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Why Animals Matter

“Under one sky, all animals 
matter. They are a critical 
part of the web of life.”

— Leonardo DiCaprio

Teaching guide, Lessons & Student Worksheets

Elementary Version



Animal Action 
Education

The International Fund for 
Animal Welfare (IFAW) 
launches a new Animal 
Action education program 
each year, focusing on a 
different animal welfare 
and conservation theme. 

In addition to this poster 
guide, the Under One 
Sky thematic program 
includes a companion 
video/DVD, Take Action 
leaflet and web site  
(ifaw.org/education), 
providing  a toolkit for 
individual, group and 
community education and 
action to protect animals 
and habitat. 

  For hundreds of millions of years animals 
have inhabited the land, the seas and the skies 
of planet earth. Animals have been our close 
companions and work mates for thousands of 
years. They fascinate and inspire us, and are 

woven into the fabric of cultures around the 
world. From the smallest insects to the largest 

mammals, animals are vital threads in the web of 
life that sustains us all. 

Animals, Habitat and Ecosystems 

Animals matter as a vital component of our planet’s complex 
ecosystems, which can be as small as an anthill or as large as 
the Earth’s biosphere. From a rotting log to the rainforest, a forest 
stream to the ocean floor, a farm field to a school yard, ecosys-
tems provide habitat that is just as important to animals as homes 
and communities are to people. They provide essential food, 
cover, migratory corridors, and breeding and nursery areas for 
animals of all kinds. 

Some animals not only rely on an ecosystem for habitat but are 
also themselves essential in supporting that ecosystem. Without 
them, a cascade of local extinctions could occur. These animals 
are known as keystone species because many other species in 
the ecosystem depend on them in the same way that the keystone 
in an arch keeps all the other stones from falling. Many animals 
play such a role in maintaining healthy ecosystems, from grizzly 
bears and wolves to oysters and starfish in the sea.

Animals and People
Look back in time or around you today and you will see the power-
ful bond that exists between animals and people. For many people, 
animals truly are their best friends and part of the family. In fact, 
dogs share 97% of the same genes as their human companions!

Animals are featured in childhood fables and great works of 
literature; in 3,000-year-old cave drawings and modern art; in the 
12 symbols of the ancient Chinese zodiac and as the mascots of 
sports teams today. 

There are a myriad of animal wonders to be found, even in your 
own back yard. It may be a spider’s web, which is stronger than its 
equivalent weight in steel; a rabbit that can see almost completely 
behind itself without turning its head; or an ant that can carry ten 
times its body weight. Join us in exploring the many ways that 
animals matter.

©
 IF

AW
/S

. C
oo

k

Companion Video/DVD
The Under One Sky video, is an excellent introduction 
to the content and concepts presented in this teaching 
guide. Narrated by actor and environmentalist, Leonardo 
DiCaprio, the video runs about 10 minutes and is 
appropriate for general youth audiences. Download the 
video and sign up to receive IFAW educational resources 
by mail and/or email at www.ifaw.org/lessons.  

Under one sky
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Meeting the Standards

This program meets national 
standards in science, 
geography and language arts 
as determined by Scholastic 
Inc. A standards chart is 
available at the end of this 
guide.



Koalas are marsupials that are 
native to Australia and the only 
surviving members of the family 
Phascolarctidae. When wildfires 
surged through Australia in early 
2009, IFAW helped to rescue and 
rehabilitate koalas, kangaroos, 
wombats and other animals  
injured and displaced by the smoke 
and flames.

Online references
•   Animal fact sheets, photos and more: www.ifaw.org/education
•   Millennium Ecosystem Assessment: www.millenniumassessment.org
•   The IUCN ‘Red List’ of Threatened Species: www.iucnredlist.org
•   UNEP World Conservation Monitoring Centre/Biodiversity and Species: 

http://www.unep-wcmc.org/species/index.htm

Below
In partnership with the Kenya 
Wildlife Service, IFAW is working 
to enhance and protect the 
incredible diversity of wildlife 
in Tsavo National Park, home to 
400 bird species and 60 mammal 
species, including the largest 
single populations of elephant and 
rhino in Kenya.

Under one sky

Earth supports an incredible  
diversity of animal life. According 
to the 2005 Millennium Ecosystem 

Assessment, which was funded by the 
United Nations and conducted by 1,300 
experts from 95 countries, there are 
between three and 30 million animal 
species inhabiting our planet; fewer 
than two million have been scientifically 
accounted for. 

This rich animal and plant biodiversity 
combines to form a giant web that is 
interconnected in ways even scientists 
don’t fully understand. What we do 
know is that approximately one fifth 
of all known mammals and twelve per 
cent of all known birds are threatened 
with extinction. According to the latest 
figures from the International Union 

for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN), which maintains a 
globally recognised list of 
endangered species (called 
the ‘Red List’), an alarming 
8,462 species of animals - from 
insects and shellfish to gorillas 
and elephants - are considered 
at risk. There are more than 700 in 
the United States alone, according to 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

The full consequences of biodiversity 
loss are largely unknown, but we do 
know that biodiversity plays a critical 
role in ecosystem function. For example, 
recent studies suggest that declines in 
marine biodiversity are impairing the 
ocean’s capacity to provide food and 
maintain water quality. 

On a smaller but no less important 
scale, loss of genetic diversity can 
greatly impact the survival of a species. 
Northern right whales were hunted to 
the brink of extinction in the 19th century 
and by the early 20th century, only 
about 100 individuals remained. Today, 
some researchers think that the entire 
northern right whale population may be 
descendants of only two or three females. 
As a result, low genetic variation may be 
one of the factors hindering the recovery 
of this critically-endangered species.

 The good news is that species can, 
and do, recover. In 2008, the status 

of 37 mammal species around the 
world improved and in the past 

15 years scientists believe 
that 16 bird species avoided 
extinction because of 
conservation programmes.  
All are a critical part of 
the web of life, so when 
we protect animals we 

are ultimately protecting 
ourselves and our future.

The incredible variety 
of life on Earth is called 
‘biological diversity,’ 
commonly referred to 
as biodiversity. In part a 
measure of the richness 
of life, biodiversity exists 
on three levels: genetic 
diversity – the variety 
in DNA molecules; 
taxonomic diversity –  
the number and variety 
of species and other 
taxa such as families, 
orders, and ecosystem 
diversity – variety 
among communities of 
living organisms and 
their abiotic (non-living) 
habitats.

Above
Baby elephants and rhinos are 
now being rescued, hand-reared 
and returned to the wild for 
the first time in India by IFAW. 
Recently, three young rhinos were 
reintroduced to the wild in Manas 
National Park, a World Heritage 
site in Assam, India. They are the 
first rhinos to live in Manas for 
more than a decade, after a  
once-thriving population was 
wiped out by years of political 
unrest and poaching.
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Below
Asian elephants are as important 
in their forest ecosystems as 
African elephants are to the 
savannah. In the Wild Elephant 
Valley of southwest China, 
IFAW’s unique Asian elephant 
conservation initiative promotes 
successful solutions to human/
wildlife conflict that has plagued 
this remote, forested region.

Above
Grizzly bears, like elephants, are 
vital in sustaining the ecosystems 
in which they live. IFAW recently 
supported the first successful 
rehabilitation and release of an 
orphaned grizzly bear in Canada. 
IFAW works worldwide to protect 
bears, including brown bears in 
Russia and moon bears in China.

Complex connections

      Under one sky - Why animals matter 

Animals matter as essential 
components of ecosystems –  
a scientific term that describes the 

complex interactions between animals, 
plants and the non-living factors of  
their habitats. 

Ecosystems come in a variety of sizes. 
They can be as small as an anthill or  
as large as the Earth’s biosphere. From 
a rotting log to the rainforest, a forest 
stream to the ocean floor, a farm field 
to a school yard, ecosystems provide 
habitat that is just as important to animals 
as homes and neighbourhoods are to 
people. They provide essential food, 
cover, migratory corridors, and breeding 
and nursery areas for animals of all kinds.

Each species has its own habitat 
requirements that are essential to 
survival. A whale that is adapted to 
the saltwater ocean could not live in a 
freshwater lake; a polar bear could not 
survive in the desert. But all habitats 
share four essential elements: water, 
food, cover and space.

Some animals migrate 
between habitats on a 
seasonal or even daily basis. 
Harp seals, for example, 
journey over 5,000 km (3,000 
miles) on a round-trip following 
the formation of ice floes from 
northern feeding grounds to 
more southerly waters, where 
they give birth and nurse their young. 

The amount of suitable habitat for a 
wildlife species determines, in part, the 
number of individuals that can survive 
in any given area. When this habitat is 
reduced or fragmented into disconnected 
patches, some species may find it more 
difficult to disperse or migrate.  
Some populations may decline or go 
locally extinct while others may increase, 
and the overall composition of the animal 
and plant community changes.

Some animals not only rely on an 
ecosystem for habitat, but are also 
themselves essential in supporting that 
ecosystem. Without them, a cascade  
of local extinctions could occur.   
These animals are known as keystone 
species because many other species in 
the ecosystem depend on them in the 
same way that the keystone keeps a 
stone arch from falling.

For example, elephants are considered 
a keystone species in maintaining the 
African savannah. They preserve the 

grasslands by knocking down and 
weeding out trees and shrubs. 

Without elephants, much of 
the savannah would turn into 

woodland. And in some forest 
habitats, certain tree species 
rely on elephants to digest 
their seeds for germination 
to occur.

Many other animals play a 
similar role in maintaining 

functioning ecosystems, 
from grizzly bears and  

wolves to sea otters, oysters 
and starfish.

Humpback and right whales, 
among others, travel thousands 
of miles in a seasonal migration 
between multiple habitats. IFAW 
works to protect migrating whales 
from being hit by ships, entangled 
in fishing gear and other threats.

Animal answers
Q   How is an elephant like an oyster?
A   Both are considered keystone species, vital to sustaining 

the ecosystems in which they live.

“We had an amazing 
encounter with a curious 
young right whale in 
Canada – it swam around 
the boat peering at us 
with its head on one side, 
known as spy-hopping, 
to have a better look at 
us all standing staring 
at it on the stern deck 
of the boat. It was close 
enough to reach out  
and touch!”

Anna Moscrop,  
Team and Programme 
Manager,  
Song of the Whale
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Many species of falcons, hawks, 
owls and other birds of prey have 
sharply declined due to habitat 
loss, hunting and other human 
impacts. In China, IFAW’s Beijing 
Raptor Rescue Centre saves these 
breathtaking birds, like this owl, 
from illegal wildlife trade, habitat 
loss and other threats, with the goal 
of sending them back to the sky.

Education for Sustainable Development
This IFAW Animal Action education programme is allied with the United Nations Decade 
of Education for Sustainable Development (2005-2014, DESD), which aims to integrate the 
principles, values, and practices of sustainable development into all aspects of education 
and learning. The foundation of this global initiative is respect: respect for others; respect in 
the present and for future generations; respect for the planet and what it provides to us.
For more information about the DESD, visit: www.unesco.org/education/desd 
Sustainability education resources can also be found at: www.sustainabilityed.org

Above
For the last decade, ice cover off 
Canada’s east coast has been at 
its lowest for more than 30 years, 
with dire consequences for harp 
seals, who need the ice floes to 
give birth and nurse their pups. 
IFAW has been working for more 
than 40 years to protect these 
fascinating animals, which face 
the largest marine mammal hunt 
in the world. 

One home for us all

Healthy, functioning ecosystems 
provide vital homes for both 
animals and people. Unfortunately, 

research conducted by 1,000 scientists 
involved in the Millennium Ecosystem 
Assessment concluded that humans  
have altered the Earth’s ecosystems 
more in the past 50 years than any 
other period in our history. As a result, 
biologists believe that we are now seeing 
species extinctions at 1,000 times the 
natural rate. Many believe planet 
earth is currently experiencing its sixth 
mass extinction.

Causes include: pollution; overhunting 
and overfishing; habitat encroachment 
(from housing developments, agriculture, 
ranching, mining operations or 
logging); invasion of non-native species 
(sometimes introduced inadvertently 

via shipping or as a result 
of illegal trade in exotic 
species); and unnatural 
temperature changes in the 
environment. 

Habitat fragmentation due 
to human activities such as 
urbanisation, transportation, 
agriculture and resource 
extraction is an ever-increasing 
threat to many animals. Maintaining 
or creating wildlife corridors – linear 
patches of habitat that connect two or 
more adjacent areas – can help animals 
move between patches of suitable 
habitat. Hedgerows, for example, are 
used by small mammals, insects and 
birds to avoid predators while moving 
through farmland. Corridors are 
increasingly important for species such 
as elephants and tigers that migrate 
or roam across landscapes that have 
become fragmented.

Most scientists now agree that climate 
change is taking place in the world 
due to global warming caused by 
human activities. According to the 
results of a comprehensive scientific 
study conducted on four continents, 
this climate change could cause the 
destruction of ecosystems, ranging from 
coral reefs to mountain meadows, and 
drive more than a million animals and 
plant species to extinction by 2050.  

This may be one of the greatest threats 
animals will face during our lifetimes.

The destruction of rainforests, 
home to two-thirds of all known 

species and the greatest 
terrestrial source of the air 
that we breathe, is another 
threat to our planet.  
At present more than an 
acre of rainforest is lost 
every second, endangering 
the survival of myriad 

species that rely on this vital 
ecosystem.

Above
Pollution in all forms is one of 
the biggest threats to wildlife 
and habitats. IFAW is a world 
leader in successfully rescuing 
and cleaning penguins and other 
seabirds caught in oil spills so 
they can return to a healthy life in 
the wild.

“When you actually get 
to see the animals you 
are trying to help it’s 
very special. Harp seals 
are pretty neat little 
animals, and after you 
hang out with them for a 
while, they start to show 
different personalities... 
I feel really very lucky 
and fortunate that I have 
been able to go to the 
ice to see the harp seal 
nursery.”

Sheryl Fink,  
Senior Researcher and 
Projects Specialist
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Below
Hundreds of whales, dolphins, 
seals and other marine animals 
receive hands-on help from the 
IFAW Marine Mammal Rescue 
Team each year, from the shores 
of Cape Cod in the United 
States to the African island of 
Madagascar. 

Above
From the townships of South 
Africa to the Navajo Nation in 
the United States, IFAW provides 
crucial veterinary care for 
dogs and cats in impoverished 
communities around the globe, 
caring for some 50,000 companion 
animals worldwide each year.

Animals and us

6       Under one sky - Why animals matter 

Look back in time or around you today 
and you will see the powerful bond 
that exists between animals and 

people. Animals are featured in childhood 
fables and great works of literature; 
in 3,000-year-old cave drawings and 
modern art; in the 12 symbols of the 
ancient Chinese zodiac and as the 
mascots of sports teams today. 

Millions of people in every country in the 
world share their home with animals, 
from cats, dogs and horses to rabbits 
and pigs. 

Among the fi rst domesticated animals 
were wolves, used for hunting by 
prehistoric humans more than 10,000 
years ago. Now, dogs are the only animal 
found in virtually every human society 
on this planet. The ancient Egyptians 
domesticated wild cats 6,000 years 
ago, probably to protect their grain 

“Wildlife is something 
which is all around us. 
It doesn’t just live in far 
away locations you see 
on the television; it is 
in your garden and on 
every bit of land, water 
and air that you see. 
We need to learn to live 
alongside wildlife, and 
not kill it by carelessness 
or get rid of it because 
it is in the way. Seeing 
and appreciating wildlife  
makes every day richer.”

Dr. Ian Robinson, 
IFAW veterinarian 
and Emergency Relief 
Program Director

stores from rodents. Cats 
became important to early 
agricultural societies, just as 
dogs had become important 
to earlier hunting cultures. 

For many people, companion 
animals truly are their best 
friends and part of the family. 
Working animals, such as guide 
dogs and donkeys, are vital to their 
owners’ daily lives. Some animals, 
including dogs, cats, and horses, 
have also been recognized by health 
professions for their therapeutic effect. 
This ranges from relieving stress and 
lowering blood pressure to helping 
children overcome physical, mental and 
emotional disorders. 

One of the oldest of all occupations was 
hunting for food for survival. But the 
21st century looks very different from 
the early days of human civilization. 
Our soaring population is now using the 
planet’s resources – including animals – 
at rates well beyond sustainable levels. 
According to a 2007 report of the United 
Nations Environment Program, wildlife 
hunting and trade are among the key 
factors pushing many wildlife species to 
the brink of extinction.

Today we need to fi nd different and 
creative ways of living with animals. 
For example, responsible whale watching 
can be a viable economic alternative 
to whaling, promoting appreciation and 
protection of whales while generating 
more than a billion dollars of annual 
income for coastal communities 

worldwide. In India, some coastal towns 
have adopted the whale shark as 

their mascot because of growing 
appreciation for this largest 

living fi sh species which is 
vulnerable to extinction. 
Whale sharks were once 
hunted by fi shermen in 
many of the communities 
that now protect them.

Animals are not only victims 
when disasters strike but are 
also among the bravest heroes. 
When a devastating earthquake 
shook China in 2008, IFAW 
emergency relief teams were 
among the fi rst organizations on 
the ground, working alongside 
search and rescue dogs to fi nd 
survivors – both animals and 
people.  Exhausted from searching 
the wreckage, this rescue dog fell 
asleep with his special protective 
boots lined up before him. 

Did you know?
Dogs and their human owners share 97% of the same genes.

The Under one sky 
companion video and 
What's Your View? 
lessons help students 
explore the bonds 
between animals 
and people and why 
animals matter.
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Student worksheet • Reproducible

1
 
   How many species of animals on earth have scientists 
named?

   a) approximately 10 million

   b) more than 1.8 million

   c) less than 800,000

2
 
  The variety of species on earth can be described as: 

  a) biodiversity               b) true biology

  c) an ecosystem

3
 
 Elephants are the largest land animal on earth.

 a) True         b) False  

4
 
  Hummingbirds can flap their wings at:

  a) 220 beats per second

  b) 20 beats per second

  c) 200 beats per second

5
 
 To navigate and find food, whales use:

  a) their excellent senses of smell

  b) echolocation

  c) translocation

6
 
  Cats are believed to be first kept as pets by: 

  a) the Egyptians

  b) the Hebrews            c) the Americans 

What’s your score?

7
 
 Which of the countries below continue to hunt 

            whales?

  a) Norway           b) Japan           c) Iceland 

8
 
  Why do you think pets can make some people  
feel better?

9
 
Why do you think some countries still hunt whales?

10    What are two things you could do to make 
the world a better place for animals?

       Under one sky - Why animals matter 

Answers: 1. b; 2. a; 3. True ; 4. c; 5. b; 6.a; 7 a,b,c; questions 8 -10. It’s your decision!

What do you remember from the movie you have just seen? Check the correct answers below.

Name:______________________________________

Date:____________________________



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



NatioNal StaNdardS & BeNchmarkS for GradeS 3-4
Science

leSSoN NumBer
1 2 3 4

understands relationships among organisms and their physical environment X X X

knows that all organisms (including humans) cause changes in their environments, and these changes can 
be beneficial or detrimental X X X

knows different ways in which living things can be grouped X

knows that changes in the environment can have different effects on different organisms (e.g., some 
organisms move in, others move out; some organisms survive and reproduce, others die) X

Geography

knows the components of ecosystems at a variety of scales X X X

knows ways in which humans can change ecosystems X X X

knows plants and animals associated with various vegetation and climatic regions on earth X X X

knows the ways in which the physical environment is stressed by human activities X X X

Language Arts

listens to classmates and adults X X X X

contributes to group discussions X X X X

understands different messages conveyed through visual media
X

uses reading skills and strategies to understand a variety of informational texts
X

SourceS: mcrel (mid-coNtiNeNt reSearch for educatioN aNd learNiNG), WWW.mcrel.orG
thiS proGram WaS evaluated By ScholaStic aNd ifaW
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