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INTERDISCIPLINARY

approaches to learning

“An approach that integrates two or
more subject areas into meaningful
association to enhance and enrich
learning within each subject area”.

Many Quebec teachers plan their
classes with the Progressions
of Learning Documents that
prescribe learning outcomes in
disciplinarily discreet ways. Within an
interdisciplinary approach, instead of
initiating and planning class activities
starting with discipline-specific
curricular outcomes, educators start
with activities and assignments that
are focused around broad-based
major themes or big ideas’, inquiry-
based project/problem-based learning
projects’, or current events and
community partnerships®. Students
and educators design these activities
and assignments together in a flexible
and ongoing process, meeting on a
regular basis to revise plans and ensure
that relevant curricular connections
are being made, across disciplines.

Beyond supporting and facilitating
the design of coursework, educators
need to support students’ thinking on
how to connect disciplinary outcomes
as their educational experiences
unfold. Coming from a disciplinary
background, most students will
need explicit guidance on how to be
consultants in and co-connectors of
class activities and assignments with
curricular  outcomes from various
disciplines. These connections must
be constantly and collaboratively
negotiated through discussions,
meetings, and reflections  with
students and teachers.
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QUESTIONS TO ASK:

o How can schools rethink disciplinary
structures in order to more fully
engage students in learning and to
prepare them for the world ahead?

o How can educators collaborate with
one another and with students to
connect curricular outcomes from
various disciplines throughout the
process of facilitating educational
experiences?

BENEFITS

The curriculum in Quebec “identifies
interdisciplinarity as one of its main
orientations”.” Echoing the importance
of this approach, interdisciplinary
structures are key components of
leading contemporary curricular
designs like the Finnish education

system® and the International
Baccalaureate  program. National
commitments around embracing
Indigenous epistemologies - which

often stress the importance of
interdisciplinary engagement
in  holistic  curricula® - further
emphasize the value of integrating
or relating disciplines in education.
Interdisciplinary approaches to
learning are often associated with
real-world relevance” and various
positive learning outcomes. With
an interdisciplinary approach,
“students were able to approach tasks/
challenges with a broader lens, could
communicate and collaborate more
effectively, and were more reflective
when problem-solving towards a
shared vision".” Educational structures
that combine disciplines can enhance
students’ learning outcomes and
develop more independent, joyful, and
meaningful engagement in learning.

A common concern about
interdisciplinary learning is that it can
be quite difficult to implement.” With
such a long tradition of discipline-
bases for teacher specialization, school
timetables, and assessment structures,
it is difficult for many to embrace the
necessary culture shift.” As Daugherty
and Carter (2018) explain, “the structure
of public schools systems, especially
at the secondary level, may stifle
collaborationandintegration of subject
matter” (p. 4). Within these structures,
many educators, administrators, and
students struggle to engage in the
technical or logistical changes that are
needed for interdisciplinary reforms.

Some scholars and practitioners are
also concerned about the lack of
balance between different subject
areas in  programs that blend
disciplinary areas.” Similarly, various
researchers and educators worry about
the potential for losing or watering
down specific, disciplinary skills within
a holistic, interdisciplinary context.”

Aware of these difficulties, educators
who are trying to connect various
disciplines holistically need to work
collaboratively in order to balance
the different disciplinary areas and to
ensure that they do not lose or water
down technical, discipline-specific
skills. It is important not to rush into or
prescribe changes within contexts that
are not ready or open to them.” This
critical care must therefore be mindful
of local conditions” and responsive to
all educational partners.”




STUDENT AND EDUCATOR
EXPERIENCES

As Ken Robinson (2015) pointed out,
learning and education does not
depend on disciplinary structures
within schools; in fact, it “happens
anywhere there are willing learners and
engaging teachers. The challenge is to
create and sustain those experiences
within schools” (p. 72). Interdisciplinary
approaches insist on focusing
education around embracing all the
potential learning moments during a
school day — within diverse contexts —
and connecting curricular outcomes as
they unfold.

Within this approach, it is helpful
if educators have some intentional
curricular connections and learning
outcomes built into class activities.
However, it is vital that they are also
open to other possible educational
experiences, and to students' reflections
on relevant learning opportunities
that emerge. This includes actively
communicating with other educators
and providing students with the
information, tools, and support they
need to identify curricular connections
within class activities and relevant
prescribed outcomes.

START-UP CONDITIONS

To develop authentic and sustainable
interdisciplinary approaches, schools
need a committed group of educators
who can work as a cohort within a
flexible schedule”” Effective team
teaching relies on time for planning
amongst educators and between
educators and students.”' As Kodkanon,
Pinit, and Murphy (2018) describe,
leadership can be shared effectively
through open and supportive forms
of communication that value each
member’'s opinion. To facilitate this
shared leadership, educators will likely
need initial professional development
on how to facilitate curriculum
design that is collaborative and
interdisciplinary.” Similarly, students in
this approach may need support co-
designing activities and assignments
with their teachers, understanding
curricular outcomes, and connecting
their classroom experiences with
these prescribed learning outcomes.
Educators, students, and administrators
may also benefit from ongoing support
from educational services departments
and consultants.

) Benade, 2019; Ewing, 2017

IN CONCLUSION

Organizing curricula in
interdisciplinary ways has

been proven to motivate
students towards relevant

and transferrable content that
cultivates creative, open-minded,
and joyful learners.”” In an age of
climate instability, technological
revolution, refugee watershed,
public health emergencies, and
other upheavals, this pedagogical
approach educates students

in flexible and adaptable
competencies central to a world
changing so profoundly.

\Within an interdisciplinary
approach, students direct their
learning more independently, and
- with the support of educators -
they will be able to ground what
they learn in personalized and
holistic ways that also align with
prescribed learning outcomes.
Real-world connections and
open-ended competencies

like adaptability, balanced with
conventional content-literacy,
can be nurtured as course
content within an interdisciplinary
classroom. Working together
and supported by administrators
and the community, students
and educators can embrace
interdisciplinary learning to
improve student engagement
and success.

23 nes, 2012; Hargreaves et al, 2001, Rennie et al, 2013
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24 Fadel, Bialik, &Trilling, 2015; Gillis et al,, 2017; Senge, 2012
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