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Abstract 
This essay explains the rationale for an interdisciplinary approach to learning 
about ‘journeys’ for a year 3 class. The rationale explains what is meant by inter-
disciplinary learning before applying these insights to a specific sequence of 
lessons. The essay illustrates how a range of theoretical approaches to learning 
and teaching have been synthesised to provide engaging lessons, which combine 
in and out of school experiences; learning from adults from the community; and 
a combination of teacher input and pupil-led activities. 
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This assignment provides a rationale based upon a sequence of learning designed to develop the 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes of year 3 pupils through an interdisciplinary approach to 
teaching humanities.  
 
Interdisciplinarity involves integrating multiple subject disciplines in order to make links 
between them. The interdisciplinary approach to teaching and learning binds together the 
knowledge, skills, and understanding from more than one subject at the same time in order to 
create a learning experience that is most commonly based around a singular question, theme or 
topic.  Stentoft describes the term as being “associated with activities, courses or entire 
curricula organised around the interplay of disciplines. Often students are challenged to 
construct knowledge based on a synthesis of perspectives derived from multiple disciplinary 
positions” (2017: 2). Kidron and Kali (2015) describe interdisciplinarity as the integration of 
perspectives gained from various disciplines in order to create new understanding. In 
considering the difference between this approach and multi-disciplinarity, they argue the latter 
maintains the boundaries of each discipline and its structure but combines the perspectives. 
Stentoft goes on to define interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary terms, stating that the 
distinction between the two learning approaches is “opaque” and that “the terms 
interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary are used indiscriminately… to signal both integration of 
disciplines and synthesis of knowledge transcending disciplinary boundaries” (2017:3).  Kerry 
(2015) suggests that sharing thinking and factual information across separate areas of 
knowledge and diminishing boundaries leads to advanced understanding, insight, and problem-
solving. He describes the advantages of an interdisciplinary approach as making the learning 
relevant and enabling the children to see links between subjects which in turn increases 
motivation. However, he also makes the point that the content and forms of thinking from any 
specific area of knowledge should not be devalued. Barnes (2015) expands on this, stating that 
teachers’ understanding of separate subject knowledge should be valued as it is a vital element 
of stimulating children’s learning and encouraging the development of skills, dialogue, and 
understanding. Although he states that “our experience of the world is cross-curricular.  
Everything that surrounds us in the physical world can be seen and understood from multiple 
perspectives” (2015:15), he also says that teachers “should be familiar with the distinctive lens 
each subject provides on the same reality” (2015: 63). It is argued that the loss of subject 
distinction can be disadvantageous to both teacher and learner, and planning for meaningful 
links can raise issues about how teachers link subjects and how the links are conceived (Rowley 
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and Cooper, 2009). However, Appleby (2015) asserts that “this approach is sure to foster a love 
of learning, ignite a spark of enthusiasm and address learning differences for students.”  
 
Cooper explains that constructivist theories about learning “explore the mental processes 
involved in learning. They see learning as an active process in which the learner is motivated to 
ask questions, based on experience, and tries to explore the questions and find answers” 
(2014:24). This theoretical approach has been influenced by Piaget, Vygotsky and Bruner who 
considered a social aspect and play in the learning process (Cooper, 2014). Socio-constructivism 
has strong links to the interdisciplinary approach that I have used within my sequence of 
learning. The series of lessons have been designed with this approach in mind in order to create 
an educational experience that provides a complex and deep understanding of the topic and 
concepts that may not be achievable if teaching within the boundaries of traditional subject 
disciplines. It aims to develop the skills, knowledge and understanding that is often associated 
with the separate subject disciplines of humanities, and beyond, while at the same time keeping 
the child at the centre of the learning.   
 
Rowley and Cooper (2009) explain why an interdisciplinary approach to learning within 
humanities is ultimately a useful place to start. These subjects are fundamentally concerned 
with people and humanity, which naturally encompass many aspects of society. The subjects 
allow us to develop questions and answers about the decisions people make regarding how they 
live in their personal lives and in society, within the context of changes that happen in time and 
place. By creating a theme or topic that has people in the epicentre, children have the 
opportunity to identify personally with the ideas. The topic of ‘journeys’ and the main concepts 
associated with it allows me to make use of the children’s experiences so that they can identify 
with the topic. Pupils willingly and enthusiastically engage in their learning actively when 
identity is designed to be at the centre. Engagement in learning is achieved when children are 
given the opportunity to build self-esteem and ideas about their identity (Leach et al., 2008). 
Children that I have taught across a number of Key Stages have been eager to commit to the 
learning when it is about them. However, not all children may be comfortable to share their 
experiences with adults or peers, and this always has to be approached sensitively.  
 
The sequence of learning has been designed to be completed as ten half day sessions for a class 
in Year 3. Taking my experience into consideration, I would expect that by this stage, pupils 
should have acquired (with the aim to further develop) a range of skills and levels of 
understanding built over their years in Key Stage 1 which would enable them to access the 
learning. By this age, I would also expect children to have obtained the ability to work together 
and have their own breadth of experiences that they can draw on in discussions and group 
work.  
 
Knowledge, skills and understanding are developed throughout the sequence, through a range 
of teaching activities. The concepts develop in complexity throughout the series of learning; 
beginning with concrete and moving to abstract ideas. The topic starts with the children; what 
they already know and what they want to find out. By starting with familiarity (knowledge they 
already have) and using that as a stimulus, their confidence enables them to create questions 
that they would like to find out about the theme of journey (knowledge that I would weave into 
the sessions). This should allow them to feel responsible for their own learning. The learning 
proceeds with common experiences of journeys to school, which enables them to already see 
that not all journeys are the same; even if the destination is.  
 
The subsequent sessions allow for the development of a range of geographical, social and 
historical skills and understanding through the experience of a class journey. The plan includes 
a visit to the local library which would take children on a journey around the local area, but also 
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a journey through time by researching the area in the past. I planned for the visit to be situated 
at the beginning of the sequence of learning (session 2), to ensure that the pupils had a common 
experience of a journey to be used as inspiration. This reflects Beames’ insight that “schooling 
has more relevance to children’s everyday lives, as it is rooted within a location that is familiar 
to them; it is learning that is situated” (Beames et al., 2012: 41). I made use of a location that the 
children would presumably feel natural in, in order to build upon prior knowledge that they 
may already have. Fieldwork develops a wide range of transferable skills, including the personal 
and social development of children. Such trips can help to build pupils’ knowledge and 
understanding of not only themselves but the viewpoints of others develop through interaction, 
communication, collaboration and teamwork (Pickford et al., 2013). 
 
Klein has argued that “interdisciplinarity reconceptualises the roles of teacher and student 
alike. Group work is common, involving students in cooperative learning and collaborative 
problem solving” (Klein, 2006). Hence, opportunities for varying types of group work have been 
outlined in many of the sessions which require children to work in different ways. Working in a 
range of group sizes has a multitude of learning benefits, including providing effective settings 
for new knowledge to be formed which they can discuss with peers while extending and 
enriching their prior understandings (Kutnick and Blatchford, 2013). However, teachers also 
have to be alert to the risk that group work may also lead to distraction. In my experience, when 
well controlled and planned with children’s abilities and levels in mind, then group work is 
effective and adds many benefits to the learning.  
 
Sessions 4, 5 and 6 build upon the children’s analytical skills by offering the question: why do 
people journey? These sessions support children’s understanding of themselves, their familiar 
location and their classmates, and open up the opportunity to gain new perspectives from 
people from a wider environment and timescale.  
 
Opportunities for investigative and enquiry learning are also included, which is an approach 
that can develop understanding through the use of questions and analysis while also building 
upon children’s existing knowledge. The process that children go through in this type of 
learning is just as important as the outcomes and answers that they conclude with. The 
activities and sessions will be useful in developing their investigative skills and enquiry 
attitudes that are central to so many types of learning across the curriculum. By making use of 
children’s curiosity and desire to know and by using a resource to hook them in, the children 
are more likely to be engaged in the learning. The process of enquiry encourages children to 
“develop the investigative skills and enquiring attitudes necessary to develop a greater 
understanding of the interconnectedness of the natural and man-made global village in which 
they live, learn, communicate and work” (Pickford et al., 2013: 84). Activities designed in this 
manner allow for children to learn in a variety of ways and also weave in chances for them to 
use their creativity, which is “seen not merely as a bolt on to the curriculum but as central to the 
whole process” (Burgess et al., 2007: 4). 
 
I have purposely designed opportunities for children to take responsibility for their learning 
within the planned activities, with a deliberate lack of teacher input. Interdisciplinary learning 
allows for opportunities to move away from “the traditional teaching functions of telling, 
delivering, directing, and being a ‘sage on the stage’”, and towards a role that focuses on being a 
“mentor, mediator, facilitator, coach, and guide” (Klein, 2006). Birchinall supports this approach 
by arguing that “employing non-didactic teaching approaches allows better communication and 
development of relationships between teacher and pupil” (2013: 48). When creating 
opportunities for this in the classroom it must be carefully managed, as in my experience 
children can wander off task. However, I have also seen such opportunities working well and 
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children are self-assured when their input is respected by the class teacher. With tight 
behaviour management, this approach to learning has proven to be valuable in my own practice.  
 
With the careful organisation of the classroom and grouping, there are opportunities for the 
children to interact, ask and answer questions whilst also giving and receiving feedback, 
offering contributions and exchanges through discussion. Alexander (2017) describes this as 
dialogic teaching, which “harnesses the power of talk to stimulate and extend students’ thinking 
and advance their learning and understanding.” He goes on to explain that this method of 
teaching empowers pupils through well-planned talk opportunities which also benefit the 
teacher in terms of understanding students’ needs and the tasks that will progress their 
learning while aiding the assessment process.  
 
After developing their knowledge of concrete concepts, the idea of a ‘journey’ is further 
extended by a visiting speaker from the community. A Muslim sharing their insights into Hajj 
and their religious practices and beliefs about their pilgrimage enables the children to hear first-
hand about both physical and inner journeys that others make. In such circumstances Beames 
(2012) suggests that members of the community, alongside the teacher, become co-educators. 
Through an integrated approach to teaching and learning the educator’s role is to facilitate 
understanding, and community members can play a direct role in the contribution to children’s 
learning. I planned for this visit to take place towards the end of the series of sessions (session 
9) so that the children could use and apply the knowledge and understanding that they have 
conceived throughout the topic in a sensitive and thoughtful manner. Towards the end of the 
topic, most should have developed the understanding of what meaningful questions are, and be 
able to apply this knowledge to devise questions that they would like to find out from the 
visiting speaker in order to further develop their understanding of the concept.  
 
The sessions come full circle and conclude with children applying their new knowledge and 
understanding in order to have a new perspective of their own personal journey. To mirror this, 
there are opportunities for the children to work independently, and the sequence of learning 
ends in this way. This will enable them to filter and implement what they know to focus on their 
own journey. 
 
I have created opportunities to assess the development of pupil’s knowledge, skills and 
understanding of the concepts that are embedded within the topic. In order to ensure that the 
learning is meaningful in terms of assessment, I made the links between the learning objectives 
for each session and the statutory requirements that are proposed within the National 
Curriculum (DfE, 2013) for each discrete subject. However, the sequence of learning also offers 
various opportunities for the children to develop in a range of ways, beyond the narrow 
requirements outlined in each subject for that year group.  Rowley and Cooper stress the 
importance of a holistic approach when evaluating the effectiveness of teaching and learning:  
 

Evaluating learning by looking for evidence of children’s engagement with the 
whole learning process can encourage teachers and learners to be more aware 
of the breadth and scope of learning. Learning in a cross-curricular way can 
provide opportunities for breadth and scope that may not be possible through 
subject-based learning (2009:14). 

 
Assessment would be a procedure of engaging with pupils in the class to develop an 
understanding of how their learning has developed, what new insights they have gained, what 
skills they can now do, and what they can improve on. This would be completed through levels 
of questioning, listening to conversations and ideas that the children offer, and also by looking 
at their performance and outcomes of the activities, the work that they create. In my experience, 



 Journal of Middlesex Education Students (Vol.1)       14 
 

 

 
sitting in on group-work and listening to the conversations that go on is often the most useful 
method for ascertaining the level of understanding that children have of the skill, concept or 
idea that is being worked on. However, I have experienced that not all children will demonstrate 
their understandings in the same way and that this would have to be appreciated. The learning 
objectives are designed with the intention that all of the children would be able to access them. 
By incorporating frequent flexible sessions, such as circle time, in which children can discuss 
the topic freely, I would be able to conclude whether or not the children were meeting the 
objectives. By designing this sequence of learning based on a range of pedagogical approaches 
and learning theories to create an interdisciplinary programme of learning, I have synthesised 
various understandings and concepts that I can take forward with me into my career. My 
understanding of interdisciplinary teaching and learning has been developed through the 
reading of literature and reflection of my own experience which has enabled me to appreciate 
the advantages and disadvantages of the approach, and I feel confident to appropriately draw 
on this knowledge to transform my teaching and future pupils’ understanding of a topic, 
question or theme.  
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