Integrated Learning: Caught or Taught?

“…integration is not simply an organisational device…it is a way of thinking about what schools are really for”. Dr James Beame 2001
Steve Kamp
This article is about a small Catholic School: ‘St Mary Star of the Sea. Carnarvon W.A.’ whose staff in first semester 2004 took on one of the most challenging integrated learning programmes ever to be attempted; not only in our local district but in the whole of Western Australia and possibly Australia.

As a middle school we wanted an integration of programming to achieve the outcomes within the Curriculum Framework. The idea was to work with seven main subject areas: Music, Drama, Food Technology, Wood Technology, SOSE and English. Our aim was to work together to produce a 3-night production of a fully operational theatre restaurant, catering for 60 clients per night.
The SS Indulgence was the name of our imaginary cruise ship sailing around the Caribbean Islands and once on board guests were treated to a mixture of live music, an interactive stage show and fine dining comprising a 3 course meal with bar facilities, all at a cost of $25 per head.

Tickets for the three shows sold out within 24 hours.

Students from Years 8, 9, and 10 worked collaboratively to produce all facets of the production. The final outcome was the ‘Crusin Calypso’ Theatre Restaurant. This involved small and large group work, individual and pair work, oral presentations, radio interviews, and a range of new skills for many students including learning to operate complex, state-of-the-art sound and lighting equipment. Actors and musicians have had to learn to perform for and interact with an audience that is enjoying a meal rather than sitting quietly. Students across the middle school have learned and mastered professional catering skills and now are able to completely carry out those roles.
I purposefully include in my title ‘Caught or Taught’ because although teachers and students are able to plan right down to the fine detail of how this integration will work – they cannot predict the wide range of positive outcomes that will be associated with the finished product. Nor are they able to predict what shape they will take or how long these benefits will last. Although our production finished at the end of first semester we are still seeing the many educational, social and psychological benefits being demonstrated by our students today.
The following comments are from my colleague Andrew Sloan who is the schools Music Director and Producer of’ ‘Crusin Calypso’:
This production afforded middle school students an opportunity to focus their learning on one central theme and have that theme carry through all their subjects for a semester. ‘Scaffolding’ of learning occurred through each subject adding ‘specific content information’ to the students developing knowledge so that a total understanding was developing.  The opportunity to explore open-ended tasks that exposed many previously unknown skills was invaluable.
As teachers our content planning and programming was linked to provide continuity between subjects based upon common objectives i.e. we were all striving for the same final product. Thematic substance was evident in all areas and assessments were structured to display unified skills in all subject areas. The final outcome demonstrated depth of foundation, intentions and venture concepts.

The whole school community also had an opportunity to integrate the central theme into Primary level programming eg. music/SOSE has reignited a community culture by way of embracing the activity and involving everyone; classes were invited to observe the processes (sets/props/music rehearsals etc). Communication and awareness of the importance of the integration taking place were messaged through the school newsletter/local radio and local newspaper and involved the assistance and skills of parents, industry professionals and community bodies.
The positive effect of the curriculum integration included:

· A noticeable increase in levels of confidence by many of the ESL students.
· Ongoing depth of subject knowledge as demonstrated by summative and formative assessments.

· Levels of ability demonstrated by way of opened ended task skills previously explored.
· Physical demonstrations of camaraderie, tolerance, mateship and acceptance of difference where there had been previously been none.

In summary, our integrated learning challenge ‘Crusin Calypso’ gave the school an opportunity to unite the student body for achieving a common goal and provided a ‘level playing’ field for all students on which to develop subject specific skills and knowledge. On a community note, this integrated project raised the public profile of our school community by being observed as leaders of curriculum application and investigators of ‘hands-on’ learning.  

This integrated curriculum project received positive and encouraging attention of both the CEO (CathEd) and the Curriculum Council and provided our students with life-long skills and a purpose to work hard for themselves.

Integrated learning involves teachers, students, parents, local business, the school and the community at large. It is a vehicle in which relevant meaning can be delivered to any group or numbers of groups as well as individuals for the purpose of exploring life skills which are demonstrated in relevant context.
For further information, contact Steve Kamp on (08) 99411328, or stevekam@westnet.com.au. 
