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ABSTRACT 

The main purpose of this doctoral thesis is to explore the characteristics of the 
integrative approach to learning. The study builds on the sociocultural 
approach to learning, emphasising pupils’ interactions, collaboration and 
agency in school. Tools are viewed as important mediators for learning. The 
empirical part of the thesis is based on two data collections. The first set of 
data were collected in three Finnish comprehensive schools in Spring 2017 
through observations of eight different home economics lesson structures for 
grades 7–9 (pupils aged 13–16) in which an integrative approach to learning 
was used as a standpoint for planning the learning activities. Additionally, data 
were collected with five teacher interviews. The second data collection 
included observations from two home economics lessons with the same 
planned lesson structure, together with using the diamond ranking method 
with 8th grade pupils (aged 14–15) from one Finnish upper comprehensive 
school in Autumn 2019. Here, teacher interviews were conducted to 
strengthen interpretation of the observations and increase the credibility of 
the data. 

The thesis represents a compilation of three original publications. The 
study presented in Article I characterises the tools and pedagogical 
arrangements used in teaching with an integrative approach to learning. The 
study highlighted in Article II explores the teacher perspective on the 
integrative approach to learning from a curriculum development and teacher 
autonomy point of view. Finally, Article III describes a study that gives voice 
to pupils on the integrative approach to learning by examining which practices 
pupils considered important for working on collaborative and integrative 
learning tasks. The study utilises triangulation and combines multiple 
methods of data collection to access a nuanced view of the classroom reality in 
home economics related to the integrative approach to learning.  

The results emphasise the role of the teacher. Participating teachers did not 
feel taking an integrative approach to learning diminished their teacher 
autonomy but, instead, provided opportunities to develop their 
professionalism. Teachers assume the role of enabler in the integrative 
approach to learning for pupils, but only when the teacher communicates the 
integrative objectives to the pupils and carefully chooses the tools that enhance 
the integrative approach and the pupils are acquainted with those tools. Also, 
pupils considered the teacher’s role in making supportive pedagogical choices 
important when working with a learning task utilising an integrative approach 
to learning. 

As a main conclusion, I argue that collaboration is of utmost importance 
for effectively implementing an integrative approach to learning: through 
collaboration between teachers, the integrative approach can be used as a tool 
to develop the school’s collaborative culture. Moreover, collaboration between 
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pupils in integrative learning tasks is important, as pupils considered 
collaborative ways of working being enhanced by interthinking. Additionally, 
when the teacher’s instruction through the integrative approach to learning 
reaches the pupil level and pupils comprehend its meaning can they learn to 
become integrative thinkers. The results suggested that this work is only 
beginning in Finnish home economics classrooms. 

This thesis does not cover all characteristics of the integrative approach to 
learning and leaves several perspectives for further study. The case study 
approach offers possibilities for using this study as a steppingstone for 
developing a school’s collaborative culture, teacher autonomy and lesson 
implementation towards an integrative approach to learning in home 
economics but also in other school subjects. 
 
Keywords: integrative approach to learning, sociocultural approach, tools, 
collaboration, diamond ranking method 
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TIIVISTELMÄ 

Viime vuosina perusopetuksessa on painotettu tulevaisuuden osaamisen 
taitoja. Tällaiseksi taidoksi nähdään esimerkiksi suurien kokonaisuuksien 
hahmottaminen ja niihin liittyvien asioiden vuorovaikutussuhteiden 
ymmärtäminen. Peruskoulussa tähän pyritään oppimisen eheyttämisellä eli 
kehittämällä opetusta, jossa eri oppiaineiden tietojen ja taitojen yhdistämistä 
harjoitellaan. Vuoden 2014 opetussuunnitelman perusteissa velvoitetaan 
koulut tarjoamaan oppilaille vähintään yksi eheyttävä monialainen 
oppimiskokonaisuus vuosittain. 

Tässä tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan perusopetuksessa tapahtuvan 
eheyttävän oppimisen piirteitä kotitalous-oppiaineessa. Tutkimus kytkeytyy 
sosiokulttuuriseen oppimiskäsitykseen ja painottaa oppilaiden 
vuorovaikutusta, yhteistyötä ja osallisuutta koulussa. Erilaiset oppimista 
tukevat välineet nähdään tärkeinä oppimisen välittäjinä.  

Tutkimuksen empiirisessä osassa toteutettiin kaksi aineistonkeruuta. 
Ensimmäinen aineisto kerättiin keväällä 2017 kolmesta suomalaisesta 
peruskoulusta. Oppimisen eheyttämiseen tähtääviä kotitaloustunteja 
havainnoitiin yhteensä kahdeksan vuosiluokilla 7–9. Lisäksi viittä oppituntien 
suunnitteluun tai toteutukseen osallistunutta opettajaa haastateltiin. Toinen 
aineisto koostui kahden samansisältöisen kahdeksannen luokan (oppilaiden 
ikä 14–15) kotitalousoppitunnin seuraamisesta syksyllä 2019. Näillä 
eheyttämiseen tähtäävillä oppitunneilla oppilaat arvioivat ja arvottivat 
kirjallisuuteen perustuvia ja itse kehittelemiään tehtävän tekemiseen 
edistävästi vaikuttaneita tekijöitä (diamond ranking method). Myös toisessa 
aineistonkeruussa opettajaa haastateltiin, mutta tätä aineistoa käytettiin 
pääasiassa datan luotettavuuden varmentamiseksi. 

Tämä tutkimus koostuu kolmesta osatutkimuksesta. Osatutkimuksessa I 
havainnoitiin eheyttävän oppimisen välineitä ja pedagogisia tapoja, joita 
eheyttävän oppimisen edistämiseksi käytettiin. Osatutkimuksessa II tutkittiin 
opettajien näkemyksiä eheyttävään oppimiseen 
opetussuunnitelmatutkimuksen ja opettajan autonomian näkökulmista. 
Osatutkimuksessa III huomio kohdistettiin oppilaiden näkökulmaan, 
tutkimalla millaisia opetukseen liittyviä toimintatapoja he pitivät tärkeinä 
yhteistyötä ja eheyttämistä vaativan tehtävän suorittamisessa. Tutkimuksessa 
hyödynnettiin erilaisia aineistonkeruumenetelmiä, jotta eheyttävän 
oppimisen näkökulmia voitiin tarkastella monipuolisesti. 

Tutkimuksen tuloksissa opettajan rooli korostui. Tutkimukseen 
osallistuneet opettajat eivät kokeneet eheyttävän oppimisen olevan uhka 
heidän opettajan autonomialleen, vaan kokivat hyötyvänsä sen tarjoamista 
mahdollisuuksista kehittää omaa opettajuuttaan. Opettajalla on keskeinen 
tehtävä eheyttävän oppimisen mahdollistajana ja ensisijaisen tärkeää on, että 
eheyttävän oppimisen tavoitteet sanoitetaan oppilaille ja valitaan oppimiseen 



 

6 

välineitä, jotka edistävät oppimisen eheyttämistä. Välineiden tulee olla 
oppilaille riittävän tuttuja, jotta niitä voidaan hyödyntää oppimisen 
edistämisessä. Myös oppilaat korostivat opettajan tekemien valintojen 
vaikutusta onnistuneen eheyttävän oppimisen tukemisessa. 

Tulokset osoittivat, että yhteistyö on keskeinen edellytys eheyttävän 
oppimisen onnistumiselle. Opettajien välinen yhteistyö luo mahdollisuuden 
koko koulun toimintakulttuurin kehittämiselle. Oppilaiden mielestä 
eheyttävän tehtävän tekemistä kotitaloustunnilla edistivät erityisesti yhdessä 
ajattelun taidot (interthinking). Keskeistä eheyttävässä oppimisessa on, että 
oppilas opettajan ohjauksen myötä ymmärtää eheyttävän oppimisen 
tavoitteen ja merkityksen. Tulokset osoittavat, että tämä työ on 
kotitalousopetuksessa vasta alussa.  

Tämä tutkimus ei kata kaikkia eheyttävän oppimisen 
tarkastelumahdollisuuksia ja aineisto tarjoaakin useita jatkotutkimusaiheita. 
Tapaustutkimuksena toteutettu tutkimus tarjoaa kuitenkin useasta 
perspektiivistä tarkasteltuja näkökulmia suomalaista perusopetusta 
koskettavaan eheyttävän oppimisen teemaan, joita voi hyödyntää niin 
kotitaloudessa kuin muissakin oppiaineissa. Tuloksia voi hyödyntää useilla eri 
tasoilla: koulun toimintakulttuurin kehittämisessä, opettajan autonomia 
−käsitteen tarkastelussa ja oppituntien kehittelyssä kohti eheyttävää 
oppimista.    
 
Avainsanat: eheyttävä oppiminen, sosiokulttuurinen oppimiskäsitys, 
välineet, yhteistyö, diamond ranking method 
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PREFACE 

This dissertation explores multiple perspectives on the integrative approach to 
learning. The context for this study is the comprehensive level in Finnish 
schools, more precisely, grades 7–9 (pupils aged 13–16, n = 192), here referred 
to as upper comprehensive education.1 At this level of education, the future-
oriented discourse has led to discussion on 21st century competencies and 
learning that has resulted in different implementations in different countries 
(Ananiadou & Claro, 2009; McPhail & Rata, 2016; Voogt & Roblin, 2012), such 
as an emphasised orientation to interdisciplinarity (Hipkins et al., 2014; 
Lenoir et al., 2015). The integrative approach to learning in this study acts as 
an overarching concept that includes multiple ways of integrating and 
synthesising knowledge and skills from different school subjects at the 
comprehensive school level (Haapaniemi et al., 2019). To understand the 
multifaceted nature of this concept, both teachers’ and pupils’ perspectives are 
investigated, as are the various pedagogical choices affecting the learning 
situation. The main aim for this doctoral study was to explore the 
characteristics of the integrative approach to learning in upper comprehensive 
education.  

The sociocultural approach to learning provides a theoretical frame for this 
study; the social nature of and pupils’ active role in learning are considered 
central (Vygotsky, 1962, 1978). This study was conducted within the Finnish 
education system in the home economics subject area. In Finland, the latest 
curriculum reform (Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 
[FNCC], 2014) supports two somewhat complementary approaches to 
learning: the sociocultural approach and the socio-constructivist approach. 
The first approach emphasises social participation: the relationship between, 
for example, novice and expert and the historical perspective and context of 
the activity. The latter emphasises qualitative differences and progression in 
knowledge construction as a result of learners’ actions and interactions 
(Packer & Goicoechea, 2000). The latest curriculum also emphasises an 
integrative approach to learning, an approach that home economics education 
as a field and as a school subject is believed to enhance (FNCC, 2014; 
McGregor, 2011b). Some Finnish research on the integrative approach to 
learning has centred on teachers’ and principals’ perspectives (Braskén et al., 
2019; Mård & Hilli, 2020) and pupils’ perspectives (Eronen et al., 2019; Niemi 
& Kiilakoski, 2019; Tarnanen et al., 2019). However, despite the prominent 
interest in this field of study, it has not been widely explored. The dearth of 
research focusing on the integrative approach to learning extends to the 
international context, even though such an approach is emphasised in the 

 
1 In Finnish comprehensive school, grades 1–6 are usually taught by class teachers, while upper 

grades 7–9 are taught by teachers who are specialised in their disciplines. 



 

16 

curricula in several countries as part of the focus on 21st century skills 
(Ananiadou & Claro, 2009). Moreover, knowledge on what the integrative 
approach to learning has to offer specifically to home economics education is 
also lacking. 

From a curriculum study perspective, this research is based on the premise 
of two historical approaches to curriculum development – the curriculum 
tradition and Bildung tradition (Autio, 2014) – based on which policies, tools 
and methods have been distributed transnationally over time. A logical 
presumption is that these traditions have intertwined to compose each 
country’s contemporary curriculum (Hopmann, 2015; Sivesind et al., 2016). 
The practical implementations for teaching often bring these traditions 
together, creating interesting study settings that produce results inspiring the 
development of classroom practices (Erss, 2017; Hopmann, 2015). An 
example of one such setting is a home economics educational environment 
characterised by an integrative approach to learning (Haapaniemi et al., 
2020). 

The chapters in this thesis outline the theoretical approach of the 
dissertation (Chapter 1), describe the research design and methodological 
approach (Chapter 2), present the main results from the empirical part of the 
research (Chapter 3) and discuss the pedagogical implications and broader 
conclusions together with the study limitations (Chapter 4). The original 
publications are referred to in the text according to their Roman numerals 
(Articles I, II and III). 
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1 THE CONCEPTUAL FRAME OF THE 
THESIS 

The subchapters in this chapter outline the theoretical perspectives on 
learning adopted for this research, starting with an introduction to the 
sociocultural approach to learning and its interpretations and 
implementations in Finnish comprehensive education. Then, roots of the 
integrative approach to learning, the main concept examined in this thesis, are 
presented together with the teacher’s and pupil’s role as viewed within this 
approach. Also, the ability to integrate and synthesise knowledge and skills 
and possible barriers to this integration and synthesis at the comprehensive 
school level are briefly discussed. Finally, curriculum traditions and their 
effect on the development of the Finnish curriculum are discussed, and the 
reasoning for selecting home economics and its role in this study are 
presented. 

1.1 THE SOCIOCULTURAL APPROACH TO LEARNING 
IN COMPREHENSIVE EDUCATION 

The current sociocultural approach to learning has its origins in Vygotsky’s 
(1962, 1978) work. Within this approach, the main argument is the socially 
and culturally framed nature of a human; thus, learning is seen as a social 
process mediated by culturally framed tools (Moll, 2014; Vygotsky, 1978). 
These mediators of meaning take the form of material tools, psychological 
tools and other humans as tools. Together, they comprise the physical, 
linguistic and intellectual means by which we try to understand the culture 
around us and how to act within it (Vygotsky, 1978). 

According to Vygotsky (1978), learning starts externally at an interpersonal 
level as, for example, an expert mediates learning by teaching someone how to 
use a tool, such as a teacher teaching pupils the meaning of a new concept. 
Next, the learning process appears on the intrapersonal level as the learner 
begins to use the tool: using the previous example, when the pupil applies the 
learned concept during internal talk and then in conversation. During this 
internalisation, the interpersonal process becomes intrapersonal, meaning 
that the learner’s thinking processes are transformed as they begin to use the 
new tool to express their thinking (Hall, 2007; Moll, 2014; Vygotsky, 1978). In 
learning, the importance of language is highlighted, as it both mediates and 
shares meaning but also constructs knowledge at both the inter and intra levels 
(Vygotsky, 1978). This means that learning a language is not limited to 
learning a vocabulary but, also, represents growing the capacity to structure 
intellectual practices reflected in purposeful behaviour in different situations 
(Säljö, 2009). 
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According to the sociocultural approach, developing a society is a two-way 
process (Moll, 2014; Vygotsky, 1978). In the beginning, internalisation moves 
from environment or society to learner, as the individual is constructed to be 
part of the society and its culture through social interaction and the learning 
process. This obligates the individual to adopt that culture’s ways of thinking 
and acting. After this, the individual can participate in the actions of the 
society, which then enables the individual to remake the culture and its tools 
and, consequently, develop the self (Moll, 2014; Vygotsky, 1978). 

In the context of education, the sociocultural approach provides several 
perspectives on learning that draw from its social nature (Moll, 2014; 
Vygotsky, 1978). First, interaction with teachers and peers is essential for 
learning. Second, development occurs in the zone of proximal development 
(ZPD): the continuum between what a person can do independently (actual 
level of development) and what the person can do with assistance from others 
(proximal level of development). School is a place where the boundaries of the 
ZPD are pushed, with the help of a capable instructor (Vygotsky, 1978). Third, 
pupils’ contribution to learning is crucial. For Vygotsky, the aim of schooling 
was to provide pupils with access to abstract knowledge and theoretical 
concepts in a variety of fields. However, scientific concepts are not simply 
acquired by rote; gaining such knowledge involves ‘the aid of strenuous mental 
activity on the part of the child himself’ (Vygotsky, 1962, p. 86).  

School teaching always includes mediation, which involves using tools to 
enhance learning (Hall, 2007; Vygotsky, 1978). Material tools, which are the 
equipment and materials used to support learning tasks in school, only 
indirectly influence psychological processes. Psychological tools include, for 
example, theoretical concepts, written learning assignments, pictures, 
symbols and assessment and often utilise language. Other humans are used as 
tools, such as when a teacher, other instructor or peer is acting as a master or 
mediator of meaning in a learning situation. To teach according to these 
guidelines for school education, the teacher must provide motivating learning 
tasks, for which tools are carefully chosen and interaction between pupils is 
enabled, to engage pupils in learning (Moll, 2014). This first requires knowing 
pupils’ actual level of development in order to be able to help push the 
boundaries of their ZPD with the teaching and learning tasks (Hall, 2007).  

Interaction between learners in school education is probably most present 
in collaborative work. To describe the ability to think productively and 
creatively together when collaborating, Littleton and Mercer (2013) 
introduced the term ‘interthinking’, arguing it as a contribution to the 
sociocultural learning approach. Interthinking has also been studied in the 
context of home economics education, a context in which its contribution to 
sociocultural learning was also supported (Taar, 2017). In studies of 
interthinking and successful collaborative work, the key elements of 
effectiveness have included, for example, inviting all group members to the 
discussion and elaborating on each other’s knowledge (Littleton & Mercer, 
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2013; Soller, 2001) and having experience with how to work together in a 
classroom (Edwards, 2005; Taar, 2017).  

However, working successfully in collaboration and utilising interthinking 
with peers is not self-evident; it requires training and guidance from the 
teacher (Dawes, 2004; Taar, 2017). The teacher plays an important role as the 
pedagogical professional responsible for designing instructional approaches 
that allow all pupils, with varying levels of knowledge, to use interthinking to 
achieve a higher level of understanding within their ZPDs (Rogoff, 1990; 
Edwards, 2005). Several pedagogical task-related decisions in education are 
left to the teacher, such as ensuring that pupils have adequate background 
knowledge and properly adapting task content and rigor to pupils’  level 
(Fernández et al., 2001; Littleton & Mercer, 2013), along with utilising 
multiple tools and choosing suitable equipment, a responsibility deemed 
especially important in home economics lessons (Taar, 2017; Venäläinen, 
2010). 

1.2 THE INTEGRATIVE APPROACH TO LEARNING 

At the comprehensive school level, the future-oriented discourse in education 
has resulted in several supranational organisations, followed by several 
countries, to produce frameworks outlining educational goals for 21st century 
education, which have been referred to, for example, as 21st century 
competencies, skills or learning (Hipkins et al., 2014; McPhail & Rata, 2016; 
Voogt & Roblin, 2012). Despite the lack of overall consensus on the 
competencies included in these often only slightly different frameworks, 
scholars and practitioners generally agree that one must be able to integrate 
knowledge, skills, attitudes and values from multiple areas of interest to 
participate fully in societal discussions and development in the future 
(Ananiadou & Claro, 2009; National Research Council, 2012; Voogt & Roblin, 
2012).  

This orientation towards integration has led to a global emphasis on 
collaboration between school subjects that are already part of comprehensive 
education, both at the regulative curriculum level (Baillat, 2010; Clausen, 
2010; Lenoir, 2010; Rodríguez, 2010; You, 2017) and implementation level (Al 
Husni & Naim, 2016; Baillat, 2010; Clausen, 2010; Jho, 2016; Park, 2016; 
Segovia, 2010) and in home economics education (Brante & Brunosson, 2014). 
Interestingly, this competence-centred discourse has also raised a discussion 
on the importance of maintaining the position of subject matter (Gericke et al., 
2018; Young, 2013; see also Jones, 2009a, 2009b). This opposition, however, 
is not included in the discussion in this thesis, as the ability to integrate and 
the importance of subject matter are not mutually exclusive concepts. 

In educational research, three forms of collaboration between school 
subjects intended to integrate the subject matter are often mentioned: 
multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary. The 
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multidisciplinary form has an additive and juxtaposing nature, as it involves 
only introducing multiple perspectives without supporting the integration 
within the learning or throughout the curriculum, while the nature of the 
interdisciplinary form can be found in the forethought and intentional goal of 
integration already supported by the curriculum (Klein, 2010; Spelt et al., 
2009). Transdisciplinary, on the other hand, reflects the widest perspective, 
detaching itself from the borders of school subjects and aiming to develop an 
overarching synthesis by focusing interest on what lies between, across and 
beyond the school subjects, or more broadly, disciplines (Lattuca, 2003; 
Nicolescu, 2014).  

Aiming at factually enhancing integration at the comprehensive education 
level, this thesis incorporates an interdisciplinary perspective. In education, 
interdisciplinarity is not a new phenomenon (Beane, 1997) but, instead, a 
multifaceted concept involving both theoretical and implementing viewpoints 
(Lenoir et al., 2015; Winebug & Grossman, 2000). Several models have been 
provided for conceptual categorisations based on, for instance, the rationales 
of the interdisciplinary perspective (Nikitina, 2006) or the degree of 
disciplinary integration in interdisciplinary practices (Huutoniemi et al., 
2010; Mansilla, 2006). However, the element of the interdisciplinary 
perspective often considered essential is the involvement of the synthesis of 
knowledge through the integration of disciplines (Spelt et al., 2009). 
Regarding this, Mansilla (2010) described the practice of integration as 
follows: ‘interdisciplinary learners integrate information, data, techniques, 
tools, perspectives, concepts, and/or theories from two or more disciplines to 
craft products, explain phenomena or solve problems in a way that would have 
been unlikely through single-disciplinary means’ (p. 289). To follow this 
notion, in this thesis, the interdisciplinary approach in comprehensive 
education is viewed as aiming towards synthesis of knowledge through the 
integration of school subjects in pursuit of cognitive advancement or the 
ability to gain something unable to be gained without the perspectives of 
several school subjects (Klein, 2002; Lenoir et al., 2015; Mansilla, 2005; Spelt 
et al., 2009). This equips pupils with the ability to connect seemingly scattered 
information and make decisions based on broad perspectives, which qualifies 
them as integrative thinkers (Blackshields, 2015).  

In this thesis, the phrase integrative approach to learning is used as an 
overarching concept at the comprehensive education level to describe the goal 
of integrating multiple school subjects, thus facilitating the development of 
integrative thinkers who can combine multiple perspectives to form an even 
broader view. A summary of the essential concepts relating to 
interdisciplinarity described in this subchapter are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1.  Essential Concepts Composing the Theoretical Frame of This Study and Their Origins. 
 

Concept Definition References 
Interdisciplinarity Synthesis of knowledge through 

integration of disciplines to 
promote cognitive advancement or 
the ability to gain something 
unable to be gained without the 
perspectives of several disciplines. 

Klein, 2002; 
Lenoir et al., 
2015; Mansilla, 
2005; Spelt et al., 
2009 

Integration The practice of interdisciplinarity: 
integrating information, data, 
techniques, tools, perspectives, 
concepts and/or theories from 
multiple disciplines to explain 
phenomena or solve problems in a 
way unlikely possible by single-
disciplinary means. 

Mansilla, 2010 

Integrative 
thinker 

A person with the ability to 
connect seemingly scattered 
information and make decisions 
based on a wider perspective. 

Blackshields, 
2015;  
Huber & 
Hutching, 2004 

Integrative 
approach to 
learning 

An overarching concept describing 
interdisciplinarity in 
comprehensive education; 
integration of multiple school 
subjects aiming to provide pupils 
with a broad perspective and 
educate them to be integrative 
thinkers. 

Haapaniemi et 
al., 2019  

 
In supporting the integrative approach to school learning, Klein (2002, p. 

9) explained that interdisciplinarity in education is ‘a process, not [a] fixed 
body of content’; thus, because of the ‘focus on [the] integration process, the 
question of pedagogy is inescapable’ (Lenoir et al., 2015, p. 67). This addresses 
the role of the teacher in guiding this process using pedagogical arrangements 
chosen for each pupil and group that enable them to reach their full potential 
(Hall, 2007), and even more importantly, that provide for the opportunity to 
adjust the teaching approach according to the pupils’ needs as the 
interdisciplinary project or lesson proceeds (Beane, 1997). As such, as Huber 
and Hutching (2004) argued, to enable integrative learning, teachers need to 
be integrative thinkers themselves. 

Pupils are active actors in their own learning when constructing a broad 
perspective by drawing from the knowledge, skills, attitudes and values of 
multiple subjects and learning to be integrative thinkers. In addition to the 
sociocultural approach, this relates to participatory pedagogy supporting the 



 

22 

pupil’s agency in school, relying on the idea that individuals can affect their 
own lives (Gresalfi et al., 2009). In a school context, this means giving pupils 
the right to be active learners (Brown & Renshaw, 2006; Greeno, 2006), 
carried out by increasing their understanding of their responsibility for 
participation during lessons (Edwards & D’arcy, 2004) and giving attention to 
active experiencing and meaning making (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998).  

The list of pedagogical implementations in which the integrative approach 
to learning may be exploited is long. Implementations such as problem-based 
learning, project learning, inquiry-based learning and phenomenon-based 
learning are frequently used and developed in various educational contexts 
(Haapaniemi et al., 2019; Spelt et al., 2009). Social interactions and 
collaboration between pupils are usually encouraged within these 
implementations. Also, previous studies exploring the integrative approach to 
learning highlight the potential of learning collaborative work skills through 
this kind of learning (Eronen et al., 2019; Niemi & Kiilakoski, 2019; Tarnanen 
et al., 2019). 

Despite the vast possibilities of implementations and their potential to 
support, for example, collaboration and interthinking, comprehensive school  
pupils’ ability to integrate and synthesise knowledge and skills is not self-
evident. Comprehensive schools often follow a subject-based education 
system, whereas the ability to draw on and apply knowledge from one subject 
to another reflects the complex nature of everyday life in which success is not 
achieved by being limited to the perspective of only one subject (Tuomi-Gröhn, 
2008). In research, several potential barriers have been identified that prevent 
the successful implementation of the integrated approach to learning, such as 
the lack of linkage to everyday problems or experiences (Brante & Brunosson, 
2014; Gilbert et al., 2011; Marton, 2006) or teachers’ inability to support the 
creation of synthesis in the learning process (Illeris, 2018; Lattuca et al., 
2004). The ability to draw on and apply knowledge from one situation to 
another has also been studied at the higher education level and referred to as 
transfer (Alexander & Murphy, 1999; Engeström & Tuomi-Gröhn, 2003; 
Gilbert et al., 2011). In the context of higher education research, the ability to 
transfer has been deemed a complex and even elusive phenomenon (Brent, 
2011; Konkola, 2007; Marton, 2006). Therefore, planting the seeds for the 
ability to integrate and synthesise knowledge and skills through an integrative 
approach to learning at the comprehensive education level is of utmost 
importance. 
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1.3 CURRICULAR CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 

1.3.1 CURRICULUM TRADITIONS 
 
In the contemporary field of curriculum studies, a curriculum is considered to 
reflect society’s prevalent culture while having its roots in the history of that 
society (Apple, 2004; Autio, 2014; Pinar, 2014). The policies, perspectives and 
methods of historical curriculum traditions have been distributed 
transnationally over time, and contemporarily, they serve as the foundation of 
each country’s curriculum (Hopmann, 2015; Künzli, 2014; Sivesind et al., 
2016). Therefore, as Tröhler (2016) observed, in order to understand the 
curriculum of today, the historical curriculum traditions must first be 
understood. Along those lines, the baselines of the curriculum traditions are 
here briefly described.  

In curriculum theory, history notes two ‘intellectual systems’ (Pinar, 2014) 
with different theoretical premises. The Anglo-American curriculum tradition 
originated in the 20th century (Tyler, 1949) and anchors its perspective on 
learning on behavioural psychology and cognitive sciences (Autio, 2014; 
Hopmann, 2007; Pinar, 2014). Following these premises, the competence-
based curriculum relies on carefully specified learning goals and is evaluated 
through standardisation and tests (Hopmann, 2015; Westbury, 2000). The 
aim is to ensure that school provides students with the competencies they will 
need in their subsequent higher education and working lives (Autio, 2014). 

The other tradition, here referred to as ‘Bildung’, has its origins in German 
philosophy and bridges two sides of education: Bildung and Didaktik 
(Horlacher, 2015). The former refers to supporting the ‘individual’s 
development towards autonomy and [the] ability to [engage in] self-directed 
responsible or ethically reflected action’ (Uljens & Ylimaki, 2017, p. 28). 
According to this philosophy, the goal of education is to guide pupils towards 
emancipation, self-determination and maturity, producing a self-developed 
need for further education (Autio, 2014). To separate Bildung from mere 
competence, Horlacher (2015; see, also, Pantic & Wubbels, 2012) argued: ‘The 
presence of ethical guidelines is exclusive to Bildung, and thus provides an 
additional dimension that competence simply does not have’ (p. 125). 

The latter part of this tradition, Didaktik, refers to the practices of teaching, 
studying and learning and consists of theoretical and practical dimensions 
(Gundem, 2000; Hudson, 2007; Kansanen, 2002). Here, the basic structure 
of a curriculum comprises four elements: moral, cognitive, aesthetic and 
practical (Klafki, 1991, as cited in Autio, 2014). The curriculum is presented 
through Lehrplan (‘curriculum framework’), a subject-centred education 
system that establishes the content for each subject, which requires a teacher’s 
interpretation in order to be educative (Westbury, 2000). In this view, the 
content of education is perceived in its didactical sense, meaning that even 
when the curriculum provides a framework for the content, attention is 
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focused on the teacher’s didactical analyses – that is, what is significant for the 
future of the pupils: whether the theory and practice are beneficial and the 
most suitable means to teach them for these pupils (Klafki, 1995). The 
perspectives of Bildung and Didaktik are bridged with the normative guidance 
of Bildung over the teacher’s work and the moral element, or ethical guidelines 
(Horlacher, 2015), that make teaching to have educational potential (Deng, 
2015). 

To highlight, a dichotomic comparison of these historical traditions is not 
necessarily meaningful. Rather, understanding the outcomes of the interplay 
between them in contemporary curricula is the topic of interest (Hopmann, 
2015). In the study described in Article II, this interplay, which is witnessed in 
the integrative approach to learning, is studied from the viewpoint of teacher 
autonomy (Haapaniemi et al., 2020), to which both traditions take a 
somewhat different approach, clearly affecting the way the schooling is 
planned and implemented, especially if one of the traditions is emphasised 
over the other (Biesta, 2012; Erss, 2017; Hopmann, 2015; Westbury, 2000).  

1.3.2 FINNISH CURRICULUM 
As argued in the previous section, to understand the contemporary curriculum 
of a given country, its development and the cultural and societal context of that 
country must first be understood. The current study is conducted in Finland; 
therefore, basic knowledge on the essential questions of education, such as 
curriculum development, perspectives on school learning and the current 
emphasis in curricula, in the Finnish context are described next. 

When education was established in Finland in the 19th century, it was 
anchored on the Bildung tradition; the aim of culturally framed school 
education was to develop self-consciousness and amplify national spirit 
(Snellman, 2000). Through the transnational exchange of policy, the 
curriculum has since shifted towards educational psychology, child-centred 
education and, lately, even more towards a competence-based approach (Saari 
et al., 2014; Sivesind et al., 2016). Despite this shift, the foundation of 
individual identity building is still preserved, and paramount importance is 
given to educational equity and to ensuring access to high-quality education 
for all students, regardless of their social, economic or ethnic background 
(Autio, 2017; Saari et al., 2014; Sahlberg, 2015). This is supported by the 
contemporary curriculum, for which the national goals of education are as 
follows: growth as a human being and membership in society; requisite 
knowledge and skills; and promotion of knowledge and ability, equality and 
lifelong learning (FNCC, 2014, p. 31). 

In line with the Bildung tradition, in the 1950s, Finnish teachers had 
didactical autonomy; relying on that, they followed the national curriculum 
organised according to Lehrplan. This autonomy has largely remained intact 
(Erss et al., 2016; Sahlberg, 2015; Simola et al., 2017; Uljens & Rajakaltio, 
2017), regardless of the fluctuations in political steering and the strong 
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centralisation of the curriculum design in 1970, which, again, decreased in the 
1990s, when local municipality and school authorities were assigned greater 
responsibility for developing curricula (Pyhältö & Vitikka, 2013). This 
responsibility also meant engaging teachers more in the curriculum 
development process, while the manner in which the FNCC establishes 
normative regulations for comprehensive education and the local curriculum 
process were approved by the local education authority (Pyhältö & Vitikka, 
2013; Sahlberg, 2015; Vitikka & Rissanen, 2019). One argument for giving 
teachers responsibility in the curriculum development process, on both the 
national and, especially, the local level, is the five-year, high-quality master 
level teacher education required for all comprehensive schoolteachers in 
Finland (Niemi et al., 2016). Finnish teachers are expected to fully master 
curriculum development in their schools. This professional engagement from 
teachers is essential pedagogical activity in the Didaktik sense (Uljens & 
Rajakaltio, 2017), and it is argued to increase the teacher’s ownership of the 
curriculum and of the holistic interpretation and effectiveness of the reform 
(Goodson, 2014; Kennedy, 2010).  

Currently in Finland, several trends of curriculum development transitions 
are ongoing. Sivesind et al. (2016) reported on the shift from a purposive policy 
programme towards a conditional perspective with a regulative and normative 
nature, as, for example, with the introduction of the assessment criteria for 
level eight in the 2004 curriculum (FNCC, 2004) and with the addition of the 
assessment criteria for levels five, seven and nine, which will be used from 
autumn 2021 onwards, as part of the latest 2014 curriculum. The prominence 
of neoliberal tendencies suggests stronger political steering (Erss et al., 2016; 
Saari et al., 2014; Simola et al., 2017) and has echoes in the adoption of a new 
public management model in schools, challenging them with increased 
bureaucratic work and tightening economic limitations (Rajakaltio & 
Mäkinen, 2019). Still, schools are often perceived as autonomous profit units 
(Risku & Pulkkinen, 2016). The habit of designing school-level curricula has 
shifted more and more towards the development of common municipality-
level, or even broader, curricula (Saarinen et al., 2019), emphasising the 
efficiency of the management model, while at the same time possibly 
decreasing teachers’ engagement in the process. 

Following the Lehrplan model, the curriculum in Finland is still strongly 
subject-centred and shows no indications of abandoning this system (Uljens & 
Rajakaltio, 2017). In the curriculum, the tasks, objectives and content areas 
related to the objectives are specified for each subject. In addition to the 
subject-bound system, the curriculum identifies transversal competencies, the 
role of which has been especially emphasised in the latest curriculum. These 
competencies are not new to the Finnish curricula, but in previous designs, 
they were not fully employed because they seemed disconnected from subject 
teaching (Vitikka & Rissanen, 2019). The aim of the transversal competencies 
is to ‘cross boundaries of and link different fields of knowledge and skills’ 
(FNCC, 2014, p. 33), which follows the orientation towards 21st century 
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competences in Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) countries (Ananiadou & Claro, 2009). This idea of applying 
knowledge and skills in different situations repeats the concept of the 
integrative approach to learning. Similar to 21st century competencies, the 
transversal competency ‘refers to an entity consisting of knowledge, skills, 
values, attitudes and will’ (FNCC, 2014, p. 33).  

The seven transversal competencies in the current Finnish National Core 
Curriculum (2014) are as follows: a) thinking and learning to learn; b) cultural 
competence, interaction and self-expression; c) taking care of oneself and 
managing daily life; d) multiliteracy; e) information and communication 
technology (ICT) competence; f) working life competence and 
entrepreneurship; and g) participation, involvement and building a 
sustainable future. The objective of all seven competencies is to ‘support [the 
pupil’s] growth as a human being and to impart competencies required for 
membership in a democratic society and [for a] sustainable way of living’ 
(FNCC, 2014, p. 33). The co-existence in the curriculum of the two systems, 
Lehrplan and competence-oriented, is shown in the way that the transversal 
competencies are assessed as part of each subject’s evaluation. For this, the 
curriculum provides guidance on which transversal competencies may be 
incorporated into which subject’s education. 

Following the introduction of the historical development of education, 
Pöntinen (2019) outlined the development of the conception of learning in the 
Finnish curriculum and in home economics education. Starting with the 
empiric-behavioural concept in the 1950s, Pöntinen (2019) led us to the 
current approach that shaped the latest 2014 curriculum, named socio-
constructivism. This approach combines cues from the sociocultural and 
constructivist approaches with emphasis on pupils as active actors responsible 
for their learning processes and on interactions in learning (FNCC, 2014, p. 
26); connections to participatory pedagogy are easily found in this design as 
well. 

For the integrative approach to learning, the current curriculum seems to 
suggest several supporting practices. First, the curriculum emphasises 
integrative instruction intended to ‘enable pupils to see the relationship and 
interdependencies between the phenomena to be studied’ (FNCC, 2014, p. 52). 
To achieve this, schools are obligated to arrange at least one multidisciplinary 
learning module for learners each year that involves at least two subjects, and 
co-teaching is encouraged. Guidelines for these modules are provided in the 
national curriculum, but responsibility for implementation is placed at the 
local curriculum level and often with the schools themselves. In the 
curriculum, parallel study, sequencing and holistic integrated instructions are 
given as examples of possible working methods. Second, the integrative 
approach to learning aligns with transversal skills, also aimed at crossing 
boundaries of and linking multiple fields of knowledge and skills. Thus, in the 
curriculum, integration across the content of multiple school subjects is 
encouraged. Third, especially in the multidisciplinary learning modules, 
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assessment is focused on the learning process, which enables teachers to adapt 
the process while it is still ongoing, following the sociocultural approach 
framing the integrative approach to learning.  

Regardless of these suggested practices, introducing this collaborative 
pedagogical working culture, which also calls for collective autonomy, has 
been challenging (Little, 1990). To ensure a shared understanding of the 
objectives set for the transversal competencies and multidisciplinary learning 
modules, the transition within the school culture has been recognised as a slow 
process that needs support from management and sufficient resources, such 
as time and opportunities for joint discussions and planning (Venäläinen et 
al., 2020). Venäläinen et al. (2020) suggested that achieving the objectives of 
the subject’s own and transversal competencies in multidisciplinary learning 
modules has not been fully reached, despite this being a goal for these modules 
in the curriculum.  

The relationship between different theoretical levels and the integrative 
approach to learning concept at the comprehensive school level in Finland, as 
the contextual frame of this study, is presented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1.  Curricular Context of This Study.

To conclude, several societal and historical matters and pedagogical trends 
have affected the path leading to the current point at which interdisciplinarity 
and integration between school subjects are emphasised in the Finnish 
national curriculum. Nevertheless, despite this current emphasis, setting the 
obligation in the curriculum to implement multidisciplinary learning modules 
in schools does not ensure that the integrative approach to learning will be 
adopted as part of the school culture or as part of classroom practices for home 
economics education.
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1.3.3 HOME ECONOMICS EDUCATION 
The data for this thesis were collected from the home economics school 

subject, from home economics teachers and from pupils in home economics 
lessons in Finnish upper comprehensive schools. The selection of this subject 
is supported by two viewpoints. First, in home economics, the study context 
itself – everyday life – naturally possesses a complex and integrative nature, 
and trying to simulate this complexity inevitably leads to taking an integrative 
approach to learning, at least to some extent (Darling & Turkki, 2009; 
McGregor, 2011b; Tuomi-Gröhn, 2008). Second, home economics learning 
tasks often involve collaboration between pupils, and interaction has an 
important role in such learning (Beinert et al., 2021; Taar, 2017). In this 
section, these viewpoints and their roots in home economics are discussed. 

To go one step further, home economics consists of four fields of practice: 
a) an academic discipline (home economics and home economics science); b) 
an arena for everyday living (home or home economics); c) a curriculum area 
(home economics education); and d) a societal arena to influence policy (home 
economics; International Federation for Home Economics, 2008). Here, 
interest is placed on the curriculum area; to separate the curriculum from the 
academic discipline, the content knowledge provided by the discipline is 
transformed to fit the educational purpose of teaching, not as a reduction of a 
discipline but, rather, to reflect the culturally bound educational values 
(Barnes, 2015; Pountney & McPhail, 2017). 

The philosophical guidelines in home economics are guided by the focus on 
the home for the good of humanity, which encompasses individual, family and 
global levels, both alone and through social institutions (McGregor, 2012). 
Human beings’ relation to the environment, including nature, culture and 
society, is in focus when attempting to improve, optimise and enhance well-
being and quality of life, often starting with the human ecology approach 
(McGregor, 2011b, 2015; McGregor et al., 2012; Turkki, 2015). Home 
economics as a field of research realises the complexity of everyday life and 
draws from several subdisciplines, such as the natural sciences, physical 
sciences, arts, humanities and administrative sciences, to integrate the various 
components and theoretical approaches of daily routines (Darling & Turkki, 
2009; Heinilä, 2014; McGregor, 2011b; Tuomi-Gröhn, 2008). As such, the 
interdisciplinary perspective in the field has progressed towards a more 
transdisciplinary approach (McGregor, 2009, 2011a, 2016). 

The goal of home economics as a school subject taught around the world is 
to give students an active role as learners and provide them with knowledge 
and skills to enhance their personal empowerment to manage their daily lives 
in a creative and responsible manner (Janhonen-Abruquah & Palojoki, 2015). 
To address the multiple literacies needed in home economics education on 
personal, societal and global levels, through both physical and emotional 
perspectives (Hira, 2013; Turkki, 2015), curricula may contain several content 
areas, for example, food, nutrition, health, textiles, technology, consumerism, 
family studies or household management, according to the development of the 



 

30 

home economics curriculum and the overall educational scope in the country 
in question. The emphasised perspective on the subject in a particular country 
is often reflected in the name assigned to the course of study; some such names 
include Home and Consumer Studies in Sweden (Granberg et al., 2017), Food 
and Health in Norway (Beinert, 2021), Home Economics in Japan (Kishi et al., 
2017), Family and Consumer Sciences in the United States (Poirier et al., 2017) 
and Family Education in Saudi Arabia (Alharbi & Renwick, 2017). 

In Finland, the subject is called Home Economics and includes three 
content areas: food knowledge, skills and culture; housing and living together; 
and consumer and financial skills at home (FNCC, 2014). Since its first 
appearance in the Finnish curriculum as a compulsory subject for boys and 
girls in the 1970s, the subject’s integrative nature has been emphasised in 
every curriculum (1970, 1985, 1994, 2004, 2014), the latest also highlighting 
the content covering all transversal competencies. In addition, the opportunity 
for enhancing collaboration between pupils and taking pupils’ experiences as 
a foundation for learning has been, and still is, considered important. This 
gives home economics a good starting point for taking part in multidisciplinary 
learning modules and embracing an integrative approach to learning. 

In this study, exploring the integrative approach to learning in home 
economics provides knowledge for classroom pedagogy in home economics 
education. During the last ten years, several dissertations have strengthened 
the pedagogical base of home economics education (see Appendix 1). Due to 
their content and the Finnish context of this thesis, consideration of the recent 
studies is limited to those published in the last ten years, related to the 
classroom pedagogical approach and conducted in the Nordic-Baltic country 
context. The Nordic-Baltic countries share a similar approach to home 
economics education in comprehensive schools, although they include 
national characteristics as well (Beinert, 2021; Granberg et al., 2017; Rendahl, 
2018; Venäläinen, 2010). According to Heinilä (2014), the Nordic countries 
especially employ the home economics research paradigm targeting the life-
world perspective and persons in these situations, valuing the uniqueness of 
human beings. 

The pedagogically oriented studies of home economics education involving 
home economics classrooms are distributed across several home economics 
content areas. Here, attention is directed to those providing links to this study. 
Two studies (Gelinder, 2020; Gisslevik, 2018) used the content of sustainable 
food consumption, highlighting its importance relative to the school subject 
while also revealing the need for further discussion on the pupils’ perspective 
and the need for room to amplify the sustainable perspective in home 
economics teaching. The orientation to sustainable development, overall and 
in home economics education, is also present in Article III, in which a learning 
task related to sustainable development was designed and implemented for 
data gathering purposes. 

At the comprehensive education level, the integrative or interdisciplinary 
nature of home economics education was of interest in Lindblom’s (2016) 
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study, in which the ways of combining the content of food and health were 
used as a frame for examining students’ goal achievement. In addition, 
Granberg (2018) addressed the integrative nature of home economics 
education in her study results, particularly concentrating on the role of 
mathematics in cooking. At the higher education level, Pöntinen (2019) 
studied cross-curricular collaboration in Finland and argued, as a challenge 
for interdisciplinarity, that more attention should be paid to the integrative 
nature at the home economics teacher education level, and home economics 
teachers should receive in-service training on how to implement integration in 
their work. Similarly, the challenges of finding time and opportunities for 
planning for interdisciplinary teaching between nutrition and health in 
comprehensive education were also uncovered in Lindblom’s (2016) study, 
which interestingly also revealed that sometimes the lack of time was used as 
an excuse for not making changes to the study plan. These studies indicate that 
more research on the integrative perspective in home economics education is 
needed. The current thesis tries to fill this gap in the knowledge at the 
comprehensive level by exploring the aspects of the integrative approach to 
learning in home economics education from both teachers’ and pupils’ 
perspectives and discussing the pedagogical implementations in the 
classroom.  

Concerning the theoretical frame for learning, almost half of the studies 
conducted in home economics education within the last ten years were guided 
by the sociocultural approach (Beinert, 2021; Gelinder, 2020; Granberg, 2018; 
Malin, 2011; Pöntinen, 2019; Rendahl, 2018; Venäläinen, 2010). This can be 
considered as support for the ideas (that also guide this study) that giving the 
pupils an active role as learners and using interactions between teachers and 
pupils to enhance learning are both desirable in home economics education. 
In addition, in this subject area, various psychological and physical tools are 
typically present in daily classroom activities; therefore, the sociocultural 
approach has been used to give theoretical power to explaining these activities. 
The role of tools in learning in a Vygotskian sense is emphasised in the studies 
conducted by Venäläinen (2010) and Taar (2017), both of whom argued that 
learning can be enhanced by using carefully chosen tools in a pedagogically 
appropriate way. At the same time, as Beinert (2021) mentioned, physical tools 
can also be used as a distraction during the lesson, especially if the teacher 
does not have enough background knowledge about how to scaffold the pupils 
during the learning task. Both Taar (2017) and Beinert (2021) addressed 
language as a psychological tool and other people as a tool for learning, arguing 
in their conclusions that the potential exists in home economics education for 
strengthening pupils’ communicative skills, such as argumentation and even 
interthinking skills, when pupils are engaged in active learning group work 
tasks. However, for this to happen, the teacher must carefully plan a 
motivating learning task, clearly communicate the means and aims of the task 
to the pupils and scaffold the group’s co-operative study process. Using tools 
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in teaching when implementing an integrative approach to learning is the 
main interest in the study for Article I of this thesis.  

In most of the doctoral studies conducted within home economics 
education with pedagogical orientation during the last ten years, at least part 
of the data were collected through classroom observations. This brings forth 
the ways of working in the home economics classroom. The nature of using 
psychological and physical tools in learning tasks utilising practical and 
theoretical knowledge and skills, combined with the collaborative ways of 
working that naturally encourage interaction, separates home economics from 
many other school subjects. Although a cumulative pool of studies related to 
home economics education now exists, none of the studies discussed here 
focused on the integrative approach to learning in the theoretical context of 
Bildung and curriculum traditions.  
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2 RESEARCH AIMS AND METHODS 

In this chapter, the aims of the empirical component of this thesis are 
described, and the epistemological and ontological approaches are outlined. 
The data collection and analysis methods are explained, and ethical 
considerations are discussed. 

 

2.1 AIMS OF THE RESEARCH 

The overall aim of this thesis is to characterise the integrative approach to 
learning in upper comprehensive education (grades 7–9) and to explore it 
from different perspectives to inform a multifaceted understanding of the 
phenomenon. The integrative approach to learning is explored within the 
frame of Finnish curriculum development in which aspects of both Bildung 
and curriculum traditions have been intertwined. The importance of outlining 
the curricular context in Finland is based on the theoretical approach 
anchored in a sociocultural view, emphasising the cultural environment 
affected by the historical development. 

This thesis comprises a collection of three original publications (Articles I, 
II and III). The studies highlighted in each of these articles were guided by one 
of the following three research questions (RQ 1–3), collectively shedding light 
on various perspectives of the integrative approach to learning. 
 

1. What kind of tools and pedagogical arrangements support the 
integrative approach to learning in home economics lessons that 
integrate other school subjects? (Study I) 
 

2. How do teachers reflect teacher autonomy and collaboration as part 
of integrative teaching? (Study II) 

 

3. What classroom practices are perceived as beneficial by pupils 
working on an integrative and collaborative learning task in a home 
economics classroom? (Study III) 

 
The first research question, addressed in Study I, relates to the classroom 

level and aimed to explore the different ways the lessons were implemented 
and the different tools used in the lessons that integrated several school 
subjects to support the interdisciplinary perspective. The second study (Study 
II) took a more curriculum study perspective, and the research question (RQ2) 
targeted teachers and their understanding of integrative teaching from the 
perspective of teacher autonomy. The third research question (Study III) 
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provided yet another view of the integrative approach to learning in which 
pupils are in focus. To conclude, this thesis aims to provide a rich and detailed 
picture of the integrative approach to learning concept in upper 
comprehensive education, using Finnish curriculum development as a frame 
and providing cues for further development. 

2.2 EPISTEMOLOGICAL AND ONTOLOGICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS 

This thesis is engaged with the educational sciences, which often as an 
outcome provide ideas on possible solutions to educational problems (Cohen 
et al., 2018; Holma & Hyytinen, 2015). To prevent unintended 
misunderstandings, the underlying epistemological and ontological 
presuppositions guiding this thesis must be discussed. Following the 
prevailing ideas of epistemology in education, signifying a rejection of the 
positivistic approach intended to reach the objective truth through 
empiricism, this thesis is guided by an approach in which knowledge is 
considered a process that scientific studies advance by supplementing it from 
multiple viewpoints, giving the process a dynamic element (Nuutinen, 2002). 
This strongly fallibilistic view on epistemology accepts the idea of a truth, but 
it is considered out of reach, more of an ideal; therefore, theories are held as 
justifiable beliefs about the nature of reality but not as definite truths (Peirce 
et al., 1994). This fallibilistic approach is related to the sociocultural approach 
to learning, as Vygotsky (1962, 1978) highlighted the dynamic nature of 
knowledge, development through learning and being bound to one’s society 
and culture, not the idea of truth.  

Fallibilism often relates to realism, but the emphasis on the social, 
historical and political context that affects the knowledge and theories 
separates this study from the realism classification (Risjord, 2014), suggesting 
a social constructivist approach (Berger & Luckmannn, 1967). This is 
supported by several observations. First and foremost, the pervasive 
sociocultural approach in this thesis reinforces the idea of the social-historical 
nature of knowledge, leading to the following aspects. Second, the orientation 
to curriculum development as a theoretical frame in Study II sets the historical 
dimension as a starting point for the study, helping to interpret the current 
curriculum and teacher’s role through the historical trajectory. This supports 
the approach according to which understanding the history is crucial for 
understanding the present. Third, the social nature of knowledge is 
highlighted in the third part (Article III), where the discussions between pupils 
are the main mediators to exploring the possibility of enhancing learning 
through interthinking.  

Epistemological constructivism has been critiqued as to whether theories 
of knowledge are even needed if knowledge is only socially and politically 
constructed. However, in the context of this study, following the ideas of Siegel 



 

35 

(1998), the argument can be made that, without epistemological aims, 
meaning the idea of targeting knowledge and truth to at least some extent, 
justifying why some knowledge should be included in a curriculum, the kind 
of competencies or learning goals that should be targeted and in what ways 
teaching ought to be implemented would be difficult. This means that, 
considering the idea of unreachable truth in constructivism and the fallible 
nature of knowledge, striving towards them using the most appropriate 
methods known is a significant endeavour. 

Social constructivism also guides the ontological assumptions in this thesis. 
Seeing reality as socially constructed is essential: through learning and 
interaction with others, individuals create their understanding of reality 
(Berger & Luckmannn, 1967). These mental representations become social 
roles reinforced through interactions, which are finally institutionalised. For 
example, in home economics education, food-related cultural norms and the 
division of work in families can often be taken for granted. Social reality is 
composed by these institutions, which are passed on to the next generation 
without questioning their meaning. Comprehensive education possesses this 
institutionalised status: its meaning is hardly questioned, and an individual 
will find making changes to its structure or content difficult. Also, emphasis 
on interdisciplinary teaching is a socially or politically constructed aim for 
teaching. However, I argue that it has not been institutionalised as a teaching 
method, as its role is still questioned and whether it threatens learning the 
subject matter in school education has not been determined (Gericke et al., 
2018; McPhail & Rata, 2016). 

The aim of this thesis is to characterise and explore the integrative 
approach to learning from different perspectives in upper comprehensive 
education, acknowledging the subjective world of human construction and 
everyday life. The research paradigm may, thus, be seen as interpretive (Cohen 
et al., 2018): this thesis is not intended to develop generalisable theory, yet 
theory is considered a set of meanings grounded to the participants as their 
source. Interest is focused on how pupil groups together construct their 
answers to the learning task and on what teachers think about integrative 
teaching. As part of the methodological approach, the analysis aimed to start 
from individual meanings and produce more general categories, not to change 
the social reality or individual meanings (Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Cohen et 
al., 2018; Schütz, 1972). The inability to compose generalisable theory through 
case studies has been considered one of the study method’s major downfalls; 
however, this viewpoint has changed to one in which the interpretive nature 
of case studies is valued, especially in the social sciences: the strengths and 
weaknesses of different approaches vary; therefore, they are seen as 
complementary, not opposite, to each other (Flyvbjerg, 2004).  

The methodological choices for this research were guided by epistemic 
values (Risjord, 2014, pp. 14–33), which guided the researcher towards 
justified scientific practices and a reasonably implemented study. Still, this 
thesis is bound to the values established for education (Holma & Hyytinen, 
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2015): education and learning itself are valuable. In addition to being tied to 
the value set of the curriculum, one self-evident value guiding this thesis is that 
the integrative approach to learning is considered valuable and worth striving 
to attain. In summary, this thesis acknowledges a socially constructed 
epistemology and ontological assumptions also based on social 
constructivism, regarding both teachers’ and pupils’ lived experiences in 
school and at home. 

2.3 PARTICIPANTS AND DATA COLLECTION 

2.3.1 OUTLINE OF THE DATA COLLECTION  
 

This thesis is based on data-based case studies in the home economics 
education context (see, for example, Gelinder, 2020; Granberg, 2018; 
Lindblom, 2016; Rendahl, 2018). The empirical part is based on two 
approaches to data collection. Data were collected first in Spring 2017 through 
classroom observations and interviews with teachers and principals. These 
data were used in Study I (all data) and Study II (only the interview data). As 
the second approach, data were collected in Fall 2019 through the diamond 
ranking method as well as classroom observations. These data were used in 
Study III. The data collected for this research are outlined in Table 2. 
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Table 2.  Description of Data Collected for This Research. 

Study Data collection 
method 

Description Specification 

Data collection 1, Spring 2017 
I Classroom 

observations in 
three schools:  
audio and video 
recorded data, 
photographs,  
field notes 

Five different home 
economics lesson 
structures with an 
interdisciplinary nature, 
some lessons observed 
several times with 
different pupil groups; 
participatory observation 

Audio data 19:15:54; 
Video data 9:49:07; 
347 photographs; 
Handwritten 
fieldnotes 204 pages 
(A5) 

I/II Teachers’ 
interviews: 
semi-
structured, 
audio recorded 

School 1: HE teacher, 2 
mathematics teachers 
Schools 2 and 3: 1 HE 
teacher 
(combined n = 5) 

Audio data 7:14:14; 
104 pages of 
transcripts (Calibri 
font, size 11, single 
spaced) 

I/II Principals’ 
interviews: 
semi-
structured, 
audio recorded 

Principal from each 
school (n = 3) 

Audio data 2:09:38;  
30 pages of 
transcripts (Calibri 
font size 11, single 
spaced) 

Data collection 2, Autumn 2019 
III Classroom 

observations in 
one school: 
audio and video 
recorded data, 
photographs,  
field notes 

Two lessons for 8th grade 
pupils (Lesson 1: 12 
pupils; Lesson 2: 13 
pupils), each lesson 90 
minutes; participatory 
observation 

Audio data 7:51:59; 
Video data: 3:33:12; 
7 photographs; 
Handwritten 
fieldnotes 24 pages 
(A5) 

III Presentations 
made by the 
pupils 

PowerPoint presentations 
describing work groups’ 
results for the given 
working task, one 
presentation per work 
group 

7 presentations 

III Diamond 
rankings made 
by the pupils 

Rankings of the practices’ 
pupils perceived as 
helpful for proceeding in 
the given working task, 
one ranking per work 
group 

7 diamond rankings 

Note: HE = home economics 
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The first data collection was conducted in three schools in Finland in Spring 

2017. Two of the schools volunteered to participate after seeing the 
participation petition on the home economics teacher social media network 
calling for home economics teachers who had upcoming lessons involving an 
integrative approach to learning. The third teacher was personally asked to 
participate via e-mail after being suggested by one of the participating 
teachers. During the data collection, five different home economics lesson 
structures integrating different school subjects were observed. Some lessons 
with the same structure were observed with several pupil groups; thus, 
altogether eight lessons were observed. In the first school, the 
multidisciplinary learning module included home economics, Swedish and 
mathematics. In addition to observing the home economics lessons, the 
researcher observed one Swedish lesson and one mathematics lesson to gain a 
broader understanding of the module. (Data from those observations were not 
included in the analysis.) The lessons observed are summarised in Table 3. 

Table 3.  Lessons During Data Collection 1. 

 School Integrated 
subjects 

Pupils’ 
grade 
(age) 

Classes 
observed, 
participating 
pupils/class 

Duration 
of one 
observed 
lesson 

Teaching 
setting 

1  
Eastern 
Finland 

HE, 
Swedish, 
mathematics 

7th 
grade 
(13–14) 

2: 
1–14 HE pupils 
2–14 HE pupils 

3 x 45 min HE classroom 

HE, Russian 8th 
grade  
(14–15) 

1: 
18 pupils  
(12 HE,  
6 Russian)  

2 x 45 min HE classroom 

2  
Southern 
Finland 

HE, crafts 7th 
grade 
(13–14) 

3: 
1–36 pupils (18 
HE, 18 crafts) 
2–33 pupils (15 
HE, 18 crafts) 
3–24 pupils (13 
HE, 11 crafts)  

3 x 45 min HE classroom, 
camp place 

3 
Eastern 
Finland 

HE, 
chemistry, 
arts 

9th 
grade 
(15–16) 

1:  
12 HE pupils 

2 x 45 min HE classroom 

HE, history 9th 
grade 
(15–16) 

1:  
16 HE pupils 

2 x 45 min HE classroom 

Note: HE = home economics 
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As part of the first data collection, interviews were conducted with teachers 
and principals. In all three schools, one home economics teacher and the 
principals were interviewed. In addition, in School 1, two mathematics 
teachers who participated in the multidisciplinary learning module were 
interviewed. The data from the principals’ interviews were analysed but 
ultimately used mainly to provide a broader understanding of each school’s 
culture.  

The second data collection was conducted in Autumn 2019. The 
participating teacher was again located through the social media network for 
home economics teachers. The school was located in southern Finland. The 
participating pupils were studying home economics as an optional course in 
two of the teacher’s 8th grade classes. Eighth graders were selected because 
home economics is usually compulsory in the seventh grade for all pupils, and 
during the seventh grade course, the basic content areas of home economics 
are covered. Therefore, a reasonable presumption was made that the 
participating 8th graders had studied enough home economics be able to 
understand its connections to other school subjects. During the second data 
collection, two home economics lessons with the same lesson structure were 
observed. In the first lesson observed, 12 home economics pupils participated 
in the study, and in the second lesson observed, 13 home economics pupils 
participated in the study. Immediately after both lessons, the teacher was 
briefly interviewed to strengthen the interpretations of the observations and 
to validate the data collected, but these brief interview data were not included 
into the analysed data. 

2.3.2 OBSERVATIONS AND VIDEO AND AUDIO RECORDED DATA 
COLLECTION IN THE CLASSROOM 

Classroom observations were chosen as the primary data collection method 
for gathering data from naturally occurring social situations in the classroom 
(Cohen et al., 2018). Likely due to the advantages of this method, it seems to 
be a somewhat common data collection method in studies on home economics 
pedagogy (Beinert, 2021; Bohm, 2016; Höijer, 2013; Kivilehto, 2011; 
Lindblom, 2016; Malin, 2011; Venäläinen, 2010). During the observations, the 
researcher assumed a participatory role, but in the form of observer-as-
participant, placing more emphasis on the observer rather than on the 
participant aspect (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 397; Mertens, 2010). This followed 
Silverman’s (2014) argument that the social world cannot be studied without 
being part of it. In the beginning of each lesson, the researcher reminded the 
pupils about the purpose of the study and the researcher’s role as an observer. 
In the second data collection, the researcher also introduced the lesson theme 
and the learning task, as the task was intertwined with the diamond ranking 
method. During all lessons observed, the learners were able to ask for help 
from the researcher, and sometimes the researcher also asked the learners 
some clarifying questions to better understand their actions and arguments. 
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During the second data collection, at the end of the lessons, the researcher 
asked each work group questions about their experiences with the content 
learned during the multidisciplinary learning module. 

For both data collections, the data from the classroom observations were 
collected via audio and video recordings, which then complemented each other 
during the analysis (Heath et al., 2010). Video recording was chosen as a 
means for data collection because it enabled the recording of situations in the 
way they naturally occurred in the classroom while also capturing the social 
activities (Heath et al., 2010). The researcher carried an audio recorder during 
all lessons observed to record audio data. In addition, in most of the lessons 
observed during the first part of the data collection, one fixed camera recorded 
most of the classroom, and the researcher used one handheld camera to more 
closely capture interesting phenomena. This approach overcame the 
disadvantages of losing detailed data with the fixed camera and losing the 
overall picture with the handheld camera (Heath et al., 2010). An exception to 
this approach was made for the lessons presented at School 2, as parts of the 
three lessons observed there were held at a nearby camping site, where the 
fixed camera could not be used. Therefore, the only camera used to video 
record during those lessons was the handheld model, so the collected data 
mainly consisted of audio recordings and short video clips. To support the 
video and audio recordings, the researcher took photographs of the settings, 
documents and equipment and wrote fieldnotes both during and after the 
observations. These helped the researcher to recall the layout of the scenes and 
to synchronise the video and audio data for analysis (Heath et al., 2010).  

During the second data collection, two fixed cameras were used that 
covered most of the classroom and the participating pupils. This was 
considered sufficient, as pupils worked within the same group in the same 
place for the entire lesson, and the cameras were placed so that the 
presentations pupils gave about their learning tasks at the end of the lessons 
were clearly recorded. Therefore, the handheld camera was not used. 
Additionally, during the group work sessions, each group had its own audio 
recorder to collect good quality audio data of the group’s discussions.  

2.3.3 INTERVIEWING TEACHERS AND PRINCIPALS 
The interview as a research tool can serve several purposes and can be used as 
the only data collection method or in conjunction with other techniques 
(Cohen et al., 2018). In this thesis, interviews were used for three main 
purposes. In Studies I and II, interviews with teachers and principals 
broadened the understanding of the school’s culture, and the teachers’ 
interviews helped to interpret the pedagogical choices underlying the 
implementation of interdisciplinarity during the lessons. In Study II, teachers’ 
interviews served as the main mediator for understanding the teachers’ 
interpretations of their autonomy. In Study III, teachers’ interviews were used 
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to ensure that the data collected were reliable with respect to the pupils’ 
behaviours during the lesson.  

 All interviews were semi-structured and in-depth (Cohen et al., 2018; see, 
for example, Lofthouse & Thomas, 2017; Pantic & Wubbels, 2012). All teachers 
were asked a list of structured questions, which were communicated freely, 
without any preset emphasis. The interviewees were made aware of the focus 
of the interviews in advance, and during the first data collection, the interview 
outline was also given to the home economics teachers in advance, as the 
teacher interviewed first had asked for it, so the same procedure was followed 
with the other teachers. 

In the first data collection, the mathematic teachers’ interviews were held 
between the observed lessons, but the home economics teachers’ interviews 
were held later, within two weeks from the observed lessons, as with them the 
stimulated recall method was employed (Nind et al., 2015; Powell, 2005): 
during the interviews, short video clips chosen by the researcher were shown 
to the home economics teachers to remind them about the activities in the 
classroom or to focus the discussion into a particular theme. These video clips 
were useful for deepening the interview themes and for helping the teachers 
to recall the pupils’ activities and the instructions they gave to the pupils. This 
also supported the semi-structured feature of the interviews, as the video clips 
differentiated between teachers and often caused the discussions to drift, 
prompting the need to ask additional and specifying questions. 

2.3.4 DIAMOND RANKING METHOD 
The third study (Study III), drawn from educational action research, was 
intended to critically examine the actions of the group and the individual 
group members to understand their social and educational practices and the 
situations in which these practices were executed (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Hart 
& Bond, 1995; Kemmis, 2006). This investigation was implemented following 
a participatory methodology that emphasised collaboration to explore 
meaningful experiences among people in a pedagogical relationship (Niemi et 
al., 2015; Niemi et al., 2018) and to seek new ways of investigating classroom 
pedagogy (Niemi et al., 2015). From several available methods for exploring 
pupil perspectives (e.g. Brante & Brunosson, 2014; Lehtomäki et al., 2014; 
Niemi & Kiilakoski, 2019), the diamond ranking method was chosen for data 
collection because it aligns with a participatory pedagogy (Gresalfi et al., 2009) 
and allows the method to be integrated with the classroom learning task, 
thereby giving pupils agency. Diamond ranking method was also used as a 
novel way of collecting data from home economics classroom. This method is 
collaborative, which aligns well with the ways of working in home economics.  

In the original use of the diamond ranking method, participants 
working in pairs or trios chose nine photographs, which then were organised 
into a diamond shape, with the most preferred picture placed at the top and 
the most disliked at the bottom, annotated by comments and explanations 
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(Clark, 2012; Clark et al., 2014; Woolner et al., 2010). In classroom settings, 
diamond ranking is usually used to explore pupils’ value positions or feelings, 
using pre-written options rather than pictures (Clark, 2012; Hopkins, 2010), 
which was also the case in this study. The selected options were either written 
by the pupils themselves or chosen from a pre-written list prepared by the 
researchers, based on the socioculturally drawn literature regarding beneficial 
practices for collaborative work. Despite the use of pre-written options, the 
aim and strengths of the method remained the same: pupils ranked the options 
collaboratively with their work groups, requiring each group ‘to make explicit 
the overarching relationships by which they organise knowledge, thus making 
their understandings available for scrutiny and comparison’ (Clark, 2012, p. 
223). 

To ensure clarity and avoid ambiguity, the diamond ranking method and 
the list of pre-written options were pretested with three 8th grade classes in 
another school. After some clarifications to the instructions, the method was 
introduced to and tested with another theme with the participating pupils 
three weeks before the data collection. 

For the data collection, two integrative and collaborative learning tasks for 
home economics education (Janhonen-Abruquah & Palojoki, 2015) were 
designed by the researchers. The tasks followed the principles of the 
sociocultural learning approach, as they assigned pupils the role of active 
learners, encouraged collaborative group activities, afforded opportunities for 
pupils to develop their ZPDs through interaction with their peers and provided 
an opportunity to integrate knowledge from several subjects. The participating 
teacher chose the task most suitable for the pupils. 

During the lessons, the data were collected, and the interdisciplinary 
learning tasks were completed in small work groups in which pupils usually 
worked during home economics lessons. After completing the learning task, 
the groups were asked to choose the nine most important practices that helped 
them to work with the task from a prepared list of options (preferably with 
their own options added). These options were then ranked using the diamond-
shaped template provided to the pupils both on paper and on a flash drive. 
After this, the groups presented their diamond rankings as part of the learning 
task. This created an arena in which the pupils were able to argue for their 
selected options and rankings. Pupils also received feedback from their peers. 
The whole lesson, including the teacher’s instructions in the beginning, the 
learning task activities, the diamond ranking presentations and the feedback 
sessions were audio and video recorded to promote a better understanding of 
the processes pupils followed when working with the task, the arguments they 
used to choose and rank their options and the way they presented and 
augmented their diamonds for other pupils.  
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2.4 DATA ANALYSIS METHODS 

2.4.1 THEORY-BOUND CONTENT ANALYSIS 
 
In this thesis, an abductive approach was taken for the analysis, which was, 
thus, theory-bound: theory was used as a starting point for setting the areas of 
interest for the analysis and as a frame for reflecting on the results (Walton & 
Gore, 2013). Abductive reasoning can be traced back to Pierce (1965, p. 106, 
as cited in Walton & Gore, 2013, p. 9), who argued: ‘Abduction is the process 
of forming an explanatory hypothesis’. This means that no preset hypothesis 
is tested; rather, the existing theory is complemented by the perspectives 
adopted. 

In a qualitative analysis, data reduction is the key element of a manageable 
and comprehensive analysis, provided a fruitful overview of the data is 
retained (Cohen et al., 2018). The importance of choosing appropriate units of 
analysis to guide the analysis is especially relevant in cases when an abundance 
of video data exists (Ash, 2007). In this thesis, the analysis of the classroom 
observation and interview data followed the guidelines of the content analysis 
method, a qualitative analysing tool for reducing the data and categorising it 
according to preset areas of interest drawn from the theoretical frame (Cohen 
et al., 2018; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).  

For this study, the content analysis guidelines described by Cohen et al. 
(2018, pp. 475−491) were primarily followed through a four-step process. 
First, the units of analysis were defined. This is a discussion, action or activity 
targeted to a certain situation. In this case, a unit of analysis was defined as an 
activity with a clear aim, for example, a work group preparing a pie dough until 
the dough was ready (Study I) or working together to complete the learning 
task (Study III). These units were associated with other parallel units of 
analysis, such as other groups working on their tasks. As the second step, areas 
of interest, the clearly described categories with more specific codes for 
analysis, were derived from the theoretical frame of each study. For example, 
in Study I, these were the tools used in the data, in Study II, the dimensions of 
teacher autonomy and in Study III, the working styles of the pupil groups and 
their ability to draw knowledge from other school subjects.  

The third step involved the actual coding and classification of the data 
according to the categories established in step 2. At this stage of the analysis, 
if necessary, additional and more descriptive data-based subthemes were 
formed to create a more detailed analysis. In Studies I and II, the analysing 
programme Atlas.ti was used to carry out the analysis; in Study III a special 
analysing programme was not used, but the coding was created in Microsoft 
Excel. In all studies, the results of the content analyses were presented with a 
table introducing the categories (also called themes), subcategories (also 
called subthemes), descriptions or characteristics of the previous and example 
quotes from the data.  
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Finally, in the fourth step, the examples of codes and categories were 
examined: characteristics within a category were identified, categories were 
divided into more descriptive subcategories and re-categorisations were made, 
if necessary. Also, connections between the categories were considered. In 
Study I, as part of this step, a more data-driven analysis approach was used to 
create the descriptive subcategories for the vast category of pedagogical 
arrangements supporting the integrative approach to learning (Cohen et al., 
2018). In this research, the case study approach was intended to elicit an in-
depth understanding of the data, bearing in mind the socially constructed 
nature of knowledge and lived experiences. Therefore, while analysing the 
observation and interview data, the focus was on a descriptive and interpretive 
approach, and no quantitative frequencies or other measures between the 
categories were used. 

2.4.2 SCORING IN DIAMOND RANKING METHOD 
In Study III, a qualitative content analysis was used together with a numerical 
illustration of the practices pupils had ranked with the diamond rankings. The 
scoring system followed a model introduced by Hopkins (2010) in her study 
exploring the classroom conditions for effective learning from pupils’ 
perspectives: a practice positioned in the top line of the diamond scored 5, a 
practice in line two scored 4, a practice in line three scored 3, a line four 
practice scored 2 and any on the bottom line scored 1 (see Figure 2).  
 

 

Figure 2.  Scoring of the Practices Chosen for the Diamonds. 

The practices were scored, and the scores for each practice were then 
aggregated to gain a single score for each practice. Through these numeral 
illustrations, the quantification of the results was not targeted, but it 
reinforced the qualitative understanding of the data by providing a view of the 
relative importance between the chosen practices in the diamonds (Hopkins, 
2010). This methodological triangulation of classroom observation and 
diamond ranking data was believed to provide a richer picture of the pupils’ 
perspectives and enhance the validity of the study (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 141). 
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2.5 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 
This thesis complies with the ethical principles of the University of Helsinki 

(Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity, 2013). Informed consent was 
obtained from all participants: teachers, principals, the pupils’ guardians and 
the 8th (Study III) and 9th (Study I) grade pupils themselves as some or all of 
them were over 15 years old. Also, consent for conducting the study was 
obtained from the official authority, which in most of the schools was the 
school principal. The informed consent form for the pupils’ guardians was 
developed by the researchers and approved by the principal and the home 
economics teacher in each school. The form was sent to the guardians by the 
home economics teacher through the school’s network system. The pupils 
whose guardians did not authorise participation were excluded from the 
recordings. 

Prior to the data collection for Study I, the home economics teacher 
informed the pupils about the forthcoming study, its purpose and how the data 
would be collected. For Study III, this announcement was made by the 
researcher. The pupils were also informed that they had the right to opt out of 
the study at any time and that it would not affect their participation in the 
lesson or their assessment in the subject. These matters were repeated to the 
pupils by the researcher before every data collection with every pupil group. 
The anonymity of the participants was secured in all phases of the study by 
using code names combining letter and numerical identifications (Finnish 
Advisory Board on Research Integrity, 2019). The collected data were stored 
on an external hard disk, protected by a separate password, to which only the 
researcher had and has access.  



 

46 

3 OVERVIEW OF THE ORIGINAL STUDIES 

In this chapter, an overview of the original studies published in three articles 
is provided. The aims, main results and core conclusions of those studies are 
presented. The focus of the discussion is on the various aspects of the 
integrative approach to learning that these studies brought forth. The central 
aims and core conclusions are briefly summarised in Table 4. 

 

Table 4.  Central Aims, Theoretical Perspective and Core Conclusions of Each Study. 

Article Aims Theoretical 
perspective 

Core conclusions 

I Explore the tools and 
pedagogical 
arrangements 
supporting an 
integrative approach 
to learning in 
interdisciplinary 
home economics 
lessons in upper 
comprehensive 
education 

Tools in 
sociocultural 
theory 
 
Theoretical roots 
of integrative 
approach to 
learning 
 

Vast variations in 
implementation, tool 
use and supportive 
pedagogical 
arrangements in 
lessons 
 
Differences in 
implementations 
complement each 
other, but only if the 
integrative nature is 
clear to the pupils 

II Understand 
teachers’ reflections 
on teacher autonomy 
and collaboration as 
part of integrative 
teaching in upper 
comprehensive 
education 
 
Identify the 
integrative approach 
to learning within 
the curriculum study 
frame 

Curriculum 
theory 
 
Teacher 
autonomy and 
collaboration in 
integrative 
approach to 
learning 

Autonomy was 
maintained in 
integrative teaching 
activity; integrative 
teaching provides 
possibilities for 
professional 
development 
 
Some challenges for 
collaboration were 
identified 

III Interpret upper 
comprehensive 
education pupils’ 

Pupils’ 
collaborative 
learning in 

Pupils considered 
collaborative ways of 
working that enhanced 
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perspective on 
working style and 
classroom pedagogy 
practices in a lesson 
employing an 
integrative approach 
to learning  

integrative 
approach to 
learning 
 
Participatory 
pedagogy, pupils’ 
agency 

interthinking, and 
teacher’s role in 
supportive pedagogical 
choices is important 
 
Ability to draw 
knowledge from other 
school subjects was 
found challenging 

 

3.1 PLENTY OF OPPORTUNITIES TO IMPLEMENT 
INTEGRATIVE APPROACH TO LEARNING (ARTICLE 
I) 

In education, the shift towards 21st century skills (Ananiadou & Claro, 2009; 
Voogt & Roblin, 2012) and the demand for the ability to learn and adapt 
learned knowledge and skills rather than possessing knowledge (Tynjälä et al., 
2012; Tynjälä & Gijbels, 2012) has led to the objective of educating integrative 
thinkers (Blackshields, 2015; Huber & Hutchings, 2004). In comprehensive 
school, this requires integrative teaching in which the knowledge, skills, 
attitudes and values of several subjects are integrated (Spelt et al., 2009) to 
provide an understanding that can only be acquired from an interdisciplinary 
perspective (Klein, 2010; Lenoir et al., 2015; Mansilla, 2005). In these 
perspectives, the integrative approach to learning concept is theoretically 
rooted. 

In Study I, to understand the various implementations of the integrative 
approach to learning, tool use from the sociocultural perspective and 
pedagogical arrangements that support interdisciplinarity were explored in 
Finnish home economics lessons (Haapaniemi et al., 2019). The results 
revealed the diverse use of both supportive tools and pedagogical 
arrangements. All three kinds of tools were used in the lessons observed. 
Material tools supported the integration of subjects when physically presented 
in the lessons; psychological tools were used in a supporting way, mostly 
through written, drawn and spoken instructions, but also through the use of 
terms, symbols and pictures and by designing integrative questions for the 
pupils. Other humans were used as tools most frequently; however, they rarely 
supported the integrative approach to learning. Pedagogical arrangements 
impacting the integration were classified into categories: who led the 
integration (teacher, pupil); what kind of integration took place (knowledge, 
experience, skills, methods, materials); whether the pupils from different 
subjects were mixed in a meaningful way; and whether the lesson’s theme and 
objectives supported an integrative approach.  
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The diverse use of supportive tools and pedagogical arrangements moved 
the lessons towards a holistic approach to integrative learning, as they 
widened the perspective. This emphasises the idea of integrative learning 
being greater than its parts (Blackshields, 2015). Teachers were seen as having 
a critical role in making the pedagogical arrangements but, more importantly, 
in addressing the targeted integrative approach to learning and guiding pupils 
towards it. For teachers, consciously aiming at interdisciplinarity and making 
this goal understood by the pupils seemed to be a good starting point for taking 
an integrative approach to learning. 

3.2 DEVELOPING TEACHERS’ AUTONOMY WITH 
INTEGRATIVE APPROACH TO LEARNING (ARTICLE 
II) 

In Study II, teacher autonomy and collaboration were used as proxy concepts 
reflecting the interplay between the curriculum traditions in the contemporary 
Finnish curriculum (Haapaniemi et al., 2020). This interplay was witnessed in 
the emphasis on the integrative approach. In this study, teacher autonomy was 
understood through three dimensions: the capacity for self-directed and 
professional action; the capacity for self-directed and professional 
development; and the freedom from control by others regarding the two 
previous dimensions (Smith & Erdoğan, 2008; see, also, Pearson & Hall, 
1993). The connection between teacher autonomy and collaboration was 
discussed in the sense of ‘collective autonomy’ (Little, 1990) and deep-level 
collaboration, whereby collaboration reaches all the way to discussing the 
didactics of teaching and underlying teacher-related beliefs (Vangrieken et al., 
2015). 

Regarding integrative teaching, none of the five participating teachers 
considered their autonomy as having diminished and argued that integrative 
teaching gave them opportunities for professional development and reflection. 
Regarding planning for integrative teaching, some elements of control were 
raised, but no feelings of excessive control were conveyed. These teachers were 
able to rely on their own professionalism in planning and implementing their 
integrative teaching; therefore, autonomy was also maintained in this 
dimension. Additionally, the local curriculum processes in these schools had 
been diverse and engaging, which had helped the teachers to interpret the aims 
of integration encouraged by the curriculum. 

The teachers interviewed had utilised collaboration in several ways through 
different phases of integrative teaching. Still, both advantages and challenges 
were coupled with it in integrative teaching. As positives, the teachers desired 
greater collaboration with other teachers and emphasised its empowering 
nature. This confirms that no collision between teacher autonomy and 
collaboration was perceived. As challenges, structural issues, such as time and 
economic considerations, together with personal issues and negative attitudes 
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towards integrative teaching, were viewed as limiting the possibility for 
successful collaboration. The same elements were identified in Lindblom’s 
(2016) and Pöntinen’s (2019) study results. The results of Study II suggest that 
integrative teaching may be a good starting point for discussion and reflect 
progress towards including collaboration as part of teacher autonomy to 
achieve collective autonomy and a collective culture in schools. 

3.3 ENHANCING PUPILS’ LEARNING THROUGH AN 
INTEGRATIVE APPROACH TO LEARNING (ARTICLE 
III) 

The aim of the third study was to expand the existing knowledge on pupil’s 
points of view on the integrative approach to learning (Haapaniemi et al., 
2021). To reach this aim, the study highlighted a comprehensive school’s 8th 
grade (aged 14−15) pupils’ perspectives on working style and classroom 
pedagogy within an integrative approach to learning environment. Attention 
was also given to the ability to apply relevant knowledge and skills in another 
context (Brante & Brunosson, 2014; Brent, 2011; Gilbert et al., 2011; Marton, 
2006). 

Drawing on educational action research (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Hart & 
Bond, 1995; Kemmis, 2006) and emphasising participatory pedagogy and 
pupils’ agency in school (Gresalfi et al., 2009), diamond ranking was employed 
as a main data collection method (Clark, 2012; Clark et al., 2014; Woolner et 
al., 2010). The data were gathered from two home economics lessons with 8th 
grade pupils working on an integrative and collaborative learning task in small 
work groups. 

For their diamonds to describe the important practices that helped the 
groups to succeed in the given learning task, the pupil groups chose practices 
from both analysis-driven content areas: practical arrangements (related to 
pedagogical decisions made by the teacher regarding the task or the lesson) 
and working style (concerning the practices of a group or of a pupil within a 
group). Each group had its own style of working, which was reflected in the 
practices chosen for ranking. Most groups viewed language as an important 
tool for establishing a collaborative and respectful working environment, and 
practices related to interthinking were identified as the most important for 
task completion. These results were in line with those of previous research on 
linking collaborative working and interthinking (Littleton & Mercer, 2013; 
Rogoff, 1990; Soller, 2001; Taar, 2017) and their potential in integrative 
learning settings (Eronen et al., 2019; Tarnanen et al., 2019). Several groups 
emphasised the ease of working with friends and linked this to the group’s 
effectiveness, along with a good working atmosphere, which also reinforces the 
findings of previous studies that the experience of working together positively 
effects the collaboration (Edwards, 2005; Taar, 2017), as does a positive 
atmosphere (Rogoff, 1990).  
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Indications of the ability to apply knowledge from other school subject 
lessons were rare, revealing that pupils were not yet equipped with the 
requisite skills to achieve this: pupils had difficulties in remembering whether 
the topics related to the learning task had been discussed in other lessons and 
saw them as scattered and unconnected items. Only one group out of seven 
clearly introduced an example from another lesson while working on the 
learning task. This may emphasise the importance of the teacher’s 
introduction and development of the ability to integrate and synthesise 
knowledge and skills as a natural part of teaching at the comprehensive 
education level. 
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4 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

This study explored the integrative approach to learning from the perspectives 
of lesson implementation and content, teachers’ interpretation of autonomy, 
pupils’ experiences with practices that support integrative group work and 
pupils’ ability to apply knowledge from other school subject lessons. These 
perspectives were used to fulfil the overall aim of this study: characterising the 
integrative approach to learning in upper comprehensive education in 
Finland. The various perspectives revealed different aspects and possibilities 
associated with this complex phenomenon, which are discussed in the 
following sections under two themes characterising the integrative approach 
to learning: using tools and collaboration. Both themes are rooted in the 
sociocultural approach to learning and act as summarising themes for Studies 
I–III. 

4.1 PUPILS AND TEACHERS WORKING TOGETHER 
TOWARDS AN INTEGRATIVE APPROACH TO 
LEARNING 

4.1.1 MULTIPLE TOOLS THAT ENHANCE LEARNING 
 
According to the sociocultural learning approach, learning means that 
individuals first learn how to use culturally and socially framed tools to express 
their own thinking during interactions; then, they learn how to use tools to 
understand the environment around them and how to act within it; finally, 
they develop the tools they have learned to use, which at the same time 
possibly develops the society (Hall, 2007; Säljö, 2009; Vygotsky, 1978). All 
types of tools – physical, psychological and other humans – are needed to 
create the intellectual means required to understand the world and other 
humans. 

A curriculum is a tool, both as a physical document and, more importantly, 
as a psychological tool. At the society level, a curriculum is a historically and 
culturally bound set of regulations, recommendations and suggestions, based 
on the country’s contemporary ideologies of science, politics, economics and 
religion and on what is considered important for today and for the future 
(Apple, 2004; Künzli, 2014; Pinar, 2014; Sivesind et al., 2016). Its 
developmental trajectories are unique in each country (see, for example, 
Sivesind et al., 2016; Taar, 2017) but are not composed in a vacuum; instead, 
they are subjected to transnational policy transfer. At the school level, a 
curriculum is a tool that frames the given education and bounds it to the local 
level: for example, in Finland, the local curriculum offers possibilities for 
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teachers together with other stakeholders to define the local emphasis and 
realisation of the national curriculum (Saarinen et al., 2019). A curriculum is 
also a tool for a teacher: it provides nationwide and locally set frames for 
teaching, but after interpreting its conception of learning and aims, it leaves 
plenty of room for teacher’s pedagogical and didactical creativity with its 
implementation, such as using an integrative approach to learning with pupils. 
Pupils are the ones who are, through education, expected to adopt the 
culturally bound values and ways of acting in the society and to grow as 
humans and become integrative thinkers able to face the complex future ahead 
of them (FNCC, 2014). To conclude, a curriculum is a tool used by many, such 
as teachers, principals, education providers and the state, through many 
means. It provides cultural-historical frames for education and for pupils for 
their learning. It is also a tool that develops society through its normative 
nature and unites interests from many stakeholders.  

Teacher autonomy is also a tool. It has theoretical definitions (Pearson & 
Hall, 1993; Smith & Erdoğan, 2008), yet its realisation in teachers’ work is 
bound to the history of the curriculum tradition, through which each country 
defines the teacher’s role in education (Biesta, 2012; Erss, 2017; Hopmann, 
2015; Westbury, 2000). As a tool, teacher autonomy can be used to reflect the 
teacher’s capacity for professional action, professional development and 
freedom from control, but in light of this study, the two earlier dimensions can 
only be viewed through the level of self-directedness the teacher possesses, as 
the chosen model suggests. The increasing level of collaboration between 
teachers and the value they see in it as way to develop their professionalism 
opens a discussion on the role of collaboration in teacher autonomy. This does 
not mean that collaboration threatens or eliminates teachers’ own didactical 
positioning: it means sharing to develop oneself as a professional and one’s 
teaching craft (Frederiksen & Beck, 2013; Moolenaar et al., 2012; Vangrieken 
et al., 2015). To summarise, in this thesis expanding teacher autonomy is 
suggested, not only to see the level of self-directedness in teachers’ actions and 
development, but also to enhance their ability to achieve these objectives 
through collaboration. The integrative approach to learning welcomes 
collaboration in all phases of teaching, and the ways to use collaboration in 
teaching when the integrative approach is adopted are many, from planning 
to implementation and assessment. 

In lessons, multiple tools are used to enhance learning. This also applies to 
teaching using the integrative approach to learning, as seen in Study I. The 
diverse use of tools and the diverse use of supportive pedagogical 
arrangements for the integrative approach complement each other, making 
the whole to be greater than its parts. Also, pupils saw the teacher’s role in 
making pedagogical choices in the integrative lesson as important, as analysed 
in Study III. These choices involve, for example, selecting the appropriate 
learning tasks, learning equipment and learning environment to enhance 
pupils’ learning in their ZDP (Edwards, 2005; Littleton & Mercer, 2013; 
Rogoff, 1990; Taar, 2017). For this, the aims set for learning are important: 
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targeting the aim to achieve the integrative approach is crucial, and even more 
important is helping pupils understand this aim. In this way, the goal of 
learning becomes a together target: a goal for the pupils to reach through 
learning and a goal for the teacher to mediate through carefully chosen 
learning tasks and pedagogical arrangements appropriate for these pupils 
(Hall, 2007; Huber & Hutchings, 2004). 

Finally, as observed in this research, the integrative approach to learning 
as a concept is a tool. From a sociocultural point of view, it is a societally and 
culturally constructed aim for school education, where the intertwining of 
curriculum traditions acts as a historical dimension. When implementing the 
integrative approach as a tool in education, one encounters all the tools 
mentioned as well. 1) The curriculum may regulate how or even whether 
integration is emphasised. In Finland, the curriculum dictates that at least two 
multidisciplinary learning modules must be offered for pupils each year, and 
integration between the content of multiple school subjects is encouraged. The 
content may be decided at the school level. 2) For teacher autonomy, 
employing an integrative approach to learning itself offers possibilities for 
professional growth, and while it does not necessarily require collaboration 
between teachers, as seen in the findings of this research, it offers several 
possibilities for it. This collaboration, then, is the key to teacher autonomy 
development towards collective autonomy. 3) The diverse use of material, 
psychological and human tools enriches the integrative approach to learning 
by providing learners with a more holistic view on the possibilities available 
through integration. This possesses the power to affect how pupils understand 
the world around them, and later how these same pupils, as adults, make use 
of this understanding by changing the world. Here, especially, the teacher is a 
human tool, a mediator of meaning, teaching pupils how to be integrative 
thinkers by choosing appropriate learning methods, working tasks, and 
equipment, and ensuring that pupils have adequate skills for working with 
them.  

4.1.2 ENCOURAGING A COLLABORATIVE CULTURE IN SCHOOLS 
 
When characterising the integrative approach to learning, collaboration was 
seen as essential. This means collaboration between principals and teachers, 
collaboration between teachers, collaboration between teacher and pupils and 
collaboration between pupils. In this section, these types of collaboration in 
the integrative approach to learning are discussed. 

Principals have an important role in creating possibilities for collaboration 
among teachers. Pedagogical leadership that offers enough support and time 
for planning is crucial. Collaboration between teachers in this thesis 
concerning the integrative approach to learning relates to teacher autonomy, 
a school’s collaborative working culture and various ways of incorporating 
collaboration into teaching and learning. While this research focuses on home 
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economics as a study context, the importance of collaboration in the 
integrative approach to learning also applies to other school subjects and 
teachers. A school’s collaborative culture influences all teachers and, 
hopefully, also pupils. Participating teachers did not perceive their teacher 
autonomy as being diminished by the demand for collaboration with 
colleagues. Conversely, collaboration was welcomed, and its empowering 
nature embraced. Teachers showed that collaboration was possible in all 
phases of integrative teaching, even when only one teacher is involved in the 
implementation. The challenges hindering collaboration between teachers 
identified in this research, such as time and personal issues, as noted, are 
similar to those mentioned in other studies that examined integrative teaching 
in home economics (Lindblom, 2016; Pöntinen, 2019). To overcome the 
challenges, school leaders should encourage collaboration as natural and 
wanted to promote the development of a collaborative culture. Developing 
deep-level collaboration (Frederiksen & Beck, 2013; Vangrieken et al., 2015) 
and a culture of collective autonomy (Little, 1990) in schools are processes in 
which a collaborative culture may be anchored. This would also encourage 
integrative teaching: in order to provide pupils with the ability to envision 
broad perspectives over difficult matters, such as sustainable development, 
where the borders of subjects no longer limit argumentation and 
understanding, teachers must be able to see these connections as well and be 
able to be integrative thinkers themselves (Huber & Hutchings, 2004). This is 
a difficult task to achieve alone, but in collaboration with other teachers, it can 
be accomplished, which broadens everyone’s perspectives. 

Collaboration between teacher and pupil as part of the integrative approach 
to learning can be seen from several viewpoints emphasising both pupils’ and 
teacher’s responsibilities. Teachers are responsible for guiding learning in a 
forward direction. From a sociocultural perspective, when aiming at 
developing pupils in their ZPD, teachers must choose the best possible 
pedagogical arrangements and tools for learning tasks (Hall, 2007; Vygotsky, 
1978). In integrative teaching, this means, for example, choosing tasks that 
enhance interdisciplinarity from several perspectives, beyond knowledge-
based integration and scaffolding the integration during lesson, if necessary. 
Teachers must also ensure that pupils have the abilities required to complete 
the tasks (Taar, 2017); indeed, aiming at utilising an interdisciplinary 
approach in group work at the comprehensive education level requires 
familiarising the pupils with the ability first. Teachers are also often the ones 
who set the goals for the lessons. Making the pupils aware of these goals and, 
ideally, discussing them with the pupils, may enhance their ability to achieve 
those goals, especially with the teacher playing the role of encouraging and 
supporting pupils along the way.  

Also, pupils have a role in collaborations between pupil and teacher. By 
being active participants in lessons and taking responsibility for their own 
learning, pupils can use their agency in school (Brown & Renshaw, 2006; 
Edwards & D’arcy, 2004; Greeno, 2006; Gresalfi et al., 2009). In this sense, 
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teacher and pupil can be seen on a together journey when targeting an 
integrative approach to learning: if one party fails to do his or her part, the 
other is incapable of reaching the goal. 

The discussion regarding collaboration between pupils here is mainly 
limited to the concept of interthinking. In the best scenario, collaboration 
between pupils leads to interthinking and enhances learning in pupils’ ZPDs 
(Littleton & Mercer, 2013; Rogoff, 1990; Taar, 2017). Study III illustrates that 
the pupils recognised the importance of the collaborative, active and respectful 
working style for succeeding in completing integrative tasks as part of a group. 
Considering the Studies (I–III) presented in this thesis, home economics as a 
subject seems to provide good opportunities for collaboration and 
interthinking through an integrative approach to learning: in all observed 
home economics lessons in which the integrative approach to learning was 
followed, the learning tasks were done in groups, requiring group discussion 
and enabling interthinking. However, for interthinking to occur, the learning 
task must be appropriate, and pupils must be familiar with how to elaborate 
and reflect on their knowledge, or in other words, with how to interthink 
(Fernández et al., 2001; Soller, 2001; Taar, 2017). Thinking together is a skill 
that can be developed (Dawes, 2004), and familiarity, for example, friendship, 
is often beneficial for pupil collaborations and group work, as it makes the 
participants feel more secure (Edwards, 2005). These aspects of pupils’ 
collaboration reveal that the role of a teacher is again notable: while the agency 
is given to the pupils for working collaboratively with their group and applying 
their interthinking skills, the teacher makes it possible with supportive 
pedagogical arrangements. This, again, supports the idea that pupils and the 
teacher share a together journey within the integrative approach, and both are 
needed for the goals to be achieved.  

To conclude, when discussing collaboration, the integrative approach to 
learning demands consideration of the school’s culture, other teachers and the 
pupils. One teacher can initiate the process of creating a culture that supports 
integrative teaching and collaboration through self-encouragement and self-
reflection and by renewing the tools available, teacher autonomy and 
pedagogical arrangements, as shown through the examples in this study. 
However, broadening the school’s culture towards interdisciplinarity in 
collaboration with colleagues may have a greater impact on facilitating the 
development of a collaborative school culture. However, when it is 
accomplished, the pupils will be the winners by engaging in motivating 
learning tasks that inspire an integrative approach to learning.  

 

4.2 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE STUDIES 

In this section, the credibility of this thesis is considered through 
methodological reflections. The epistemological and ontological 
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presuppositions are also discussed in light of the methods and results. 
Possibilities for further study are addressed as well.  

4.2.1 METHODOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS 
The quality of this thesis is discussed based on its trustworthiness according 
to the four criteria for naturalistic inquiry: truth value (in conventional 
paradigms referred to as internal validity), applicability (external validity), 
consistency (reliability) and neutrality (objectivity; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
This thesis presents an examination of case studies, a qualitative approach that 
has often been methodologically underrated as a study inquiry; however, as 
Flyvbjerg (2004) argued, the value of every study inquiry lies in the way it is 
conducted and, thus, depends on its trustworthiness. 

First, to determine a study’s truth value, confidence in the credibility of the 
findings must be justified and that the study was carried out in such a way as 
to enhance its credibility must be confirmed (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
Following the epistemological and ontological approach adopted in this study, 
this does not equate to evaluating the ‘truth’ of the findings, as in a naturalistic 
inquiry, the idea of truth differs from its meaning in the natural sciences: 
reality and ‘truth’ are seen as a multiple set of constructions made by humans 
with these concepts in mind (Berger & Luckmannn, 1967; Lincoln & Guba, 
1985). Flyvbjerg (2004) supported this view, asserting that the aim for 
objectivity in a qualitative study does not draw from the natural sciences’ trust 
in causality or the search for ‘truth’, thereby constituting rule-based 
knowledge; instead, it produces context-dependent knowledge often through 
case studies. In case studies, as in this study, the closeness to real life situations 
and the multiple details captured are important obtain a nuanced view of 
reality, in which rule-based knowledge lacks the ability to meaningfully 
understand human behaviour. Also, the predictive, general theories do not 
apply to human affairs and social sciences. This makes the context-based 
knowledge the most valuable data about the reality that can be gathered 
(Flyvbjerg, 2004). In the integrative approach to learning, searching for a ‘one 
truth’ does not seem feasible, as teachers implement instructional methods in 
their own way through didactical analysis. Still, here is where the value of this 
study lies. The nuanced view of reality is strengthened with the rich examples 
provided in the study. Also, these are not the only ways to implement or pursue 
an integrative approach to learning.  

In this thesis, credibility was enhanced in two ways. First, triangulation was 
utilised in the data collections (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For the first data 
collection, the data were gathered through classroom observations and 
interviews, and for the second, classroom observations and the diamond 
ranking method served as the source of the data. In this way the imperfections 
of one method may be overcome with another method: for example, in the 
recordings of pupils discussing their selections and rankings of the practices 
for their diamonds and the audio recordings of pupils introducing their 
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diamonds to the rest of the group, pupils provided cues for interpreting the 
diamonds. Second, member checks that ensured that the researcher’s 
interpretation was in line with the participant’s interpretation were conducted 
during the data collection (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The stimulated recall 
method was used with the home economics teachers in their interviews during 
the first data collection (Nind et al., 2015; Powell, 2005). This allowed teachers 
to reflect on the classroom situations from the lessons they presented that 
were relayed to them, which helped me as a researcher to understand the 
constructions of these situations. Also, serving in the role of a participating 
observer allowed me to ask questions of the pupils during the observations. In 
my opinion, this also demystified my role as a researcher, as the pupils 
understood what kinds of information and activities were of interest to the 
research.  

Additionally, the possibility that the recording devices and the researcher 
acting as observer-as-participant and, thus, being present during the observed 
lessons may have affected the behaviour of the pupils, thereby decreasing the 
credibility of the findings, was acknowledged. Some pupils seemed to be 
distracted by the cameras and audio recorders in the beginning of the lesson 
and made funny faces for the cameras, but while the lesson was ongoing, these 
behaviours subsided. To understand the possible effect on the credibility, the 
teachers were asked whether the pupils’ behaviours during the lessons 
observed differed significantly from their behaviours during other home 
economics lessons that were not recorded. For both observations, the teachers 
reported observing no major change in behaviour that would reduce the 
credibility of the study.  

To further enhance the credibility, member checks may have been extended 
to also include the results and conclusions of the studies by asking the 
participating teachers to comment on them as well during the analysing 
phases (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Furthermore, the data were analysed and 
categorised by only one researcher, me as the author of this theses, so the 
credibility may have been augmented by having at least two researchers 
participate in the analysis (Cohen et al., 2018; Silverman, 2019). However, 
consensus about the analysis and the categorisations was achieved between all 
researchers participating in the studies via thorough discussion, during which 
the justifications for the decisions were considered. 

Second, applicability has proven to be troublesome in naturalistic inquiries 
when compared with the ability to generalise. To overcome this, Lincoln and 
Guba (1985) suggested approaching this matter through transferability: giving 
empirical evidence and sufficient, thick descriptive data about the context 
enables the appliers to judge the similarities and, as such, the transferability 
and applicability of the findings. This approach was supported by Flyvbjerg, 
who argued, with respect to qualitative case studies, that the ‘choice of 
methods should clearly depend on the problem under study and its 
circumstances’ (2004, p. 394). This means that a descriptive case study can be 
of value to the collective process of knowledge cumulation as a study inquiry 
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with formal generalisations, but the choice is to be made based on the study 
problem. In this thesis, no formal generalisation was targeted, but the detailed 
description of the study is considered to provide for the possibility of 
evaluating the transferability. The findings act as examples produced by their 
contexts, but the potential exists for applicability, as in many Finnish schools 
the integrative approach to learning is of interest due to the suggestions 
towards it in the curriculum. 

Applicability also relates to the question of sampling: even when the 
sampling was not random and representative, the schools were typical Finnish 
schools, which increases the applicability of the findings (Flyvbjerg, 2004). 
Most of the participating home economics teachers volunteered to participate, 
which may cause bias in the results, as teachers with negative attitudes 
towards integrative teaching most likely would not have chosen to participate. 
Consequently, the positive attitude towards integrative teaching may be 
somewhat overemphasised in the results. Still, some of the teachers were 
specifically asked to participate in the interviews, and they also reported 
positive attitudes towards integrative teaching. More importantly, despite 
their positive attitudes, all teachers addressed possible problems involved with 
integrative teaching. This indicates that the issues raised by the participants 
were not limited to positive features of integrative teaching, which increases 
the credibility of the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Third, consistency differs from the conventional definition of reliability 
based on the idea of reality being a construction; hence, the same study 
conditions can never be duplicated. Therefore, the consistency of the study’s 
dependability may be a better factor for assessment (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
Fourth and finally, neutrality directs attention to the data and its 
confirmability and does not emphasise the researcher’s role in objectivity, still 
considering the inquirer bias (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this way, the 
characteristics of the data become relevant, not the characteristics of the 
researcher. Both dependability and confirmability can be ensured with an 
audit trail, which provides the opportunity to examine the process and its 
outcomes (for instance, the data, findings and interpretations) from the point 
of view of their accuracy. This means considering, for example, whether the 
findings are grounded in the data, if the analytic techniques and categories 
used were appropriate, the degree and incident of inquirer bias and whether 
alternative possibilities were considered (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

To overcome the third and the fourth point, this thesis and the articles offer 
thick descriptions of the studies involved, striving for a comprehensible and 
useful audit trail, in which methodological approaches are linked with the 
study: for example, usage of the sampling, data collection and analysis 
methods have been addressed together with descriptions of the categories 
used in the analysis with excerpts from the data. Still, confirmability may have 
been enhanced with more precise description and regular use of a research 
diary throughout the study process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For this study, a 
research diary was used only during the data collection periods. A long-term 
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research diary would have helped me to reflect my own learning process as a 
researcher during the whole study process.  

Despite mainly achieving consistent dependability and confirmability, 
closer consideration of inquirer bias and the possibility of other 
interpretations are worth considering (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this study, 
inquirer bias was associated with two factors: verification and my role as a 
researcher. Verification relates to the tendency to confirm the researcher’s 
preconceived notions. According to Flyvbjerg (2004), case studies contain no 
greater bias towards verification than other methods of inquiry; on the 
contrary, researchers are even more aware of their preconceived notions when 
employing this method. Also, in this study, the preconceived notions, such as 
the positive attitude towards the integrative approach to learning and being 
bound to the norms and values of the curriculum, were acknowledged and 
considered. My role as a researcher has surely been affected by my background 
as a home economics teacher. It certainly contributed to choosing home 
economics education as the subject of this thesis, which has both advantages 
and disadvantages. Familiarity with the field may have affected the analysis by 
directing attention according to previous experiences, but at the same time, it 
allows for deeper interpretation of the data through familiarity with the 
content. Acknowledging these notions helped to consider them as my 
construction of the reality and, hence, an unescapable part of this study.  

The possibility of other interpretations is always present in qualitative 
studies (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). It starts with the research area and questions, 
as they limit the study scope. Here, the starting point was the sociocultural 
approach to learning when considering the characteristics of the integrative 
approach to learning. This led to a focus on tools, pedagogical arrangements, 
teacher autonomy and the practices pupils considered beneficial for their 
integrative work. However, as especially Study II suggested, other dimensions, 
such as the school culture, management culture and the principal’s role, also 
affect the implementation of integrative teaching in schools. A point worth 
mentioning is that video recording as a data collection method provides 
endless possibilities for analysis, and a clear frame for the theory-based 
content analysis was needed for extracting the data accordingly (Heath et al., 
2010). Different theoretical frames and analysis methods may have directed 
the analysis to other matters now left hidden. This leaves plenty of room for 
further study. 

4.2.2 FUTHER STUDIES 
 

In this thesis the integrative approach to learning concept is used as an 
umbrella term, under which are different implementations of integrative 
learning and teaching. Certain theoretically framed aspects of the concept have 
been explored in the Finnish upper comprehensive education context. 
However, this investigation only provided a narrow glimpse of the integrative 
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approach to learning phenomenon in upper comprehensive education, and as 
Study II indicated, many aspects were left hidden, such as the management 
culture and the principal’s role together with the effect of pedagogical 
leadership on the development of a school’s collaborative culture. Thus, 
further study is suggested to examine the elements that were not addressed in 
this study but were alluded to in the data. Also, focusing on the perspectives of 
other stakeholders, such as principals, municipal authorities and parents and 
guardians, would provide a broader picture of this phenomenon. In Finland, 
the future will automatically open multiple possibilities for appropriate study 
settings when schools implement their annual obligatory multidisciplinary 
learning modules. 

In this thesis, the importance of understanding the curriculum context is 
emphasised. The roots in different curriculum traditions and different paths 
with transnational policy transfer have led to a specific current curriculum for 
each country. This sets limitations for further study. Due to the different 
contexts, implementing similar research in other countries would not be 
meaningful, as the data produced would not be comparable. With that said, 
meaningful international study settings are possible, such as taking a different 
curriculum context as a central perspective for the study and, for example, 
exploring the various interpretations and implementations of the integrative 
approach to learning. This comparable setting would increase understanding 
of the different backgrounds of educational systems and simultaneously 
provide policymakers with important information to explain why adoption of 
some policies through transnational policy transfer may be more troublesome 
than the adoption of others. For example, in Finland, related to the strong 
tradition of teacher autonomy, obligated learning modules are not commonly 
found at the curriculum level. Still, the participating teachers welcomed them 
with ease but at the same time identified several problems related to them. 

This study was conducted in the context of home economics lessons. The 
results revealed the possibilities for multiple implementations of the 
integrative approach to learning with the school subjects participating in the 
interdisciplinary teaching with home economics. The multifacetedness of 
everyday life as a starting point for learning home economics was reported to 
provide naturally occurring connections with other school subjects, thereby 
making home economics a wanted partner for integration. Clearly pinpointing 
these connections through a systematic study can facilitate the start of 
integrative collaboration. Additionally, even when collaboration between 
pupils was commonly practised in home economics lessons and viewed as 
important by the pupils, concentrating more closely on the collaboration 
between pupils and the teacher may be fruitful for interpreting the potential 
for enhancing learning through an integrative approach for both pupils and 
teachers. The role of the teacher as an enabler for integrative learning was 
highlighted in the discussion, but the integrative approach to learning also 
provides teachers with opportunities to develop their teaching through trying 
new and alternative teaching methods alone or together with colleagues. 
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Assessing these methods together with pupils preserves pupils’ agency and 
provides new ways for collaboration also worth studying. This would provide 
pedagogical outcomes applicable also to school subjects other than home 
economics.  

4.3 CONCLUSION 

From a sociocultural perspective, the integrative approach to learning may 
be seen as a tool to develop education: it possesses and mediates culturally 
bound meaning and has both historical roots and a futuristic orientation. In 
comprehensive education, based on its theoretical roots, the integrative 
approach to learning mediates the aim at the curriculum level towards 21st 
century skills, along with the teacher and pupil level goal of educating 
integrative thinkers with the ability to successfully apply knowledge and skills 
from different contexts together. The overall target is to prepare pupils for 
their future and for addressing challenges by not obeying the borders of school 
subjects.  

This thesis consists of three parts, or studies (I, II, III), and the conclusion 
from all the studies is that, while the integrative approach to learning has 
multiple characteristics, major attention ought to be given to teachers, pupils 
and their relationship in learning. The role of the teacher as the developer of 
one’s professionalism and enabler for the integrative approach to learning 
through various implementations for teaching is essential, but as essential are 
the pupils, who first need to understand the importance of being an integrative 
thinker and then be willing to embark on the journey to learn and develop their 
skills in integrative thinking with support from the teacher.  

This study’s results reveal that striving to implement the integrative 
approach to learning is still reaching beyond the basics in many ways: a 
school’s culture may not structurally encourage collaboration, teachers lack 
the time needed for planning and pupils have difficulties integrating and 
synthesising knowledge between school subjects (Table 5).  
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Table 5.  Going Beyond the Basics with an Integrative Approach to Learning (Roman numerals 
Refer to the Study from which the Outcomes were Derived).  

 
Possible advantages  Possible challenges 

School 
culture 
level 

- Increasing collaboration  leading 
towards collective school culture (I, II, 
III) 

- Structural issues: time, 
economic considerations 
(II) 

- Need for pedagogical 
leadership (II) 

Teacher 
level 

Teacher autonomy  
- Professional development and 

reflection (II) 
- Expanding autonomy to include 

collaboration  leading towards deep-
level collaboration and collective 
autonomy (II) 

 
Lesson implementation 
- Addressing the target of integration to 

pupils and supporting them in striving 
towards it in their ZPD (I) 

- Using diverse tools and pedagogical 
arrangements to support a holistic 
integrative approach (I)  

- Supporting integrative task completion 
pedagogically (III) 

- Making the integration and synthesis 
of knowledge a natural part of teaching 
(III) 

- Personal issues (II) 
- Negative attitude towards 

integrative teaching (II) 
- Teachers only learning to 

become integrative 
thinkers and human 
mediators of integrative 
approach to learning 
themselves (I, II, III) 

Pupil 
level 

- Developing to becoming integrative 
thinker (I, II, III) 

 
Lesson implementation 
- Using language as a tool: developing 

shared communicative space in a work 
group (III) 

- Developing interthinking skills 
through engagement in collaborative, 
integrative learning tasks (III) 

- Difficulties in the ability 
to apply knowledge from 
other school subject 
content (III) 
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More importantly, the results also reveal that the integrative approach to 
learning facilitates the development of a school’s collaborative culture, creates 
the possibility of contributing to teachers’ professional development and 
autonomy to incorporate collaboration in the classroom and promotes the 
development of pupils’ ability to integrate and synthesise knowledge and skills 
from different school subjects. This study provides examples of how these 
goals can be achieved, which can be used as a steppingstone to develop the 
practices needed to incorporate an integrative approach to learning and to 
focus on developing pupils as integrative thinkers. For many, this requires the 
courage of going beyond the basics at the school culture, teacher and pupil 
level. To summarise, I argue that the collaboration and willingness to 
collaborate of everyone involved in the teaching and learning, directly or 
indirectly, is of utmost importance. 
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APPENDICES 
 

APPENDIX 1.  DOCTORAL STUDIES RELATED TO CLASSROOM 
PEDAGOGY OF HOME ECONOMICS (HE) EDUCATION AT THE 
COMPREHENSIVE AND HIGHER EDUCATION LEVEL IN 
NORDIC-BALTIC COUNTRIES IN THE LAST TEN YEARS. 

 
Author  Year 

of 
Pub. 

National 
context 

Content area of 
study  

Data collection 
methods 

Salla 
Venäläinen 

2010 Finland Multicultural HE 
education, tools 
guiding learning 
(sociocult. approach) 

Classroom 
observations 

Sari 
Kivilehto 

2011 Finland Using computer-based 
study programme to 
enhance pupils’ 
thinking skills, 
collaboration and 
multidisciplinary basis 
of home economics 
education 

Classroom 
observations, 
survey 
(participating 
pupils and teacher) 

Anne 
Malin 

2011 Finland HE classrooms as 
pedagogical learning 
environments 
(sociocult. approach) 

Classroom 
observations 

Karin 
Höijer 

2013 Sweden The construction of 
food at home and in 
consumer studies1: 
teachers’, pupils’, 
classroom and cultural 
perspectives (social 
constructionism) 

Classroom 
observations, focus 
group interviews 
(pupils and HCS1 

teachers) 

Ingela 
Bohm 

2016 Sweden The discourses of 
normality and 
responsibility in 
context of food choice 
in HCS and teacher’s 

possibilities to 
counteract their 
opposition.  

Classroom 
observations 
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Cecilia 
Lindblom 

2016 Sweden The impact of frame 
factors (teacher’s 
qualification, 
classroom, lesson time, 
interdisciplinarity and 
group work) on pupils’ 
goal achievement in 
HCS1 

Surveys 
(individuals 
working with 
HCS,1 dedicated to 
other subjects and 
head teachers), 
classroom 
observations 

Maria 
Lange 

2017 Sweden Teachers’ and students’ 
perspectives on food 
safety as part of HCS1 

Surveys 
(nationwide and 
9th grade pupils), 
interviews (HCS1 
teachers) 

Jaana Taar 2017 Estonia Pupils’ interaction and 
interthinking in 
collaborative group 
work tasks in HE 
education in Estonia 
(sociocult. approach) 

Pupils’ group work 
discussions, pupils’ 
feedback, teachers’ 
reflections 

Emmalee 
Gisslevik 

2018 Sweden Exploring the ways to 
incorporate sustainable 
food consumption in 
HCS1  

Document analysis 
(curricula), 
classroom 
observations, 
interviews (HCS1 
teachers)  

Albina 
Granberg 

2018 Sweden Teaching content of 
cooking in HE 
education for students 
with mild intellectual 
disabilities (sociocult. 
approach) 

Classroom 
observations, 
semi-structured 
interviews (HE 
teachers) 

Jenny 
Rendahl  

2018 Sweden Roleplay as a tool to 
examine adolescents’ 
reflexivity regarding 
food and eating 
(sociocult. approach) 

Roleplay in 
everyday contexts 
(shop and 
classroom), focus 
group interviews 
(pupils) 

Silpa 
Maria 
Pöntinen 

2019 Finland Cross-curricular 
collaboration in HE 
teacher students’ 
teacher training 
(sociocult. approach) 

Student 
assessment 
discussions, group 
discussions and 
interviews 
(students, teachers 
and principals) 
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Lolita 
Gelinder 

2020 Sweden Sustainable food 
consumption in HCS1 
from textbook, student 
meaning making, taste 
and didactic 
implication 
perspectives 

Document analysis 
(textbooks), 
classroom 
observations 

Emma 
Oljans 

2020 Sweden The importance of 
health as educational 
content in home 
economics education 

Document analysis 
(curricula), focus 
group interviews 
(HCS1 teachers) 

Cecilie 
Beinert 

2021 Norway Teaching practices and 
students’ active 
learning tasks in FH2 
studies in school 
(sociocult. approach) 

Questionnaire (all 
Norwegian FH2 

teachers), focus 
group discussions 
(FH teachers and 
students), 
classroom 
observations 

1: The name Home and Consumer Studies is used for the home economics 
subject in Sweden’s comprehensive curriculum, in the table abbreviated as 
HCS 

2: The name Food and Health is used for the home economics subject in 
Norway’s comprehensive curriculum, in the table abbreviated as FH 
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