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History in Multidisciplinary Education: 

A Case Study in a Finnish Primary School 

Abstract 

Multidisciplinary education is being increasingly introduced into many countries’ 

curricula. In Finland, the national curriculum of 2014 made multidisciplinary education 

mandatory in basic education. This case study investigates how history teaching is 

perceived and implemented within a multidisciplinary module in a Finnish primary 

school. Data was collected through interviews and observations, and the analysis 

followed a thematic analysis procedure. The study is theoretically framed around 

concepts of multidisciplinary education, history education, and multidisciplinary history 

teaching. The results indicate that multidisciplinary education can support history’s status 

and relevance as a subject, as its connections to other subjects and the lifeworld are 

clarified. In multidisciplinary education, historical content can be holistically studied 

through multiple perspectives. History content can also provide a base for developing 

overarching competences and skills related to other subjects. As the case of study was 

clearly affected by its context, the article addresses education as a complex phenomenon. 

Regardless of the curriculum approach, teachers need to be sensitive to the framing 

conditions for teaching and learning. To support history learning, both in 

multidisciplinary and subject-based education, the conditions for students’ learning need 

to determine teaching purposes and methods. 

Keywords: multidisciplinary education, history teaching, primary school, Finnish 

education, classroom 

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 

Multidisciplinary education has long been suggested to enhance holistic learning. In recent 

years, the idea of multidisciplinary approaches to teaching and learning has re-emerged within 

discussions of school reform and future education (McPhail 2018). As future challenges are 

said to require citizens with know-how and competences that move beyond the limits of school 

subjects (Lähdemäki 2018), multidisciplinary education is increasingly being introduced in 

many countries’ curricula (Greenwood 2013; Christensen 2013; Wallace, Sheffield, Rennie & 

Venville 2007).  

In Finland, an extensive curriculum reform for basic education was carried out in 2014, 

and the new curriculum was implemented in schools in autumn 2016. To support values of 

personal growth, lifelong learning, sustainable living, and comprehensive knowledge, the new 

national curriculum sets competence-based learning as a main goal of education (Lähdemäki 

2018). Through subject matter and multidisciplinary education, schools are responsible for 

developing students’ transversal competences. The national curriculum defines seven 

transversal competence areas with objectives of (1) thinking and learning to learn; (2) cultural 

competence, interaction and expression; (3) managing daily life; (4) multiliteracy; (5) ICT 

competence, (6) working life and entrepreneurial competence; and (7) participation, influence, 

and building a sustainable future. The competence areas cover each subject, meaning that all 

subjects are responsible for developing students’ competences (Vitikka, Krokfors & Rikabi 

2016). Another way to enhance competence-based learning is through multidisciplinary 

modules, in which students collaboratively study real-world phenomena. According to the 

national curriculum, multidisciplinary studies enable students to connect and contextualise 

subject matter knowledge to develop meaningful understandings. All students should take part 

in at least one multidisciplinary learning module every school year. The aims, content, and 

implementation of the modules are to be decided by local municipalities and schools (Finnish 

National Agency for Education, FNAE 2014).   

Competence-based and multidisciplinary education brings new conditions for teachers 

(Lähdemäki 2018; Niemelä & Tirri 2018). They are challenged to shift into a role of coach 

instead of the former teacher role of power and control. They are also encouraged to work 

collaboratively, unlike the traditional autonomous teacher culture (Lähdemäki 2018). 

Moreover, they are challenged to find new ways of negotiating disciplinary, multidisciplinary, 

and competence-based teaching and learning in their practice (cf. Niemelä & Tirri 2018). 

Despite the curricular guidelines, Finnish teachers generally receive little training in 

multidisciplinary education in their teacher education (Niemelä & Tirri 2018). This has brought 

concerns about how teachers, particularly secondary teachers, will implement the new 

curricular standards in their practice (Braskén, Hemmi & Kurtén 2019; Niemelä & Tirri 2018). 

Less research has focused on primary teachers, perhaps due to assumptions about their ability 

to navigate different subject areas within the multidisciplinary nature of their profession 

(cf. Nollmeyer, Kelting-Gibson & Graves 2016). Nevertheless, mandated multidisciplinary 

education sets primary teachers in a new position of teaching (Mård 2020). As multidisciplinary 

education relies on the idea of combining different subjects into meaningful wholes, primary 

teachers are challenged to reflect on school subjects and their possible interconnections. 

Multidisciplinary education can thereby help them to notice new aspects of subjects 

(Kristiansson 2014) while also challenging them to reconsider their teaching practices. 

This case study investigates history teaching within multidisciplinary primary 

education.  In Finland, history is a subject with few teaching hours in primary education, and it 

has been reported to be a textbook-centred subject focusing on content knowledge (Puustinen & 

Khawaja 2019). Given the potential of multidisciplinary education to encourage teacher 

reflection on subjects and their connections, the study aims to investigate how history teaching 

is perceived and implemented within a multidisciplinary learning module on the theme of the 



Renaissance in a Finnish primary school. Data was collected through interviews with the 

executing primary teacher and a pedagogical expert in the school (see the methodology section) 

and through observations of the teaching practice. Two research questions frame the study:  

1. What was the perceived impact of multidisciplinary education on the teaching of 

history? 

2. How did the teacher teach history in the module, and what were the multidisciplinary 

connections to other subjects?  

The article’s theoretical framework includes concepts and previous research on 

multidisciplinary education, history education, and multidisciplinary history teaching. 

Afterwards, the case of study is presented alongside methodological issues. Finally, the results 

are reported and discussed. 

 

Multidisciplinary Education 

In this study, multidisciplinary education is used when referring to all forms of education in 

which two or more subjects are connected. The issue is complex, and the literature employs 

many closely related concepts, such as curriculum integration, interdisciplinary education, and 

cross-curricular education. These are not exact synonyms, but the intention of this article is not 

to present a conceptual clarification. Here, a brief overview of two common approaches to 

multidisciplinary education is presented.  

Multidisciplinary education is often distinguished from interdisciplinary and 

transdisciplinary education in the research literature. Multidisciplinary education refers to the 

juxtaposition of school subjects, yet with a retainment of disciplinary identities. Each 

subject illustrates different facets of the shared overarching theme. A common 

multidisciplinary approach is complementary education, which Klausen (2011) describes as 

education in which a subject supports the learning of another subject’s content. 

Within interdisciplinary education, the curriculum is organised around common learning across 

subjects. Interdisciplinary approaches involve the integration of disciplinary concepts, 

methodologies, procedures, epistemologies, or terminologies to various levels of intensity. In 

the transdisciplinary approach, education is organised around student questions and concerns, 

with no aspirations of disciplinary recognition. Disciplinary understandings and concepts are 

merged into discourses that move beyond the meanings typically constructed in subject fields. 

The aim is to develop life skills, as students apply disciplinary and interdisciplinary knowledge 

in real-life contexts. (Drake & Burns 2004).  

Another approach distinguishes multidisciplinary (or thematic) education from an 

integrative curriculum. In this view, multidisciplinary education is purposefully subject-

centred, with two or more subject areas illustrating a common theme. The theme is teacher-

determined, and a main goal is to follow a curriculum rather than take an exploratory approach. 

Multidisciplinary units generally involve the teacher in planning and direct students in 

activities. Conversely, an integrative curriculum brings teachers and students together as 

negotiators in the pursuit of knowledge. The theme is collaboratively selected and emerges from 

student inquiry, and the studies draw on all subject areas required to solve the problem or find 

solutions (Fraser 2013). As Fraser (2013) points out, any approach to curricula can be executed 

poorly or well. The integrative approach, however, is more challenging to implement, as it sets 

the teacher in the non-traditional position of a coach, with students actively engaging in 

planning and decision-making processes.  

 



History Education in Finnish Primary Schools 

In Finland, students start their history studies at the age of 10 to 11. History in the primary 

grades (four to six) is taught by primary teachers, who have a master’s degree in education. In 

their education, Finnish primary teachers have generally taken no more than basic courses in 

history didactics (Niemi 2016).  

In line with the common standards of modern history teaching, Finnish primary history 

education includes curricular emphases on historical thinking skills, historical consciousness, 

and history’s multiple perspectives. The overarching aim is to foster students’ development as 

democratic citizens. Knowledge of history is expected to form students’ identities and to help 

them reflect on human life in relation to the past, present, and future. History teaching should 

include working with evidence, through which students acquire insights into the process of 

historical research and the nature of historical knowledge. In the national curriculum, history is 

defined as a subject appropriate for integration with other subjects (FNAE 2014, 293–294).  

There is little empirical evidence regarding history teaching in Finnish classrooms 

(Virta & Yli-Panula 2016). The ideas of skill-based history education have been only slowly 

adopted by Finnish teachers, and only recently has an increasing number of teachers embraced 

the curricular guidelines (Rantala 2019). Concurrently, Puustinen and Khawaja (2019) have, 

based on long-term classroom observations, reported Finnish primary history to be still 

dominated by teacher-centred and textbook-centred teaching. This implies an education in 

which first-order concepts, such as facts and dates, are in the foreground. In many other 

countries, primary history teaching has been reported to include similar emphases (Levstik & 

Barton 2015; Stolare 2017a).  

To capture the many dimensions of contemporary history education (cf. the Finnish 

curriculum), Stolare (2011) presented a model for analyses of history teaching in the classroom 

(Figure 1). The model includes first-order and second-order concepts derived from the Anglo-

Saxon tradition and adds the dimension of meta-oriented concepts derived from the German 

Didaktik tradition. First-order concepts refer to content knowledge. They include facts, terms, 

and concepts related to the subject content defined in the curriculum. Second-order concepts 

refer to the development of historical thinking. They include students’ ability to comprehend 

causality, continuity and change, actor and structure, evidence, and historical empathy. The 

meta-oriented concepts of historical consciousness, use of history, and everyday history 

highlight the genealogic perspective of history. The aim is to foster students’ understanding of 

the links between past, present, and future (Stolare 2011). The model is used as an analytical 

instrument in this study to identify historical-didactical elements in teaching practice.  

 



 
Figure 1. A model for analysing history teaching. Based on Stolare (2011). 

 

History in Multidisciplinary Education 

History has been described as an umbrella subject that encompasses all aspects of society 

(Rowley & Cooper 2009). Through this view, history has natural connections to other subject 

areas and is appropriate for multidisciplinary education. Gutierrez (2000) concludes, referring 

to experiences from a multidisciplinary study programme, that historical connections such as 

cause and effect, time and place, humans and the environment, and past and present can 

be clarified when cast in a multidisciplinary light. According to Swedish primary teachers 

interviewed by Stolare (2017b), integration with aesthetic subjects can facilitate children’s 

understanding of history by studying historical content through aesthetic and creative 

approaches. In Denmark, mandatory multidisciplinary education in secondary schools seems to 

have enhanced students’ understanding of the use of history and to have improved history’s 

position in both school and society (Haue 2018).  

In contrast, researchers have also, though mainly on a theoretical level, questioned 

whether the learning of history is benefitted by a multidisciplinary approach to curriculum. A 

multidisciplinary curriculum may diminish subject integrity, due to less learning time and loss 

of subject-specific pedagogics (Vella 2015). Since the subject does not have its assured place 

in multidisciplinary education, in-depth historical thinking and meta-knowledge can be harder 

to achieve (Stolare 2011). Rantala and Ahonen (2015), alongside Lee (2005), argue that 

developing historical skills, such as empathy and evidence, requires time, which is best ensured 

in subject-specific history education.  

To discern whether multidisciplinary approaches to curriculum can retain the subject 

integrity of history, Percival (2014) conducted a multiple case study in three primary schools 

in England. Based on the findings, Percival (2014) concludes that multidisciplinary education 



holds the potential for developing meaningful historical understandings combined with 

effective learning in other subjects. The study shows that history is well suited to be a lead 

subject within multidisciplinary education and that the strongest historical learning is expected 

to happen in such a model, which Percival calls the model of controlled immersion and in which 

other subjects are integrated into the history topic. Percival further identified two other models 

of integration: the model of disciplined thematic integration, in which history knowledge and 

content is learned with justified links to other subject areas, and the model of extended thematic 

integration, in which the overarching theme stands above subject disciplines and in which 

subject knowledge is used to support thematic studies. Based on the findings, Percival (2014) 

presents seven categories of effective multidisciplinary education based on history learning: (1) 

teacher expertise, (2) inspired and informed leadership, (3) parity (curriculum balance), (4) 

reference to historical concepts, (5) justifiable and strong subject links, (6) engagement and 

enjoyment, and (7) curriculum coverage and efficiency.  

Methodology and Case Description 

The Finnish school system consists of nine-year long comprehensive education for all students, 

starting at age 7 and ending at age 16. Grades 1-6 are taught by primary teachers while grades 

7-9 are taught by subject teachers who have a master’s degree in a specific school subject. The 

Finnish educational model rests strongly on the ideas of equity and uniformity. A core objective 

is to ensure high-quality education for all students irrespective of ethnic and socio-economic 

background. Hence, the between-school variations in Finland are at a low level compared to 

many other countries (Niemi 2016). 

To gain an understanding of how history teaching can be perceived and implemented 

within multidisciplinary education, a case study design was selected. The case study approach 

enables in-depth exploration of the complexity and uniqueness of a topic (Hamilton & Corbett-

Whittier 2013) - in this case, the teaching of history within a multidisciplinary context. The 

setting of the case is a rural Finnish-Swedish1 primary school with a whole-school approach of 

multidisciplinary education. The school differs from ordinary Finnish primary schools in its 

decision to abandon subject matter teaching in favour of teaching extended multidisciplinary 

modules. It is one of few schools in Finland that use an overall multidisciplinary curriculum2. 

The case was selected as an exemplary case of conscious multidisciplinary education (cf. 

Simons 2009). However, the purpose of the case study is also to provide useful knowledge 

about multidisciplinary education broadly, as policy documents in other countries include 

similar national guidelines. The study is part of an on-going doctoral research project on 

primary teachers’ didactical implementations of multidisciplinary education. In this article, the 

case of study is individually analysed. In the doctoral thesis, it makes one case of several that 

are compared as a multiple case study. 

The decision of the school of study to adopt a multidisciplinary curriculum was due to 

years of discipline-related problems in the school.  Both teachers and students suffered from an 

authoritarian school leadership, and the school staff described the situation as chaotic. To 

                                                           
1 Swedish is the second official language of Finland. About 5 % of the population speak Swedish as their mother 

tongue, and they have a right to education in their own language at all levels. 
2 The Finnish national curriculum determines the common structure and basic guidelines for education. 

Municipalities and schools design local curricula based on the national curriculum. Thereby, schools can 

choose to design an overall multidisciplinary school curriculum, like the school of study, as long as they fulfill 

the aims and guidelines given in the national curriculum. Most Finnish education is still subject-based. 



restore the school and its pedagogy, the principal was replaced an external pedagogical expert3 

was hired to lead the implementation of a new educational strategy. Inspired by 

the Finnish curriculum of 2014, the reform work was led by the idea of implementing an overall 

multidisciplinary curriculum to develop education in a student-centred and constructivist 

direction. In the first year of the new strategy’s implementation, 2017–2018, the school staff 

were already experiencing an improvement in both the learning and social environments.  

The multidisciplinary education in the school rests on the idea of bringing together 

fragmented subject matter into meaningful wholes. Through teacher collaboration, the national 

curriculum was reviewed in spring 2017, and content from all subjects (except languages, 

gymnastics, and mathematics) was merged into modules lasting six to eight weeks. Each 

module is formatively evaluated, although students receive subject-specific grades according 

to Finnish legislation. The school acknowledges subject matter knowledge but uses 

multidisciplinary education to make learning more meaningful for both students and teachers, 

as they come to work together and experience phenomena through different disciplinary 

lenses. Beyond the shared vision, teachers in the school have not received in-service training on 

multidisciplinary education.  

In the school, history is taught in fourth grade in a module on ‘the Nordic countries’ and 

in fifth grade in modules on ‘Europe’, ‘Man’, ‘The Green Gold’, and ‘Already in Ancient 

Greek’. In sixth grade, history is taught in modules on the ‘Renaissance’ and ‘The Blue Planet’. 

This study followed the ‘Renaissance’ module during spring 2018, taught by a primary teacher 

who had passed one basic course of history didactics in her teacher education. The module 

included history, religious education, visual arts, and Swedish (L1) and literature. The 

overarching purpose was to enhance students’ knowledge of the Renaissance and their 

awareness of its legacy in present society. In the module, the students worked with seven 

subunits in non-chronological order: (1) Renaissance people, (2) Renaissance artwork, (3) 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet, (4) Martin Luther and the Reformation, (5) Mikael Agricola,  (6) 

Finland’s incorporation into Sweden, (7) Gustav Vasa and the Great Power Period of Sweden. 

In Subunit 1, students collected information about central Renaissance people and presented 

them to the class. In Subunit 2, students worked with three individual art assignments. In 

Subunit 3, the class watched Shakespeare’s Hamlet, after which they together made a film 

synopsis. Otherwise, work processes followed a common structure beginning with a teacher-

led initial review of important facts on the theme of the subunit. After this, students read factual 

texts and processed their reading by answering questions on worksheets or making mind-maps. 

If they completed the mandatory assignments, students could choose from extra assignments, 

such as reading extra information or tweeting with Gutenberg. Throughout the module, a 

timeline that reported parallel events in Finland and Europe was visible in the classroom. 

Students’ content learning was assessed through Kahoot! quiz games, alongside formative 

student self-reflections on their learning processes. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

To ensure richness of data, triangulation in methods and perspectives was employed (Hamilton 

& Corbett-Whittier 2013). Data was primarily collected through interviews with the teacher 

and the pedagogical expert and classroom observations. The researcher visited the school for 

six daylong visits and observed 16 lessons. Each subunit was observed at least once, and the 

                                                           
3 The pedagogical expert holds a teacher’s degree, and she later became the principal of the school. At the time 

for data collection, she held the position of pedagogical expert and functioned as a supportive resource for the 

teachers during their first year of implementing the multidisciplinary curriculum. 



observations took place in the beginning, in the middle, and at the end of the module. As 

Wellington (2000) recommends for shorter case studies, the observations were intended to give 

an outside perspective of the school’s activities and did not include participation. The 

observations were documented in field notes, following guidelines by Mills and Morton (2013). 

This included an overall report of the activity in class, and shortly after each observation, field 

notes were written per the two research focuses – history instruction and features 

of multidisciplinarity in the lesson. The semi-structured interviews took place during the 

module and lasted about one hour each. An interview guide with questions was partly set 

beforehand, partly revised according to inquiries raised from the observations made before the 

interviews. The teachers’ planning material and photos of student works were collected as 

supportive secondary data. The research visits also included informal conversations with the 

school staff, participation in the school’s lunch activities, and interactions with students during 

breaks. All this supported the researcher’s understanding of the case. 

In the analysis, the interview transcripts were used as primary data for the first research 

question, while the field notes were used as primary data for the second. The other materials 

were used as supportive secondary data throughout the entire data analysis. The data analysis 

followed a qualitative thematic analysis design (Braun & Clarke 2012), with both inductive and 

deductive approaches. Perceptions (Research Question 1) were analysed through an inductive 

approach on both the teacher’s and the expert’s statements. From initially identified codes in 

the statements, three themes were generated (Table 1). The teaching practice (Research 

Question 2) was analysed abductively. The seven subunits were analysed as separate units, and 

the coding is reported in an observation matrix (Table 2, attached). History instruction was 

deductively analysed using Stolare’s model (Figure 1), meaning that elements of first-order, 

second-order, and meta-oriented concepts in each subunit were identified. Potential 

multidisciplinary links in each subunit were noted through an inductive analysis of identifying 

the subject and its connection to history. The multidisciplinary structure is discussed in relation 

to the approaches presented in the chapter on multidisciplinary education. 

For ethical reasons, the school of study has not been mentioned by name. Information 

about the participants has been altered or removed to ensure their integrity and anonymity. 

Overall, the research was conducted in accordance with common ethical guidelines (TENK 

2019).  

 

Impacts of History Teaching Within Multidisciplinary Education 

Out of the statements of the pedagogical expert and the teacher, three benefits of teaching 

history within multidisciplinary education were identified: the relevance of history as a school 

subject, motivation, and flexibility (Table 1). None of the interviewees mentioned any 

drawbacks of multidisciplinary history teaching.  

 

Table 1. Impacts of History Teaching Within Multidisciplinary Education. 



 

The Relevance of History as a School Subject 

Demonstrating the relevance of history was highlighted as a strength of a multidisciplinary 

curriculum. Through multiple perspectives, students’ understanding of historical events could 

be enhanced. The expert had received criticism from colleagues in other schools on the decision 

to teach historical events out of chronological order. She referred to the national curriculum, 

which states that history can be taught chronologically or thematically (p. 298) and argued for 

a broader value of history when it is thematically instructed in close collaboration with other 

subjects. The teacher shared her previous experiences of history to be a subject disconnected 

from the world and other subjects. Through the multidisciplinary education, she had come to 

realise history’s connections to other subjects and to the lifeworld. The same insights had been 

expressed by her students. Together, they discovered the connections between history, religious 

education, and visual arts in their studies of the Renaissance era. 

An important factor in fostering students’ understanding of history was the intensive 

period of study time. Both the expert and the teacher were content with the opportunity to 

teaching subjects intensively in the modules, instead of the normal curriculum structure of 

teaching history once or twice per week: 

 
Teacher: Now, we can concentrate on the theme. The studies are not spread out to one 

lesson per week during the school year. We have more intensively worked with this time 

period, 1400–1600, for eight weeks. And I think this is the key: The students more easily 

remember facts, and they are also able to better link different historical events. 

 

A multidisciplinary approach was further highlighted to promote students’ understanding of 

history and the links between the past and the present. A historical consciousness of past human 

agency as a foundation for present conditions was stressed as a central aim of the school’s 

multidisciplinary history education: “we want our children to understand how activities in the 



past have influenced and shaped the present” (Expert). The expert related this to the school’s 

overarching goal of student engagement and constructivist learning. The teacher exemplified 

this through the aim of the Renaissance module, which was to enhance students’ understanding 

of the Renaissance era as a foundation for modern Western Europe. Through multiple 

perspectives and the intensive study period, both the teacher and the expert were positive about 

the possibilities of achieving the aim. 

 

Motivation 
 

Through the understanding of history’s relevance, the motivation for study history increased. 

The teacher became more motivated to teach history when she grasped its connection to other 

school subjects:  
 

Teacher: I must admit that I do not even myself remember what I have taught in history 

in earlier years. It has always been about the question ‘What do I do next’? History has 

not been connected to anything else. It has felt fragmented and out of context. […] But 

what I feel is more obvious now is that through history and religious education, we get 

the foundation of the present Western Europe […] and this is one of the most enjoyable 

modules I have done this year! 

The teacher believed that the students had come to the same conclusion. She appreciated that 

her students were interested in knowing more about Renaissance-related events. The class had 

suffered from the school’s previous difficulties (see the methodology section), and many 

students lacked elementary study skills. To meet student needs, the teacher chose to include 

many reading and writing assignments in her modules. The modules followed a strict structure 

of assignments to be done, but within that structure, students could work at their own pace. The 

teacher indicated that she would otherwise have used more varied assignments but thought that 

her students needed to learn certain basic skills in reading and writing. In preparation for future 

studies, she wanted them to practice not only reading comprehension and writing but also taking 

responsibility for their schoolwork. Against this background, she rejoiced to see how her 

students took a diligent part in the Renaissance module. They completed their assignments and 

were engaged: 

  
Teacher: It has been rewarding to see the students’ study motivation. They even read the 

extra articles, which I thought they would not want to do. Yes, they really want to read 

about how Pizarro conquered the Inca Empire, for example. 

According to the expert, the multidisciplinary work contributed to the improved atmosphere in 

the class of study. Besides efforts of establishing routines and better learning conditions, the 

multidisciplinary work had enabled students’ holistic and long-term studies instead of 

fragmentary studies of many kinds of content during one school day. 

 

Flexibility 

Flexibility was identified as a third benefit. The school had a policy of broadening the use of 

instructional materials to avoid employing traditional textbooks alone. In the Renaissance 

module, the teacher collected information from several textbooks and internet sources into fact 

sheets. Student assignments were similarly compiled from many traditional school workbooks 

and the internet. 

Schematic flexibility was mentioned as another advantage. According to Finnish 

legislation, schools can start their history teaching in fourth or fifth grade. The final decision is 

made by local policymakers. According to the school’s municipal guidelines, history teaching 



would start in fifth grade. In the school of study, however, history was taught in fourth grade, 

in a module on the Nordic countries: 

 
Expert: In my opinion, it is ok to do so, since the national curriculum allows history 

studies to start in grade four. And since we educate holistically, what is better than to take 

it [the history content] when it is a natural part of the module’s theme?  

 

Through the module work, the teacher felt that she had more time to focus individually on all 

students. As the students followed their own path of study, the teacher could direct feedback to 

everyone in accordance with their personal needs. She enjoyed the possibility of guiding 

students individually and highlighted that the multidisciplinary work enables flexibility in work 

pace and student activity. Further, student engagement and inquiry often lead to unplanned 

discussions related to the theme. The teacher called such discussions ‘teachable moments’ and 

was positive about their learning potential, as they take their inspiration from student interests. 
 

The Teaching Practice 

History Instruction 

To enhance students’ knowledge of the Renaissance era, the teacher focused on content 

knowledge and first-order concepts in her teaching practice. Through work with evidence, the 

nature of historical knowledge was illustrated. The content was related to the lifeworld of the 

students through identifications of continuities and changes. The coding of the teaching practice 

is presented in the observation matrix (Table 2, attached).  

 

First-Order Concepts  

Facts on central Renaissance people, artwork, events, and innovations were in focus in the 

module. Through teacher lectures, reading and writing assignments, and internet research, the 

students were expected to acquire content knowledge. Conceptual knowledge was emphasised 

an important part of history learning, as the teacher often explained first-order concepts, such 

as crusade, heliocentric, legend, and historical time, to her students. She encouraged the 

students to always look up unfamiliar words they encounter in the texts. Overall, the teaching 

conveyed a vision of history learning to primarily mean content learning, exemplified in the 

field note below: 

Students are working with their mind-maps of Martin Luther and the Reformation. The 

teacher is walking around, giving individual feedback when needed. She assures the class 

that they will remember more of the content through their reading and film-watching, and 

their current activity of writing down the most important facts in a mind-map. (Field note 

1, 27.2.2018) 

To assess whether her students had learned the content, the teacher used Kahoot! quiz games 

with questions about the content of the module. 

 

Second-Order Concepts  

As the focus was on teaching and learning content knowledge, historical thinking concepts were 

less emphasised. The module included one assignment on reviewing different sources (Subunit 

6, see Table 2), through which the concept of evidence emerged as an element. The evidence 

assignment included both primary and secondary sources, and the students were to critically 



assess their motives and verity. Afterwards, the teacher expressed her surprise at how time-

consuming and difficult the assignment was, though she thought it was an important element in 

fostering students’ critical thinking. To further illustrate the nature of historical knowledge, the 

teacher several times mentioned that history is generated through interpretations of different 

sources. She encouraged the students to look for different narratives when doing research, to 

recognise contradictory sources, and to never rely on one single source. 

Continuity and change were other second-order concepts frequently identified in 

the teaching practice. Through the continuities of Renaissance ideas of humanity and freedom, 

cities and artworks that still exist, and the development of the Lutheran church, the teacher 

intended to make students aware of the legacy of the Renaissance in present society. Changes 

in norms and values, as well as structures and processes (see e.g. Subunit 6, Table 2), were 

addressed. Hence, the historical content was continuously related to the lifeworld of the 

students, as in the example below: 

[The students are presenting the Renaissance person they have researched]. A student has 

told about the British queen Elizabeth I, and another student asks if she was related to the 

current British queen. The teacher does not think that they were, and she stresses that this 

was Elizabeth I and the current queen is Elizabeth II. The Roman numbers indicate the 

order of different regents in a country, such as Henry VIII and the current Swedish king 

Carl XVI Gustaf. After the teacher’s explanation, a third student concludes: ‘Ah, that’s 

why they have their numbers’. (Field note 2, 6.3.2018) 

 

Meta-Oriented Concepts 

 

Through the addressed connections between the past and the present, students were encouraged 

to be conscious of the historical legacy in present society: 

 
Introduction of Martin Luther and the Reformation: the teacher emphasises that they will 

study people and central events in the 16th century, which led to radical changes in 

people’s ideas of the world. (Field note 3, 26.2.2018) 

 

The teacher introduces Gustav Vasa and talks about his decision to bring the Lutheran 

ideas to Sweden in the 16th century. He established the Lutheran church as a state church 

in Sweden (and Finland), which is why the Lutheran church still has most members of 

all churches in Finland. (Field note 4, 20.3.2018) 

 

In the interview, the teacher expressed an opinion of the Renaissance era as very central in 

laying the foundation for the current European societies. Knowledge of the Renaissance was, 

in her opinion, important general knowledge that every citizen should have in order to 

understand the current society. 

 

Multidisciplinary Links 

Throughout the module, history teaching and content dominated activities. Swedish (L1) and 

literature was integrated into many activities; reading comprehension and writing were taught 

in most subunits, while oral presentations and film synopsis writing were covered in Subunits 

1 and 3. According to the teacher, an integration of Swedish (L1) and literature is a natural part 

of all subject teaching in primary education, and in her opinion, it is needless to explicitly 

acknowledge this as the product of multidisciplinary intentions.  



Both in the interview and to her students, the teacher emphasised the inseparableness of 

history and religious education in studies of the Renaissance. In her practice, perspectives 

from religious education and church history were embedded in the studies of Martin Luther, the 

Reformation, Mikael Agricola, and Gustav Vasa. This included a historical review of the 

establishment of the Lutheran church and how it came to Finland thanks to Gustav Vasa and 

Mikael Agricola. A present perspective on the position of the Lutheran church as one of two 

state churches in Finland was discussed, together with central Lutheran and Catholic doctrines.  

Visual arts was taught separately during Subunit 2. The learning aims for the subunit 

were partly related to the history topic in the learning the most famous Renaissance artwork, 

partly subject-specific in the learning the techniques of grids, statue making, and triptychs. 

Additionally, the teaching practice included perspectives 

from science and mathematics. These situations, which the teacher afterwards positively 

regarded as ‘teachable moments’, were initiated by student questions. The teachable moments 

included discussions about modern medicine initiated by studies of the Black Death and 

calculations of how many people died at the Stockholm Bloodbath.  

In summary, history had the position of a lead subject in the module. While all other 

subjects provided perspectives on the history content, history content also served as a base for 

developing skills defined in Swedish (L1) and literature and visual arts. Besides the planned 

subjects of the module, the practice included two other subjects. This indicated teacher 

flexibility and sensitivity to student interests.  

Discussion 

The aim of this article has been to investigate how history teaching was perceived and 

implemented within a multidisciplinary learning module in a Finnish primary school. The aim 

of the module was to enhance students’ knowledge about the Renaissance and their awareness 

of its legacy in present society. The multidisciplinary context was perceived to facilitate the 

aim, as the different subject perspectives offered a broad picture of the Renaissance. Overall, 

the connections of history to other subjects and to the present were emphasised as important in 

multidisciplinary history teaching. The perceptions are in line with previous knowledge of the 

potential of multidisciplinary education to facilitate teacher and student comprehension of 

history’s connections (cf. Gutierrez 2000; Rowley & Cooper 2009; Stolare 2017b). 

Multidisciplinary history teaching has further been reported to improve the status of the subject 

(Haue 2018). This was also the case in the school of study, as increased teacher and student 

motivation toward history studies was perceived.  

The results shed light on the issue of time, which has previously been discussed in 

history didactics (cf. Lee 2005; Rantala & Ahonen 2015; Stolare 2011). Through 

multidisciplinary education, students can study the theme during intensive periods of study 

time. This can make the studies more efficient, as there is less need for repetition of previous 

lesson’s content. The expert and teacher perceptions contradict the viewpoints of Rantala and 

Ahonen (2015) and Lee (2005), who favour subject-specific history teaching for the 

development of historical thinking. The experiences of the teacher demonstrate that the 

traditional Finnish system of teaching history once or twice a week does not necessarily support 

in-depth history studies. While teaching history every week enables children to frequently 

engage with history (Harnett & Whitehouse 2017), the possibilities of deep engagement are not 

always realised. A school day may bring unplanned elements that take time from scheduled 

lessons, and a subject that is taught only a few times a week can suffer from many days between 



study sessions. This risk is not an issue in multidisciplinary study periods, in which children 

engage with the theme intensively for many days or weeks. 

The structure of the module followed a multidisciplinary design, in comparison to 

interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, and integrative curriculum approaches (Drake & Burns 

2004; Fraser 2013). Subjects were acknowledged in the interviews and identifiable in the 

teaching practice. The multidisciplinary approach was in line with the school’s overall policy 

of acknowledging subject matter teaching as a cornerstone in multidisciplinary and 

constructivist education. The module theme was teacher-determined and identified through a 

curriculum content review; hence, the students were not involved in the planning process (cf. 

Fraser 2013; Lähdemäki 2018). A multidisciplinary approach can be a natural way of 

connecting subjects for teachers who are educated in the Finnish system of subject-based 

teacher education and school structure and who are used to the traditional teacher role of 

autonomy and control. In the school studied in this case, it was an approach collectively decided 

and initiated by the expert. However, the nature of the primary school teacher profession could 

equally lead teachers into interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary approaches, which another 

study by Mård (2020) has reported. The results thus confirm the conception of multidisciplinary 

education to be a complex phenomenon with many options for implementation (cf. Nollmeyer 

et al. 2016).  

The structure of the module had similarities with the model of controlled immersion 

(Percival, 2014), with history as a lead subject. The focus on history content and facts conforms 

with previous reports on ordinary primary history teaching (Puustinen & Khawaja 2019; 

Levstik & Barton 2015; Stolare 2017a). Regardless of the curriculum structure, content 

knowledge and first-order conceptual knowledge seem to be supported as important history 

learning by primary school teachers. In the case studied, this approach was not unexpected due 

to the aim of the module. There was a coherence between the teaching purposes and the teaching 

methods, which reveals a conscious teacher ambition. To relate to the lifeworld of the students, 

which is a common objective of multidisciplinary education (Lähdemäki 2018), continuities 

and changes were addressed in comparisons between the past and the present. Through work 

with sources, which is an elementary element in developing historical thinking, there was a 

didactical ambition of fostering students’ critical thinking skills. The content was thus 

elaborated through second-order concepts of evidence and continuity and change. The content 

was also illustrated through other subject perspectives. In sum, the study indicates that a 

multidisciplinary context can make a good arena for the purpose of teaching a history content 

holistically. History content can also provide a content base for developing skills related to 

other subjects (cf. Nilsson 2007; Percival 2014) and overarching competences. 

Student needs and the conditions for students’ learning determined the choice of 

teaching methods. Students’ starting knowledge level made a starting point, from which the 

teacher designed methods that would help the students forward in their acquisition of history 

content and study skills. Through the approach, the school’s constructivist learning policy took 

form in the teacher’s practice. All education in the school was said to be rooted in student needs 

and interests, and that was the starting point also in the Renaissance module. In addition to 

Percival’s (2014) categories of effective multidisciplinary education based on history learning, 

the study thereby initiates another category of conditions for students’ learning (cf. Jank & 

Meyer 2006). In the module, curricular coverage formed the framework for multidisciplinary 

education. Teacher expertise, inspired leadership, and teaching engagement and enjoyment 

were central elements. There were justifiable subject links and reference to historical concepts. 

However, the needs of the students had a considerable impact on the teacher’s choice of 



purposes and methods. To support history learning, the conditions for students’ learning need 

to be considered in addition to other framing categories. This concerns not only 

multidisciplinary but all teaching planning (cf. Jank & Meyer 2006). 

Finally, the nature of the study generates some issues to be considered. Firstly, the case 

was purposely selected as an exemplary case of conscious multidisciplinary education. 

Nevertheless, the results reveal the complexity of education, as many factors affect the teaching 

purposes, methods, and outcomes. A strength of case study research is the exploration of 

phenomena in their real-life contexts (Simons 2009), and this case study has pointed out an 

important factor in all education. Every class and school exist in a specific context with its 

specific framework, and despite the curriculum approach, teachers always need to be sensitive 

to the conditions for teaching and learning in their own setting. Secondly, the results illustrate 

aspects of the implementation of an educational reform in its early stage, as data was collected 

during the school’s first year with a multidisciplinary curriculum. This must be acknowledged 

as a limitation of the study. A comprehensive education reform requires time and long-term 

effort to become established in practice. The perceived positive effects on multidisciplinary 

history education convey an initial engagement and dedication to the shared educational vision, 

which might be quite common when a new reform is implemented. A follow up-study some 

years later could provide complementary perspectives on the results. This case study has 

enabled one in-depth perspective, but additional research is required to further assess potential 

benefits and limitations of a multidisciplinary approach to history teaching.  
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