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September 21, 29, and October 2, 2017 

 

Three meetings were held so that faculty members could brainstorm definitions of 

interdisciplinary and obstacles to interdisciplinary work.  The list of comments from those 

meetings are pasted below.   

 

Definitions of Interdisciplinary  

1. Crossing disciplinary boundaries, collaboratively  

2. Crossing department boundaries, collaboratively 

3. Crossing college boundaries, collaboratively 

4. Distinctive viewpoints (even if from the same department / concentrations) 

5. Applying varying forms of study to a specific object for exploration 

6. Qualitatively different viewpoints / demonstrably different viewpoints 

7. Collaboration across departments, but if within a department there has to be demonstration of 

the differences that makes the project interdisciplinary  

8. Teamwork is necessary for the project to move forward 

9. Awareness of synergistic applications – recognition of “new application” of 

tools/research/knowledge – the sum is greater than the parts (The parts did not realize what 

the sum could be.) 

10. Layering/combining different ways of knowing (methods/approaches to the work, should be 

demonstrably different) 

11. The work product must be interdisciplinary 

12. There must be demonstrable integration of approaches 

13. Applying more than one way of knowing (paradigm) to a problem 

14. Approaching a topic from two or more different points of view (studies) 

15. Combining different methods (hands-on approach to “gathering data”) 

16. Working with someone from another field or area of study 

17. One person can do interdisciplinary work (present work that is consciously integrating more 

than one discipline) (teaching and research and creative endeavor) 

18. Must cross boundaries (using methods that are not conventional to a discipline (e.g. 

qualitative methods in a discipline dominated by quantitative methods) 

19. Different from multidisciplinary (multi: does no comparison/contrast of disciplines), cross-

disciplinary, or transdisciplinary: interdisciplinary must involve conscious integration of 

disciplines  

20. Interdisciplinary work may have different views of what evidence is 

21. Interdisciplinary can be about ways of knowing, methods, what is considered to be 

data/evidence 

22. Interdisciplinary can mean “partners” off-campus, not just different departments/colleges on-

campus 

23. The goal should be to expose students to more than one way of approaching a problem/field 

of study in the “classroom” 

24. Integrate knowledge from one disciplines into another (e.g. engineering knowledge brought 

into web design program in VPA OR business knowledge brought into VPA) 

25. If this is about student outcomes, then should the outcome be students who are capable of 

doing interdisciplinary work or just for students to value interdisciplinary approaches? 



26. Interdisciplinarity is a problem solving strategy that can be applied in the “classroom” and 

research and creative endeavor 

27. Many “problems” require an interdisciplinary approach in order for the best “solution” to be 

found 

28. Interdisciplinary work is an incubator and driver of new approaches/fields of study 

29. Use senior capstone courses as opportunity to encourage interdisciplinary work 

30. The world is intertwined and no one can exist in any one sphere.  Whose purposes does the 

separation of discipline serve?  Disciplines are artificial. 

31. Teaching, research and creative endeavor, and service between fields. 

32. What is the difference between inter and multi disciplinary?  Is multidisciplinary a step 

toward interdisciplinary?   

33. Problems are interdisciplinary.  Addressing them requires interdisciplinary training for our 

students. 

34. Intersection of two or more discipline versus two or more disciplines in parallel.  The 

disciplines must intentionally inform each other. 

35. Multidisciplinary = X separate from Y separate from Z, but in the same course or research or 

creative endeavor: Interdisciplinary = x+y+z in the same course or research or creative 

endeavor 

36. There are interlocked disciplines such as math and physics.  There are disciplines that 

underlie (are relevant to) others such as political science, philosophy, education.  There are 

disciplines that overlap each other such as psychology and communication.  There are shared 

skills and knowledge between a number of disciplines (math for computer science majors; 

math for math majors).   

37. Interdisciplinary work should engage students with real world issues.   

38. Interdisciplinary work requires different approaches to the work. 

39. Must be from more than one department if the goal is to have more than one department 

work together 

40. It may be possible for there to be interdisciplinary work from a single department if that 

department that has more than one discipline in it 

41. Integration of two or more disciplines/fields 

42. A single person can do interdisciplinary work if the person is integrating two or more 

disciplines/fields/approaches 

 

 

Obstacles To Doing Interdisciplinary Work 

1. Must be possible to include team members from off campus (e.g. faculty from other 

campuses, community members, elected officials, and business people) 

2. Conflicting schedules (faculty and students) for team teaching  

3. How the interdisciplinary product is counted in the workload report? 

4. Which department gets to count the bodies (e.g. enrollment, grant funds, 

shows/performances)  

5. Integration of interdisciplinary research/creative endeavor into classes to help maximize time 

of faculty and students 

6. How does this relate to the mission of the institution?  Structural or add-on? 

7. Incentives  

8. Incentives for non-traditional interdisciplinary work 



9. Incentives need to be flexible to support a less rigid (evolving) definition of what is 

interdisciplinary  

10. Faculty need to think in a less rigid way about what can be interdisciplinary work – students 

need to think about the value of interdisciplinary work (courses, research, creative endeavor) 

11. Curricular demands of programs prevent participation in non-programmatic 

(interdisciplinary) activities 

12. There is no “administrative home” for ad hoc interdisciplinary courses (something beyond 

cross listing and/or variable title courses) 

13. Faculty and students do not associate with each other enough to stimulate 

creativity/interdisciplinary work – faculty are not aware of the work of our colleagues  

14. Lack of free electives in programs  

15. Mindset that does not allow for accepting failure (“your way was wrong the other way was 

right”) 

16. Is it OK if participants are self-selecting 

17. Lack of understanding and recognition of existing interdisciplinary work 

18. How long it takes for courses to be approved (generally, and specifically in the 

interdisciplinary category of the general education program) 

19. Time to create interdisciplinary courses 

20. Advertising for interdisciplinary courses  

21. Enrollment minimums for new interdisciplinary courses (give them time to grow) 

22. Shared governance (faculty own the curriculum and that can slow things down – lack of 

understanding of the benefits of some new interdisciplinary course) 

23. How do two or more disciplines work together given the existing resources? 

24. Lack of integration of disciplines in different colleges (e.g. ETCS and VPA re web design) 

25. Should not replace independent disciplines: Should respect independent disciplines 

26. It can be difficult because it is new (incubator / driver of new approaches) because it means 

mastering more than one discipline: can be challenging to maintain quality especially in the 

classroom 

27. Attitude that “My discipline is the master discipline”  

28. Defining a project can be more challenging when doing interdisciplinary work because 

contributors will try to align the project to their work (intentionally or not) 

29. Lack of resources to add new.  We are stuck with reallocation of existing resources. 

30. Prerequisites for upper level interdisciplinary classes may limit the number of students who 

can take a class 

31. The paperwork to create something new (e.g. course, program) is onerous (e.g. approval in 

departments, colleges, campus, system, ICHE) – topics courses may be one way to address 

this 

32. Metrics – who gets credit for what?  Does/will our system support interdisciplinary work? 

33. Rigidity of institutional reward structures (e.g. P&T, merit pay, flexibility of workload) 

34. How we measure what is interdisciplinary (esp. interdisciplinary work done by one person) 

35. Lack of familiarity with what other faculty members (and students) are doing in terms of 

research and creative endeavor 

36. Existing workload does not encourage the creation of interdisciplinary work (classes, 

research and creative endeavor) – lack of time to do it 

37. Expectation that interdisciplinary work happens on top of other work 



38. Demonstrated commitment from the administration to administrative reorganization (i.e. 

metrics, workload, P&T) around interdisciplinary work (this should not be led from outside; 

this should be led by the faculty)   

39. Some units have a 2 semester capstone and others have a 1 semester capstone 

40. How faculty perceive of interdisciplinary (how much interdisciplinary work does it take to 

make it interdisciplinary) 

41. Our experiences make us prepared for a single discipline. 

42. Approval processes for programs allows administration (here and WL) to impose their 

definitions and visions.  The result may be the loss of interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary 

programs.   

43. Department structures may create boundaries – there are very few boundaries to members of 

a single department working together 

44. The silos created by the administrative structure, and the incentives offered to faculty (e.g. 

merit pay) and departments (which department gets to count the majors/credit hours), inhibit 

interdisciplinary work. 

45. Current metrics for program viability do not support interdisciplinary work 

46. Upper administrators do not support interdisciplinary work (see creation of program viability 

metrics).   

47. The conservativeness of faculty (“We haven’t done it before.”) 

48. Too busy.  Creating interdisciplinary product takes more work than creating single discipline 

product.  The existing work of the department and faculty members takes up all of our time.  

Why engage in something new if it is not valued.   

49. Traditional path to P&T is established and interdisciplinary work may not fit on the 

traditional path. 

50. What’s the point?  We can see in the abstract why this might be good, but we do not see the 

end goal/product.  Why create something if it is not building to something beyond what we 

have now?  (This is true for faculty and students.) 

51. Lack of demonstrated commitment from administration to sustained structural support for 

interdisciplinary work. 

52. Faculty don’t know each other well enough to identify potential interdisciplinary partners.   

53. Scheduling of teaching loads makes interdisciplinary work difficult.   

54. Degree maps may limit the interest students have in newly created interdisciplinary classes.   

 

 


