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Cross-curricular learning will be embedded into the new Curriculum for Wales (2022), after Donaldson (2015) highlighted that subject integration would benefit pupils and introduce a more rounded and realistic approach to learning. Cross-curricular approaches were developed throughout the twentieth century and incorporated into the education system (Barnes, 2012 p. 261).  It was advocated in the Plowden Report (1967), and was trialled in the education system but caught the attention of commentators who labelled it as ‘an effigy of the ills of primary practice’ (Sugrue, 2010). It was then disregarded (Gillard, 2006) even though research and various accounts held it as a tool for creative thinking and improving learning. Cross-curricular practice was omitted from a recent Department for Education report (2013). Looking forward, this view has radically changed with the Donaldson Report (2015) and cross-curricular teaching will now become a major part of the new Curriculum for Wales (2022) (Jones, 2019). 

Gardner is a modern advocate of cross-curricular teaching approaches and believes that integrating subjects can lead to more profound learning that is transferable throughout education (Barnes, 2012 p. 261-262). This approach is a more creative approach to learning and developing children knowledge, this can motivate and make education more meaningful and relevant to everyday life (Hayes, 2010). Gardner (2012, p. 140-141) has been furthering his work on Multiple Intelligences theory highlighting that open minded cross-curricular approaches are best to educate all his ‘multiple intelligences’. He suggests that teaching in a subject specific environment could be detrimental to one or more of these intelligences. However, there is not enough empirical data to prove multiple intelligence theory (Waterhouse, 2006 p. 247-248), and Gardner’s classifications are not specific enough to be tested rigorously (Allix, 2000 p. 286). There is contention over Gardner’s theory and the applicability of cross-curricular teaching, even though many Government reports concerning future education suggest these methods are incorporated into primary education (Ofsted, 2012 p. 53; Ofsted, 2010 p. 8-12; Richards, 2010 p. 390-393). The Irish education system has utilised cross-curricular approaches (Greenwood, 2013 p. 443-444), after recognising its values throughout the 1990’s and grouping subject areas together. In 2007, the Northern Ireland Curriculum incorporated teaching many subjects using cross-curricular methods. In Wales literacy, numeracy and digital competence will be integrated throughout the curriculum by September 2022 and is already introduced in pilot schools as responsibilities for the classroom teachers. 

Estyn has shown this approach can assist in the learning process in primary education, showing an overall improvement in the school’s end of Key Stage 2 results, suggesting that pupils respond better to this type of curriculum (Estyn, 2016). This ensures that pupils develop learning skills in a more systematic way across a range of contexts (Estyn, 2015). Estyn places importance on these cross-curricular activities, ensuring teachers; ‘regularly reinforce’ these responsibilities ‘including literacy, numeracy and digital competence’, and provide opportunities for children to practise these skills (Estyn, 2018).  Taylor, Power & Powell (2018 p. 50) highlight that Estyn need to ensure this new curriculum is accessible for students with additional learning needs (ALN), it should not lead to a culture of low expectation for these students. They will be working on progression steps, as outlined in the proposed Welsh Curriculum 2022 (Welsh Government, 2019a). The Digital Competency Framework (DCF) in place in 2008 has been redesigned to fit with current changes in digital technology and learning, and has moved away from set skills, to a more progressive steps approach to learning competencies. Recent PISA results show that Wales has improved in comparison to their results from 2012 and 2015 (Lewis, 2019). Due to the fall in these tests in 2013 the Literacy & Numeracy Framework (LNF) (Dauncey, 2013) has also been redesigned to encourage learning through progression steps for the Wales 2022 curriculum. Both the LNF and the DCF have now become three cross-curricular responsibilities embedded into this 2022 curriculum (Welsh Government 2019a). 

A cross-curricular approach allows for students to make connections between subjects and to develop overall knowledge (Donaldson, 2015). By developing these subjects throughout the curriculum, children make develop wider connections between subjects and relate their learning to everyday life (Donaldson, 2015; Barnes, 2012 p.261-262). By confining the lessons to one content-based subject it deprives children the opportunity to make connections with the work they are doing and the learning taking place (Kerry, 2015, Boyle & Bragg, 2008). The Rose Review (2009) of the primary curriculum highlights a need to try and integrate learning, with cross-curricular approaches creating opportunity for teachers and students. Teachers have better access to opportunity to develop many different skills within their classes making these lessons with less structured and with a more experiential approach to learning. In the new curriculum for 2022 (Welsh Government, 2019a), there is a great emphasis on developing the cross-curricular responsibilities of literacy, numeracy and digital literacy. These are the responsibility of all adults involved in young people’s education and developing and enhancing the understanding of these subjects must take place. Donaldson (2015 p.64-70; Impact School Improvement Ltd, 2018) has also introduced the 12 pedagogical principles which are areas which teachers should try to implement in their lessons to improve children’s learning. This involves the three responsibilities for learning which would educate children and prepare them for the future. 

Literacy and language are a vital part of the education system, essential to learning throughout any curriculum and throughout life (Donaldson 2015). Literacy is important for children’s learning and used in everyday life (Jones 2010), it is fundamental to the acquisition of knowledge throughout education and beyond (Encyclopedia.com, 2019).  Looking forward, this cross-curricular approach provides opportunities to develop literacy skills in other lessons as well as learning other subjects. An example could be writing a newspaper report on historical events or geographical subject, incorporating both elements of the curriculum, where the learner can utilise prior knowledge from previous sessions. Literacy enables the development of oral skills in other subjects, increasing learner confidence and encouraging presentation of knowledge to peers (UNRWA, 2013 p. 1-5). By integrating literacy into other subjects children can develop skills from previous lessons, improving their learning. It gives the learners opportunities to demonstrate their understanding and use skills in different contexts (Newton, 2019).

One of the challenges of integrating literacy throughout the curriculum would be that learners might concentrate too much on their literacy skills during sessions and the main subject being taught could lose its particularity (Greenwood, 2013 p. 447). A cross-curricular approach in theory should engage and involve pupils more, however, it could also lessen the enjoyment of certain subjects for learners, as some may suffer due to a lack of capability in any aspect of the lesson, and recent research has shown that cross-curricular approaches may not be beneficial to the learning process (Turner, 2018). Learners may not be able to express themselves in these particular subjects or may choose to interact negatively with a progressive curriculum (Ashman, 2017). The curriculum for Wales 2022 aims to develop all areas of learning, placing as much importance on these new responsibilities as the core subjects. By introducing literacy, numeracy and digital competence into these cross-curricular lessons at every opportunity, it demonstrates the importance of these areas to the learning process (Welsh Government, 2019a).  

Numeracy, a vitally important subject, is used in everyday life. A necessity in all areas of the curriculum to create understanding and aid development in all subjects (Welsh Government, 2019b). Children would benefit with numeracy being integrated throughout various lessons. This would allow the pupils the opportunity to use prior knowledge in other situations where they can demonstrate their understanding. Children’s understanding is truly tested when they can apply it into a different context or to teach someone else (National Research Council, 2015). From my experience numeracy is a subject difficult to integrate but this new curriculum places importance on this integration with other subjects in a relevant way for learners. The basis of numeracy is ensuring pupils recognise and understand the role of mathematics in many contexts. It involves choosing the mathematics to use, applying mathematical skills, and evaluating their use to solve problems in the world around us. Highly numerate students interpret, apply and evaluate mathematical strategies, and communicate mathematical reasoning in real world situations. (Department of Education, n.d.). 

Differentiation of ability can challenge implementation of numeracy throughout the curriculum using cross-curricular approaches. When skills are integrated together to form a cross-curricular lesson these skills could sometimes be difficult to differentiate between pupil abilities in the classroom. Some children in certain tasks may struggle as the skill required to complete the task is difficult for them to grasp (Buckley, 2004).  An example of this could be counting mini beasts in the Foundation Phase, this task integrates numeracy into a science lesson. Using various numeracy skills, less able learners’ who might not be able to count above 10 or 20, could be limited in terms of participation because of weak numeracy skills. From my experience trying to teach these skills ad hoc without extensive planning and practice beforehand is challenging and therefore may not be beneficial to learners’. At the other extreme there is the possibility that more able and talented (MAT) students are held back because of cross-curricular approaches, lack of challenge for them due to differentiation of ability in the class, may be frustrating and limit the extent of their learning.

Digital competence is vital in a young child’s life since the world has become so embedded in the use of technology. Pupils have grown up around new technology and new methods of learning with this technology are constantly evolving (Thomas, 2016 p. 7-10). 
To remain globally competitive and develop engaged citizens, our schools should weave 21st century competencies and expertise throughout the learning experience. 
                                                         (Thomas, 2016) 

This is emphasised by the importance of digital literacy in the new curriculum where integration wherever possible allows children to develop their own skills and confidence with using different technologies.  Part of teachers’ responsibilities is ensuring pupils embrace life skills and preparing them for jobs in the future. Schools should give pupils the skills to adapt and to be confident in what they do. As a result, Donaldson (2015) has recommended 4 principles for learning in the new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2019a). 

Children’s screen time has risen drastically in recent years (Radesky and Christakis, 2016 p. 827) with new technology and more opportunity to play games and interact with screens.  There is relevant and empirical research which suggests too much screen time is detrimental to a child’s well-being and mental health (Przybylski and Weinstein, 2017 p.204). There is a possibility that encouraging digital competencies in school also increases the exposure to screen time overall and may play a role in negative effects to children’s development in other areas of learning (Robinson and Borzekowski, 2006; Maniccia et al, 2011). From my experience, using ICT in schools can be very challenging to include the entire class due to lack of equipment availability. Some children are also not very familiar with using computers or laptops but are very able with iPads and tablets, however tablet-based use can limit the development of keyboard skills and can be detrimental to learning. 

The cross-curricular responsibilities could also have a detrimental effect on the children’s development in other subjects. When literacy, numeracy or digital competency are incorporated in a lesson this could have a negative impact on children’s learning because of focus shifting to these competencies and hindering learning in the original subject (Newton, 2019). Some children focus more on the literacy skills instead of the learning from the area of learning which could prevent valuable learning opportunities and a lack of time to complete the tasks. Subjects were losing their interest and unaware of the original subject, this could prevent developing subject specific skills (Lynch, 2019; Newton, 2019). Another factor limiting learning through a cross-curricular approach is the teacher’s subject knowledge (Aubrey, 2013; Hedges and Cullen, 2005). Teachers can only teach what they know and understand, if this knowledge is limited the learner’s knowledge of this subject would also be limited (Goulding, Rowland and Barber, 2002). Digital competence of teachers could limit how much emphasis they put onto incorporating the Digital aspects of learning into their lessons (Hsu, 2010). Another difficulty with trying to implement the three cross-curricular responsibilities would be the time taken to implement them. From my experience children can vary in time required to undertake tasks. This variance could prevent certain learners from participating in the cross-curricular aspects of the lesson and lead to deficiencies in subject-based knowledge (Newton, 2019).


The Curriculum for Wales 2022 gives a radical and well thought out plan of Donaldson’s vision. It will prepare pupils for the future. Cross-curricular learning develops skills needed for the future, by encouraging critical, creative thinkers who can communicate and collaborate with others. The new curriculum also incorporates the cross-curricular responsibilities of literacy, numeracy and digital competence, known to be 21st century skills needed for success in the future (Applied Educational Systems, 2019; Thomas, 2016 p. 8).

The new curriculum for Wales 2022 is an effort to improve the Welsh position in the Pisa table. 
The potential is there, providing practitioners and teachers have access to appropriate high-quality professional learning to help them deliver on these aims. 
                                      Headteacher, Primary School, Response 1176 (O’Prey et al, 2019)

In conclusion a cross-curricular approach to learning would be an effective approach to improve literacy, numeracy and digital competence. By integrating these responsibilities into other subjects, it could allow for learning to be as realistic to real world situations as possible. Children could then associate these skills with real life skills, and not strictly classroom-based skills. By making these skills transferable to all other subjects it increases their value for learning and encourages the children to progress more in these curriculum responsibilities, so they can take part and improve in other subjects. Also, by using these subject skills in other lessons some children could be facilitated to show improved ability and understanding of the subject being taught. Previously these skills were being implemented as a class subject, and as subjects to be integrated into other areas using the LNF framework. From my experience I think this approach is problematic, encouraging teachers to implement these frameworks, integrating these skills whilst missing out on the importance of creating a meaningful learning experience for learners. With cross-curricular responsibilities this will hopefully change as teachers are encouraged to make lessons more enjoyable and more purposeful in all areas. One area of concern is how learners will be assessed under this new curriculum, if learning is cross-curricular then assessment of ability of learners in core subjects may be affected by an outdated assessment system, limiting certain learners and not fully displaying learners’ full intelligences. This could be detrimental to confidence and performance for many learners. One way to approach this problem would be to introduce a cross-curricular approach to assessment at the same time, allowing for full cross-curricular ability to be assessed by all involved subject teachers and showing a clearer overall insight of learners. The problem with this approach is that more time is required by teachers who already have busy schedules, meaning that the design of a cross-curricular assessment system would have to be effective to make this process efficient and realistic for education in Wales.


Donaldson highlights how assessment should be changed in Successful Futures (2015) where he discusses the importance of this and how it aids pupil development. He also stresses how assessment is one of the most common areas for improvement in schools. Barnes (2012) also highlights assessment of cross-curricular learning, but with a focus more on peer and self-assessment and the benefits of this approach. By assessing each subject involved in a cross-curricular way, instead of solely subject based marking, I believe that the representation of learner’s ability and evaluation of weakness would be improved, providing more opportunity to better implement the curriculum for each learner and involve them in their education, in line with the Curriculum for Wales emphasis on active learner participation. Targets for myself are to research and develop my understanding of cross-curricular learning and to implement this in my lessons this would relate to the QTS standard where I would have to “teach the required and expected skills, knowledge and understanding relevant to the needs of the learner making appropriate use of relevant national guidance.” “Organises and implements the curriculum so that it meets the requirements of the national curriculum in Wales.” “Improve their own knowledge and practice including responding to advice and feedback” (Welsh Government, 2011).  
 
In summary, there needs to be more clarity and understanding when assessing children in a cross-curriculum, the new curriculum must adapt to assess all areas of learning and not just meet criteria. The Curriculum for Wales also places an emphasis on children with ALN, suggesting they could be at an even bigger disadvantage if the education system is unable to support their learning and remove barriers to it. If Curriculum for Wales 2022 is to be a success, there needs to be training given to help implement this change in education and the new teaching philosophy. There also needs to be an emphasis on giving extra time for preparation for these lessons. It will take a period of adjustment for this new curriculum to become embedded in the Welsh education system despite the roll out being in September 2022 and will deliver a new way of thinking and assessing children. The digital competence of teachers is an area that would need constant updating and training if teachers are expected to pass these skills onto learners and prepare them for the future. The Curriculum for Wales 2022 brings an innovative and inspiring curriculum for pupils and despite the problems highlighted in this essay, I believe Wales will become a leader in education. 
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