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CHAPTER I 

BACKGROUND 

 

I.1. Research Background 

Knowledge is growing exponentially in all areas of discipline. In Science for 

example, there is a remarkable degree of specialization due to current research and 

practices. In English and Literature, with every passing year there are new books to 

consider, new novels and new perspectives to consider into a curriculum. In Social 

Studies, the curriculum expands to answer even more current cultural problems and 

ideas. With the level of knowledge that is growing in a pedagogical point of view, there 

is a need to consider what to add and eliminate from a curriculum. It is impossible to 

transfer all knowledge to students under the restriction of school scheduling. Especially 

when each discipline has separate period blocks for teachers and students to discover 

all the concepts covered. 

Conventionally, all schools have separate time and period for each and every 

discipline to be taught in class. Traditional scheduling consists of a typical day at school 

that is divided into six to eight periods with 40-50 minutes per period, while block 

scheduling is the reallocation of a school day into longer class sessions to allow for 

more active teaching strategies and active engagement of students, in the effort to 

increase student performance. Students are going through blocks of experience that 

separate the connection between disciplines, leaving the essential point of learning, 
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which is to see the connection between disciplines for students to be able to construct 

new meaning from it and apply it to their everyday life. 

A study by Diane Huelskamp (2014, 48) to see the effect of block scheduling 

versus traditional scheduling to test score result of Biology course in college students 

revealed that no major differences existed between the two groups of students: those 

with traditional versus blocked high school schedules had no significant difference in 

their test scores in the Biology class. Williams (2011, 18) on his dissertation of studying 

16 schools in a school district in Central Florida, studied the effect of traditional 

scheduling and block scheduling for students’ motivation, and he revealed that block 

scheduling often to be more effective in building students’ motivation, yet he 

emphasizes on a factor that significantly affect students’ motivation is instructional 

practices by teachers that incorporated assignments from other disciplines, such as 

incorporating communication skills in assignments in Mathematics, crossing from 

Mathematics to Language as well. 

Engaging students and helping them to develop knowledge, insights, problem 

solving skills, self-confidence, self-efficacy, and a passion for learning are common 

goals that educators bring to the classroom, and interdisciplinary learning and 

exploration promotes realization of these objectives. Interdisciplinary learning allows 

students to learn by making connections between ideas and concepts across different 

disciplinary boundaries. Students learning in this way are able to apply the knowledge 

gained in one discipline to another different discipline as a way to deepen the learning 

experience. Interest in interdisciplinary learning and teaching practices in school 

systems has been growing in the pedagogical world.  
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The term “interdisciplinary” appeared in the 1920s in curricular contexts and 

has been widely advocated (You 2017, 69). While in the 1930s, advocates attempted 

curriculum integration through joint teacher planning and block scheduling (Jones 

2009, 77). Tyler (You 2017, 72) saw integration as the horizontal connections 

necessary for a coherent curriculum, and also advocated for an inquiry-oriented, 

integrated curriculum. With the growing recognition of the importance of 

interdisciplinary learning and teaching, the term “interdisciplinary learning” is widely 

used throughout educational fields today, which pertain to grade levels K-12 and 

college due to a growing recognition of the inherent value and benefit of it (Boix 

Mansilla, Miller, & Gardner, 2000 in You 2017, 74). 

Today, the interdisciplinary learning is a key concept to the advancement of 

school curriculum at all levels, especially in schools with a progressive education 

perspective. A pedagogically progressive education highlights the idea that the needs 

and interests of the students should be established in the curriculum and instruction. 

This can be achieved by integrating disciplines that correlate with socially relevant 

themes and the two important components in pedagogical progressivism are 

developmentalism and holistic learning (Hirsch in You 2017, 75). The holistic learning 

can be achieved by the notion of an interdisciplinary approach. Some advantages of 

interdisciplinary approach are expanding student understanding and achievement 

between all disciplines. It also provides the students with engaging and relevant 

learning experiences. 

The interdisciplinary learning has been defined by Executive Director of the 

Association for Integrated Studies William H. Newell and William Green (1982) as 
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“inquiries which critically draw upon two or more disciplines and which lead to an 

integration of disciplinary insights” (Haynes in Jones 2009, 77). Interdisciplinary 

learning allows students to see different perspectives, work in groups, and make the 

synthesizing of disciplines the ultimate goal. Students also will be able to recognize 

that there are a variety of perspectives on what can be brought to bear in an effort to 

understand most issues. Thus, they find interdisciplinary forms of exploration more 

compelling, which promotes engagement and learning.  

Simmons (in Poldberg & Trainin 2013, 56) noticed that students in his language 

class could not come up with ideas to write basic parts of speech. He then did a 

classroom action research of interdisciplinary learning where students learn to write 

essays from different perspectives of disciplines such as mathematics and science. The 

result showed that once students began understanding the mechanics of the English 

language, they began understanding the language of chemistry, social studies, history, 

physics. The passing grade of English lessons are higher that specific year due to the 

interdisciplinary learning. This illustration also can be applied in real life, where 

problems in real life require different perspectives, the application of knowledge, 

cognitive abilities which are needed to solve complex problems. Real life situations are 

interdisciplinary, can be analysed from different points of view, hence different 

disciplines with various perspectives. Thus, the need for an interdisciplinary learning 

in classrooms are justified, as it is beneficial for the quality of teaching and learning in 

schools, as well as the development of life skills for the students. Students are hoped 

to see life from an interdisciplinary understanding, which entails seeing an issue from 
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an array of perspectives and recognising how each of the alternative approaches 

influences one another.  

As stated in the New York State Education Department, Office of Bilingual 

Education and Foreign Language Studies (Tisch 2010, 33), the integration of language 

and literature with performing arts and visual art discipline is not a new concept, as arts 

has always been an effective tool for teaching and learning. The arts have a profound 

ability to enrich the lives they touch and can be an invaluable tool for teachers at all 

levels to enhance instruction for English Language Learners. By integrating the arts 

and art- making into English language teaching and learning, students will develop and 

deepen their understanding of their own and others’ human experience. In combination 

with reading, writing, speaking and listening, the arts can open doors for high levels of 

analysis and also challenge students to explore themselves and their surroundings, and 

thus find opportunities for high level comprehension and communication. The arts 

convey what it means to be human, challenge the intellect and provide rich experiences 

in analysis, exploration, reflection, observation, imagination, experimentation, and 

communication. 

 Music and song nurture language growth and there is quite a few researches 

that aims to investigate the effectiveness of music in language teaching. Lems (2018, 

18) in her article about integrating music and songs into language teaching stated that 

listening to songs and singing is a natural and enjoyable way to practice new sounds, 

words, and phrases. In fact, learning a song or musical instrument is analogous in many 

ways to learning a language. We are required to produce and employ a repertoire of 



 6 

specific sounds, learn new patterns and rules, and master the “syntax” of songs and 

compositions.   

Some forms of music, such as pop songs, work especially well for teaching 

English language learners. Murphey (1990 in Lems 2018, 20) explored why pop songs 

seem so effective in teaching English to second language learners, which he found that 

pop songs have the magic combination of high-frequency words, repeated often, and 

the use of first and second person. As a result, listeners feel personally and emotionally 

involved with the songs. 

Other than pop songs, there are also Jazz Chants that is beneficial to language 

learning through music, that focuses on perfecting or practicing pronunciation and 

vocabularies, especially among young children. Carolyn Graham in Zhang (2011, 564) 

claims Jazz Chant is a rhythmic expression of natural language which links the rhythms 

of spoken American English to the rhythms of traditional American jazz. The rhythms, 

stress and intonation pattern of the chant should be an exact replica of what the student 

would hear from an educated native speaker in natural conversation. This method not 

only learns language acquisition, but also learns to see the connection to the cultural 

context of songs, because usually the songs are from a specific theme such as family, 

nature, seasons. 

Rap music also has its fair share of contribution to language teaching. 

According to Weinstein in Segal (2014, 78), rap is known for being a form that is 

characterized by its lack of elevated language, but it is known for its ability to 

communicate in a deeply social manner. Thus, using original rap songs to teach English 

connects the audience with an authentic, socially relevant form that communicates 
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culture. Rap or hip-hop music is a part of pop culture, making this genre of music more 

relevant to most students than other genres of music. With the popularity of rap music 

among youth, it is considered to get students involved in literacy and also as a form of 

language expression. As a result of his action research, Segal (2014, 80) concluded a 

curriculum called Rapping English benefits students in language learning because it 

provides materials for teaching grammar, vocabulary, and discourse that intrinsically 

incorporate examples of prosody and culture. The Rapping English, according to Segal, 

is not intended as a stand-alone curriculum, but is to supplement main lessons that are 

taught in class. In which, allows music to be integrated into other disciplines, including 

literature. 

Other integration of the use of music into language teaching is song writing 

activity to enhance vocabularies as well as grammar, diction and the use of figurative 

language. Murphy in 1992 (in Hijazi & Al-natour 2012, 42) stated that most classroom 

music activities focus on lyric writing. He then conducted an analysis of the lyrics of a 

large selection of pop songs and he found that they have different features that help 

second language learners. It contains many personal pronouns and common, short 

words; the language is conversational; there is repetition of vocabulary and structures; 

time and place are usually imprecise; and the lyrics are often sung at a slower rate than 

words are spoken with more pauses between utterances. These easiness in learning 

allow the students to relate to the song and in the end, understand the meaning behind 

the lyrics. Moi (1994 in Hijazi and Al-natour 2012, 44) also stated another benefit of 

pop song lyrics that their meanings are fluid, and, like poetry, allow for many different 

interpretations. 
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Just as using pop songs for practicing writing and analysis, using music in 

poetry units also is deemed to be a meaningful integration as to help the students to 

understand more about the concept of poetry in literature while using music as the 

vehicle for understanding. Educators mostly in America especially in a pedagogically 

progressive education setting have been incorporating music into poetry units. One 

example is Brynn Allison (2018, 43)) which have been integrating music into poetry 

unit as she concluded that many students are intimidated by poetry, therefore by using 

music can help teachers to ease students in poetry analysis, as it is considered that the 

process and experience from looking at the lyric of a song and the lines of a poem is 

similar. 

Based on the previous research, it has been proved that if students are to 

experience learning interdisciplinary of language and literature, with visual arts and 

music, will heighten the opportunity for them to understand and comprehend literary 

concepts in a more relevant and contextual way. One of the literary concepts is 

symbolism. Symbolism is a recurring concept that echoes from language and literature, 

to visual arts, performing arts and music. Symbolism in language and literature is used 

in many literatures, such as poems. Poetry and figurative language are literary aspects 

that derives from symbolism. As in arts, symbolism plays a significant factor in the 

process of creating art. Symbols can have multiple meanings and they can represent 

people, events, concrete things, and abstract ideas. The use of symbolism goes beyond 

in classrooms, as it occurs every day in our lives. We see symbols every day, ranging 

from tangible examples to intangible ones. From logos, signs to expressions and norms. 

Symbolism allows for the functioning of an orderly society compressing the huge 
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volumes of data that surround us into smaller chunks of data that we can analyse. 

Analysing symbols need skills. It needs an understanding of having to dig deep, to 

discover more than what meets the eye, of what is seen and to decode the meaning 

behind a symbol, a writing, an expression, a painting, a saying and other thing that we 

see daily in life. 

Therefore, this study is focusing on the interdisciplinary learning of language 

and literature with visual art and music, to teach the concept of symbolism and how it 

can go across disciplines and be represented in different ways. The participants of this 

study are the seventh graders in Sekolah Cikal Middle School where they are 

introduced to an interdisciplinary learning unit of symbolism through English 

literature, visual arts and music. From what has been observed in the Middle School 

level of Sekolah Cikal Serpong, most disciplines are taught in a single subject setting 

and rarely in an interdisciplinary learning setting. In the rare occasion of 

interdisciplinary learning unit is conducted, it consists of maximum of two disciplines. 

Therefore, this interdisciplinary learning unit is a first attempt to integrate three 

disciplines to see the extent of interdisciplinary learning can benefit the students’ 

understanding of symbolism concept, through English Literature, Visual Arts and 

Music. 

 

I.2. Research Questions 

The research aims to answer the following questions; 

1) How does Visual Arts benefit English Literature class, especially in 

developing students’ understanding of symbolism? 
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2) How does Music benefit English Literature class, especially in 

developing students’ understanding of symbolism? 

3) How does Interdisciplinary Learning benefit English Literature class, 

especially in developing students’ understanding of symbolism? 

 

I.3. Research Boundaries 

The focus of this research is classroom action research in order to develop the 

students’ understading of symbolism by applying interdisciplinary learning of English 

Literature, Visual Arts and Music of grade 7 students in Cikal Serpong Middle School. 

What will be analysed in this action research is the students’ level of understanding on 

the application of symbolism in their assessment project. 

 

I.4. Research Objectives 

The objective of this classroom action research is to; 

1) Measure how Visual Arts can be beneficial to English Literature class, 

especially in developing students’ understanding of symbolism 

2) Measure how Music can be beneficial to English Literature class, 

especially in developing students’ understanding of symbolism 

3) Measure how Interdisciplinary Learning can be beneficial to English 

Literature class, especially in developing students’ understanding of 

symbolism 
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I.5. Research Benefits 

1) Theoretical Benefits: 

The theoretical benefit of this research is to provide empirical data, 

especially in the application of interdisciplinary learning of English 

Literature, Visual Arts and Music to develop grade 7 students’ understanding 

of symbolism through interdisciplinary project. The result of this research 

also can be used as the foundation for future research in regards to 

interdisciplinary learning.  

2) Practical Benefits: 

The practical benefits of this research for students, is to experience an 

engaging, relevant and contextual learning process through interdisciplinary 

learning, go through a holistic learning process that enriches the students’ 

competencies development. As for teachers, to have the opportunity to 

collaborate in applying interdisciplinary learning, from planning until 

reflection phase, to develop professionalism for fellow educators, especially 

in studying the benefits of interdisciplinary learning for middle school 

students. As for the school, to see the extent of interdisciplinary learning in 

improving the students’ engagement and enjoyment in the learning process, 

to be able to develop professionally, especially in a pedagogically 

progressive education perspective through the result of this study 
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I.6. Systematical Thesis Framework 

 This thesis consists of five chapters; from the background, theoretical 

background, research methodology, research result and conclusion and further 

recommendation. 

 On the first chapter, it focuses on the reasoning and importance of 

interdisciplinary learning. Facts and empirical data from previous research provided 

the basis in formulating the research questions and objectives, research boundaries and 

the research benefits. 

The second chapter elaborates the theoretical background of the concepts used 

in this research, which are; interdisciplinary learning, interdisciplinary assessment, 

comparison to National Curriculum 2013, the concept of symbolism and integration of 

english literature, visual arts and music based on previous research. This chapter is 

concluded into thesis statement and theoretical framework diagram to explain the 

correlation of all concepts used in this research. 

The third chapter focuses on the research methodology. From the subject of the 

research, location, and time frame, the research procedures, data analysis method, 

research instruments and the criteria of research achievements. 

On the fourth chapter, it emphasizes on the result and analysis of each cycles in 

the research, starting from the illustration of the classroom situation, the preliminary 

study result, and the detailed elaboration of each cycles, along with the results. This 

chapter ended with an analysis of the result of the overall research, in compared to the 

set criteria that has been explained in the previous chapter. 
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This thesis is concluded in the fifth chapter, which explained about the 

conclusion based on the findings and analysis of the research, explaining the research 

limitation and further recommendation that can be implemented for future research.  

 

 

  


