al, 2010). In terms of building a
research-based approach to teacher education, the work of Shulmann (1998; 2006)
and Baumert and Kunter (2006) is particularly valuable. According to Baumert and
Kunter, for instance, teachers’ knowledge is accompanied by (a) value commit-
ments, epistemological beliefs and worldviews as well as (b) motivations and (c)
professional self regulation. Relating the competencies needed in a globalised
society with the domains of teachers’ competencies gives a systematic assessment
about what is needed in teacher education. What do we know from research about
these fields?

Professional knowledge
What professional knowledge do teachers need to approach global education?

Content knowledge: Since the 1970s in Europe there have been many attempts to
write curricula in global learning and to include them in national or state curri-
culum guidelines (cf. Scheunpflug and Seitz, 1995; Hartmeyer, 2008; Mundy, 2007:
17 and 101; Tye, 2009; Merryfield, 2009; on concepts of knowledge see Merryfield,
1997:7; OFSTED 2006 and 2010). In Germany, a national curriculum on global learn-
ing was launched in 2006 (KMK, 2007). This framework was approved by all federal
ministers and integrated into the curriculum of all states. The first instrument
attempting to test global competencies was constructed around the same time
(Rost et al, 2003; Rost 2004 and 2005).

Two studies in the Netherlands also showed the influence of professional knowledge
and individual motivation on the implementation of global learning (Beneker and
van der Vaart, 2008). The majority of the interviewed teachers complained about the
difficulty in selecting content and materials due to their lack of knowledge. They
also often felt a lack of support from their colleagues. Similar problems were identi-
fied in a recent German study. Obermaier and Schrüfer (2009) asked student
teachers to explain why there are famines in Africa. The results show that their ex-
planations were clearly oversimplified, with interviewees citing internal factors such
as climate, overpopulation, political crises, and lack of industry. Global relations,
such as the international economic order or world trade agreements, on the other
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hand, were not mentioned. This suggests that mass media played a greater role in
the construction of their knowledge about these issues than validated information
or informed theories. Further research is needed on what teachers know about
global issues and whether they use this knowledge in classroom.

Using global perspectives in the classroom: There has been very little research about
the efficiency of teaching global learning. Research is just beginning to explore the
effects of these kinds of pedagogical arrangements. Vanessa Andreotti (Andreotti
and de Souza, 2008; Andreotti, 2010) and Barbara Asbrand (Asbrand, 2009), for
example, have shown that teaching about development does not necessarily lead to
the prevention of prejudices and paternalism, and can even re-enforce them. 

Evidence suggests that many teachers do not feel qualified to deal with the com-
plexity of global issues and are therefore reluctant to do so. A multi-country Euro-
pean study on citizenship education suggested that teacher training was seriously
lacking in this regard (Scheerens, 2009:326). Recently published research from
Canada has also shown that even teachers trained in global issues felt pressured by
the political dimension of global education (Pike, 2008; O’Sullivan, 2008). In a survey
in Germany, teachers described these issues as ‘demanding’ and ‘very complex’,
therefore legitimating their omission in the classroom (Stein, 2008). Furthermore,
teachers in only 2.3 per cent of all schools in Bavaria claimed to have done a class-
room project on global issues in the year 2006-2007 (Stein, 2008), despite the fact
that teachers in 12 per cent of the schools had been intensively trained to do so.
Findings from the UK show that only 9 per cent of students claimed to have had any
experiences with exploring new perspectives in school (IPSOS MORI, 2008). 

In relation to dealing with a lack of relevant knowledge of global issues specifically,
we do not yet have empirical findings about how to create such learning in class-
rooms, although some useful models have been suggested. For instance, could
Cognan and Grossman’s (2009) ‘characteristics of globally minded teachers’ be prag-
matically achieved? David Hansen’s (2008) proposal for a cosmopolitan curriculum
could also be a useful approach.

Values
Values are one component of teacher competencies. Teachers’ values and their
often hidden epistemological knowledge as well as their subjective theories in-
fluence their teaching objectives and classroom behaviours. We know very little
about teachers’ values in regard to global education specifically. Moreover what we
do know only provides glimpses of some groups or individual teachers, so much
more work is needed in this area. 

Attitudes towards global issues
In Europe a number of opinion polls have revealed useful information about
general public attitudes towards global issues, although these do not give data
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specifically on teachers. In Germany, for example, a recent poll showed that 78 per
cent of the adult population had never heard of the Millennium Development Goals
(compared to 58% in Sweden) (Eurobarometer, 2007). Only 10 per cent of Germans
agreed that target countries should participate in decisions about the uses of
development aid (compared to 24% in Sweden) (Eurobarometer, 2007). These
results indicate that a Eurocentric and unilateral view of development is still
dominant among the general population, but we do not know whether teachers are
similar or different in this regard. By comparing countries in Europe we see that in
countries invest significantly in global learning, such as Sweden and the Nether-
lands, the population shows much more positive attitudes toward development
issues than in countries, such as Spain or France, where public engagement is low
(Eurobarometer, 2007; for data from the 1990s see Smillie and Helmich, 1998). How-
ever, we do not know whether these attitudes are a result of engagement in global
learning, or if engagement in global learning is instead a result of pre-existing
attitudes. 

Influencing the attitudes of teachers
According to Lowenstein (2009), research on influencing teachers’ perspectives
towards multiculturalism ‘is a long, labor-intensive process’. Short interventions
and unaccompanied travel visits to other countries ‘have not been characterised as
helpful but, rather, as hurtful in perpetuating in-service teachers’ stereotypes’
(Lowenstein, 2009:176ff; see also Scheunpflug, 1997) Conditions effective in chang-
ing attitudes of teachers towards global issues and multicultural aspects unfor-
tunately have not yet been empirically demonstrated (Abs et al, 2007), but oppor-
tunities for participation and self efficacy probably play an important role (for often
negative experiences of participation see Bertelsmann-Stiftung, 2007; Abs et al,
2007). A five year program for citizenship education in Germany did not show any
significant effects on the values and beliefs of individual students (with the excep-
tion of their self efficiency concept in regards to politics), and there was little effect
on the school level despite more opportunities for participation and better conflict
resolution (Abs et al, 2007:56).

Epistemological knowledge
More research is also needed to explore teachers’ epistemological knowledge of
global and international issues. This, in turn, would require research about the
broader epistemological bases of the competencies needed for globalisation. The
concept of ‘epistemological knowledge’ highlights the importance of understanding
both the limits and the validity of knowledge. There is evidence for the hypothesis
that global competencies are related to understanding complexity, tolerance of
ambiguity and recognition of otherness. Questions to be posed include the
following:

� How do competencies lead to social and global problem-solving?
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� Do the epistemological beliefs of teachers correlate with the degree of
cognitive activation of students?

� How is this activation related to didactic settings in the classroom?

When compared to the amount of attention given to values in regard to teacher
competencies, knowledge about these values in regard to global issues is signi-
ficantly under-researched.

Motivational orientations
Tschannen-Moran, Woolfolk Hoy and Hoy (1998) showed that teachers with higher
self efficacy expectations showed better motivation for teaching, better preparation
for teaching, and better support for students in general. However, we do not yet
know much about the self efficacy expectations of teachers specifically in regard to
acting globally and internationally or to transferring this into the classroom. In
order to have experiences of self efficiency related to global and multicultural set-
tings, I would suggest that a certain degree of exposure to situations which are
globally framed is important.

In Germany, for instance, the majority of primary and secondary school teachers are
white, non-migrant, and middle-class. I have personally experimented with a pro-
gramme of ‘travelling to the unknown Germany’ (‘Germanistan’) in teacher educa-
tion in an effort to provide authentic insights into an unknown society. These kinds
of programmes are difficult to implement on a large scale, however, as they run the
risk of reinforcing prejudices rather than leading to better understanding. There are
also sometimes problems in Germany with exposing primary and secondary trainee
teachers to international seminars held in English, French or Spanish, because they
are too shy to participate in language that is not their mother tongue.

Self-regulation
The capacity to regulate one’s actions, and especially the responsibility for manag-
ing personal resources, is an important component of teacher professionalism.
There is evidence to suggest that in many cases teachers use their self-regulation
skills to avoid dealing with global issues in the classroom. However, more research
is needed to explore the relationships between teachers’ self-regulation and engage-
ment with global issues. For example, we know that there are 50 per cent more
teachers in Germany who express an interest in intercultural issues than who show
a willingness to actually participate in related in-service training. This is in contrast
to subject-related areas where such a large gap is not found (Abs et al, 2007:40f).
This indicates that there may be significant anxiety amongst teachers about working
with issues with which they do not feel comfortable.

Based on these findings, I propose that ‘biographical learning’ about teachers’ own
learning paths towards developing a global and multicultural perspective is very im-
portant (cf. Merryfield, 1997:14; Franz et al, 2009). Biographical learning links global
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issues and its challenges to the life of the learner and provokes reflection on their
own anxieties, hopes and visions. More research is needed to explore these issues,
as are new approaches to understanding the biographical learning of teachers.

Final Remarks
I do not know how the teacher in whose neighbourhood a Nepalese person had not
been seen for 17 generations achieved the competence in global education and
multicultural education to react as she did.

In his writings Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose (1784) and
Towards Perpetual Peace (1795) the philosopher Immanuel Kant reflected on how to
achieve what today we would call global social justice. Although he did not expressly
work on global education, in his broader work on education he suggests education
should be about enlightening learners. Global education is therefore not about
changing the world, but about promoting learning. Even if the challenges of
globalisation are overwhelming, it is up to each individual to learn about them, as
the pupils in the classroom talking about Nepal did. Leading learners to think may
be one of the major purposes of global learning in teacher education.

Georg Christoph Lichtenberg, a German philosopher and the first professor of
experimental physics in Europe said about the objectives of education that ‘being
irritated is better than sticking with a simple order of thoughts’ (cf. Lichtenberg,
1899/1966ff). Maybe it will be the distinguished work of teacher education to contri-
bute to good irritations in a global perspective.

Annette Scheunpflug has a Chair in the Philosophy of Education at the Friedrich-
Alexander-University of Erlangen-Nuremberg in Germany. Global learning is one of
her key areas of research interest. Email: Annette.Scheunpflug@ewf.uni-erlangen.de 
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Notes
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USA in May 2009. I would like to thank my colleagues for their helpful comments and assistance with proofread-
ing, as well as the anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments.

2 See with focus on globalisation in international Education Dolby and Rahmann (2008); for the educational system
Lauder et al. (2006); for higher education Yang (2003); for developing countries Weber (2007); see with focus on
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