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Introduction:
 
In education, it is essential to cultivate authentic learning experiences that integrate multiple disciplines, thereby enhancing student engagement and comprehension. This essay investigates the relationship between authentic learning experiences and interdisciplinary connections, aiming to demonstrate how these educational strategies can improve the learning process. The main issue addressed in this research is the difficulty of meaningfully integrating various subjects, thereby making learning more relevant and impactful for students. 
The study adheres to the ethical guidelines outlined by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018), ensuring anonymity I will be referring to school in which this study takes place as School A. My interest in this research is inspired by the exemplary practices at School A, an institution renowned for its dedication to academic excellence and holistic student development. In this context, a year 7 class currently studying African culture, provided the perfect opportunity to explore interdisciplinary connections. This research will explore how linking disciplines such as geography, humanities and literature can create a holistic learning experience. It will analyze this approach's impact on student motivation, engagement and achievement and deepen students' understanding and appreciation of the subject matter.
As an educator dedicated to continuous professional development, my interest in this research is twofold. Firstly, I seek to understand how authentic learning experiences can be integrated into the curriculum to make learning more engaging and effective. Secondly, I aim to identify best practices for creating interdisciplinary connections that not only enhance knowledge acquisition but also promote critical thinking and creativity among students. This investigation is closely linked to my professional learning, which emphasizes innovative teaching strategies and reflective practice. 
 
Literature review:
 
Authentic learning experiences engage students in real-world tasks relevant to their lives and future careers. Herrington, Reeves and Oliver (2014) describe authentic learning as an approach where students are immersed in meaningful activities that promote deeper understanding and knowledge retention. Constructivist theories of learning, such as those proposed by Vygotsky (1978) and Dewey (1938), support this approach, emphasizing active, experiential learning. Lombardi (2007) suggests that authentic learning experiences significantly enhance student motivation and engagement. When students perceive learning activities as relevant and applicable to real-world scenarios, their genuine motivation increases. This relevance nurtures a connection between academic content and student’s lives, making learning more meaningful and effective. The literature highlights the importance of designing a curriculum that reflects real-world complexities to actively engage students. However, there are opposing views on the value of authentic learning experiences. Critics argue that the implementation of these experiences can be resource-intensive and challenging to align with standardized testing requirements (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). Additionally, some educators question whether all students equally benefit from such approaches, pointing out that students with lower prior knowledge or skills may struggle more in open-ended, real-world tasks (Estyn, 2017).
Interdisciplinary education integrates knowledge and skills from multiple disciplines to address complex questions, solve problems, and create new understanding. Beane (1997) argues that interdisciplinary learning mirrors the interconnected nature of knowledge in the real world, breaking down traditional subject boundaries. This approach encourages students to draw connections between different fields, encouraging a holistic understanding of content. Repto, Szostak, and Buchberger (2017) found that interdisciplinary education promotes critical thinking, creativity, and problem-solving skills. These cognitive abilities are essential for students to navigate the complexities of modern life and work environments. Furthermore, interdisciplinary learning caters to diverse learning styles and interests, making education more inclusive and personalized (Drake & Burns, 2004.) This literature emphasizes the value of an educational approach that reflects the complex nature of real-world issues. However, interdisciplinary learning also faces criticism. Some educators and researchers argue that it can dilute subject-specific knowledge and expertise. Jacobs (1989) notes that without careful planning and execution, interdisciplinary curricula can lead to superficial coverage of content, where students gain coverage but lack depth in individual subjects. This concern is echoed by traditionalists who believe that strong fundamental knowledge in specific disciplines is essential before students can effectively engage in interdisciplinary learning (Welsh Government, 2015).
The synthesis of literature on authentic learning experiences and interdisciplinary connections reveals their shared emphasis on enhancing student engagement and understanding through real-world relevance. This convergence is particularly pertinent to my research at School A, the year 7 class offers exceptional context to explore how these strategies can be effectively integrated into the curriculum.
The existing literature has significantly influenced the formation of my research title. The emphasis on real-world relevance and integrated learning in works by Herrington et al. (2014), Bean (1997), and others provided a theoretical foundation for exploring the link between authentic learning experiences and interdisciplinary connections. My research aims to investigate how these educational strategies can be applied in a practical classroom setting. Furthermore, one of my targets from my previous placement was to use my knowledge and experience of other expressive arts subject areas to capitalize on making connections to other areas of learning. This target directly influenced my choice of research title, as it aligns with the need to develop authentic learning experiences through interdisciplinary connection.
While extensive research exists on authentic learning experiences and interdisciplinary education, several gaps remain. Much of the existing literature focuses on higher education, with fewer studies examining these strategies in primary and secondary schools. Additionally, there is limited research on the long-term impacts of these approaches on student outcomes. My study aims to fill these gaps by exploring the implementation and effects of authentic and interdisciplinary learning in a secondary school context. By examining the year 7 class, my research will provide evidence on how these strategies to the existing body of literature by offering insights into the practical challenges and benefits of implementing these approaches in a real-world classroom setting. Additionally, my study will explore the impact of these strategies on the student engagement, motivation and achievement, addressing the need for more comprehensive research in this area.
My research builds on the work of previous scholars by applying their theoretical frameworks to a new context. For instance, Herrington et al. (2014) and Beane (1997) have laid the groundwork for understanding the benefits of authentic and interdisciplinary learning. My study extends their finding by exploring how these principles can be applied to the study of African culture in a secondary school curriculum. In doing so, I aim to provide practical recommendations for educators seeking to implement these strategies in their own classrooms. By focusing on a specific cohort at School A, my research will offer detailed insights into the practicalities of integrating authentic learning experiences and interdisciplinary connections in a secondary school setting. This localized focus will enhance the applicability of my findings, making them relevant to educators working in similar contexts.
 
Case study:
 
Case study research involves a deep investigation of a single or multiple cases within real-world contexts, aiming to comprehend complex issues comprehensively. It is extensively utilized across disciplines like education, social sciences and business to explore intricate phenomena, offerings insights unattainable through other research methods. Defined by Yin (2018) as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context,” case studies aim to provide a thorough understanding of the cases under scrutiny, considering contextual conditions. Stage (1995) categorizes case studies into intrinsic, instrumental and collective types, each serving distinct purposes in exploring phenomena within their contexts. 
Case studies facilitate detailed exploration, leading to nuanced understandings of phenomena (Yin, 2018). They allow for the examination of the interplay between phenomena and contexts, often overlooked by other research methods (Stake, 1995). Adaptability to various research questions and contexts renders case studies suitable for exploratory, and descriptive research (Yin, 2018). Case studies utilise various data sources like interviews, observations and documents, enhancing credibility Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). They aid in refining existing theories or developing new perspectives, particularly beneficial in fields with growing theories (Flyvbjerg, 2006).
Findings from case studies might not apply to other contexts or populations due to their focus on specific cases (Yin, 2018). Potential for researcher bias may affect reliability and validity, requiring strategies like member checking (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Conducting case studies demands extensive time and resources for data collection, analysis, and interpretation. (Yin, 2018). Analysing case study data can be complex due to the volume and variety of data collected (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Ethical issues surrounding confidentiality and consent must be navigated carefully to protect participants’ welfare (Stake, 1995).

Participants:

In my case study, participants will include year 7 students currently studying African culture at School A, along with teachers involved in the curriculum planning and delivery. To ensure a representative sample, a purposive sampling method will be employed. This method selects participants based on specific criteria relevant to the research question. Inclusion criteria will encompass active participation in the African culture curriculum for students, teaching responsibility for the curriculum among teachers, and involvement in curriculum planning for administrators. To achieve diversity, factors such as gender, academic performance, and socio-economic backgrounds will be considered. Teachers from various subject areas integrating the African culture theme into their lessons will be selected, alongside administrators with diverse roles in curriculum development. Random selection within subgroups will be utilized to minimize bias, ensuring representation from all classes. Sample size considerations will balance depth and breadth of data, aiming for 5-10 student participants, 2-3 teachers and 1-2 administrators. Ethical considerations include obtaining informed consent, ensuring confidentiality, and maintaining anonymity. Data collection methods will include interviews, observations and document analysis. This comprehensive approach will yield rich insights into the implementation and impact of authentic learning experiences and interdisciplinary connections in the year 7 curriculum at School A, enhancing understanding of educational strategies and their effectiveness in engaging students and improving learning outcomes.
 
Research methods:

Observation is a valuable method in educational research, allowing for the direct observation of behaviour and interactions in natural settings. In this study, observations were conducted to gain insights into how interdisciplinary connections and authentic experiences are implemented and experienced in a year 7 curriculum. According to Cohen et al. (2018), observations provide rich, contextually embedded data, allowing researchers to capture authentic behaviours and interactions. This method is particularly useful for studying phenomena within their natural contexts, enhancing ecological validity. However, observations may be subject to observer bias and may not capture the full range of experiences, as researchers cannot observe everything that happens in a classroom (Cohen et al, 2018). The observation schedule included two lessons, Monday fourth period and Wednesday first period as shown in Appendix 1 (Observation Schedule). Research indicates that students perform better earlier in the week, with peak performance on Tuesdays and Wednesdays, likely due to rest from the weekend (Kecklund & Akerstedt, 2004). Students are most alert and perform best between 9:00 AM and 11:00 AM, aligning with natural circadian rhythms (Keller et al, 2014; Wolfson & Carskadon, 2003). Cognitive functions, including attention and memory are optimal during these morning hours, while performance typically declines in the early afternoon due to the “afternoon slump” (Folkard, 1974).

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with teachers to gather in-depth insights into their experiences and perspectives on the interdisciplinary scheme of work. Interviews allow for probing questions and in-depth exploration of participants’ perspectives (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). They provide rich, detailed data that can illuminate participants’ thoughts, experiences and motivations. However, interviews may be subject to social desirability bias, where participants responses believe are socially acceptable (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). For teachers, questions centered on their implementation of interdisciplinary approaches, challenges faced, and perceptions of student outcomes. Examples include “How do you integrate multiple subjects in your teaching?” and “What difficulties do you encounter when creating authentic learning experiences?” as shown in Appendix 2 (Interview Questions). These enquiries aimed to gather insights into teaching practices and align with research by Fogarty and Pete (2007) on interdisciplinary teaching strategies. For students, questions focused on their experiences and perceptions of interdisciplinary learning, authentic tasks, and engagement levels. Open-ended queries, such as “How do you feel about connecting different subjects in your learning?” and “What activities do you find most engaging?”, were chosen to elicit detailed responses, aligning with research by Cox (2005) on student perspectives in interdisciplinary education.
Questionnaires were administered to students to gather their perceptions of authentic learning experiences and interdisciplinary connections. Questionnaires allow for the collection of quantitative data, facilitating statistical analysis and generalization of findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Participant characteristics such as age and attainment may influence the research method and findings. For example, younger students may have limited ability to articulate their experiences, while high-attaining students may have different perceptions of the curriculum. These factors should be considered when interpreting and generalizing findings. The Likert scale format allows for nuanced responses, enhancing the questionnaire’s reliability and validity (Likert, 1932). Examples include: “On a scale from 1 to 5, how strongly do you agree or disagree with the statement: “I enjoy learning about topics that connect different subjects, like geography and humanities?” and “How confident are you in applying knowledge learned in one subject to solve problems in another subject? (Not confident at all, somewhat confident, moderately confident, very confident, extremely confident) as shown in Appendix 3 (Questionnaire). However, they do possess limited response options, risking forced choice and central tendency bias (DeVellis, 2017).

Data presentation and analysis method:

In reporting data collected from observations, interviews and questionnaires, a mixed-method approach will be employed to ensure a comprehensive analysis. According to Creswell & Creswell (2017), mixed-methods research involves collecting, analyzing, and interpreting both quantitative and qualitative data within a single study. This approach allows for a more nuanced understanding of the research topic by triangulating different sources of data. From observational data, qualitative analysis methods such as thematic analysis will be used. Thematic analysis involves identifying patterns or themes within the data, allowing for the identification of reoccurring concepts or ideas (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This method will enable the identification of key themes related to interdisciplinary connections and authentic learning experiences observed in the classroom. The qualitative data obtained from interviews with teachers and students will also be analyzed using thematic analysis. By systematically coding and categorizing the interview transcripts, common themes and patterns will emerge, providing insights into participants’ perspectives and experiences. (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Quantitative data from the questionnaires will be analyzed using descriptive statistics to provide an overview of participants’ responses. This will involve calculating frequencies, percentages, and means to summarize data (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Likert scale responses will be quantified and presented graphically to illustrate trends and patterns in participants’ perceptions of interdisciplinary connections and authentic learning experiences.
To ensure trustworthiness of the findings, several processes will be implemented to enhance credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. Member checking will be conducted, whereby participants will be given the opportunity to review and validate the accuracy of their responses (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). This will help ensure that the interpretations of the data accurately reflect participants’ experiences. Additionally, triangulation will be employed by comparing and contrasting data collected from different sources (observations, interviews and questionnaires) to collaborate findings to enhance the validity of the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Furthermore, detailed documentation of the research process, including data collection procedures, analysis methods, and decision-making processes, will be maintained to ensure dependability and confirmability. By employing a mixed-methods approach and incorporating strategies to enhance trustworthiness, the data presentation and analysis in this tidy will provide a comprehensive understanding of the relationship between authentic learning experiences and interdisciplinary connections in the year 7 scheme of work.

Ethical considerations:

In conducting this study, ethical considerations were of utmost importance to ensure the protection and well-being of all participants, particularly the students involved. Anonymity and confidentiality upheld throughout the research process to safeguard the privacy of the students and maintain the integrity of the study. To maintain anonymity, all identifying information such as names or personal details was removed or anonymized in the collected data. Instead, participants were assigned unique codes or pseudonyms to ensure that their identities could not be linked to their responses or observations. This measure was taken to protect the students privacy and confidentiality. Confidentiality was further ensured by securely storing all data in password-protected electronic files and locked cabinets. Access to the data was restricted to authorized personnel only, ensuring that sensitive information remained private and was accessible only to those directly involved in the research process.
Before the study began, a consent form was developed and approved by the headteacher to be emailed to the students' parents or guardians. This consent form provided detailed information of the purpose of the study, the procedures involved, and the rights of the participants. Parents or guardians were required to provide informed consent before their child could participate in the study, demonstrating their understanding of the research and their willingness to allow their child to be involved. In addition, an ethical approval form was completed as part of the research process. This form documented the ethical considerations of the study, including participant welfare, informed consent procedures, confidential measures and potential risks or benefits associated with participation. By obtaining ethical approval, I ensured that the research was conducted in accordance with established guidelines and standards of ethical conduct. Both the consent and ethical approval forms have been included in the appendix of this research report to enhance transparency and allow readers to evaluate the study's ethical integrity. These measures were taken to uphold the trust and integrity of the research while prioritizing the rights and well-being of the participants involved.

Results:

Observational data were collected over two art lessons that involved researching African patterns, learning about symbolism, and designing personal patterns and symbols to represent the student’s personalities. During both lessons, students displayed high levels of engagement. They actively participated in researching African patterns, learning about symbolism, and designing their own patterns and symbols. Indicators of engagement included attentiveness, enthusiasm, and frequent interactions with peers and the teacher.
	Observation note
	“Students were highly engaged in researching African patterns, frequently asking questions about the cultural significance of different designs. They showed enthusiasm in designing their own patterns and symbols to represent their personalities, often discussing their ideas with peers.”



Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris (2004) define student engagement as a multidimensional construct encompassing behavioral, emotional and cognitive dimensions. The high levels of participation and enthusiasm observed align with these dimensions, suggesting that the interdisciplinary approach effectively captivates students’ interest. 
Teachers employed strategies to facilitate interdisciplinary learning, such as integrating geographic and cultural knowledge into art projects and prompting students to think critically about the patterns and symbols they were designing. They provided real-world examples, encouraged student exploration, and guided group discussions to deepen understanding.
	Observation note
	“The teacher facilitated the lesson by explaining the geographical and cultural context of African patterns and the significance of symbolism. They encouraged students to explore the meanings behind different symbols and apply these concepts to their own work.”



Fogarty and Pete (2007) emphasize the critical role of teachers in designing and guiding interdisciplinary projects. The observed facilitation techniques reflect effective interdisciplinary teaching practices, encouraging a deeper understanding and critical thinking among the students.

Positive classroom dynamics were observed, with students collaborating effectively on research and design elements. Group discussions were active and constructive, and interactions were respectful and supportive.

	Observation note
	“Students worked well in groups, discussing their research on African patterns and symbolism, and providing feedback on each other’s designs. The classroom atmosphere was collaborative and supportive.”



Vgostsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory highlights the importance of social interactions in learning. The observed collaborative activities support the theory that peer interactions can enhance student learning and engagement in interdisciplinary lessons.

A variety of materials were used to support interdisciplinary connections, including art supplies, reference pages, and digital resources on African patterns and symbolism. Students interacted actively with these materials, enhancing their understanding and engagement.

	Observation note
	“Students use reference pages and digital resources to research African patterns and symbolism, which informed their designs. The availability of these resources helped them understand the cultural and geographical context of the patterns and symbols.”



Darling-Hammond et al. (2008) highlights the importance of providing adequate resources to support innovative teaching practices. The diverse materials used in the lessons facilitated interdisciplinary learning and supported student engagement.

The data from the student questionnaires provides valuable insights into their attitudes towards connecting subjects in learning. 
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Students generally enjoy learning about topics that connect different subjects, with an average rating of 4.0. This indicates that interdisciplinary learning is perceived as enjoyable and engaging by most students. With an average rating of 3.8, students agree that connecting different subjects helps them understand real-world issues. However, this slightly lower score compared to enjoyment suggests there might be room to further emphasize the real-world relevance of these lessons. The question that received one of the highest ratings of 4.2, indicates that students find projects that connect different subjects highly engaging. This supports the notion that hands-on, interdisciplinary projects significantly enhance student engagement. Students feel motivated to participate in lessons that connect different subjects, with an average rating of 4.0. This aligns with the high engagement ratings and suggests that interdisciplinary learning can boost student motivation. Similar to engaging projects, students rated the interest level of lessons that connected different subjects highly, at 4.2. This indicates that interdisciplinary lessons are not only engaging but also capture student interest effectively. With the lowest rating at 3.6, students feel somewhat confident in applying knowledge from one subject to another, this suggests an area for improvement. Teachers might need to provide more support and explicit instruction on transferring skills and knowledge between subjects. Students rated their confidence in connecting ideas from different subjects relatively high, at 4.0. This indicates that most students feel capable of understanding new topics through interdisciplinary connections, though there is still room for further development.

The teacher interviews aimed to explore their experiences with integrating multiple subjects, the challenges faced in creating authentic learning experiences, and their perceptions of the impact on student engagement and learning outcomes.

Teacher responses:

	Theme
	Quote

	Cross-Disciplinary
	“I often plan projects where students research different cultures and connect them to their geographic locations.”

	Collaborative Planning
	“We have planning sessions where we brainstorm ways to link our subjects.”

	Resource Constraints
	“Creating authentic learning experiences requires a lot of resources, and sometimes we don’t have enough.”

	Student Engagement
	“Some students struggle to stay engaged, especially if they find one of the integrated subjects less interesting.”

	Enhanced Engagement
	“Students are more engaged when they see how subjects connect to real life.”

	Improved Critical Thinking
	“Students develop better critical thinking skills as they learn to make connections and apply knowledge in various contexts.”



The student interviews aimed to understand their perspectives on connecting different subjects in learning, the activities they find most engaging and the relevance of interdisciplinary lessons.

Student responses:

	Theme
	Quote

	Enjoyment
	“It makes lessons more fun and interesting.”

	Relevance
	“It helps me understand why we are learning certain things and how to apply to real life.”

	Hands-on Projects
	“I love doing practical projects where I can make things to express myself.”

	Group Work
	“Working in groups is great because we can share ideas and help each other.”



The teacher interviews revealed several key themes related to the implementation of interdisciplinary teaching. Cross-disciplinary projects and collaborative planning emerged as common practices. Teachers noted the benefits of integrating subjects to enhance student engagement and critical thinking, consistent with findings by Fogarty and Pete (2007). However, resource constraints and varying levels of student engagement were significant challenges. The student interviews highlighted enjoyment and relevance as major factors in their positive perception of interdisciplinary lessons. Hands-on projects and group work were particularly engaging, aligning with Cox (2005), who emphasized the importance of interactive and collaborative learning experiences. The findings from both teacher and student interviews align with the literature on interdisciplinary teaching. For instance, Fogarty and Pete (2007) suggest that integrating multiple subjects can enhance student engagement and critical thinking. The positive response from students towards hands-on projects supports the view that practical, real-world applications of knowledge are effective in maintaining student interest (Cox, 2005).

Conclusion:

The methods of data collection, including observations, semi-structured interviews and questionnaires, were found to be reliable within the context of School A. Comprehensive insights into student engagement and teacher practices were provided by these methods. The validity of the findings was ensured through the triangulation of data sources, although it could be enhanced by a larger sample size and extended study duration. The generalizability of the findings is limited due to the specific cultural and educational context of the school and the year 7 scheme of work. Future research could involve multiple classes or even schools to explore multidisciplinary teaching methods across different subjects and year groups. Longitudinal studies tracking long-term impacts would also be beneficial. The research aligns with the professional standards for teaching and leadership in Wales by demonstrating innovative teaching practices and a commitment to continuous professional development. Reflecting on and sharing these findings can contribute to the teaching community, supporting the development of effective teaching strategies. 

Recommendations:

In light of the research findings, several recommendations can improve interdisciplinary teaching in art education. Ensure teachers have access to diverse art supplies, reference books and digital resources to support integrating other areas of learning into art lessons. Offer workshops and training for teachers on effective interdisciplinary strategies, focusing on integrating multiple subjects and using real-world examples to engage students. Facilitate regular planning sessions for teachers from different subjects to design cohesive interdisciplinary projects. Implement hands-on, creative activities to maintain high student engagement.
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