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Editors’ Introduction
By way of introduction to the first article in this, the 38th volume of Issues 
in Interdisciplinary Studies and the first volume produced in collaboration 
with our new publisher, Texas Tech University Press, we might well offer the 
Pythonesque phrase: “And now for something completely different.” Not that 
the article isn’t as utterly interdisciplinary as it could be. But it is very dif-
ferently so—and different in ways only a very few other pieces in the whole 
body of interdisciplinary literature have been—and indeed in the whole body 
of interdisciplinary scholarship of every kind.

As those of us in our field are well aware, the major portion of “interdis-
ciplinary scholarship of every kind” has involved “inter”play and “inter”work 
between and among the disciplines of the natural sciences and the social sci-
ences. And some of the humanities have certainly found their way into inte-
grated teaching, as well. The disciplines of the creative arts and the humanities 
that study the creative arts? Not so much. Review of the many decades of liter-
ature discussing “best practices” in ID classrooms reveals that relatively little 
of it deals with classes in which the disciplines of the creative arts are inte-
gral—or even referenced. 

The classes most often represented in the scholarship of interdisciplinary 
teaching and learning typically involve faculty and students doing just as the 
seminal Klein/Newell definition of ID work suggests they should do: under-
taking “a process of answering a question, solving a problem, or addressing a 
topic that is too broad or complex to be dealt with adequately by a single dis-
cipline or or profession,” a process that “draws on disciplinary perspectives 
and integrates their insights into a more comprehensive perspective” that will 
enable effective action. If the nearly 40-year history of this journal is any indi-
cation, the “disciplinary perspectives” teachers and researchers have found 
most useful, that is, instrumental in enabling effective action, are those of the 
natural and social sciences. 

Happily, in spite of the preponderance of coursework and scholar-
ship privileging ID work in the natural and social sciences, those of us who 
do teach (and otherwise perform) in the sphere of the creative arts and the 
humanities studying them have persisted in publishing and presenting on 
the often decidedly different versions of interdisciplinarity represented by our 
work. And both Issues in Interdisciplinary Studies and AIS conference program-
ming have been pleased to assist in making such material available to inter-
disciplinarians of every ilk.

Bill Newell was himself wonderfully aware of the differentness of inter-
disciplinarity in the creative arts and humanities—and aware of the need to 
accord its differentness more attention. Of particular note are his comments 
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in the final chapter of Case Studies in Interdisciplinary Research (2012):

Whereas interdisciplinarians in the natural and social sciences seek to inte-
grate on behalf of others, presenting their new, more comprehensive under-
standing as a finished product, [those in] the fine and performing arts and 
the humanities studying them (and other aesthetic texts) seek to draw oth-
ers (audiences, viewers, readers) into the integrative process and encourage 
them to participate in a shared integrative process [that is as affective an 
experience as it is a cognitive one, or more so]. (p. 301)

And Bill made the important further point that, in this case, the “shared inte-
grative process” isn’t usually aimed at the “full integration” so often wished 
for by others but so “seldom wished for [by those] in the fine and perform-
ing arts, and by extension in the humanities disciplines wishing to respect the 
deliberate ambiguity” and generative tensions “inherent” in the experiences 
offered by this very different kind of interdisciplinarity (p. 301).

As announced above at the start of this introduction, the first arti-
cle in this volume does embody the kind differentness Bill and others have 
described as characterizing the work of interdisciplinarians in the creative 
arts and humanities. And it’s no wonder that it does so. Its author, Allison 
Upshaw, an Assistant Professor of Voice at Stillman College in Tuscaloosa, 
Alabama, has a long history of performance in a variety of creative arts—and a 
long history of teaching the arts themselves or integrating them into instruc-
tion in other disciplines. When she decided to seek a PhD in Interdisciplinary 
Studies (at the University of Alabama), she was asked to teach others training 
to be teachers how to integrate the creative arts into their instruction. And 
in her dissertation and other scholarly work that she’s done since, she has 
offered commentary on her experience with those future teachers—with the 
aim of elucidating the same differentness of interdisciplinary endeavor in the 
creative arts and humanities that we’ve been talking about here. 

Furthermore, both in her dissertation and in the other scholarly work 
that she’s done since, including the article we are offering you here, Allison 
has striven to redefine the “scholarly” to include the “art-full.” One might 
say she’s responding to a heartfelt call from interdisciplinarian Jean Petrolle, 
a call that resounded in her article in the 2007 volume of Issues, a plea that 
we “enlarge possibilities” for scholarship in our field, encouraging “[inter-
disciplinary] scholars to imagine intellectual directions and prose forms that 
integrate the personal with the analytical and the critical with the creative 
without sacrificing creativity or scholarly rigor” (p. 111). In the years since 
Jean wrote her article, only a few have dared to offer Issues (and other ven-
ues for publication and presentation) material that thus “[crosses] borders 
between scholarship and artistry, scholarship and life, life and art” (p. 128). 
But Allison has certainly done so—in her decidedly “non-traditional” arti-
cle, “L’OPERA: Layered Operations Practicing Embodiment, Reflection, and 
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Analysis in the Performative Paradigm.” We believe you will appreciate the 
reading experience it offers.

Of course, we hasten to add that we also appreciate scholarship “more 
narrowly defined,” in accord with the traditional literature of interdisciplin-
arity in its form and content. And we are pleased to offer you two such arti-
cles next. They not only instantiate such excellence in the Scholarship of 
Interdisciplinary Teaching and Learning as we like to celebrate in Issues, but 
also demonstrate how SOITL work can inspire transformations that enhance 
the interdisciplinarity of undergraduate ID programs that have not, in fact, 
been offering students the most effective ID training possible.

In the first of the two articles, “A Case for Critical Interdisciplinarity: 
Interdisciplinarity as Democratic Education,” Aaron Stoller, Director of 
Academic Programs at Colorado College, explains how his expertise in 
“The Epistemological Foundations of Education” (the subtitle of one of his 
books) prompted him to initiate a pilot program in coursework that would 
introduce first year students to “the kinds of intentional, deliberative pro-
cesses that [as Dewey would have it] constitute deep democracy” of the sort 
we hope to promote in the wider world our students enter after graduation. 
What he envisioned—and put into practice over several years of a pilot pro-
gram so successful that the college has now mandated such coursework for all 
first year students—was “Critical Inquiry Seminars” in which faculty would 
address some issue of their choice from their own disciplinary perspective but 
also engage students in critical dialogue on the processes and paradigms of 
this discipline. The critical inquiry is expanded through a series of “conver-
gences” with faculty and students in other seminars, and dialogue on those 
aspects of other disciplines, too. It is this innovative variation on more con-
ventional versions of “Introduction to Interdisciplinarity” courses that Aaron 
sees as embodying a version of “critical interdisciplinarity” that has already 
begun to infuse the disciplinary culture of the place with a new openness to 
dialogue across differences (such as Dewey would certainly approve, as would 
Bill Newell, who also believed in educating for democracy).

In the third article in this volume, Katharine Schaab of Kennesaw State 
University, just outside Atlanta, Georgia, also reports on a SOITL project that 
is having transformative effects on the ID programming at her institution—
in spite of the fact that her project, unlike the major venture involving many 
colleagues that Aaron Stoller administered at Colorado College, was decidedly 
minimalistic, involving only Kate, working alone, studying three small sec-
tions of a course she taught during her very first year on campus. This brutal 
work of redeveloping a curriculum, mostly in isolation, is familiar to many 
Issues readers. As it happened, however, she was undertaking this work in a 
department much aware that the Interdisciplinary Studies major created in 
2005 (and renamed Integrative Studies in 2009) had morphed into a pro-
gram that was far from practicing the interdisciplinarity its descriptions still 
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preached. Most of the 600-plus students enrolled in its “General Studies” 
track were more interested in completing their degrees than in any substan-
tive training in interdisciplinary thinking or development of competencies in 
that field. The department had hired Kate because they were seeking a col-
league whose expertise might help them revise their curriculum so as to make 
the Integrative Studies (INTS) degree more truly interdisciplinary. 

And with support from KSU’s Center for Excellence in Teaching and 
Learning, Kate was indeed able to help make interdisciplinarity salient in 
the degree. Her pursuit of the SOITL project, as the start of a complete degree 
overhaul that is now underway, is described in her article, “From General to 
Interdisciplinary Studies: A Multi-Stage Curriculum Intervention.” We think 
you will find her detailed discussion of the problems she identified in the ver-
sion of the “Introduction to Integrative Studies” course all were teaching when 
she arrived, the changes she made (and studied) in her second go-round with 
that course, and the data about changed outcomes that persuaded colleagues 
to join her in a complete re-think of the course that they began to offer in the 
spring of 2020 as fascinating as we do. And as inspiring. As she says at the end 
of the article,

Perhaps many will take heart from this evidence that even a little bit of 
[SOITL] work can go a long way toward persuading colleagues and adminis-
trators [who might also find themselves in programs that aren’t truly inter-
disciplinary] that changes that will enhance interdisciplinary studies can 
and should be made. 

The last of the articles in this volume is “Notes from a Case Study 
Investigating Pornography and Healthy Sexual Development.”

Now that we have your attention . . . let us tell you how this article rep-
resents norms in our field, too, but norms other than those of the two arti-
cles discussed just above. Whereas those focus on teaching, this focuses on 
research. And whereas those report on the work of individual interdiscipli-
narians, this reports on the work of an interdisciplinary team—and on the 
challenges and rewards of their teamwork. We consider it a particularly fine 
example of the literature on collaborative interdisciplinary work, whether in 
the academy or in the wider world. Here is how its authors, Katerina Litsou 
and Roger Ingham from the University of Southampton in the UK and Alan 
McKee and Paul Byron from the University of Technology Sydney in Australia, 
describe what they offer, which is what they learned while researching their 
own efforts at collaborative research:

This article reports on an interdisciplinary project that conducted a series 
of systematic reviews of academic research about the use of pornography 
and sexual health. Academics from a variety of disciplines were involved; 
half of the team had a background in humanities and the other half a back-
ground in psychology. While working closely together, they realized that 
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they disagreed on many different matters, such as how to ask questions, 
how to use definitions, what count as data, what counts as a good outcome 
in research, how to structure an academic article, and how to use other aca-
demics’ work. This article reports on the team members’ use of reflective 
practice to analyze their responses to these disagreements and suggests that 
such disagreements can be seen as positive and productive in interdisciplin-
ary research as they may facilitate collaboration among disciplines.

Among the most memorable and useful of their findings? “[T]he ability 
to have a good laugh is a key research skill” given the all-too-human natures 
of those involved in any interdisciplinary team. We think you’ll appreciate 
their other findings, too, even though they never get into the sexy stuff their 
title seems to promise they might.

Our best wishes to all of our readers who have made it through this  
difficult year—and, as Garrison Keillor used to say, “Be well, do good work, 
and keep in touch.” 

Gretchen Schulz
Professor of English Emerita

Oxford College of Emory University

 

P. Sven Arvidson
Professor and Director of Interdisciplinary Liberal Studies

Seattle University
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Allison Upshaw
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Overture

In my position as a teaching assistant while pursuing my doctorate in inter-
disciplinary studies, I co-taught classes on Children’s Literature for four 
semesters. Each semester provided the opportunity for me to instruct 20-25 
preservice teachers (PSTs). The college classes met in a local elementary 
school each week. I co-taught with my advisor, and the PSTs in turn taught 
those same lessons to the elementary students. The educational goal was 
to explore a variety of ways to teach literacy. In my role as co-instructor, my 
responsibility was to demonstrate how integrating the arts in teacher lesson 
plans could help deepen student comprehension. Each semester, the arts-in-
tegrated portion of the class synthesized different arts and literacy practices 
to enhance students’ ability to read. 

In one class, I showed how to use symbols on Bogolanfini (African 
mud cloth) to help children explore visual metaphor in a story about slavery. 
During the study of a story involving Jim Crow and the Civil Rights Movement 
in another class, I showed how to use blues songs to incorporate main ideas 
and supporting details through the chorus and verses while writing song lyr-
ics. In yet another class, I showed how students reading a story about a mouse 
with delusions of grandeur could be taught to use gesture and sound effects 
by creating Reader’s Theater pieces to highlight various themes in the story. 
In the following article, I present an interdisciplinary arts-based inquiry, an 
inquiry I undertook as part of the work for my PhD, focused on the instruction 
I offered my PST students in the integration of dance/movement with literacy 
practices. In this class, we based our movement explorations on the reading of 
an eco-mystery (an environmentally based mystery).1

 

1 The detailed process exploring dance and literacy instruction upon which this article is based 
can be found in “Who Really Killed Cock Robin: Aesthetic Meaning-Making in Preservice Teacher 
Training” (Upshaw, 2018).

ARTICLES
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Introduction

Some of my earliest memories involve music. My grandmother sang as she worked 
around the house, her voice a low, soothing alto. My mother’s voice is a high, light 
soprano, now thinning with age. Neither of them played an instrument, but mama 
decided early on that I would. I started piano lessons in kindergarten and, as soon 
as I knew enough, I began playing hymns for church. In fourth grade, I took guitar 
lessons, and eventually ended up playing alto saxophone in the band. The pivotal 
point in my music career, actually in my life, came when I began voice lessons in the 
seventh grade.

My first songs, from those lessons, came from what is affectionately known as 
“The Singer’s Bible,” The 24 Italian Songs and Arias. I sat at the piano trying to 
correctly pronounce the words, playing through the notes in the melody, tapping 
out the rhythms, and visualizing myself on stage with crowds of people applauding. 
From seventh grade through a master’s degree in voice performance, this interac-
tion with text, sound, and visual spectacle was a cornerstone of my life. Research has 
now taken me where the personal meets the public (Gerard, 2017), and so the story 
begins. 

OPERA is
. . . a lush, extravagant feast for the senses. For the majority of the 

American populace, it only brings to mind wealthy white people in jewels and 
tuxedos sitting in the dark, stiffly watching a fat lady in a horned helmet sing-
ing extremely loudly in a language they don’t understand. However, for me, 
opera is an experience shared in such a multifaceted way that I am almost 
overwhelmed with its power. This sensual, emotional expression of narrative 
through layers of music, text, movement, and visual spectacle has challenged 
me to use my personal experiences in this interdisciplinary art form as a way 
of learning more during the research process I am describing in this article, 
as well as a way of engaging the audience reading about my research more 
deeply than a more academic and less art-full article can do. 

The work that has yielded this article can be characterized in multiple 
ways. It is qualitative research (Butler-Kisber, 2010; Goodall, 2000) in its 
acknowledgement of the researcher’s context. It is arts-based research (Leavy, 
2014) in its use of textual, musical, kinesthetic, and visual methods. It is 
quadrangulation (Denzin, 1970; McKernan, 2013) in both its capture of data 
and the methodological analysis of such data through the use of four arts-
based research methods. It represents practice as research, also known as PAR 
(R. Nelson, 2013; Oikarinen-Jabai, 2003), because it centers on my practice as 
an artist in order to inform my practice as a researcher. It reflects sensory eth-
nography (Hurdley & Dicks, 2011; Pink, 2015) as it centers knowing through 
practice, experience, and perception (Pink, 2015, p. xi) for me as researcher, 
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the research participants, my advisor on the research process, and the read-
ing audience. It is a decidedly interdisciplinary process that involves Layering 
Operations Practicing Embodiment, Reflection, and Analysis. It is L’OPERA.

Opera, in its traditional construct, focuses on the singing of stories. 
However, when deconstructed, its individual components can be used to 
provide a quadrangulated (Barragan, et al., 2016; McKernan, 2013) four-
part arts-based analysis of data. After collecting data on my student teach-
ers’ responses to arts-integrated lesson planning in which I had instructed 
them (see the Overture to this article above), I used the process I have labeled 
L’OPERA to further investigate the data and the narrative of the research 
project itself by applying research practices from drama, music, movement, 
and the visual arts (Bresler, 2005; Eisner, 2004; Leavy, 2014). Each art form 
embodies narrative in its own right (Haseman, 2006; Leavy, 2014; Nelson, 
2013). I knew each would make its own unique contribution to my research 
narrative (Leavy, 2014; Upshaw, 2018). As an arts-based researcher, I knew 
that in this case, as in opera itself, the one undeniable strength of viewing 
opera as a research tool is the intrinsic way that each art form is naturally 
present in the traditional production of opera. The separate contributions of 
each artistic component could be pulled together to enhance the overarch-
ing story, engaging the senses as a way of assisting the audience reading this 
article to experience the metanarrative. The acronym L’OPERA is an apt meta-
phor for the braiding of individual strands of arts-based practices in both the 
research that is the basis of this article and in the article itself. 

At times, the research narratives communicated by the individual 
strands are heard/seen separately, and at times all together. Sometimes the 
researcher’s, participants’, and advisor’s voices compete to be heard, and 
sometimes their silences speak for them. (In practice as research, stillness 
and silence are also active parts of the creative process.) In the beginning of 
the research project, the advisor’s solo voice and actions are the most pro-
nounced. Slowly, as the researcher learns enough to contribute to the compo-
sition and presentation, the academic performance becomes a duet of sorts. 
Often it is an antiphony of sounds and actions going back and forth until the 
ideas harmonize and lead to an acceptable resolution. Sometimes there is a 
resolution even if there is no harmony between the parts. The addition of the 
research participants’ voices, as in any multi-bodied endeavor, can also cause 
dissonance until balance is found. Often, too, the most profound truths of a 
narrative, including a research narrative, seem to be found not in the telling, 
but in the listening, or in this case, the reading of this article by the audience. 

It is my hope that readers will come to understand that the naturally 
layered practices of the interdisciplinary research process that I call L’OPERA, 
an acronymic reference to Layering Operations Practicing Embodiment, 
Reflection, and Analysis focused on text, music, dance and visual spectacle, 
can, and indeed should, hold a special place in the related worlds of qualitative 
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research, arts-based reearch (ABR), practice as research (PAR), and sensory 
ethnography. As throughout this article I describe aesthetic approaches to 
inquiry-based work with journal entries, field notes, and classroom observa-
tions (Upshaw, 2018), I hope to demonstrate that the layering and depth of 
sensory information can be an important addition to the performative para-
digms of research practice. 

Here, then, this L’OPERA begins with specific questions from the 
researcher (me), research participants (my PSTs), and my advisor. These 
questions were quoted directly from journal entries of the PSTs, meeting notes 
between the researcher and the advisor, and field notes and classroom obser-
vations from the researcher’s journal. Layer 1—Text uses found poetry to dis-
till understanding of what questions the researcher, participants, and advisor 
find particularly important. Layer 2—Music builds on the rhythm of the found 
poems to initiate a musical inquiry. Layer 3—Dance moves further into an 
abstraction of the research questions as the researcher dances an embodi-
ment of the inquiry process. Finally, Layer 4—Visual Spectacle explores visual 
spectacle through the consideration of the primary physical research space, 
and how that physical space impacts personal teaching practices.

Layer 1—Text

At the age of 11, I began interpreting the words of long dead poets by rolling words 
over my tongue in languages I didn’t speak. The sounds cascading over my ears 
were at times fluid, and at other times guttural. The English translation below the 
original language held the only clues to the meaning I was supposed to make plain 
as I sang. In hindsight, it seems absolutely ridiculous to expect an 11-year-old to 
make meaning of ideas to which she’d yet to be introduced, to understand romatic 
love she had yet to feel, or to paint a word picture of sights she had not seen. In my 
late 20s, I worked with world-renowned opera diva Martina Arroyo. It was she 
who insisted that I do word for word translations of all my foreign language songs. 
She spoke of nuances in word choices that I might miss when relying on a transla-
tion that I had not personally done. One opera aria (song) can last as long as 20 
minutes. The opera itself, in special cases, can last up to four hours or more. To do 
a word for word translation of just your role takes hours upon hours of painstaking 
work. Some of the words are obsolete. You cannot look up verb forms. It was tedious 
even though I had taken at least a semester each of French, German, and Italian. 
It was tedious, but it made me careful in choosing words to express precisely what a 
song meant in my own language.

 

Poems are rhythmic entities (Lerdahl, 2001) that can be sung, chanted, whis-
pered, or shouted to evoke embodied responses (Butler-Kisber & Stewart, 
2009). Poetic inquiry can be used to examine the identity, relationship, 
and community between the researcher and participants (Leggo, 2008; 
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Prendergast, 2014). Poems can also be used to uncover, discover, and report 
findings (Brady, 2009). There are multiple terms for the use of poetry in 
research: poetic inquiry (Butler-Kisber & Stewart, 2009; Prendergast, 2009), 
research poems (Prendergast, 2006), poetic narratives (Rickets, 2011), ethnopoet-
ics (Bloommaert, 2006), poetic portraits (Hill, 2005), and performative autoeth-
nographic poetry (Pelias, 2016) are only a few. In the case of my research, I use 
the general term poetic inquiry, for simplicity’s sake, to describe the process of 
distilling meaning from my own journals as researcher and the journals of the 
preservice teachers.

Found poems are one way of making meaning in the poetic inquiry pro-
cess. Words and phrases from an original text are selected and arranged into 
a poetic form (Burdick, 2011; Lahman & Richard, 2014; Pate, 2014). In this 
study of my work, the original texts for the found poems were pedagogical 
questions that arose during consideration of my researcher’s point of view, 
the points of view of the student participants in the work, and that of my advi-
sor. The questions were collected from memos, field notes, journal entries, 
and video-taped classroom discussions to provide the basis for the first step 
in my poetic inquiry process. 

Researcher’s Questions 

• How can I get them (PSTs) past their fear?
• How can I get them to see the possibilities?
• How can I facilitate more arts-driven processing from them?
• How are they answering their own questions?
• What kinds of connections need to be made?
• What’s the happy medium between observation and application?
• Why are they so resistant?

Preservice Teachers’ Questions

• How will my students (grade schoolers) interpret the text?
• How does movement help students better understand the text?
• Why is dancing viewed as important to literacy?
• How can we transition from game to learning?
• How is this applicable in a real classroom?
• How do you as the teacher help the students who do not visualize the 

text see art and create ideas from the text?
• Will all types of students benefit from thinking in this unique way?

Advisor’s Questions

• What do university students need to know in order to do what you are 
asking?

• How do we encourage university students to actively engage in the 
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learning experience themselves?
• How can we use the available classroom and hallway space effectvely 

for small groups?
• Should we introduce topics to the whole group and then split them up, 

or start with small groups?
• How do we encourage university students to speak up in group situa-

tions without taking over the groups?
• How do we encourage university students to allow the elementary stu-

dents to have the experience we want them to have without providing 
so much structure and instruction that they are basically telling them 
what to do?

 

The next step in creating found poems is to analyze the relevant texts and 
select words and phrases of importance or impact. 

Researcher’s Questions

• How can I get them (PSTs) past their fear?
• How can I get them to see the possibilities?
• How can I facilitate more arts-driven processing from them?
• How are they answering their own questions?
• What kinds of connections need to be made?
• What’s the happy medium between observation and application?
• Why are they so resistant?

Preservice Teachers’ Questions

• How will my students (grade schoolers) interpret the text?
• How does movement help students better understand the text?
• Why is dancing viewed as important to literacy?
• How can we transition from game to learning?
• How is this applicable in a real classroom?
• How do you as the teacher help the students who do not visualize the 

text, see art, and create ideas from the text?
• Will all types of students benefit from thinking in this unique way?

Advisor’s Questions

• What do university students need to know in order to do what you are 
asking?

• How do we encourage university students to actively engage in the 
learning experience themselves?

• How can we use the available classroom and hallway space effectvely 
for small groups?
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• Should we introduce topics to the whole group and then split them up, 
or start with small groups?

• How do we encourage university students to speak up in group situa-
tions without taking over the groups?

• How do we encourage university students to allow the elemntary stu-
dents to have the experience we want them to have without providing 
so much structure and instruction that they are basically telling them 
what to do?

The final step is to take these key words/phrases and arrange them, in this 
case not only to express metaphoric ideas, but also to best establish rhythmic 
musicality (Butler-Kisber & Stewart, 2009; Butler-Kisber, 2010) for represen-
tation later in song form (an aim that is specific to this particular researcher’s 
process). 

Researcher’s Poem

Version 1 Version 2

See possibilities past fear
Resistant Connections
Answering their own questions
Arts-driven happy medium

Can I help them see possibilities past their 
fear?
Resistant to connections, they refuse to hear
Struggling against knowing, against answer-
ing their own questions
Arts-driven happy medium integrated 
lessons

 

Preservice Teachers’ Poem

Version 1 Version 2

Students’ movement interprets text
Teacher helps the students better understand
Create unique ideas, literacy transitions to 
applicable learning 
See benefit

Students’ movement interprets text
Unbound and eager to know what comes 
next
Teacher helps the students better understand
How the arts bring learning to hand
Create unique ideas literacy transitions to 
applicable learning
Arts integration creates educational yearning
See benefit
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Advisor’s Poem

Version 1 Version 2

Uni students need to know 
(How to) actively engage themselves
Use space effectively
Speak up without taking over
Allow experience without so much structure

Uni students need to know
How to actively engage themselves and so
To use space effectively
Speak up without taking over collectively
Allow experience without so much structure
Breeding a higher order thinking culture

 

Poetic Understanding: I have invested years in the interdisciplinary practice of 
teaching the arts in non-arts classrooms. That makes the subject of arts integra-
tion a very passionate and also a very personal one for me. That passion seems 
to have blinded me to the very real fear that the preservice teachers were experi-
encing. I didn’t realize that I was taking their fearful reluctance to participate in 
the arts activities as a rejection of me personally. The poetic inquiry of this phase 
of my L’OPERA research process helped me realize how shallow my thinking was 
in comparison to my advisor’s depth of vision. My focus was directed toward 
my students’ participation, or lack thereof, in a particular activity, whereas her 
questions indicated concerns that would impact their teaching overall. 

Layer 2—Music

I don’t want to tell my advisor that I think I’m crazy. The voices in my head ask 
questions, half formulate answers, and wake me in the middle of the night trying 
to hold a conversation with me. The participants who resist participating and their 
never-ending questions about why this is important irritate me. I don’t understand 
why they don’t make the connections between multimodal teaching opportunities 
and what they’ve learned about multiple intelligences. My mind snaps out sarcas-
tic responses that I can never voice while I read their journal responses. Why won’t 
they even try to figure things out themselves? They seem so complacently all know-
ing. Then, there are the questions my advisor asks. Where does she come up with 
them? How can she be so calm when it feels as if the participants’ questions are rip-
ping away at everything that I am? I don’t want to think about how to encourage 
them to participate in their own learning. It’s theirs! They should own it. I’m strug-
gling with how to break it down so they can understand it . . . even when they don’t 
want to do so. Her questions make me dig deeper, but I still don’t have answers yet.

I thought I knew what I was doing. After all, I’ve been teaching arts integration to 
teachers for years. Truthfully, I thought I knew the answers before they asked the 
questions. I realize now how little I know, and how much more I could have been 
doing for those in my workshops. Constantly, these thoughts are in my head. I talk 
out loud to the articles I’m reading. I talk in my head to the participants’ journals. 
I wonder how I can state things more clearly in class. I stare blankly at my advisor 
and scream internally as she asks me one more thing that I didn’t realize I didn’t 
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know. No. I don’t want to tell my advisor that I think I’m crazy, but I have to tell her 
that I am crazy, or I have to find a way to control the noise in my head. 

 

Music, the next part of my L’OPERA research process (inquiry, analysis, rep-
resentation), is a late entrant to the world of arts-based research (Dogatan-
Dack, 2015), and in many ways it is still an underrepresented one (Bresler, 
2005; Pink, 2015). This could be considered another example of music’s ten-
dency to lag behind trends and ideologies embraced by other art forms at a 
much faster pace (Dogatan-Dack, 2015). This slow-moving acceptance of 
new things by those involved in music contributes to the dearth of informa-
tion about music as a research method when compared to other arts-based 
research methods. (The use of the word “method” here is not to be confused 
with its use in traditional music teaching and application of instrumental 
practices.) This lag in the adoption of anything new has also hampered the 
creation of music’s own practice as research criteria and tenets, thereby often 
requiring practitioners of the genre to rely on parameters used by other arts-
based practitioners whose research methods are not specifically designed for 
musical idiosyncrasies (Dogatan-Dack, 2015). 

According to 20th century composer Edgard Varese (n.d.), what is music 
if not organized sounds? This idea of music being the organization of chaotic 
sounds is the starting place for my version of music practice as research. I can 
take the unorganized noise of the voices in my head as well as the ongoing 
chatter from PSTs who are the participants in my research and my advisor and 
make them into music. The first thing this idea does is lead to more questions 
that rattle around in my head, adding to the chaos. How do I thus compose? Is 
composition or notation of that composition what I want to focus on? I don’t 
want the music to be simply an accompaniment. How can I make it an integral 
part of the L’OPERA inquiry and representation process?

First, I play with this idea (Blain, 2013; Haseman, 2006; Smith & Dean, 
2009) of using composition as research and making music from noise. As an 
opera singer, I almost never deal with music without some type of text, so I 
begin with the poems I found or created (Burdick, 2011; Lahman & Richard, 
2014; Pate, 2014) from the researcher, participant, and advisor questions 
listed in the earlier section of this article. Of course, I need to consider how 
music and text intertwine and what some common points of analysis and 
understanding are. Stephen Brown’s work (2000) suggests that music and 
language share foundational properties, although in language we move from 
phonemes to words to phrases, while in music we move from pitches to motifs 
to phrases. While I can certainly understand that progression, I do not at first 
see how it can help me shape music from noise. 

As I continue to play with this idea, it comes to me that music and lan-
guage are both created by sound. A series of stressed and unstressed (strong 
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and weak or accented and unaccented) beats is what makes up rhythm in 
music. Patterns of stressed and unstressed syllables also create the rhythmic 
pattern of poetry. These patterns, as well as the duration of those patterns, 
form a foundation in both genres (Fant et al., 1991), and will provide the con-
nector needed for this musical exploration. I’ll use what I know of marking 
stressed and unstressed syllables in a poetic text. I will group corresponding 
lines from each of the poems I have found together to indicate how they run 
as a polyvocalic sound in my head. 

In this first attempt to put words to music, I think of each word as rep-
resenting a musical beat. The stressed and unstressed symbols represent how 
that beat is divided. I have not accounted for rests (pauses) or the uneven 
number of beats that throw off the symmetry of the pattern in a European 
musical system. I also have not accounted for odd numbers of syllables within 
beats, although that is not as difficult. My executive decision is not to have 
traditionally formatted musical measures (divisions of musical phrases). The 
advisor’s questions provide some semblance of structure. The researcher and 
participant questions indicate that the participants have yet to fully accept 
arts integration as valuable, although there is enough compliance to structure 
to reflect the teaching and learning process. 

As I proceed, I realize that it is not enough to continue the cerebral pro-
cess of transforming noise to music; I must embody this process in some way. 
To my way of thinking there is no musical instrument more representative of 
rhythm than the drum. There is also no instrument more representative of 
polyrhythms than an African drum. I choose to use a djembe because I own 
one. The djembe is a type of African hand drum that sounds three distinct core 
registers when struck: bass, tone, and slap. I use the bass and tone to indicate 
stressed and unstressed syllables. This connection of African drums and lan-
guage is not new. The Talking Drums of the Akan people in Ghana are well 
known for their mimicry of the tonal language of that people (Ong, 1977). 
However, my project is not an attempt to actually recreate the sounds of lan-
guage; rather it is an attempt to offer another entry point into my experience 
and my results for the audience that reads about my research. This process 
aligns itself naturally with Winter’s work (Winter, 2014) with Senegalese 
drumming techniques. He documents that Senegalese drummers often 
improvise and recite texts they feel reflect the meaning of the rhythms as they 
are drumming (p. 644).

At this point, furthering the process is very simple. I use my right hand 
to play the stressed syllables in the bass register of the djembe (represented by 
the bolded R in the chart below), and my left hand to play the unstressed sylla-
bles in the tone register (represented by L). After I make these somewhat arbi-
trary decisions, the rest of the process is a matter of practice: Aesthetic choices 
help turn the work of research into a work of art. I follow up by recording 
each line of the poetry and drumming separately, then editing the resulting 
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rhythmic lines into one musical composition. Below is a notational chart of 
the process revealing as much of the process in textual form as possible.

Poetry/Drumming 

Line 1 Poetry/Drumming 

L L L R L L L L

Researcher See Pos/si/bi/li/ties Past Fear

R     L R     L R   L  L R

Participants Stu/dents’ Move/ment In/ter/pret Text

L     L R     L R     L R

Advisor U/ni Stu/dents Need/ to know

 

Line 2 Poetry/Drumming 

L  R   L  L    R    L

Researcher Re/sis/tant/ Con/nec/tions

R    L R      L R     L R      L L    L    R

Participants Tea/cher Helps/ the Stu/dent Bet/ter Un/der/stand

L    L R    L    L R    L R       R

Advisor How/ to Ac/tive/ly En/gage Them/selves

 

Line 3 Poetry/Drumming 

R     L     L L R L     L

Researcher An/swe/ring Their Own Ques/tions

R    L    L     R L  L   R  L  L  L L     R    L    L R    L  L  L R     L

Participants Cre/ate u/
nique

I/deas li/te/ra/cy Tran/si/tions/ 
to

Ap/pli/ca/
ble

Learn/
ing
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L L L R   L   L

Advisor Use Space Ef/fec/tive/ly

 

Line 4 Poetry/Drumming 

R R     L L     R R     L   L

Researcher Arts Dri/ven Hap/py Me/di/um

R R    L  L

Participants See Be/ne/fit

R L L     R R     L R   L

Advisor Speak Up With/out Ta/king o/ver

 

 Line 5 Poetry/Drumming 

L     R L   R   L   L L     R L     L R    L

Advisor Al/low Ex/pe/ri/ence With/out So much Struc/
ture

The sound of the drum resonates through my body, mind, and soul. The 
rhythm evokes more questions, but this time the questions I hear have order. 

Musical Understanding

There is a rhythm to my interdisciplinary research process driving me 
toward my goal. Driven and single-minded within the flow of completing the 
dissertation, I forgot to accommodate the separate rhythms of my student 
participants and my advisor. They also had driving rhythms that could have 
better complemented my own if I’d understood my position as leader better. 
It was up to me to set a tempo that could accommodate us all. By misreading 
the participants’ fear of the unknown as a rejection of me personally, I missed 
many opportunities to teach them better and learn better myself.

The rhythm of my research has been difficult to master, but once I feel 
the flow of it under my hands, understanding comes swiftly. However, some-
times, the rhythm can lull me into a false sense of security. I think I know 
where I am going, and my attention wavers. It’s at that exact moment that 
the next stressed or unstressed beat surprises me (a question from my advi-
sor or a complaint from a participant) and causes me to miss something. I am 
no longer in the flow of the rhythm. Sometimes, it’s clear where my mistake 
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lies, and it is an easy move back to the flow. Sometimes, the loss of the rhythm 
forces me to a complete stop. Sometimes, I can never recapture the rhythm, 
and I have to start over. 

Layer 3—Dance

I sit here, listening to the silence before the first drumbeat sounds. I feel my breath, 
deliberately slowing it and controlling it with purpose. Letting go of the tension in my 
shoulders, eyes closed as I type blindly, I wait. There it is. Finally, I hear—no feel—my 
heartbeat. In other writings, I’ve shared stories of my intersectionalities: woman, poor, 
Black, educated, daughter, caregiver, no longer a wife, and never a mother. These sto-
rylines center in various parts of my body, but they all are connected by the beat of my 
heart. That beat. The drum calls me back. It calls me back through a life in the Western 
arts. It calls me back through a childhood of barely understood Africanisms transformed 
into southern truths. The sound of the drum calls my heart back to a knowing in my 
body, knowing through my body, knowing with my body. The drum calls, and my body’s 
response is knowledge on display. My body knows things. 

 

Body
Feet flat on the floor represents the connection to Mother Earth. Even when I’m 
jumping, the goal is to return to Mother as soon as possible. Knees bent, back flat, 
body low to the ground, again to stay close to Mother . . . where it is safe. Back arch-
ing repeatedly, feet slide in a three-step pattern, palms up, hands gliding outward 
from the center through each three-step pattern. Shoulders roll and head turns 
side-to-side following the dominant foot in the pattern. Right foot slides forward, 
holding weight on bent knee, left foot lifts to 90° angle from the floor, arms fly back 
like wings, hands flexed with palms turned out, head and eyes straight forward. 
Left foot goes down slightly ahead of the right with both knees bent, hands cupped 
return to chest, head looks over left shoulder in a movement reminiscent of Sankofa, 
the Adinkra symbol for “return and get it.” Repeat. 

 

The body responds to the polyrhythmic call of the drum with polycentric 
movements. Polycentric movements, as part of an African dance aesthetic, 
involve one body, multiple parts with individualized moves, using a variety of 
energy levels across space through time (Hanna, 1978, 1997; Welsh Asante, 
2001; Nelson, 2013). Unlike European dance aesthetics, which promote 
movement arising only from one central core, African movement may begin 
from any body part, and multiple centers of movement may operate simulta-
neously and in harmony (Gottschild, 2001; Welsh Asante, 2001).
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Energy
Feet flat on the floor . . . my weight pressing down into the connection to Mother 
Earth. Even when I’m jumping powerfully, the goal is to return to Mother as soon 
as possible. Knees bent loosely, flat back suspended in preparation, body curved 
low to the ground, again to stay close to Mother . . . where it is safe. Back arch-
ing sharply repeatedly, feet sliding weighted in a three-step pattern, palms up, 
hands gliding smoothly outward from the center through each three-step pattern. 
Shoulders roll sensuously and head turns snake-like side-to-side following the 
dominant foot in the pattern.

 

Think of energy as the adverb of dance movement. The description brings the 
picture into clearer focus for those reading my work and can be used to pro-
vide metaphorical information for my audience. The energy used in a dance 
varies from dancer to dancer, and often is prescribed by the choreographer. In 
this case, the dancer and choreographer are one: me. I emphasize the pressing 
down quality of my initial footwork to indicate that I have reconnected to what 
grounds me (DeFrantz, 2011; Willette, 2012). The physical energy required 
to lift my overweight body off the ground demands power. If I am to create 
harmony and order from the noise and chaos, I must strive to move powerfully 
through that which holds me immobile both in the dance and in my research 
process. The looseness of bent knees prepares me for leaving the protectiveness 
of contact with the Earth and protects me from being overwhelmed by the 
force of my landing as I return. This looseness reflects the shifts in my inter-
pretations as I move through qualitative data in search of the performative 
paradigm (Gore, 2006; Haseman, 2006). There is comfort in staying where 
it is safe. Dancing with both feet on the ground is much safer than leaping 
up and challenging the pull of gravity. However, there is even greater com-
fort in knowing that once we have found and recognized that safe place, we 
can always return. Suspended in preparation represents a waiting period, or a 
pause in the intake of information. I walk away from my analysis and come 
back. For me, there is a type of stillness before an understanding arrives even 
when I am not doing an artful inquiry. It reflects how my body and mind 
work together. Body curved low to the ground yet arching sharply indicates the 
impetus towards knowing that has no more patience for my need for safety. 
The sensuous snake-like movements acknowledge acceptance of a new normal  
(DeFrantz, 2004, 2011). 

Space
Feet flat . . . weight pressing down . . . jump . . . back flat . . . body curved . . . low 
. . . back arched . . . feet slide . . . hands glide . . . shoulders roll . . . head snakes . . .
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There’s a problem with my spacing. Even as the drum rolls and my movements 
begin, I realize that I have not incorporated the physical space around me pur-
posefully. My directions (forward, backward, diagonal, etc.), my body’s lev-
els of movement (higher, lower, central), and pathways (straight, curved, zig 
zag, etc.) through the physical space seem happenstance. I did not choose my 
directions or pathways with intent, nor did I choose steps that would provide 
a variety of levels throughout the movement. As I move through the physical 
space around me, I understand I did not consider how the space would, and 
did, influence my moves. This was also true of the research project. It never 
occurred to me to question or alter the physical space I and my preservice 
teachers were using in any way, or that doing so might be used to positively 
impact the participants’ experiences. 

Space and spatial awareness play an important role in the arts: dance 
(Chin, 1988; Mainwaring & Krasnow, 2010), poetry/text (Knowles, et al., 
2012), music (Lissa, 1964), and visual art (Amheim, 1956). They can also be 
important parts of the interdisciplinary research process. The space around 
the body, and the objects within that space, impact how, where, and when the 
body can move. The methodological spaces through which I make meaning 
from my data have an additional impact on my academic work. As the lone 
performer in L’OPERA I relate not to other bodies, but rather to things found 
in the physical space around me, both real and imagined. Couches, chairs, 
hardwood floors, and walls characterize my actual space, but memories of my 
classroom’s desk configuration and carpeting shape my movement as well. As 
the lone researcher, I am nonetheless in constant relationship, physically and 
metaphysically, with my participants and advisor. Their questions impact 
how, where, and when I move through the space of my dissertation. 

Time
Time. Timing. Temporality. Narrative Time. Sasa Time. Zamani Time. Embodied 
Time, Clock Time. Calendar Time. Duration. Which type of time provides an 
appropriate interrogation for this part of my work?

 

Clock time (Mishler, 2006) in the classroom was limited. Participants met 
once a week for two hours and forty-five minutes in a class focused specifi-
cally on how to teach Children’s Literature. I was given forty-five minutes of 
that time each week to instruct them on arts integration practices for teaching 
that subject. At various stages during my instructional time, they had to com-
plete a combination of the following activities: a) learn foundational infor-
mation about using arts as a classroom instructional strategy; b) experience 
a prescribed arts learning experience based on the text they would later use 
with the elementary students; c) work in classroom groups to design their 
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approach; d) create an integrated lesson plan; and e) ask and answer ques-
tions related to their arts integration instructional practice. 

After four forty-five minute sessions of direct instruction with me, the 
preservice teachers were expected to re-create these arts integration lessons 
with the grade school children they were working with. They facilitated dis-
cussions of assigned reading for thirty minutes, then led their small groups of 
students (usually four), into dance movement that would help them explore 
meaning and reach understanding. After returning to our college classroom, 
they rarely had more than fifteen minutes left to debrief and ask questions. 
Many of them used their journals to ask questions and circumvent the lack of 
time in the classroom for that process. Although the limits of time were taken 
into consideration during the planning stages for this class, embodied time 
(Lovgren, et al., 2010), or its lack, made the experience very different than 
what it looked like it would be on paper. 

Body, Energy, Space, and Time (BEST), while known to me as an instruc-
tional strategy, was new to my practice in artistic inquiry. Nestled within the 
movement/dance layer of L’OPERA, the benefits of the kinesthetic intelligence 
evoked by this multimodal strategy became more apparent and led me into 
a deeper understanding of my work. The strategy confirmed that my body 
does indeed know things. It holds knowledge that until then had remained 
untapped. 

Dance Understanding

My dance had no true resolution. It simply stopped because I ran out 
of time. My research reflected that lack of resolution as it ended with many 
unanswered questions that I did not, or could not, answer in the time allotted 
this project. I moved through the interdisciplinary practice of L’OPERA some-
what oblivious to the impact that those unanswered questions would have. 
How did my body move through the classroom space? How did the physical space 
impact the preservice teachers’ creative process? As an artist, I might not have had 
time to complete the dance, but as a researcher I must now continue to inves-
tigate those unanswered questions and their potential impact on my growth 
as a scholar practicing and studying integrative arts. 

Layer 4—Visual Spectacle

Entering the school building requires passing through two sets of locked doors. 
Passing through the second set, you’re greeted with a changing display of children’s 
artwork on the table in the medium-sized foyer. I turn left and enter another set of 
heavy doors. The floor begins to slant downward at a rather steep angle. Sounds 
become muted the further down you walk. By the end of the hallway, there is abso-
lute silence. The teachers call this “the ghost hall” but try not to let the students 
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hear them say so. Only the classroom used by the preservice teachers is in use. The 
rest seem to be filled with extra desks. 

Looking through the door to the classroom that we use, you see nothing special that 
draws attention or sparks curiosity. The classroom itself might be considered large 
if not for the desks and tables. Twenty desks are pulled together to form four table 
groupings in the middle of the room. Standing in the doorway and looking straight 
ahead you see medium-sized windows, but the primary light in the room comes 
from harsh overhead fluorescent lights. Underneath the windows stand an upright 
piano and a table with a computer and printer. Further to the right along the same 
wall is a small table with two chairs that I use when videotaping the class. The wall 
to the extreme right has a dry erase board covering most of the space. There are 
some book cover posters taped over the top and sides of the board. 

The wall adjacent to the right side of the door is taken up with a long counter that 
my advisor and I use to manage handouts and supplies. There is a small closet that 
holds cleaning agents and butcher paper. The wall adjacent to the left side of the 
door holds a large SMART (electronic) board. It’s connected to a computer and 
allows the professor to write on the “board” and save it like an MS Word docu-
ment. It should also function as a video display for digital learning, but the internet 
connection has never worked consistently in this room, so it’s never used for that. 

 

One of the most difficult things to describe to anyone who has never been to 
the opera is the immense spectacle (Coeyman, 1990; McGeary, 1993; Pendle, 
1971) framing the flow of voices interwoven with lush orchestral sounds. 
Pictures of major international opera houses (The Metropolitan Opera, 
The Sydney Opera, The Houston Grand Opera, etc.) confirm that the visual 
impact flows from the architectural design of the building through the staged 
set to the singers’ costumes, makeup, and physical presence. The inquiry of 
this layer of my L’OPERA process reflects my opera-based understanding of 
the importance of visual impact; the related questions are two-fold: a) how 
can the physical space impact the learning process, and b) how can my own 
“larger than life” presence as teacher/performer impact that process, as well.

First, what is the narrative communicated by the visual spectacle of our 
classes (Campana, 2004; Theresa, 2012)? How does that location impact, 
positively or negatively, the learning process (Gallese & Lakoff, 2005; Hurdley 
& Dicks, 2011)? How does it impact the participants’ creative thinking? Is it 
even important? The first thing to acknowledge about this particular space we 
use for our classes is that there is nothing outstanding about it. It looks similar 
to the many other classrooms that I have encountered throughout my work in 
elementary schools across this country. (That, in and of itself, poses a problem 
in hindsight. If I wanted the participants to understand that what I was teach-
ing them—strategies with which integration of the arts might enhance their 
students’ learning—could not be approached in the same way as traditional 



24 | Upshaw

instructional practices, perhaps their first clue should have been a difference 
in the physical space they inhabited during the project.)

The majority of research on the connection between physical space and 
learning achievement seeks to correlate environment and teacher/student 
attitudes toward teaching and learning (Higgins, et al., 2005; Lackney, 1994; 
Martin, 2002). The details in my classroom description overlap with what 
Barrett, Davies, Zhang, and Barrett (2017) call lighting, ownership, flexibility, 
and color. They list these elements as impactful. They have found that natural 
lighting, originality in the room’s character, personalizable spaces, well-de-
fined zones for specific learning activities, and the use of bright colors all have 
positive impacts to varying degrees on learning in reading, writing, and math. 
For the class that was the basis for this study and the classroom where I met 
with my PSTs, most of these elements were not within my control, and unfor-
tunately it did not occur to me to make changes in the elements that were. For 
example, I could have set up the arts integration activities in one of the other 
empty classrooms complete with colorful materials and props that could have 
been used in the movement exercises. 

The next area of interest regarding visual spectacle requires a much more 
intensely personal examination because the visual spectacle is me. While this 
particular element was directly under my control, it still did not occur to me 
that changes (Heyning, 2011) might be needed. Having started voice lessons 
at 11 years of age, I have always moved through the world as someone capable 
of holding people’s attention without a microphone. Performing from such 
a young age, I have accustomed myself to people’s critique of my voice, my 
speech, my clothes, my hair, and my weight. I have acclimated to other peo-
ple’s uneasiness around my comfort in the spotlight. I considered all these 
personal attributes a plus when I began my work as a Teaching Artist (Booth, 
2013; Jaffe, et al., 2013). While teaching is often spoken about through meta-
phors of performance (Prendergast, 2008), I have always taken the idea quite 
literally. When I teach, I consider it a type of performance with students as my 
audience. 

The ease that I feel presenting, teaching or performing in front of oth-
ers is a direct contrast to the unease felt by the preservice teachers when they 
were asked to enact the arts integrated plans. They did not have the experi-
ence or confidence to be themselves, or know the selves that they wanted to 
present in their role as teacher (Heyning, 2011). The preservice teachers did 
not even “know their lines” for non-arts integrated teaching, and here I was 
asking them to incorporate physical movement, dance, as an instructional 
strategy. They thought I was asking them to copy my methods of integrating 
the arts into instruction, not figure out their own. They were also reluctant to 
make mistakes in front of their grade school students. 
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Visual Understanding

As a professional artist, I have learned that the audience should never 
be able to spot my mistakes, or even grasp the work going on behind the spot-
lights. Performance should always seem effortless. As a teacher, however, I 
acknowledge that we learn from both our personal mistakes and those of oth-
ers. Seeing me work through the craft of teaching, behind the scenes, mistakes 
and all, could have made my students less fearful of making their own mis-
takes. I should also have been more appreciative of the power of the physical 
environment to impact the learning process, and should have addressed that 
issue. I have a responsibility to take every opportunity, no matter how small, 
to make that impact positive. 

Conclusion

I am an interdisciplinary researcher (Nelson, 2013; Riley, 2013) who has long 
integrated multiple arts in my academic work and has recently taught others 
how to do the same. In this article, I use a performative paradigm (Haseman, 
2006) to provide a sensory exploration of data drawn from that recent teach-
ing experience that I have called L’OPERA: Layering Operations Practicing 
Embodiment, Reflection, and Analysis. With L’OPERA, an interdisciplinary 
quadrangulated approach to this task (McKernan, 2013), I have shed light on 
the pros and cons of four separate practices of arts-based research methods. 
The study has provided academic support (Goodall, 2008; Leavy, 2014; Pelias, 
2016; Riley, 2013) for my personal and intuitive knowings, allowing me to 
integrate all of my knowings into an interdisciplinary whole. 

In Layer 1—Text, the found poems revealed similarities between me 
and the participants. We were frustrated. We were frustrated for different 
reasons, but the same emotion was the result. In the midst of the research 
process, I understood their resistance as a personal attack on my beliefs. I 
wanted them to question what others had told them, but their questions 
about, and even disagreements with, my own practices made me angry and 
hurt. In the later poetic inquiry of the L’OPERA process, I was able to claim 
a positive space as an insider/outsider (Blythe, et al., 2013; Dwyer & Buckle, 
2009) and see more clearly how my behavior added to rather than detracted 
from their frustrations. I wanted them to take ownership of their own learn-
ing but did not have time to carefully instruct them on how to do that. I 
wanted them to be invested enough in their own learning process to try to 
answer their own questions. I forgot that they are products of the very edu-
cational system that I believe the arts should be involved in changing. They 
did not have the skills or the confidence to wrestle with the information 
with which they had been provided in order to take responsibility for their 
own learning process. 



26 | Upshaw

Some participants had less difficulty than others with the idea of using 
dance in the classroom, and by the end of the arts integration experience, 
many had moved toward a better understanding of what I was trying to do. 
But I have to wonder how I could have better managed my own constraints 
in order to help them. What if I had chosen to answer their questions, rather 
than wait to see if they would answer them themselves? What if I had required 
them to share their questions with each other, and encouraged increased lev-
els of peer mentoring (Cornu, 2005; Forbes, 2004)? How could my being more 
purposeful in my reflective practice (Schön, 1987) during the process have 
helped me to help them move closer to an ensemble of individuals working 
together to use arts to improve literacy practices among their own students? 

In Layer 2—Music, I realized I should have gently reprimanded myself for 
my adversarial thoughts (Upshaw, 2016) revealed by the poetry. The L’OPERA 
process helped me see that building community with my participants and 
directly facilitating their increased participation in their own learning would 
have improved the experience for all. As a performance-based practitioner, I 
felt comfortable with the content that I shared with my participants; however, 
as a researcher I still did not have a complete grasp of the depth and breadth 
of the academic field of arts-based research. I could only provide evidence for 
my views from my 17 years of hands-on learning. As a new researcher I found 
myself moving back and forth between what I knew from my own experience, 
and what I could prove or document through others’ theories and practices.

Layer 3—Dance reminded me not to stop. The only way to the other side 
is through, and the only way through is to keep moving. Throughout the data 
collection, analysis, and writing process I was overwhelmed by the amount of 
information. Afraid that my skills were inadequate, afraid that my arts-based 
approach was too non-traditional to be accepted, afraid that I was taking on 
more than I could handle, afraid of so many things, I often felt paralyzed and 
incapable of doing anything. The use of polycentric dance motions reminded 
me that there does not have to be one center of information in order for under-
standing to occur. I was reminded that as easily as I am able to control the var-
ied and specific movements in different parts of my body, I am able to control 
the varied and specific movements in my mind involving information from 
academic, personal, and professional intersections. That recognition of my 
own agency freed me from the paralysis of fear. Had I explored my data in 
this way during my teaching experience, instead of later during the L’OPERA 
process, I wonder if I could have shared something to help my participants 
move past their own fears? This should have been a partner dance, but I often 
treated it as a solo performance. 

Layer 4—Visual Spectacle facilitated a reflection on who I am as a teacher 
and how that impacts the learning process around me. I have a very flam-
boyant style of teaching, and I am comfortable being labeled an extrovert. 
However, it has taken this L’OPERA process to allow me to see that while it 
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may be engaging and entertaining, my style of teaching can also become a 
barrier to learning for those would-be teachers less comfortable in the spot-
light who don’t want to emulate me.

Employing a visual lens on my work led to a closer examination of my 
instructional environment, as well. In most instances, I do not have my own 
place to teach. However, I came to realize that even as a visitor to spaces, I 
should find opportunities to somehow use aspects of my physical environ-
ment in order to set the stage for a creative learning practice. Doing so may be 
as simple as requesting to use an unoccupied classroom where desks can be 
moved or rearranged easily.

When people have lost one of their senses (sight, hearing, taste, etc.), 
the body finds ways to compensate for that lack of sensory information. 
Usually one or more of the remaining senses are strengthened in some way. 
The body of research, similar to the human body, requires input from multiple 
sources to provide a complete understanding. Practice-based teacher/schol-
ars and participants in their work (and any advisor) are meant to experience 
the research process using the fullness of both body and mind, though often 
the process is skewed toward the information gathered with only the mind. 
The input from bodily knowledge often remains unacknowledged and is left 
out of the data collection and analysis processes altogether, thus providing a 
less than complete research picture. 

As an arts-based teacher and educational researcher experienced in 
interdisciplinary studies, a field that does incorporate material of multiple 
kinds, personal and professional, academic and otherwise, I collected data in 
many different forms (videos, journals, field notes, memos, etc.) in order to 
best understand the process that I had initiated and pursued as a TA teaching 
PSTs how to integrate arts into lesson plans. I recognized that any one of the 
art-full investigations into my teaching and their responses to my teaching 
that I undertook would have been enough on its own to provide some sem-
blance of sensorial insight into my research. However, L’OPERA, Layering 
Operations Practicing Embodiment, Reflection, and Analysis in each individ-
ual art form so as to create a quadrangulated whole has provided a much more 
complete picture of the research experience—and what I have learned from 
it—and one that might, in turn, help others to learn from it, as well. 

Biographical Note
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Introduction

While the scholarship of interdisciplinarity has grown prolifically in the last 
thirty years, the discourse primarily frames interdisciplinarity as an instrumen-
tal research construct. Much of the interdisciplinary studies literature is focused 
on the refinement of interdisciplinary research programs and generating new 
forms of integrated problem-solutions. This framing of interdisciplinarity also 
grounds the literature on interdisciplinary pedagogy, which views the aim of 
teaching interdisciplinarity as preparing students either for research contexts or 
for deploying the skills of disciplinary synthesis and application. 

In this article, I will argue that this framework should be expanded 
to consider how interdisciplinary engagement can support education for 
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democracy.1 What I mean by education for democracy is the pursuit of the acad-
emy’s obligation to orient and empower its students for public life, as well 
as its commitment to participate in deliberative, democratic processes itself.

The article will begin by giving an account of the role that interdiscipli-
narity can play in the context of democratic education. I will then argue that 
a lesser-theorized form of interdisciplinarity called critical interdisciplinarity 
is uniquely situated to advance democratic aims in higher education. Finally, 
through the lens of a curricular project conducted on my campus—Colorado 
College—I will show how critical interdisciplinarity may be a deployed to 
advance democratic aims. Ultimately, I will make a case for the significance 
of critical interdisciplinarity as a central form of democratic engagement in 
university life and call for expanding its discussion in the interdisciplinary 
literature.

Interdisciplinarity and the Democratic Aims of Education

Over the last twenty years, there have been increased calls for the involvement 
of American colleges and universities in promoting civic values and engag-
ing students in democratic practices (Ravitch, 2000; McCormick Tribune 
Foundation, 2007; Levin & Greenwood, 2016). These calls are based on data 
showing that politics across the globe are becoming hyper-polarized, deliber-
ative dialogue in public institutions and communities is eroding, and overall 
civic involvement in America is receding (London, 2010).

While there is increasing interest in promoting democratic education 
in higher education, there is much less agreement on the specific strategies 
that might achieve democratic aims. One argument consistently advanced 
is that democratic aims are met through reinvigorating and expanding the 
role of traditional liberal education (Noddings, 2013; Samuelson, 2014) and, 
more specifically, the humanities (Nussbaum, 2010, 2018). In this view, 
the humanities disciplines should occupy a central place in undergraduate 
curricula because of their direct engagement with what are seen as central 
components of democratic life: individual and community values, ethical 
decision-making, and enduring existential questions (Galindo, 2015; Musil, 
2015). A second approach calls for all fields of study, regardless of their con-
tent, to advance and deploy forms of experiential, community-based peda-
gogies that would involve students in democratic situations and processes. 
For example, in a recent report, “A Crucible Moment,” the Association of 
American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) (National Task Force, 2012) 
argues that democratic aims can be achieved through embedding of civically 
engaged pedagogies within and across all academic majors (p. 32). In this 

1 There are a number of interdisciplinary scholars who have made similar claims (McClellan & 
Johnson, 2014; Rowland, 2002; Penny, 2009).
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case, democratic education is conceptualized as being not a specific kind of 
academic content, but instead a point of pedagogical contact between tradi-
tional disciplines and the world at-large.

While both of these views have merit, I believe that neither is sufficient 
to educate for democracy. My argument takes cues from the one advanced by 
William H. Newell in his response to AAC&U’s report (National Task Force, 
2012). Newell argues that while it is clear that traditional disciplines can pro-
mote and enrich particular dimensions of civic learning, interdisciplinary 
studies remains “the only game in town” for understanding and addressing 
the complex issues facing citizens in the 21st century (Newell, 2013, p. 194; 
2007). Newell (2013) argues that when understood as a vehicle for collective 
problem solving, interdisciplinary learning becomes a powerful curricular 
vehicle for advancing civic values, such as empathy, open-mindedness, and 
tolerance (p. 195). Interdisciplinarity also promotes “strong-sense” critical 
thinking, which is, as Newell argues, ideal preparation for democratic deliber-
ation and engagement (p. 196). Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, Newell 
argues that interdisciplinarity supports what he calls the “skill of creating 
common ground,” which goes beyond “mere discussion between people” and 
moves toward integration. This creates the common ground among conflict-
ing perspectives that leads to democratic problem solving (p. 197).

Similarly, I believe that education for democracy demands significantly 
more than exposure to humanistic learning or applications of disciplinary 
and/or interdisciplinary ideas to real-world situations. Instead, it requires the 
creation of more frequent and more purposeful encounters that bring disci-
plinarians into critical dialogue with one another and with their students. As 
I will illustrate, it is through such encounters that we can prepare students for 
the kinds of live situations that require them to adjust their ideas about what 
counts as knowledge or what counts as successful solution-generation within 
the various social, cultural, and civic contexts in which they will find them-
selves after graduation. It is my contention that the kind of critical interdisci-
plinarity I discuss below is uniquely situated to achieve this aim. The reason 
why is found in the writings of one of the most forceful advocates for demo-
cratic education, John Dewey.

Dewey’s Criteria for Deep Democracy

Dewey outlined two criteria for evaluating the democratic quality of any 
group, community, or society. These criteria become the basis upon which we 
might evaluate the success of democratic engagement and the principles that 



36 | Stoller

might lead us toward the constitution of more democratic groups.2

In the first instance, Dewey argues that a democracy depends upon a 
mutual “reciprocity of interest” (Dewey, 1916/1980, p. 90) that balances 
“numerous and varied” interests of individuals with those that are “con-
sciously shared” (Dewey, 1916/1980, p. 89). By this criterion, Dewey means 
that individuals in a democratic community understand their lives as being 
conjoined with one another, though they are also simultaneously engaged 
with and motivated by the diversity of interests in the group. This is a fun-
damental balance necessary in democratic contexts because, as he points 
out, “diversity of stimulation means novelty, and novelty means challenge to 
thought” (Dewey, 1916/1980, p. 90). 

In the second instance, Dewey argues that democratic social arrange-
ments depend upon free “interplay of experiences” among individuals and 
groups within a wider social network (Dewey, 1916/1980, p. 90). This cri-
terion is aimed squarely at ensuring social barriers of all types do not hinder 
the mutual exchange of ideas or decision-making processes of groups. This is, 
in some measure, the flywheel on which Dewey’s conception of democracy 
spins: Are social boundaries permeable and are people from all standpoints 
and positionalities able to engage in a cooperative way with other members 
of a group? It is only when both of these criteria are met that we reach what 
Judith Green (2009) calls “deep democracy,” which demands “actual con-
versations, collaboratively aiming for mutual understanding about self and 
world, with others who are differently located” (p. 24). 

Educating for Deep Democracy

One of the most significant problems with the K-16 system, as Dewey 
saw it, is that schools are not organized democratically and, therefore, are 
simply unequipped to educate in ways that prepare students for engagement 
in deep democratic social arrangements. Dewey argues that “if I were asked 
to name the most needed of all reforms in the spirit of education, I should say 
‘cease conceiving of education as mere preparation for later life, and make it 
the full meaning of the present life’” (Dewey, 1893/1971, p. 50). This is per-
haps one of Dewey’s most quoted sentences. It is also one of the most mis-
understood and certainly the least acted upon. What Dewey means is that 
schools can only achieve democratic ends when they directly embody the kinds 
of intentional, deliberative processes that constitute deep democracy (Dewey, 
1931/1985, p. 21). Stated another way, democratic education demands that 
students are educated through democratic situations. 

2 It is important to note that for Dewey “democracy” is not a form of government, but a mode of 
associated living between groups of persons. It includes political arrangements, but also extends 
to all other forms of institutional and social life: businesses, schools, and families, among others 
(Dewey, 1916/1980, pp. 91-92).
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For Dewey, higher education plays a unique and specific role in demo-
cratic societies. Colleges and universities, as Dewey saw them, are fundamen-
tally reconstructive spaces: spaces where we go to reconstruct both selves (e.g., 
generations of students in our classes) and the world (e.g., wicked problems 
in our communities) (Dewey, 1899/1976, p. 48). Dewey writes, for example, 
that a fundamental aim of the academy “is to use the resources put at our dis-
posal alike by humane literature, by science, by subjects that have a vocational 
bearing, so as to secure ability to appraise the needs and issues of the world in 
which we live’’ (Dewey, 1944/1989, p. 280). Here Dewey agrees, in part, with 
both of the aforementioned strategies for the attainment of democratic edu-
cation. On the one hand, democratic education demands connecting human-
istic values to practices of inquiry. On the other, it also requires engaged and 
immersive teaching and learning practices that connect academic knowledge 
to real-world problems. 

However, Dewey’s view of education for democracy in the context of the 
academy leaps beyond both of these approaches by, first, reconceptualizing the 
role of disciplines in social life and, second, advocating for a wholesale recon-
struction of education in order to empower students through disciplinary 
inquiry.3 Dewey argues that inquiry, as it exists in everyday life, is much more 
than the application of specific methods to problems, but should instead be 
understood as a central vocation of social beings. Disciplines, as scaled-up 
forms of inquiry, are similarly social enterprises that engage the collaborative 
pursuit of meaning. For Dewey, disciplines are communities of practice that 
are fundamentally cultural and, therefore, ontological in the sense that they 
shape individual patterns of thinking and being. Stated another way, disci-
plines shape the way we frame situations and the way we inhabit our social 
and natural environments. 

For Dewey, then, disciplines educate for democracy in two ways. First, 
they are cultural frameworks that orient us to the world as holistic, social, and 
political beings. Disciplines have an obligation to help students harness those 
orientations in self-conscious ways and in ways that connect to students’ 
own public experiences. Second, disciplines are communities of inquiry that 
are situated within broader public domains (e.g., social and political con-
text). However, in order to be educative for democracy, disciplines cannot be 
offered students as bounded enterprises that exist strictly to solve problems, 
but must engage students and communities in the same kinds of deliberative 
and dialogical encounters that exist within democratic life. 

The problem, as I will argue, is that the structures of most colleges 
and universities simply do not have spaces in which such encounters might 
occur. The structures of most universities – including departments and 

3 In the limited space available here, I am unfortunately not able to give a full articulation of 
Dewey’s theory of higher education. For further reading, see Stoller, 2018; Waks, 2019.
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curricula—are organized in such a way that disciplinary work is largely 
self-contained and disciplinarians have no real incentive to engage the disci-
plinary other. By constructing intentional moments that disrupt institutional 
barriers and motivate critical interdisciplinary dialogue, we might begin to 
foster the kind of democratic situations that would lead to democratic education.

In the next section, I will introduce the concept of critical interdisciplin-
arity as a form of dialogue across difference that can be deployed in the service 
of enabling democratic encounters. In the final section, I will then link critical 
interdisciplinarity to deliberative, democratic applications through the lens 
of a curricular project (the critical inquiry project) undertaken at Colorado 
College. 

Critical Interdisciplinarity as a Form of Democratic Engagement

Direct discussion of critical interdisciplinarity in the literature is rare, and as a 
result, there is no firmly agreed upon definition of the concept. Welch (2011) 
argues that the origins of critical interdisciplinarity can be traced as far back 
as the early deconstructivist shifts ushered in by thinkers such as Nietzsche, 
Heidegger, and Derrida (pp. 4-19). These shifts are set in contrast to the 
reconstructive theories of the classical pragmatists, such as Peirce, James, and 
Dewey, whose views Welch identifies as the basis for integrative and applied 
forms of interdisciplinarity. Salter and Hearn (1997) link critical interdisci-
plinarity to more recent work conducted in the late 1970s and early 1980s by 
Birnbaum (1969), Gusdorf (1977), Kavaloski (1979), and Kroker (1980) (pp. 
35-36). Salter and Hearn note that this body of literature provides a direct 
critique of the implicit assumptions of interdisciplinary projects, particularly 
the ways in which the emerging field of interdisciplinary studies brought for-
ward and reified the central values of traditional disciplinary work, such as 
the notions of synthesis, unification, and progress.

In contemporary context, critical interdisciplinarity has been described 
in one of two ways. First, critical interdisciplinarity is imagined as a “phase” 
within traditional, instrumental interdisciplinary research processes. In this 
account, the work of interdisciplinarity generally follows this path in Figure 1:

 Figure 1.

Here, critical interdisciplinarity is understood as being a moment in inter-
disciplinary work (i.e., “critical evaluation”) where disciplinary techniques, 
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technologies, and methods are identified and evaluated in order to be later 
harvested, synthesized, and creatively applied to solve problems. This kind 
of intentional focus on critical engagement has proven itself to be an import-
ant tool in enriching and advancing interdisciplinary research programs (Jolly 
& Kavanagh, 2009; O’Rourke & Crowley, 2013). However, as Welch (2011) 
writes, “critical interdisciplinarity cannot be the sole basis for interdisciplin-
ary theory, because there is another step beyond the metacognitive aware-
ness of epistemic structures. This is integration” (p. 18). When understood as 
a phase of instrumental interdisciplinarity, as Welch argues, critical interdis-
ciplinarity is not sufficient to produce novel research on its own and does not 
merit significant theoretical attention. 

Second, critical interdisciplinarity is increasingly understood as a kind 
of separate and distinct twin to instrumentalist forms of interdisciplinar-
ity. Repko and Szostak (2017), for example, argue that today there are “two 
dominant forms of interdisciplinarity: instrumental and critical” (p. 52). 
Instrumental interdisciplinarity is a problem-driven, “pragmatic approach 
that focuses on research, borrowing, and practical problem solving in 
response to the external demands of society” (Repko & Szostak, 2017, p. 52). 
Instrumental interdisciplinarity is defined not only by its aims, but also by its 
focus on integrative processes that are “indispensable” to its work (p. 52). In 
contrast, critical interdisciplinarity is seen as a form of social critique that, as 
Klein (2010) argues, is driven by critical interrogation of the “dominant struc-
ture of knowledge and education with the aim of transforming them, while 
raising epistemological and political questions of value and purpose” (p. 30). 
Rather than working to promote integration between disciplines, critical 
interdisciplinarians work to dismantle and transform epistemic, social, and 
political boundaries among and within disciplines (Klein, 2005, pp. 57–58).

Critical Interdisciplinarity as Democratic Dialogue

I would like to advance a third conceptualization of critical interdisci-
plinarity, which is as a form of critical democratic dialogue. My conceptualiza-
tion of critical interdisciplinarity takes cues from the one advanced by Klein in 
the sense that I understand critical interdisciplinarity to be a form of engaged 
social critique that raises questions of value, purpose, meaning, and struc-
ture, as well as transforms understandings. However, I would also suggest 
that critical interdisciplinarity need not be aimed at dismantling disciplines, 
but might be aimed at understanding them as rich, epistemic cultures that 
must be placed into dialogue in order to advance new understandings and 
new modes of being and relating in public contexts. 

In such a view, critical interdisciplinarity is a process of facilitating the 
kind of deliberative engagements that constitute democratic life. It can also 
advance democratic education insofar as it creates the conditions necessary 
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for democratic engagement within colleges and universities in spite of their 
traditionally undemocratic structures and cultures. In this conceptualization, 
critical interdisciplinarity yields encounters that can very well be the kinds of 
democratic situations that constitute democratic education, as suggested by 
Dewey. 

Before turning to a more substantive account of how critical interdis-
ciplinarity thus understood might work in practice, I will identify theoreti-
cal models that can serve to guide such dialogical encounters. Two models 
I would suggest are philosophical hermeneutics and intercultural dialogue. 
With limited space available, I am unfortunately only able to highlight how 
the literatures of these two fields can support and enrich the development of 
the theory of critical interdisciplinarity proposed by this article.

Hermeneutic Dialogue

The first theoretical model that might support critical interdisciplinarity 
as a form of dialogical encounter is philosophical hermeneutics. The modern 
conception of hermeneutic dialogue was developed by Hans-Georg Gadamer 
who was concerned with the ways in which understanding emerges in the 
course of human relationship. Gadamer argues that there is such a thing as 
objective understanding, but that dialogue is always interpretive and situated 
within the dynamic horizon of understanding of each person. Understanding 
is a dialogical struggle in which each interlocutor is also changed by becoming 
aware of new frameworks and new ways of understanding. Gadamer suggests 
that dialogue is circular and triadic, following this path (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. 

The triadic structure is a dialogical motion that takes place when two or more 
people (I and Thou) arrive at a third place (We): understanding. For Gadamer, 
this structure is not simply an abstracted philosophical model, but is a fun-
damental building block for all human relationship. He argues that “the 
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I-Thou-We relation, as it is called in modern thinking, is known in classical 
political philosophy by a quite different name: friendship” (Gadamer, 2004, 
p. 532). Understanding is, then, a relational and intentional act that emerges 
from within the context of a dialogic community. 

Gadamer argues that hermeneutic dialogue aims at what he calls a 
fusion of horizons. Here, fusion is not understood as developing a unified or 
uniform understanding, but instead as developing a diverse, yet functional 
stance toward a situation. Gadamer (2004) writes that

The horizon is the range of vision that includes everything that can be seen 
from a particular vantage point. Applying this to the thinking mind, we 
speak of narrowness of horizon, of the possible expansion of horizon, of the 
opening up of new horizons, and so forth . . . A person who has no horizon 
does not see far enough and hence over-values what is nearest to him  . . . 
A person who has an [sic] horizon knows the relative significance of every-
thing within his horizon . . . [W]orking out the hermeneutical situation 
means acquiring the right horizon of inquiry for the questions evoked by the 
encounter with tradition. (pp. 301–302)

In the Gadamerian sense, to understand includes the ability to imagine and 
articulate multiple standpoints on a single topic, with the potential to trans-
form disparate understandings into an intersectional stance (Gadamer, 2004, 
p. 386). When dialogue is entered into as hermeneutic practice, participants 
are not focused on changing each other’s minds, but are interested in gaining 
a better understanding of the self and the other, which might lead to a com-
munal transformation (Ryan & Natalle, 2001, p. 78).

Intercultural Dialogue

A second model that can become a building block for the kind of theory 
of critical interdisciplinarity I am proposing is intercultural dialogue, which 
is similarly built on the notion of understanding as the result of a sustained 
encounter that is both culturally embedded and socially situated. There are 
three aspects of intercultural dialogue that I believe are particularly important 
within the context of critical interdisciplinary encounters.

First is the notion that culture is a dynamic construct, being both 
socially and materially situated, as well as expressed uniquely by people with 
distinct characteristics, values, and assumptions (Burbles, 2000, p. 262). As 
intercultural literatures suggest, there is significant danger in imagining cul-
tures (including disciplinary cultures) as schematic formulations because it 
suggests that people’s actions, opinions, and behaviors are reduced to simple 
outputs of communities and that their own, fluid identity options are shut 
down (Skrefsrud, 2018, p. 51). Instead, dialogue among persons is always a 
uniquely emergent event that develops from within the identities of individ-
uals in communities.
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Second, while cultures and persons are fluid, they also exist within the 
context of a shared world. Like hermeneutic dialogue, intercultural dialogue 
does not aim at strict consensus, but is an ongoing process of developing 
intersubjective understandings that open up the possibilities of increased col-
laboration, partnership, and inclusion within the cultural worlds of individ-
uals (Ellinor & Gerard, 1998). As intercultural models suggest, shared worlds 
— including the shared institutional world of the university occupied by dis-
ciplines — require ongoing and difficult dialogical work to develop, advance, 
and sustain. 

Third, dialogue is not a process of “bridge-building,” which suggests 
that difference is an obstacle to be overcome on the way to consensus. As 
Skrefsrud (2018) argues, when dialogue is aimed at consensus it is funda-
mentally about reconciling difference. This phenomenon “can be illustrated by 
the common metaphorical expression, bridge-building. The function of the 
bridge is to overcome barriers that stand in the way of mobility and free pas-
sage” (p. 45). However, from within an intercultural framework, dialogue is 
not about reconciling difference, but about situating and understanding differ-
ence. As Skrefsrud (2018) writes,

4 For more on the social, political, and intercultural problems arising from the “dialogue as 
bridge-building” metaphor, see Burbules, 2000; Heimbrock, 2009; Skrefsrud, 2018.

thinking of dialogue as a method to bridge, harmonize, and reconcile differ-
ent viewpoints is not a neutral idea, even when it may present itself as such. 
Thus, such a concept needs to be critically assessed, as it misses deeper, 
more radical perceptions of difference. (pp. 45-6)4

This is a key distinction between instrumental interdisciplinarity and criti-
cal interdisciplinarity as I have defined it. A view of critical interdisciplinar-
ity built on intercultural dialogue does not seek to build bridges, but seeks 
to enable understanding from within ‘‘a dynamic knot of contradictions, 
a ceaseless interplay between contrary or opposing tendencies’’ (Baxter & 
Montgomery, 1996, p. 3). Instead of lessening difference, communication 
weaves a social reality from the fabric of ‘‘an unfinished, ongoing dialogue 
in which a polyphony of dialectical voices struggle against one another to be 
heard’’ (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996, p. 4). Intercultural dialogue is a process 
of critical listening, of seeking understanding of the others involved in their 
own contexts, and establishing the conditions necessary for the kind of dia-
logical encounters that lead to insights and new understandings.

In the final account, the concept of critical interdisciplinarity I am pro-
posing here should be understood as entailing dialogical encounter in the 
hermeneutic and intercultural sense. In this view, critical interdisciplinarity 
draws from both hermeneutic and intercultural theories in understanding 
dialogue as (a) aimed at the cultivation of intersectional understandings; (b) 
requiring the habits of democratic listening; (c) engaging our unique cultural 
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identities in deep ontological collisions; (d) developing skills necessary to 
support and sustain activities in the public sphere; and (e) requiring informed 
and intentional effort on the part of all involved.

Understood in this way, critical interdisciplinarity can be fundamen-
tal to the constitution of the academy as a democratic space because it is a 
central way in which the disciplinary cultures of the academy can be put into 
dialogue in all domains of academic life. In the next section, I will link this 
reconstructed view of critical interdisciplinarity to one instance of its practi-
cal application through the lens of a curricular project undertaken at Colorado 
College.

The Critical Inquiry Project

For the last three years, my department at Colorado College has developed a 
pilot in our first-year seminar program based on the concept of critical inter-
disciplinarity, as I have defined it here. Our pilot program is contained in a 
group of courses we call the critical inquiry seminars.5 Critical inquiry is an 
application of critical interdisciplinarity as both a conceptual framework and 
a pedagogical strategy. The seminars are intended to use the moment of stu-
dent transition to our college to engage our students in critical, deliberative 
encounters about the nature of disciplines, as well as the cultures of the insti-
tution in which their education will be enacted (Stoller, 2017).

Institutional Context

Colorado College (CC) is a small, private, highly selective liberal arts col-
lege located in Colorado Springs, Colorado, in the United States, on the front 
range of the Rocky Mountain West. Our total student population is slightly 
more than 2,000, with an average incoming class of around 500-550 students. 

As part of our General Education program, all students are required to 
take a first-year seminar, which is capped at 16 students. Each year, we run 
approximately 37 total sections of our first-year seminar. The courses in our 
pilot program have totaled six per year, in each of the last three years. In the 
next academic year (2020-2021), the critical inquiry courses will be scaled 
up and required for all students. To ensure the effectiveness of these courses, 
it will also be essential that our first-year seminars are representative of all 
the disciplinary divisions at our College. Our expanded first-year program will 
draw faculty from all divisions and at all levels in their careers. 

One of the unique features of Colorado College is that all classes are 
taught in a compressed format—the Block Plan—in which students take and 

5 The courses were originally a pilot that we called “the critical inquiry seminars”, but they have 
now become the curricular entry point for all students and the basis of our General Education 
plan.
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faculty teach one course at a time for a total of eight Blocks per academic year. 
Each Block lasts exactly 3.5 weeks, and all classes on campus are taught from 
9:00 a.m.–12:00 p.m., excluding labs and other field experiences. The total 
classroom hours are thus comparable to those of a typical class in a regular 
semester system. The critical inquiry seminars will be installed as a requirement 
on the 50th anniversary of the Block Plan at Colorado College (2020-2021).

Course Structure 

The Block affords CC unique pedagogical opportunities, including time 
for deep dialogue, extended field experiences, and other immersive learning 
components. When developing the concept for the critical inquiry seminars, 
we also identified the fact that all classes on campus are taught simultane-
ously (from 9:00 a.m. – 12:00 p.m.) as a unique affordance of the Block Plan. 
This feature of the schedule means that all faculty and students are available 
for cross-course dialogues and immersive learning at the same time with no 
scheduling conflicts. 

Rather than having the critical inquiry seminars be team-taught, we 
designed them as inquiry- and problem-driven seminars taught around the 
unique scholarly interests of the individual instructor. Some of our course top-
ics, for example, have included “Slow Food in a Fast Food Nation,” “Markets 
and Morality,” “Monsters, Robots, and Cyborgs,” and “Sustainability in the 
Anthropocene.” In each of these courses, we asked the faculty to treat the 
course topics like a case study. The students should both experience (through 
modeling) some aspects of disciplinary problem-solving, but also engage in 
critical dialogue and reflection on the processes and paradigms of the disci-
pline itself. More importantly, courses will be grouped into thematic clusters. 
These clusters are required to have several “convergence days” in which the 
students and faculty in several classes engage in a range of activities empha-
sizing disciplinary differences (e.g., case studies, inquiry-based work, inter-
views, and participant-observation). These activities provide a platform on 
which cross-disciplinary dialogue and critical reflection between students 
and faculty can be developed. 

To teach in our pilot program, faculty had to opt into an intensive course 
design workshop that took place the Spring prior to the Fall in which the 
course would be taught. In the first iteration, we held four semi-structured 
meetings that lasted approximately two hours each. In the second iteration, 
we held four highly-structured meetings of approximately three hours each. 
In the third iteration, we held two separate single-day workshops. Faculty 
were supported through a modest course redesign grant. In total, 20 faculty 
participated in the workshops over three years. The workshops were orga-
nized and facilitated by my office (the Office of Academic Programs), which is 
responsible for oversight of this aspect of the core curriculum on our campus. 
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Faculty Development: Critical Interdisciplinary Dialogues6

Most faculty who opted to teach in the critical inquiry pilot found them-
selves immediately confronted with the problem that in order to develop 
courses that engage students in investigating their disciplinary frameworks 
and cultures, the faculty themselves had to hold a clear understanding of 
those frameworks and cultures. A primary goal of our faculty development 
workshops, therefore, was helping faculty identify, conceptualize, and cri-
tique their own disciplinary paradigms through critical interdisciplinary 
encounters.

One core exercise that took place during our workshops was what we 
called “the critical inquiry” interview, which was used to facilitate delibera-
tive dialogue among faculty. This exercise was modeled on the “decoding the 
disciplines” model of interviewing developed by Pace and Middendorf (Pace, 
2017; Middendorf & Pace, 2004). The exercise required teams of three faculty 
to interview each other about their most recent research project. Their goal was 
for each to describe, in the most concrete terms possible, how they (individually 
and as a representative from their discipline) engaged in a process of inquiry.

In each group, faculty took turns playing the role of the interviewee 
(once) and serving on the team of two interviewers (twice). I provided 
instructions on these two roles, including the kinds of questions to ask (and 
expect), prior to the activity, and the faculty were given ample time to discuss 
the interview process prior to engaging in it.

When playing the role of an interviewer, faculty were instructed to push 
the interviewee to (a) describe his or her experiences of inquiry in embodied 
and experiential terms; (b) identify the mental or technical “black boxes” that 
appear to be central to an interviewee’s work as a researcher (Pace, 2017); 
and (c) subject those “black boxes” to critical interrogation. By “black boxes,” 
I mean the taken-for-granted aspects of a discipline that emerge in prac-
tice (e.g., “interpret,” “justify,” “conclude”), but that are only occasionally 

6 In the remainder of this section, I am choosing to describe the faculty development support-
ing these courses rather than the course convergences themselves. The reason, as will be dis-
cussed, is that i3n preparing our first pilot, we discovered that faculty were largely unprepared 
for engaging in the kind of critical interdisciplinary encounters required by the convergence days. 
Many faculty simply had no experience engaging across disciplinary difference in the rich way 
demanded by these seminars. Therefore we designed a number of faculty development exercises 
to foster critical interdisciplinary encounters among the faculty to prepare them for this aspect 
of teaching. It was during these earlier experiences (described here) that we discovered critical 
interdisciplinarity is valuable not only for what it delivers to students, but also (and significantly) 
for what it promotes within the institution. That discovery is illustrated here. As will be described 
in this section, we found that these kinds of critical interdisciplinary encounters began to move 
the institution closer to the kind of democratic community described by Dewey in ways that are 
simply not possible otherwise, due to traditional institutional structures and cultural constraints 
(e.g., departmental divisions, tracked curricula, etc.). An article focusing on the course conver-
gences themselves is in preparation.
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referenced and almost never explained. These “black boxes” hold great poten-
tial as subjects for critical interdisciplinary encounters because they are sites 
where the paradigms, cultures, and practices of disciplines have become a 
kind of tacit knowledge that is invisible to the researchers themselves.7

When playing the role of the interviewer, faculty were asked to identify 
and excavate these “black boxes” by repeatedly asking their interviewee the 
question “But how do you do that?” In practice, the work of the interviewer 
was considerably more demanding because the centering question (“But how 
do you do that?”) morphed and changed into many forms to match the con-
text of the interviewee’s response (Pace, 2017). It also demanded that inter-
viewees held a sense of humor and humility as they often found themselves 
unable to explain the things they “just know how to do.” Follow-up questions 
that an interviewer might ask included some of the following:

7 In using the phrase tacit knowledge, I am drawing on Collins’ framing of the term (2010). 
Collins argues that “tacit knowledge” is traditionally understood as a strictly localized, embod-
ied form of knowing, such as in Polanyi’s example of learning to ride a bicycle (Polanyi, 1962). 
However, Collins (2010) shows how tacit knowledge is a much wider form of knowing, contain-
ing both somatic knowledge (knowledge embodied in the body and brain) and collective knowl-
edge (knowledge “embodied” in a culture or society). Somatic knowledge includes things like 
disciplinary habits of mind and patterns of inquiry deployed in a research project. Collective 
knowledge includes assumptions about the nature of disciplinary modes of inquiry, as well 
as beliefs about the value and purpose of the discipline itself. These operational “black boxes” 
encode both of the domains of tacit knowledge and were critically interrogated through our inter-
views in order to help instructors understand disciplinary paradigms at work.

• Why did you ask this research question? What were you doing when it 
occurred to you?

• How did you know what you needed to do to answer the question? How 
did you know which element of the problem to focus on first?

• What was your plan to begin to answer this question? How did you get 
access to the materials needed to support your investigation?

• What were you feeling when you started this phase of the project? Did 
you know it was going to turn out the way it did? What else might have 
happened? 

• What kinds of details did you notice at this phase? What drew your 
attention to them? How do you distinguish between essential elements 
and less important elements? Did you make any mistakes? How did you 
know when you hit a dead end?

• How did you know what method or technique to apply at this phase? 
How did you know how to apply this method? What did you physically 
do to apply this method? How did it make you feel? 

• Why did you stop the inquiry? How did you know it was finished? What 
steps did you take to draw your inquiry to a conclusion?
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A Sample Dialogue

One interviewee in Literature shared the story behind a paper he recently 
delivered at an academic conference. The interviewers—one in the social sci-
ences and one in the environmental sciences—began asking him to articulate 
the concepts he was frequently deploying but not explaining: developing an 
argument, conducting a reading, or interrogating a text. The interviewers pressed 
for details regarding what he physically did during these processes, the heuris-
tics guiding his practice, the kinds of judgments he was making, and how he 
knew this process was building toward a coherent interpretation. The inter-
viewers also asked a number of contextual questions, such as what texts he 
used, why he chose them, and how he knew they were more valuable than 
other possible options. They also asked him questions regarding the validity 
of evidence and how his conceptualizations of evidence were related to his 
processes of inquiry. 

After about 60 minutes, the questions deepened. One of the interviewers 
finally mustered the courage to ask what appeared to have been on his mind 
for quite some time: “I’m having trouble understanding why this [research] 
question is worth asking. Can you explain that to me?” The other interviewer 
followed up with a question to the interviewee: “How do you know that your 
interpretation is producing legitimate knowledge [about this question]?” The 
interviewee began to laugh and was unsure how to respond. At this point the 
tone of the exchange shifted. The roles of interviewer and interviewee began 
to break down and the three began a lengthy debate regarding the very nature 
of scholarly inquiry.

Every inquiry dialogue we have conducted has followed a similar path 
to the one just described. In attempting to offer a seemingly straightforward 
description of their research practice, faculty find themselves surprisingly 
uncertain about what they believe about the nature of their work. Rather than 
describe their practices as practices, interviewees are forced to articulate their 
own disciplinary foundations, particularly the cultural assumptions driving 
their work. In almost every case, it takes very little time before the groups 
begin deliberating about their epistemic frameworks, the cultures of practice 
in their fields, as well as engaging questions about the very meaning of aca-
demic work. In fact, most faculty find that the more they try to describe the 
design and discovery processes within their research, the more deeply they 
encounter the cultural contexts that frame and shape their disciplinary iden-
tities. What appears to be a simple discussion about a current research project 
morphs into a deliberation about how individual disciplinary identities con-
stitute a way of being in the world.
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Three Impacts of Critical Interdisciplinarity

As previously articulated, the critical inquiry courses are designed to intro-
duce students to the very idea that disciplines are communities of inquiry 
and cultures of practice organized around the production of knowledge. In 
order to support these courses, the intent of our faculty development work-
shops (driven by the inquiry interviews) was to help faculty create pedagogies 
that aligned with the goals of these courses.8 However, we found that these 
workshops achieved significantly more than improving various aspects of our 
teaching. The inquiry interviews created the kind of intentional and central 
institutional space that allowed us to engage in deep democratic dialogue in 
the Deweyan sense. These kinds of opportunities for interdisciplinary dia-
logue typically only manifest during moments in which departmental terri-
tories are renegotiated, such as during central hiring decisions or curricular 
decisions. However, even in these moments of renegotiation, interdisciplinary 
conflict is more common than dialogue in the hermeneutic or intercultural 
sense, and such moments are often understood more as an embarrassment to 
move past than an opportunity to gain understanding (Graff, 1990, 26). In the 
next section, I will outline three positive impacts of holding intentional criti-
cal interdisciplinary dialogues such as our workshops provided, impacts that 
helped us avoid such all-too-common territorial conflict while enhancing our 
efforts to advance the democratic aims of education.

Critical Interdisciplinarity as a Form of Democratic Engagement

For most of our faculty, the workshops were unsettling. Interviews typi-
cally started with polite questioning about disciplinary practices and assump-
tions, but as interview teams gained more trust they moved slowly toward 
engaging deeper questions about the legitimacy and value of the knowl-
edge being produced in one another’s fields. They shifted from surface-level 
discourse into a dialogue (i.e., dialogue intentionally crossing disciplinary 
boundaries) in an otherwise anti-dialogic environment. 

As articulated earlier, Dewey argues that in order for universities to 
achieve democratic aims, they must mirror democratic processes in institu-
tional structures and cultures, as well as in the classroom. A thin view under-
stands democracy as a simple political arrangement, such as the shared voting 
mechanism of the traditional model of faculty governance. However, a more 

8 As noted earlier, with limited time available I am unable to describe the convergence experi-
ences that took place in these courses. The aim of this article is, instead, to introduce a new way 
of framing critical interdisciplinarity. Additionally, one of the major insights of our faculty devel-
opment workshops was that critical interdisciplinarity (when framed as a dialogical encounter) 
establishes the institutional conditions necessary to begin to enact more democratic pedagogies. 
These insights relating to changing institutional conditions through critical interdisciplinary dia-
logue are described in the remainder of this article.
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robust understanding sees democratic culture as one in which major issues 
are always being contested and negotiated among competing groups with 
the discussion not foreclosed by authority (Graff, 1990, p. 24). A participa-
tory democracy places conflict in which participants confront unequal power 
relations at the very center of organizations and institutional relationships 
(Whipple, 2005, p. 168). Without it, as Mouffe (2000) argues, any appear-
ance of consensus is little more than an ‘‘expression of a hegemony and the 
crystallization of power relations’’ (p. 49).

Our critical interdisciplinary workshops revealed, in part, the ways in 
which the traditional structures of the academy often suppress legitimate, 
deliberative institutional dialogue. At the same time, the interviews also 
made visible the deeply political and contested nature of disciplinary knowl-
edge that exists under the veneer of polite consensus. Our interviews revealed 
that even though the academy views critical discourse as a central value, in 
practice the everyday life of academic work does not include deep critical dia-
logue with the disciplinary other.

There has been a great deal written about how the academy is heav-
ily balkanized in everything from its departmental and divisional struc-
tures to its distributed curricular models. These structures are, in effect, an 
elaborate armistice that serves to protect disciplinary territories and allow 
self-contained work to continue without faculty intentionally engaging the 
disciplinary other. In our workshops, it became clear that such territorial-
ism results in faculty who are not only ill-prepared to deal with ideological 
conflict, but who also view such conflict as an embarrassment instead of an 
opportunity for learning (Graff, 1990, p. 26). Taken in this context, critical 
interdisciplinary engagements can become a significant mechanism for com-
bating the anti-democratic structures of the academy, by offering oppor-
tunities for direct, deliberative encounter with the other. In our case, such 
encounters occurred during course development sessions, but they might also 
occur as an ongoing organizational practice or during moments when central 
institutional decisions are being made. In our case, deployed as an intentional 
moment for dialogical encounter, critical interdisciplinarity provided a struc-
tural antidote for the anti-dialogical structures of the academy, enabling two 
other important effects: greater self-understanding among the faculty and 
the development of more democratic pedagogies.

Critical Interdisciplinarity as a Form of Self-Understanding

Gadamer argues that hermeneutic dialogue is aimed not only at the con-
struction of intersectional public meanings, but also at the creation of richer 
and transformative self-understandings. This is because dialogic question-
ing of some subject matter or problem is always simultaneously a process of 
self-questioning (Gallagher, 1992, p. 157). As Gadamer argues, “a person who 
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thinks must ask himself questions” (Gadamer, 2004, p. 368). These questions 
are not simply about the subject-at-hand, but also about the ways in which 
we encounter the subject through the context of our horizon. Gadamer argues, 
therefore, that “a person who understands, understands himself, projecting 
himself upon his possibilities” (Gadamer, 2004, p. 251). Similarly, Ricoeur 
argues that “it is thus the growth of [the interpreter’s] own understanding 
of himself that he pursues through his understanding of the other. Every her-
meneutic [encounter] is thus, explicitly or implicitly, self-understanding by 
means of understanding others” (Ricoeur, 1978, p. 101). Critical interdisci-
plinarity as deployed in our workshops became a process of deepening and 
enriching faculty understandings about the disciplines and themselves as dis-
ciplinary beings.

One of the most significant challenges to generating interdisciplinary 
forms of teaching and research is that the disciplinary other is largely erased 
from day-to-day academic life, meaning that opportunities for interdisciplin-
ary dialogue are erased as well. It should come as no surprise, then, that many 
faculty do not hold a rich conception of the disciplinary matrices in which 
their research programs, teaching practices, and, in fact, their very scholarly 
identities are situated (Frodeman, 2014, p. 18). In order to reach the level of 
depth demanded by critical interdisciplinary dialogues, our interviews were 
guided by two principles. The first was that faculty were not to speak about 
their disciplines, but instead about their experiences as disciplinarians. Having 
faculty narrate their embodied experiences of inquiry was perhaps the most 
difficult element of our critical interdisciplinary interview process because 
most of our faculty were far more comfortable giving an overview of their dis-
ciplinary canon or history. Many faculty would become frustrated when told 
that this kind of explanation was not part of the exercise and that instead they 
should directly describe their embodied research experiences. One of our fac-
ulty, for example, began by offering her interviewers a history of the disci-
pline and comments about her graduate school mentor. It took approximately 
45 minutes of redirecting before she finally began to tell us the story of her 
research practices. It was only when she started to narrate her experience of 
the time when she found herself riding in the back of a pickup truck crossing 
the Arizona border on a dusty dirt road that the interview team knew the work 
of the interview had finally begun. This focus on the articulation of experience 
demanded both the kind of situated reflexivity and the personal vulnerability 
necessary for fostering dialogue in the hermeneutic and intercultural senses.

The second principle governing the interviews was that interviewers 
had to understand that their primary role was as dialogic listeners (Garrison, 
1996). The interviewers’ job was not to seek out points of convergence vis-
à-vis bridge building, but instead to seek an interwoven, yet distinct under-
standing of the interviewee’s disciplinary mode of being and operating in 
the world. The practice of dialogic listening became most evident when 
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irreconcilable disciplinary differences were identified in the interview. For 
example, in the face of questions from one of our humanist faculty, one of 
our social science faculty stated that in order to do his work he had to accept 
the premise of the world as having an objective reality. There was simply no 
other way for him to be in the world as a disciplinarian. The humanist fac-
ulty accepted this as a condition of his disciplinary culture and sought to help 
develop an understanding of why this belief was central to the work and how it 
affected the work of the discipline, rather than trying to build bridges over this 
point of divergence. This encounter became a significant point of conscious-
ness-raising for both of these faculty members, as they gained a deeper sense 
of their own horizons of understanding and the ways they are situated in the 
context of other disciplinary horizons at the institution.

Critical Interdisciplinarity as a Foundation for Democratic 
Pedagogies

A third effect of our workshops was that critical interdisciplinarity as 
practiced in our workshops became a way of helping faculty more clearly 
understand the classroom as a constructed environment that is both value- 
and power-laden, as well as shaped by the disciplinary beliefs of the instruc-
tor. Coming to greater awareness about this fact enabled faculty to think more 
intentionally about the ways their teaching practices socialized students into 
disciplinary ways of being and behaving.

Traditional pedagogies are based largely on the belief that teaching is 
a process of transmitting knowledge from an expert to a novice. Paulo Freire 
(1970/2000) calls this view the “banking model” of education, and it occurs 
whenever teaching is conceived as a form of telling: a simple distribution of 
content. Within the banking model, learning becomes a process of assimilat-
ing students into the existing cultures, practices, and values of an institution 
or group. There are a number of problems with this view of education, but 
among the most significant is that it yields a learning environment that is 
anti-democratic: learning as a process of uncritical socialization, rather than 
learning as empowering intellectual agency. Empowering students requires 
significantly more than teaching students the tools of a particular disciplinary 
framework, but must also involve them in critical deliberation about disci-
plinary frameworks as well as interrogation of the ways that such frameworks 
shape the construction of society itself (Stoller, 2017).

By engaging the critique that emerges as faculty contest each other’s 
frameworks in the convergence experiences planned as part of our critical 
inquiry seminars (Graff, 1990), students begin to conceptualize disciplines 
not as collections of facts or as theoretical templates to be applied, but instead 
as robust artifacts in their own evolving conceptualizations of and capacities 
for inquiry (Bentley, et al., 2007, p. 4). In this way, critical interdisciplinarity 
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can serve as an educational intervention that unmasks the value- and pow-
er-ladenness of the disciplines while working to establish a dialogical (i.e., 
democratic) rather than monological (i.e., assimilative) relationship between 
students and the disciplines. Through critical self-reflexivity on disciplinary 
paradigms students can be positioned not as mere recipients of knowledge, 
but as critical agents in the act of knowing (Shor, 1987, p. 33), a kind of agency 
that will stand them (and our society) in good stead as they assume citizen-
ship in the world beyond the academy.

Conclusion

In this article, I have argued that critical interdisciplinarity of the sort we have 
introduced at Colorado College can be a powerful tool to advance education for 
democracy. It fosters the kind of dialogue that supports and sustains healthy 
public life, both inside and outside the academy. Of course, other institutions 
may find alternative ways to deploy critical interdisciplinary dialogues as inter-
ventions that similarly disrupt the largely anti-dialogic structure of the acad-
emy—to similarly beneficial effect. And they may be helped to do so by a more 
theoretically robust account of critical interdisciplinarity as a form of critical, 
democratic dialogue than I have offered here. I have suggested philosophical 
hermeneutics and intercultural dialogue theory as two resources for further 
developing such theory. It is my belief that, in the final account, critical interdis-
ciplinarity can move the academy closer to the kind of democratic culture sug-
gested by Dewey and, thereby, also move it closer to realizing the potential of 
our institutions of higher education to truly educate for deep democracy. 
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Abstract: The term “interdisciplinary” is an increasingly popular buzzword 
within higher education, yet varying interpretations of what constitutes 
interdisciplinary learning can dilute its meaning and potency. The Integrative 
Studies program at Kennesaw State University has participated in this dilu-
tion by offering an Integrative Studies degree that closely resembles a general 
studies, degree-completion curriculum. This article focuses on the first step 
of curricular overhaul, as I document the process of transitioning an introduc-
tory course from a general studies to an interdisciplinary studies approach to 
learning, including a discussion of qualitative data from students on how the 
course (post-intervention) now helps develop their interdisciplinary thinking 
skills. 
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Introduction

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) projects often tell a story—
sometimes focusing on the beginning stages of a project including motiva-
tions and hypotheses, often concentrating on the end results and lessons 
learned, and occasionally focusing on how “the story progresses and the 
process . . . unfolds” (Bishop-Clark & Dietz-Uhler, 2012, p. 105). This article 
focuses on the first phase of a multi-phase curriculum intervention—specif-
ically the transformation of a program’s introductory course from a degree- 
and career-planning course to a truly interdisciplinary course appropriate 
for students new to interdisciplinary learning. The discussion centers on 
Kennesaw State University’s INTS 1198: Introduction to Integrative Studies, 
including how INTS 1198 fits into the degree requirements, the limitations 
of the course in its original form, student evaluations of the course and their 
learning experiences pre-intervention, how student evaluations of the course 
and their learning experiences changed post-intervention, and how revising 
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the introductory course set the stage for a degree overhaul. Via the discus-
sion of the first phase of a curricular overhaul, readers will get a glimpse of 
some beginnings, some ends, and a lot of the process behind transforming a 
degree-completion program into a more rigorous, dynamic, and student-cen-
tered program that embraces interdisciplinary principles and practices.1

Interdisciplinary educators benefit from a wealth of scholarship demon-
strating the value, challenges, and impact of interdisciplinary programs. 
Because interdisciplinary studies teaches students to draw upon and inte-
grate different disciplinary insights in order to construct a “more compre-
hensive perspective” on a complex issue or problem (Klein & Newell, 1996, 
p. 394), interdisciplinary educators understand that the exposure to different 
insights helps students see all sides of a story including others’ perspectives 
(Newell, 1990). Interdisciplinary studies “promote[s] dialogue and commu-
nity, problem-posing and problem solving capacities, and an integrative habit 
of mind” (Klein & Newell, 1996, p. 407), including the integration of “the per-
sonal, the educational, and the professional” (Augsburg, 2006a, p. xii), thus 
helping students cultivate the “knowledge and skills required to succeed 
personally and professionally in the 21st century” (Everett, 2016, p. 28). In 
addition to supporting students’ development, interdisciplinary studies pro-
gramming can benefit the institution as evaluative studies yield data showing 
how these programs promote “academic improvement, retention, devel-
opment of general education skills, and high levels of student engagement” 
(Carmichael & LaPierre, 2014, p. 74). Further, emphasis on the value of inter-
disciplinary work can benefit both the institution and its students by helping 
clarify the logic and potential of diverse and perhaps seemingly unconnected 
general education courses (Carmichael et al., 2017) and helping those in such 
courses  bridge the disciplines (de Greef et al., 2017). Noting the wide-rang-
ing benefits of interdisciplinary learning and programming, it is unsurprising 
that institutions of higher education increasingly create, develop, and invest 
in interdisciplinary offerings.

As an interdisciplinary teacher and scholar, I am inspired by the wealth 
of scholarly publications showcasing the creative, rigorous, and reflective 
work of colleagues around the world who are engaged in interdisciplinary 
work. I appreciate the commitment to sharing models, works in progress, 
and programmatic assessment (Augsburg & Chitewere, 2013; Carmichael & 

1 Throughout the article, I use the terms “interdisciplinary” and “integrative” synonymously, 
as is the practice within the INTS program at KSU. This on-ground choice is partially the result of 
faculty preference, training, and research. Further, many of the major textbooks on interdiscipli-
narity use the term “interdisciplinary studies,” so this is the language students encounter most 
frequently as they are exposed to and cultivate an interdisciplinary mindset. With all of this said, I 
appreciate that the two terms have different meanings, resulting in philosophically and function-
ally different programs, and that interdisciplinary work does not necessarily involve instruction 
in and practice of integrative thinking.
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LaPierre, 2014; Tayler, 2014; de Greef et al., 2017). Yet, like many of these col-
leagues, I am also mindful that interdisciplinary courses and programs do not 
always function as desired. And personal experience has reinforced what is 
apparent in much of the literature—curricular and programmatic issues can 
often be traced to lack of clarity about interdisciplinarity itself and best prac-
tices in the field.

This article focuses on one ostensibly interdisciplinary program and 
shows the ways in which a lack of clarity about what constitutes interdisci-
plinarity and the hallmarks of interdisciplinary coursework and degree pro-
grams (especially in comparison to multidisciplinary, general studies, and 
degree-completion coursework and programs) can dilute the power and sta-
tus of interdisciplinary education. In my account of the Integrative Studies 
program at Kennesaw State University in Kennesaw, GA (US), I note that the 
terms “integrative” and “interdisciplinary” have been used to describe what 
has been a multidisciplinary or general studies degree program (depending 
on which track a student pursues, as explained below). In this article, I focus 
on the process of assessing and ultimately revising the program’s introduc-
tory course to ensure it prepares students to “draw effectively and critically on 
the disciplinary courses in their concentration and to place them in a holistic 
framework” (Newell, 1990, p. 84), so they may learn to do truly interdisciplin-
ary work. Ultimately, I discuss how clarifying the goals and desired outcomes 
of the introductory course has helped faculty identify redundancies across the 
curriculum and reconsider how and when program-level goals are introduced 
and reinforced, and thereby set the stage for a total degree overhaul through 
which the program will live up to its name. 

Context

The Integrative Studies program (INTS) at Kennesaw State University 
allows students to design a program of study that meets their academic and 
career goals. At the program’s inception in 2005, what was then called the 
Interdisciplinary Studies program functioned as a small, honors-like pro-
gram (supporting approximately 30 majors).2 Early on, students pursued this 
degree option primarily because the institution did not offer a degree pro-
gram in their field of choice and/or they recognized the need for training in 
more than one discipline in order to achieve their post-university goals. While 
both of these motivations remain true for many current students, the list 

2 The program’s name changed to Integrative Studies in 2009. At KSU, the department now 
called Interdisciplinary Studies houses programs that focus on diversity, social justice, and com-
munity engagement (e.g. American Studies, Asian Studies, and Gender & Women’s Studies). 
Unsurprisingly, there is considerable confusion across campus about the difference between 
Integrative Studies and Interdisciplinary Studies.
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of reasons for pursuing the degree has expanded to include the widespread 
perception that an INTS degree is less rigorous than other degree options. 
Furthermore, in surveys completed after advising appointments, students fre-
quently indicate they have declared an INTS major so that previously earned 
credits can be counted (not “wasted”) helping to ensure degree completion.3  

Because many of our students consider themselves “academically adrift” 
(Arum & Roska, 2011), these perceptions of INTS (whether or not accurate) 
increase the program’s appeal for students even as they negatively impact its 
reputation among faculty and administrators across campus. Due, in part, 
to such misunderstandings regarding the program’s purpose and goals, the 
INTS program has ballooned to approximately 650 majors, and the program’s 
objectives and curriculum do not support the integrative or interdisciplinary 
learning indicated by its name. 

The program offers students two pathways for earning a BS in 
Integrative Studies (see the table below for a side-by-side comparison). The 
“specialized track,” which closely resembles the original honors-like experi-
ence, requires students to identify two disciplinary or thematic areas of study, 
gain approval for the coursework from relevant department chairs, and take 
the INTS research methods course in addition to the INTS introductory and 
senior seminar courses. The specialized track requires students to act in a 
more informed and intentional way to accomplish goals that more closely 
resemble those of a truly interdisciplinary program. However, fewer than 5% 
of current INTS majors choose this track. More than 95% choose the “gen-
eral studies” track, which launched in 2015. It purports to integrate a set of 
courses focused on career-based skills (emphasizing writing, public speaking, 
leadership, and critical thinking competencies) and a student-selected disci-
plinary or thematic area of study comprised of 15 upper-level hours. Like their 
peers in the specialized track, students pursuing the general studies track also 
take Introduction to Integrative Studies and the INTS senior seminar, though 
students can waive the introductory course requirement if they declare the 
major having already earned 90 credits, as many do. Additionally, they are 
not required to take the research methods course. The general studies track 
gives students maximum flexibility in earning a bachelor’s degree, including 
the ability to use already-earned credits, and it was designed to have particu-
lar appeal to non-traditional students working full-time (hence the emphasis 
on career-based skills, which are often deemed practical and relevant by KSU 
students). 

3 Over half of INTS students have earned 90+ hours before they declare an INTS major. Thus, 
most new majors have senior-level standing before taking their first INTS course. Because current 
program requirements allow students entering the major with 90+ hours to waive the INTS 1198: 
Introduction to Integrative Studies course, late declarers often only complete one INTS course 
(Senior Seminar) before earning their B.S. in Integrative Studies.
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 Specialized Track  General Studies Track

Lower Division Major 

Requirements (18 credit hours)
INTS 1198: Introduction to Integrative 
Studies (3 hours)
INTS 2298: Integrative Studies Research 
Methods (3 hours)
12 hours of approved lower-level coursework 

Lower Division Major 

Requirements (18 credit hours)
INTS 1198: Introduction to Integrative 
Studies (3 hours)
ICT 2101:Information and Communications 
Technology or an approved lower-level 
course (3 hours)
Any lower-level communications, telecom-
munications, or foreign language course (3 
hours)
Any lower-level leadership studies course (3 
hours) 
6 hours of approved lower-level coursework

Major Requirements (39 hours)
INTS 4498: Senior Seminar in Integrative 
Studies (3 hours)
12 credit hours from a chosen upper-level 
academic area (approval from relevant 
department chair required) 
12 credit hours from a second chosen upper-
level academic area (approval from relevant 
department chair required)
12 credit hours of upper-level coursework 
approved by the INTS Coordinator reflecting 
integration and application of upper-level 
academic skills

Major Requirements (39 hours) 
INTS 4498: Senior Seminar in Integrative 
Studies (3 hours)
WRIT 3140: Writing in the Workplace or 
approved alternative course (3 hours)
INTS Cluster: 15 upper-level credit hours 
comprised of one or two related academic 
areas
18 credit hours of upper-level coursework 
approved by the INTS Coordinator reflecting 
integration and application of upper-level 
academic skills

 

Ultimately, neither track gives students a scaffolded set of INTS courses 
or learning experiences, particularly as many students who declare the major 
late opt out of the introductory course. Without a series of courses that inten-
tionally support students’ efforts to integrate insights from different disci-
plines or courses that otherwise scaffold the development of interdisciplinary 
thinking and skills, the students’ development of such capacities is left to 
chance. And, as Huber and Hutchings (2004) assert, chance cannot be relied 
upon to do the job: “[I]ntegrative learning does not just happen . . . whether 
one is talking about making connections within a major, between fields, 
between curriculum and co-curriculum, or between academic knowledge and 
practice, integrative learning requires work” (p. 3). In KSU’s case, the mini-
mal requirements for INTS credit hours and the fact students average just two 
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semesters as INTS majors before earning the degree limit their opportunities 
to engage in the work of integrative learning.

In April 2017, I interviewed for the position of Assistant Professor of 
Integrative Studies. During my campus interview, I noted the limited num-
ber of courses offered by the department. My future colleagues informed 
me I could propose additional course offerings. When I raised more spe-
cific questions about the minimal INTS-specific degree requirements, I was 
told the program was flexible and the new hire would have an opportunity 
to “make a mark.” Without directly addressing the lack of interdisciplinary 
training among the program’s three faculty (who comprised the search com-
mittee), my future colleagues were signaling they were looking for a new col-
league whose training, teaching experience, and research agenda all reflected 
an understanding of and commitment to interdisciplinary and integrative 
studies, properly defined. I recognize this must seem like the most basic 
requirement for a faculty hire in Integrative Studies, but the department and 
program’s identity, degree requirements, and faculty/leadership had shifted 
quickly and unexpectedly, which had left INTS, like many interdisciplinary 
programs elsewhere, in a state of flux (Augsburg, 2006b).

My soon-to-be-colleagues—whose expertise was in developmental 
English and Mathematics—had been reassigned to teaching and administra-
tive roles in Integrative Studies when the university phased out the develop-
mental programs in which they previously taught (which had been housed in 
the Department of Leadership & Integrative Studies). Educators who deeply 
cared about the success of students who needed additional support (in English 
and Math) to thrive were suddenly assigned to teach in, coordinate, and grow 
the Integrative Studies program. I suspect this commitment to student suc-
cess, particularly that of students struggling with institutional requirements, 
helped facilitate the expansion of the INTS degree to include the general 
studies track that followed (a track that now supports over 600 students—
many of whom switched to INTS from majors with competitive admission 
standards and/or pre-requisites with high DFW rates).4 As the department 
and faculty roles had rapidly changed, faculty were not given, nor did they 
claim, the time to think about the evolution of the program now under their 
aegis, assess learning outcomes and curricular needs, or plan for the future 
with our student body in mind (Newell, 1990). INTS became an academic 
unit where institutional concerns about retention and graduation rates could 
be addressed—namely by shifting toward a general studies curriculum that 

4 DWF refers to students earning these D, W, F grades. My colleagues were truly devoted care-
takers for the INTS program. While this article critiques the state of the INTS program and its 
failure to function as an interdisciplinary program, my colleagues deserve tremendous credit for 
leading and growing a program that did not align with their professional expertise and for seek-
ing out and embracing new colleagues who could revise the program’s requirements and goals to 
reflect a more truly interdisciplinary orientation.
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privileged coursework focused on career-based skills, accommodated com-
pleted credit hours, and allowed majors to forgo the requirement of at least 
two academic areas of focus (which might set up possibilities for integration) 
in favor of one 15-hour cluster of upper-level courses. It was clear that the 
stripping of INTS’ interdisciplinary foundations in this process of adjustment 
would not be easily reversible. However, it is worth noting that a new depart-
ment chair was hired in summer 2016 and a new dean in summer 2017, the 
same year in which I was hired. Due to the chair’s early leadership and vision 
for a more structured degree program, new course proposals for Introduction 
to Integrative Studies and Integrative Studies Research Methods (along with 
an elective course on integrative thinking and diversity) had passed through 
the curriculum process by the time I began to teach. All three courses were 
offered for the first time during the 2017-2018 academic year (my first year 
at KSU).

After arriving on campus in fall 2017 and gaining a better understand-
ing of the program’s history, I raised several questions about the structure 
and objectives of INTS. My first question to both the program coordinator 
and the department chair was whether the department wanted to function 
as a general studies, multidisciplinary studies, interdisciplinary studies, or 
degree-completion program. There is an abundance of literature that dis-
cusses the differences between these approaches and resulting outcomes. 
I turned to already established definitions in order to provide language and 
context for my colleagues. Preliminary conversations were loosely informed 
by an understanding of multidisciplinary studies as programming promoting 
“the utilization of multiple disciplines to study a problem without an effort 
toward integration or synthesis” (Tanner, 2016, p. 8), interdisciplinary stud-
ies as programming integrating disciplinary insights in order to address “a 
complex problem with the goal of applying the understanding to a real-world 
problem” (Repko et al., 2017, p. 65), and general studies or degree comple-
tion programming as promoting “a smorgasbord of courses that check boxes 
. . . and negates the potential of [truly] interdisciplinary education” (Holley, 
2019, p. 25).5 While there is a value in and place for each of these approaches, 
the Integrative Studies program had come to function as an “undergraduate 
degree completion stream” (Dunlop & Burtch, 2003, p.12), which did not 
align with the goals I thought appropriate to the program and its supposed 
commitment to interdisciplinary education.

The issues plaguing the introductory course, which I was assigned to 

5 Holley’s characterization of degree-completion as a smorgasbord of courses aligns with the 
criticism of the INTS program, which was not intentionally designed as a degree-completion 
program even if it functions as one for many INTS majors. There is evidence that intentionally 
designed degree-completion programs, often serving working adults with previous college cred-
its, are increasingly popular and effective in encouraging continuous growth and preparing learn-
ers for work opportunities (Hoyt & Allred, 2011; Murry & Hall 2011; Bergman, 2016).
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teach two sections of during my first semester, were apparent even before I 
entered the classroom, in spite of the revision it had just undergone. The orig-
inal and common syllabus I used during fall 2017 is available in the appendix 
(A). The course description and course learning objectives for Introduction to 
Integrative Studies read thus: 

INTS 1198 is a portfolio-based course focusing on the skills necessary for 
success in the INTS major and beyond. In this course, you will learn about 
the field of integrative studies from historical, theoretical, and practical van-
tage points. This process involves research, articulating knowledge, self-re-
flection, goal setting, and career planning. By the end of INTS 1198, you will 
apply knowledge gained this semester to create an integrative studies degree 
plan and portfolio that you will complete in INTS 4498: Senior Seminar.

Upon completing INTS 1198, students will be able to:

1. Define interdisciplinary and integrative studies;

2. Discern between types of interdisciplinarity and interdisciplinary 
research;

3. Develop an interdisciplinary research plan;

4. Explain how integrating your chosen areas of study will build a founda-
tion for ongoing learning and growth;

5. Design and begin developing a reflective portfolio highlighting your 
academic and co-curricular accomplishments;

6. Identify career and/or graduate school options associated with your 
areas of study and develop a plan for pursuing these goals.

Although the course description and learning objectives include refer-
ences to learning about interdisciplinary and integrative studies, the course 
design and instruction emphasized degree- and career-planning. This 
emphasis was intentional and reflective of the Integrative Studies program’s 
understanding of the INTS student population. As noted earlier, INTS majors 
typically switch from other majors late in their academic career (often with 
senior standing in terms of earned credits). The faculty believed the intro-
ductory course should help students map their new INTS degree plans and 
develop the relevant language and tools to assess their past experiences and 
make a case to future employers and/or graduate programs about the value 
of an Integrative Studies degree. (The focus quite clearly speaks to INTS func-
tioning for some students as a degree-completion program.) Given these 
goals, major assignments included creating a degree plan, writing a profes-
sional resume and cover letter, and presenting all materials in a reflective 
ePortfolio. While degree- and career-planning are necessary for student suc-
cess at the institution and in preparation for post-graduation goals, I believed 
these concerns should not govern or dominate the introductory course as 
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they did in the common syllabus. I also believed that several of the learning 
objectives were quite appropriate to an INTS degree and deserved the atten-
tion of one or more courses (particularly objectives 3 and 5). However, I felt 
spreading the objectives across a redesigned INTS curriculum could more 
effectively facilitate interdisciplinary learning and skill development. After 
all, as noted above, I had learned that students frequently took the introduc-
tory course during their penultimate semester followed by senior seminar 
(which also, and more appropriately, focused on career preparation) the very 
next semester. It seemed to me that very few students’ ID thinking and prac-
tice could develop much in a mere year of coursework, especially coursework 
involving similar non-ID content and assignments in back-to-back semes-
ters. And indeed, as I knew, many students who took the introductory course 
complained in their senior seminar course evaluations that they found senior 
seminar repetitive. In short, as I began to teach INTS 1198, it was clear to me 
that the INTS program needed to address (or begin to address) the lack of scaf-
folding for integrative and interdisciplinary work in the program by reducing 
inappropriate content (over-emphasis on degree- and career-planning) in the 
introductory course. 

Colleagues quickly came to regard me as the department’s expert on 
interdisciplinarity and accepted my preliminary assessment of the INTS cur-
riculum. Noting the faculty consensus for curricular change, department 
leadership agreed that, in spite of some recent revision, the INTS program 
was still not sufficiently interdisciplinary and that the curriculum needed to 
be revised to make it more truly interdisciplinary. However, because the pro-
gram supports a large number of students—many of whom may not earn a 
degree from the institution without Integrative Studies—department leaders 
believed it would be prudent to justify requests for further curricular revision 
to the college’s Dean as it was likely to result in a reduction in program enroll-
ment. I was not actually charged with collecting data that would support a 
proposal for a new curricular plan.6 I was, however, eager to move from con-
versation to action that might yield such data, and I found a path to do so. 
KSU’s Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL) hosts a year-
long program designed to support new faculty success that I had joined prior 
to the start of department-level curriculum conversations. One of the CETL 
program requirements was to make, document, and publically share a teach-
ing intervention. I used the faculty success program requirement to build a 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) study focused on learning out-
comes in my 2017-2018 sections of INTS 1198: Introduction to Integrative 
Studies.

6 Looking back, I suspect this inaction was both an indication that a curricular overhaul was 
not the department’s top priority and also an effort by my department chair to protect the time 
and reputation of a new junior faculty member.
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During fall 2017, I gained IRB approval to conduct my SoTL study across 
three on-ground sections of my introductory course during the 2017-18 
academic year. My proposal and the inquiry into student learning involved 
were strengthened by adhering to SoTL principles. Felten (2013) identifies 
five principles of good SoTL: inquiry into student learning, grounded in con-
text, methodologically sound, conducted in partnership with students, and 
appropriately public (Felton, 2013). All five principles shaped this study, par-
ticularly the first principle, which underscores that SoTL must be an inquiry 
into student learning and the “attitudes or habits that connect to learning” 
(Felten, 2013, p. 122). My investigation focused on student learning out-
comes in a supposedly interdisciplinary classroom. As noted, with a heavy 
emphasis on degree- and career-planning in the original version of INTS 
1198, I was concerned the course left little space for an introduction to inter-
disciplinary thinking or the development of skills critical for interdisciplin-
ary work. I sought specific data about how/if the course was helping students 
to develop skills such as perspective taking, critical thinking, and integrative 
analysis (Ivanitskaya et al., 2002). As I had hypothesized, this study and the 
data I collected show the original introductory course was not fostering skills 
such as communicative competence, abstract thinking, creative thinking, and 
metacognition that Repko et al. (2017) identify as necessary competencies for 
interdisciplinary students. Further study of the post-intervention version of 
INTS 1198, and ultimately of the fully revised course (both syllabi available 
in the appendix), has shown that both help students cultivate these crucial 
competencies.

Pre-Intervention 

Course Overview

The version of Introduction to Integrative Studies I was studying was 
taught for the first time at KSU in fall 2017, which was also my first semes-
ter at the university. The department offered two on-ground sections and one 
online section; all three sections were semester-long and filled with 30 stu-
dents. I taught both on-ground sections and used a previously developed com-
mon syllabus. The assigned course text was Tanner’s Introduction to Integrative 
Studies (2016). I added supplemental materials including blog posts, comics, 
and YouTube videos that offered additional insights on interdisciplinarity and 
raised questions about both the purpose and structure of higher education. 
While some of the early discussion board posts prompted students to explain 
concepts introduced in the course text (e.g. disciplinary vs interdisciplinary, 
experiential learning, common ground) and make connections to their educa-
tional experiences, major course assignments focused on developing a degree 
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plan, identifying potential jobs in a field of interest and writing a professional 
resume and cover letter, and archiving their collegiate experience through the 
design and development of a reflective electronic portfolio. Further, several 
course meetings were devoted to guest visits featuring staff from academic 
advising and career planning, thus allocating additional course time to the 
degree- and career-planning course content. In the only major assignment 
falling outside degree- and career-planning, students wrote an interdisciplin-
ary research plan in which they developed a research question, identified at 
least two relevant disciplinary perspectives, and annotated three sources they 
deemed relevant to their question.

Data Collection

The “pre-intervention” data collection took place during the final 
week of the fall 2017 semester. Forty-one students completed a survey that 
included both a Likert scale (1-5, with 5 as high) and space for written reflec-
tion. I designed the survey to gather student feedback on their experience in 
INTS 1198, particularly in terms of how/if the course helped them develop the 
competencies required of interdisciplinary thinkers.

The survey prompted students to read an abbreviated list of characteris-
tics Ennis (2002) has assigned to integrative, critical thinkers and to reflect on 
their own development in each of these categories (as cited in Tanner, 2016, 
p. 38).7 Using the Likert scale, students were given these instructions: “Assess 
how strongly you embody these characteristics. After you assign a numeri-
cal ranking, explain whether you value this characteristic and how/if the class 
helped you develop your ability in each area (e.g. point to specific assign-
ments, in-class activities, etc.).” Pulled from the required course text, the list 
of characteristics for self-evaluation included the following:

7 The list was narrowed from 12 to 10 characteristics—with “formulates plausible hypothesis” 
and “plans and conducts experiments well” omitted.

1. Is open-minded and mindful of alternatives;
2. Desires to be, and is, well-informed; 
3. Judges well the credibility of sources; 
4. Identifies reasons, assumptions, and conclusions; 
5. Asks appropriate clarifying questions;
6. Judges well the quality of an argument, including its reasons, assump-

tions, evidence, and their degree of support for the conclusion; 
7. Can well develop and defend a reasonable position regarding a belief or 

an action, doing justice to challenges; 
8. Defines terms in a way appropriate for the context; 
9. Draws conclusions when warranted—but with caution;
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10. Integrates all of the above aspects of critical thinking. 

The results of the survey revealed the course was not helping students culti-
vate these characteristics even though they were lauded by the required text. 
The course was not facilitating interdisciplinary thinking.

At the end of fall semester, I compiled the quantitative and qualita-
tive data collected from students who participated in the study. Quantitative 
data, or the students’ numerical rankings, were used to determine the average 
ranking of each characteristic. Meanwhile, qualitative data were transcribed 
and then mined for patterns and themes using inductive content analysis that 
resulted in coding for relevance (i.e. whether the response aligned with the 
characteristic) and reference or connection to course materials or activities. 
For responses that directly mentioned the course, I read for references to a 
specific reading or other assignment. 

Findings and Discussion 

The table below features the pre-intervention survey results. I have 
listed the characteristics from highest to lowest rank in order to draw atten-
tion to the natural breaks I used to establish the high and low groupings dis-
cussed below. 

Characteristics Average 

Is open-minded and mindful of alternatives 4.13 

Asks appropriate clarifying questions 4.11 

Desires to be, and is, well-informed 4.05 

Identifies reasons, assumptions, and conclusions 3.97 

Integrates all of the [other] aspects of critical thinking 3.95 

Can well develop and defend a reasonable position regarding a belief or an 
action, doing justice to challenges

3.76 

Defines terms in a way appropriate for the context 3.70

Judges well the quality of an argument, including its reasons, assump-
tions, evidence and their degree of support for the conclusion

3.58 

Judges well the credibility of sources 3.53 

Draws conclusions when warranted—but with caution 3.17 

 

The three characteristics students ranked as those they most embodied 
were: is open-minded and mindful of alternatives (4.13), asks appropriate 
clarifying questions (4.11), and desires to be, and is, well-informed (4.05). 
Meanwhile, students ranked their embodiment of the following three charac-
teristics lowest: judges well the quality of an argument, including its reasons, 
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assumptions, evidence and degree of support for the conclusion (3.58), 
judges well the credibility of sources (3.53), and draws conclusions when 
warranted—but with caution (3.17). While the numerical assessment paints 
a partial picture of how students felt the course did or did not help develop 
these characteristics, their narrative reflections provide greater detail and 
help fill in additional gaps. 

A sample of students’ qualitative responses on how/if the course 
helped them be open-minded and mindful of alternatives (4.13) includes the 
following: 

• The class helped me to become more open-minded because of the major 
and what job opportunities it offers after graduation.

• The book we went over with all the pictures in it [Unflattening] was also 
really mind-opening and forced me to look at things through a different 
perspective. 

• I would not have considered certain things for myself before, but this 
class has brought those to light and allowed those to be an option when 
they wouldn’t have otherwise.

The three student responses featured above reflect the major themes in the 
pre-intervention survey results. Students pointed to the units on degree- and 
career-planning and the associated activities and assignments as evidence the 
course helped them develop the characteristic concerned. With less frequency, 
they referenced the one assigned chapter from Sousanis’ Unflattening (2015), 
which was used to raise questions and spark discussion about one-size-fits-
all education. This is the only reading students referenced throughout the 
pre-intervention surveys (students did not reference Tanner’s Introduction to 
Integrative Studies, which was the required course text). The last notable pat-
tern, as shown most clearly in the third response, is the lack of specificity or 
evidence to ground claims. Even among the comments on the highest ranked 
responses, students relied upon generic claims to back their numerical rank-
ing. Overreliance on vague words such as “things” and “those” suggests the 
course did not offer sufficient opportunities for meaningful development of 
the open-minded and mindful of alternatives characteristic. 

Regarding the asks appropriate clarifying questions characteristic 
(4.11), students indicated the class helped them develop this skill as follows:

• With doing in-class mock interviews, I have become more comfortable 
asking a potential employer about certain aspects of a job while remain-
ing mindful and professional. 

• Doing the interviews helped me big time on asking good questions and 
answering tough questions. 

• Any time someone stated something we were always encouraged to 
explain it better or explain why we said it.
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Reflective responses on asking clarifying questions largely revolved around an 
in-class mock interview activity. For this activity, students met in groups of 
three (two interviewers and one interviewee) to review each group member’s 
job cover letter and professional resume and participate in a mock interview 
(questions were provided). I only devoted one 75-minute class session to this 
activity, but students cited it frequently—perhaps in part because the mock 
interview encouraged active learning and the application of course content to 
another setting, practices that students recognize as valuable. The final exam-
ple points to a vague impression about my teaching, but the response does not 
provide the detail one might expect for a higher ranked characteristic. 

Commenting on how the course helped cultivate a desire to be well-in-
formed (4.05), students noted the following:

• The big topic that we talked about . . . and am now well-informed about 
is resumes, cover letters, and interview skills. This overall topic on how 
to present yourself to employers is important to know and is stressed in 
this class. 

• This class definitely motivated me to want to know more about the pro-
cess of some of the things we did in class like preparing for job inter-
views and building resumes and portfolios. I was always avoiding 
learning about those things because I thought they were much harder 
to do than they really are.

• I’m well informed in terms of the major and being an interdisciplinar-
ian. The class helped in the readings that challenge your thought pro-
cess to think differently about topics you may have overlooked before. 

Again emphasizing the course’s focus on career preparation, students indi-
cated the attention to resumes, cover letters, and interviews helped them 
feel better prepared to go on the job market. The final comments offer a 
vague acknowledgement by one student on the impact of interdisciplinary 
instruction. Yet, in all three highest ranked areas, students generally failed 
to mention the value of the course outside of career preparation and did not 
articulate its value as a means for facilitating critical, interdisciplinary think-
ing and learning. 

As noted earlier, the lowest ranked characteristics, or those characteris-
tics the students thought the course helped them develop the least, included 
judges well the quality of an argument, including its reasons, assumptions, 
evidence and their degree of support for the conclusion (3.58), judges well the 
credibility of sources (3.53), and draws conclusions when warranted—but 
with caution (3.17). In their reflective comments on the lower ranked char-
acteristics, students were more successful in pointing to specific areas where 
they wanted the course to do more to aid their thinking and development. 
Both the quantitative and qualitative data make a case for students needing 
more opportunities to practice the lowest ranked skills.
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A sample of students’ qualitative responses on how/if the course helped 
them judge well the quality of an argument (3.58) includes the following:

• I remember going over this in the beginning of the semester but it did 
not stick with me.

• I know how to recognize the quality of an argument but I feel as if we 
could have gone more in depth in this in class. We went over a lot on 
identifying the reasons, assumptions, and evidence but the degree of 
support isn’t as clear as it could be. 

• When we had to create a research question and find sources that sup-
ported our questions that helped me learn this. 

• It was helpful to look at why/how the author/illustrator [Nick Sousanis] 
was wanting to relay something to their audience. 

Assessments of this characteristic focused on the research project, with calls 
for greater depth in instruction related to the project, or on the selected chap-
ter from Unflattening. Students understood that they were making or advanc-
ing an argument in their research proposals and that the authors of assigned 
texts were also crafting an argument. However, they pointed to the need for 
greater assistance in judging the quality of an argument. 

Commenting on how useful the course was in helping them judge well 
the credibility of sources (3.53), students said the following:

• I feel like having people from this department [academic advisers] come 
in to talk to us was highly credible. 

• I’m so-so with this. I know not to use Wikipedia or “.com” as credible 
sources, but that scholarly journals are more weighted and important.

• We went over using the library website but we could have [discussed] 
how to tell website credibility. 

• Although this class has extensively informed me how to judge the cred-
ibility of a source, I still often find myself having a hard time finding a 
good source.

Students identified various types of sources including experts in a field (aca-
demic advisers), popular or gray literature, and peer-reviewed scholarship 
throughout their responses. In clear-cut cases, students recognized a source 
as more credible (academic advisers or scholarly journals) or inappropriate 
(Wikipedia). The scholarship-based examples point back to in-class activi-
ties connected to the research proposal. While students collectively assessed 
themselves as embodying the “judges well the credibility of sources” charac-
teristic less well  than other characteristics, they provided more specific evi-
dence about how the course helped them cultivate this characteristic. Yet, 
they also pointed to gaps in their knowledge, including how to find relevant 
sources, which points to holes in the course curriculum before the intervention 

Commenting on how the course helped them draw conclusions when 
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warranted—but with caution (3.17), students noted the following:

• This course definitely helped me not jump the gun so often and think 
more through things and be patient in coming up with a conclusion 
before I present one.

• We worked on the importance of how words [affect] perceptions and 
reactions. 

• Trained to do better because of the research we did in class. 

Comments reveal that students’ attitude toward the draw conclusions char-
acteristic was generally positive, and even though they asserted that the 
course aided in their development in this area, they ranked it lowest among 
the characteristics the course helped to develop. Although positive in tone, 
the responses on this characteristic were quite vague (in line with many of the 
responses among the higher ranked characteristics) and not rooted in specific 
activities or aspects of an assignment. 

Limitations

My fall 2017 teaching assignment limited the sample size of this study 
to 41 students. Although the number of participants was small, the quali-
tative data demonstrated that these students understood that iteration of 
Introduction to Integrative Studies primarily as a degree- and career-plan-
ning course. Because these topics and resulting projects consumed the pre-in-
tervention version of the introductory course, there was insufficient time to 
clarify other topics that should be central to an ID course—like what consti-
tutes a discipline, how disciplinary insights differ or overlap, why interdisci-
plinary work is valuable, and how to begin integrating disciplinary insights to 
address “wicked problems” (Rittel & Webber, 1973; Conklin, 2005). 

The pre-intervention stage of the SoTL project was also complicated by 
students’ tendency to assign higher numerical rankings to the characteris-
tics they were asked to rank in the survey than the qualitative data seemingly 
warranted, which is consistent with findings from Baxter Magolda (1992, 
2001) and Leonard (2012). Less commonly, though still evident, students 
also assigned lower numerical rankings than the quantitative data seem-
ingly warranted. A misunderstanding of the prompts and/or skewed percep-
tion of one’s abilities can compromise the data. In an effort to address the gap 
between quantitative and qualitative data, I collected and reported quanti-
tative and qualitative data and focused my analysis on qualitative responses. 

Finally, I should note that my spring 2018 planning timeline presented 
some challenges for synthesizing the data (collected in late fall 2017) and act-
ing on the findings. Even before collecting the data, I had already begun to 
plan on several interventions for my spring sections of INTS 1198 with the 
intention of creating opportunities for students to encounter complex issues, 
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evaluate sources and claims using evidence-based reasoning, and practice 
integrative reflection and analysis. While the data from fall 2017 sections 
reinforced my sense of the need for these opportunities, it raised questions 
of confirmation bias about the themes I identified in the data (whether I was 
more likely to identify patterns that aligned with my planned interventions). 
The major interventions for spring 2018 that I finally settled on included a 
new required text (Sousanis’ Unflattening), a shift in point values and prior-
ities with less emphasis on the degree plan, career project, and ePortfolio, 
and the introduction of readings and case studies on contemporary issues. 
Ultimately, these changes align with calls by interdisciplinary educators 
to “give students a ‘feel’ for” disciplinary thinking and how different disci-
plinary insights can be integrated to attack a problem” (Newell, 1990, p. 72) 
and to incorporate activities and assignments “such as case studies” that are 
“designed to measure outcomes associated with interdisciplinary learning” 
(Davis, 1995, pp. 71-72).

Intervention 

Course Overview

I taught one on-ground section of INTS 1198 during spring 2018. 
The department also offered three online sections (including the one that I 
taught), but my on-ground section was the only INTS 1198 course included 
in the intervention stage of this study. The syllabus I used in spring 2018 is 
included in the appendix (B), but I will briefly discuss some of the signifi-
cant changes between this version of the course and the earlier one. As noted 
above, I chose Sousanis’s Unflattening (2015) as the required course text, 
and I did so in order to help students recognize and compare different disci-
plinary insights and consider how disciplinary insights inform and structure 
arguments.8 Unflattening presents students with a model for how an expert’s 
thinking is shaped by disciplinary insights and how such insights can be inte-
grated in order to further understand and assess complex issues. However, I 
wanted to make sure students did more than merely appreciate the model of 
interdisciplinary work, as the primary goal for the intervention was to give 
students the opportunity to begin doing interdisciplinary work themselves. In 
support of this goal, the course also featured three AAC&U Scientific Thinking 
and Integrative Reasoning Skills (STIRS) case studies that focused on lan-
guage policies, pipelines, and vaccines. The case studies are available for free 

8 While I replaced Tanner’s Introduction to Integrative Studies as the required course text, 
that choice is not an indictment of the text. The text did not fit with the new goals for KSU’s 
Introduction to Integrative Studies, as many of the topics covered in Introduction are more appro-
priate for our revised research and senior seminar courses.
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download on the AAC&U website. Case studies help students develop sys-
tems thinking skills in order to see the parts of a system and how they interact 
(Singh, n.d.) and ultimately identify which parts different disciplines address. 
They helps students cultivate an attitude of openness, evaluate data and cred-
ibility of sources, use evidence-based thinking when drawing conclusions, 
work collaboratively, and defend and develop a stance on an issue (Singh, 
n.d.). These skills align with the characteristics of interdisciplinary think-
ing being measured by this study. Finally, besides adding new readings and 
related course activities, I revised the number of points allocated to course 
assignments to give more weight to discussion boards and class participation 
(two opportunities for students to critically discuss and evaluate the course 
materials) while placing less weight on the degree plan and career portfolio 
projects.

Data Collection

In contrast to fall 2017 students, spring 2018 students completed a sur-
vey at both the start and end of the semester. Since, as noted above, I only 
taught one on-ground section of Introduction to Integrative Studies during 
spring 2018, only 25 students participated in the study. The questions dis-
tributed at the start of the semester were revised slightly from those I used in 
the fall so as to gather information about how students assessed their prior 
development of the study’s interdisciplinary learning characteristics and how 
they expected the course to aid in their further development of these charac-
teristics. Instructions were as follows: “Using a scale of 1-5 (5 is high), please 
assess how strongly you embody these characteristics. After you assign a 
numerical ranking, explain whether you value this characteristic and whether 
you hope and/or expect the class to aid in your development.” I also sought 
information about what motivated them as learners, amending the survey to 
include the following reflective questions:

• What motivates you as a learner? Ambrose et al. (2010) outlines several 
potential motivations, including a desire to perform well or earn a par-
ticular grade, a desire to learn or gain competence, and a desire to avoid 
work or finish it as quickly as possible. Please identify and discuss your 
motivations as a learner and goals for yourself this semester. 

• Based upon your current level of interest in the course and your under-
standing of course expectations, do you believe you will be successful 
in achieving your goals? Please explain why/not. How do your expecta-
tions about success affect your motivation? 

• Based upon your current knowledge of the course (including the course 
objectives and schedule), do you see value in the work we will do this 
semester? How does your current perception affect your motivation in 
this course? 
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• Based upon your experience to date, do you believe the class environ-
ment will be supportive? How does the course environment affect your 
motivation in the course? 

Findings and Discussion

Reporting on their motivations as learners during week two, students 
indicated factors including grades, interest, relevance of the course, and 
whether the course would aid in their personal development increased their 
motivation to prepare for and perform well in their courses. Most students 
reported seeing value in the introductory class, felt they would be supported 
in reaching their goals in the class, and believed they would be successful.

The average numerical assessments reported during week two are pre-
sented below as a benchmark for this cohort of students. The results provide 
a baseline for spring 2018 students’ assessment of how strongly they embod-
ied each of the characteristics. At the start of the semester, the highest ranked 
characteristics included open-minded and mindful of alternatives (4.0), iden-
tifies reasons, assumptions, and conclusions (3.96), and judges well the qual-
ity of an argument (3.96). In contrast, on average, they ranked themselves 
lowest in terms of characteristics such as defines terms (3.58), integrates all 
of the other listed aspects through critical thinking (3.58), and judges well 
the credibility of sources (3.38). As noted earlier, fall 2017 students also iden-
tified open-mindedness as their strongest characteristic and judging well the 
credibility of sources as among their weakest characteristics (though they 
gave these answers in the single survey they took at the end of the semester). 

Characteristics Week 2 
Averages

Is open-minded and mindful of alternatives 4.00

Desires to be, and is, well-informed 3.63

Judges well the credibility of sources 3.38

Identifies reasons, assumptions, and conclusions 3.96

Asks appropriate clarifying questions 3.75

Judges well the quality of an argument, including its reasons, 
assumptions, evidence and their degree of support for the conclusion

3.96

Can well develop and defend a reasonable position regarding a belief 
or an action, doing justice to challenges

3.83

Defines terms in a way appropriate for the context 3.58

Draws conclusions when warranted—but with caution 3.67

Integrates all of the above aspects of critical thinking 3.58
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Fast forward to week 14 and the post-survey, and the numerical aver-
ages revealed two clearly ranked high and low characteristics. On the high 
end, students indicated the class helped them develop as thinkers who are 
open-minded and mindful of alternatives and who desire to be, and are, 
well-informed. For this cohort of students, open-mindedness was also the 
highest ranked characteristic at the beginning of the semester (4.0), but the 
ranking had risen slightly (4.29) by the end of the semester. Meanwhile, the 
desire to be well-informed that had initially earned a mid-level ranking (3.63) 
had increased even more by the end of the semester (4.29). 

Characteristics Week 14 
Averages 

Is open-minded and mindful of alternatives 4.29

Desires to be, and is, well-informed 4.29

Judges well the credibility of sources 4.00

Identifies reasons, assumptions, and conclusions 3.90

Asks appropriate clarifying questions 3.86

Judges well the quality of an argument, including its reasons, assump-
tions, evidence and their degree of support for the conclusion

4.00

Can well develop and defend a reasonable position regarding a belief or 
an action, doing justice to challenges

3.95

Defines terms in a way appropriate for the context 3.50

Draws conclusions when warranted—but with caution 3.48

Integrates all of the above aspects of critical thinking 4.01

 

It cannot be said that the quantitative rankings show a statistically 
significant difference between weeks two and 14 or between fall 2017 stu-
dents and spring 2018 students. The qualitative data, however, paint a more 
complete and compelling picture of how the post-intervention version of the 
course affected student learning. Commenting on how the course helped 
them develop open-mindedness (4.29), students reported the following:

• I truly believe using case studies to look at multiple perspectives has 
made me more open-minded and more concerned about the situation 
as a whole. 

• Being open-minded is important to show empathy and compassion. 
Because of readings like Unflattening, this class helped me think about 
things through lenses I would have discounted.

• The case studies helped me to accept and critique other perspectives. 

As demonstrated by these samples, the reflective comments on 
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open-mindedness focused largely on the use of case studies during spring 
semester. Students noted how the case studies introduced multiple perspec-
tives on an issue, which helped them acknowledge, understand, and critique 
differing perspectives while also engaging with perspectives they might have 
previously discounted. Further, students connected open-mindedness to 
empathy, compassion, and concern about others and the world around them. 
While the reporting is, at times, still underdeveloped (e.g. What specific per-
spectives do the case studies help students accept and critique? Was one case 
study more impactful than others?), students in the post-intervention course 
were far more likely to ground their responses in activities and assignments 
from the course in order to make a case for the development of interdisci-
plinary characteristics. Further, none of the responses pointed to the degree- 
and career-planning assignments that dominated the evidence supportive 
of answers in fall 2017 responses. (Those assignments were still used in the 
course, but no longer took center stage.) 

Regarding the desires to be, and is, well-informed characteristic (4.29), 
students indicated the post-intervention class helped them develop as 
follows:

• This class made me want to be more informed so I can have intellec-
tual conversations about certain topics like Amazon HQ2 [a case study 
topic].

• By giving us case studies to read, this class made me want to be more 
informed on the world we live in and what goes on around us. 

• The pipeline assignment helped me realize you need to know all the 
facts before you pick a side. 

When assessing the desire to be well-informed or feel better informed, stu-
dents pointed to the value of being able to communicate with others in order 
to understand an issue and its impact on their communities. In line with 
the responses above, students tied their desire to be well-informed to activ-
ities and assignments in the class. In particular, the case studies introduced 
in this version of the course provided students with a more holistic look at 
complex issues that warrant an interdisciplinary approach. And, once again, 
responses did not feature the assignments or activities focused on degree- or 
career-planning.

With regard to the lowest ranked characteristics, the numerical averages 
showed a gap between the lowest two and those with mid-level ranking. For 
this cohort, the lowest ranked characteristics included defines terms in a way 
appropriate for the context (3.5) and draws conclusions when warranted—
but with caution (3.48). Defines terms appropriately was also among the 
lowest ranked characteristics for this cohort at the beginning of the semester 
(3.58) and draws conclusions when warranted was the lowest ranked charac-
teristic in the spring (3.48) as it had been in the fall (3.17). 
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A sample of students’ qualitative responses on how/if the course helped 
them define and/or use terms in a way appropriate for the context (3.5) 
includes the following:

• There weren’t a lot of key terms in this class.
• I use appropriate terms so things are more understandable. 
• Because of follow-up questions in class discussions, I am more con-

scious about the way I use my words or how I say things. 
• Each field demands certain vocab to effectively describe the issue and 

this class helped me realize that.

Several themes emerged in the reflective comments, including the lack of 
key terms (which students noted they often understand as bold words in a 
text), the importance of precise language, and the recognition that language 
or terms can vary depending on context (including different disciplines). The 
fact that the rankings for this characteristic were lower in comparison to oth-
ers was consistent with fall data. However, the qualitative responses post-in-
tervention were more specific and richer in detail than those in the data from 
the previous semester. In particular, some students acknowledged that lan-
guage and terms can have specific meaning within a discipline. This recogni-
tion sets students up for work in future courses, including their disciplinary 
coursework and the interdisciplinary senior seminar, as they will begin to 
examine the similarities and differences in disciplinary perspectives in order 
to seek common ground and advance a more integrative analysis of an issue 
or problem. 

Commenting on how or if the course helped them draw conclusions 
when warranted—but with caution (3.48), students noted the following:

• It is important to be cautious when drawing conclusions. 
• I am more mindful of jumping to conclusions.
• Not as much with caution, as I tend to still be blunt in my opinion and 

state it.
• A conclusion can be an assumption without proper reasoning. The case 

studies helped me make sure I know the facts before I draw a conclusion. 

As noted, students ranked their ability to draw conclusions when warranted 
lowest at the end of both fall and spring semesters. However, in this case, the 
reflective data from the spring were less specific and more generic than the 
reflections the same students offered for the other lowest ranked category 
(discussed above). Some students acknowledged the problem of “jumping 
to conclusions” and that conclusions can be flawed without the “proper rea-
soning,” facts, and data to support the conclusions. However, most comments 
only affirmed and reiterated the characteristic—merely acknowledging the 
need to be cautious and conscientious when drawing conclusions. Although 
the students’ reflections do not account for why the class failed to leave them 
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feeling as though they had developed this characteristic, I suspect some of 
the responsibility rests in the design of the assignments. The introduction of 
the case studies seems to have helped students cultivate other characteristics 
(e.g. open-mindedness, being well-informed) because of exposure to com-
plex, topical issues that require interdisciplinary approaches. Yet, related class 
activities and assignments did not typically require students to align with a 
specific perspective on the case study topic or force them to take a side on an 
issue, which might have limited how confident they felt about drawing con-
clusions (e.g. I did not use small, in-class working groups focused on finding 
common ground among different stakeholders’ perspectives and seemingly 
disciplinary-based concerns). At this stage of the intervention and course 
redesign, I was encouraging students to explore an issue, compare different 
perspectives, and evaluate the evidence embedded in the case studies.

Limitations of the Intervention Stage 

Some of the limitations affecting the pre-intervention study in the fall 
also apply to the intervention stage of the study. In particular, the sample size 
remains small (25 students) and the reliability of students’ self-assessment of 
their academic development remains questionable. Yet, as noted previously, 
this study focuses primarily on the trends and quality of the reflective, qual-
itative data. When comparing pre-intervention and post-intervention out-
comes, I discovered that the evidence of how students rate their development 
of specific ID-related characteristics is more detailed, course-specific, and 
thoughtful post-intervention. 

Looking Ahead: Program Overhaul 

The assessment and partial revision of KSU’s Introduction to Integrative 
Studies, as reported in this article, is the first step in a larger curricular over-
haul intended to make the curriculum and INTS degree more truly interdis-
ciplinary. Because the pre-intervention version of the introductory course 
treated Integrative Studies as a degree-completion program and privileged 
degree- and career-planning, it did not provide students with an appropriate 
and necessary introduction to foundational topics or skills to aid in the devel-
opment of interdisciplinary thinking. The data collected in this study, which 
I presented to my department chair and faculty colleagues, gave credence to 
my desire to further rewrite the introductory course beyond what had been 
done before I arrived on campus. With the support of my department chair 
and dean, I rewrote the course during fall 2018 (including the description, 
learning objectives, and schedule). 

The fully revised INTS 1198: Introduction to Integrative Studies passed 
through the university’s curriculum review process during spring 2019 and 
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the department began offering the updated version in spring 2020 (appendix 
C). The updated course description reads thus:

Through INTS 1198, you will learn about the field of integrative studies and 
begin making connections between your experiences in the classroom and 
the broader world. In order to facilitate this exploration, we will examine 
issues in the Arts, Humanities, Social Sciences, and Natural Sciences and 
gain a familiarity with the academic and popular forms of writing, media, 
and research in these areas of study. We will also engage with disciplinary 
insights in order to examine complex contemporary issues using an integra-
tive lens. Our integrative learning process will involve research, articulating 
knowledge, using evidence to draw conclusions, and self-reflection.

The redesigned course ensures students who take INTS 1198 gain a basic 
understanding of several disciplinary areas and how one might aim to “break 
down the barriers between disciplines and draw together the various disci-
plinary areas into comprehensive, connective units that demonstrate the rela-
tionships between the different fields of knowledge” (Carmichael, 2004, p. 
6). The emphasis on a blend of disciplinary and interdisciplinary knowledge 
is also evident in the rewritten learning objectives: 

1. Identify disciplines in the Arts, Humanities, Social Sciences, and 
Natural Sciences;

2. Discuss how disciplinary perspectives on reality differ;
3. Compare different disciplinary modes of thinking and theoretical 

lenses in order to make connections across disciplines;
4. Explain the relevance and need for interdisciplinary thinking and inte-

grative studies; 
5. Identify connections between personal experiences, academic texts, 

and ideas; 
6. Apply integrative thinking skills when investigating complex contem-

porary issues; 
7. Demonstrate research and presentation (written and oral) skills.

While rewriting INTS 1198, I returned time and again to the fact that 
students had responded positively to the case studies I had introduced earlier 
and were able to explain how related out-of-class assignments and in-class 
activities helped foster the development of specific characteristics valuable to 
interdisciplinary students. A case study is an excellent means for introduc-
ing students to a complex issue and illustrating how relevant disciplinary 
insights can be integrated to produce a solution to the problems such issues 
pose. And in fact, the real takeaway of my earlier SoTL work was that INTS 
1198 needed to center opportunities for collaborative and interdisciplinary 
investigation of complex, “real-world” issues. Several learning objectives in 
the revised course support this goal (e.g. 2, 3, and 6), and the new assign-
ments give students the opportunity to work together to investigate issues 
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that warrant interdisciplinary analysis. For example, the final “key concepts” 
assignment in the reinvented course draws upon Byrne’s AAC&U case study, 
“Exploring Lawns and Gardens as Complex Socio-Ecological Systems” (n.d.). 
The assignment’s prompt reads thus:

Last week we assessed whether lawns and gardens can be considered 
socio-ecological systems (thus drawing upon and beginning to integrate 
sociological and ecological insights on the topic). For our final key con-
cepts assignment, respond to the following prompt: The “Interdisciplinary 
Integration” reading (Menken & Keestra, 2016) identified three tech-
niques for integration—add, adjust, and connect—that help us find com-
mon ground across different perspectives. In the case study’s “neighborly 
debate,” we saw Neighbors 1 and 2 communicating different ideas/perspec-
tives about disease, beauty, and private property. Pick a point of dispute/
difference that arose in the case study (e.g. the Neighbors’ quarrel or the 
linked websites with different perspectives on lawns and gardens). Explain 
the different disciplinary perspectives informing each side of the argument, 
and use one of the techniques to integrate the perspectives/find common 
ground. 

In this final “key concepts” assignment (assigned during week 13), students 
demonstrate their ability to identify disciplinary perspectives and apply a 
course concept (i.e. integration techniques) in order to find common ground 
across disciplinary insights. The assignment has been treated as a discussion 
board post for fully online classes and as an in-class activity for classes that 
meet on-ground (in which students work in groups to address the prompt and 
then present their work to the class). 

As noted above, the new approach to the introductory INTS course rep-
resented in this latest version of the syllabus is the first step in a multi-stage 
intervention intended to transform the Integrative Studies program into a 
truly interdisciplinary program. By rethinking the scope and outcomes of 
INTS 1198, faculty were able to more clearly and effectively map the cur-
riculum, demonstrate to the curriculum review committees what skills and 
outcomes were introduced by a rewritten INTS 1198, and make a case for 
how other revised courses would give students opportunities to reinforce 
and master skills and outcomes introduced in INTS 1198 while also devel-
oping more advanced skills connected to systems, contextual, and integra-
tive thinking.

Other courses in the existing program of study, including the senior 
seminar, have also been revised and approved by KSU’s curriculum commit-
tees. The senior seminar revision was a collaboration between my colleague/
program co-coordinator and myself. The original version of the senior sem-
inar had been entirely forward-looking and focused on students preparing 
graduate school or job materials for their next steps post-graduation. The 
course description and learning objectives for the original version of the 
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senior seminar read as follows:

This is a capstone course providing a structure for seniors to bring closure 
to their undergraduate experience while preparing for the transition from 
the university to the workplace or further academic study. This course is a 
requirement for all Integrative Studies majors. Upon completing INTS 4498, 
you should be able to: 

1. Recognize and articulate how integrating your academic interests [has] 
built a foundation for ongoing learning and growth. 

2. Evaluate and present the personal and professional meaning of your 
collegiate educational experience, particularly in the area of skills 
acquisition. 

3. Develop a plan for pursuing your selected career path based on the 
awareness of the variety of post-graduate choices available.

4. Develop the tools needed to conduct an effective search for a career, 
graduate school or other post-graduate choice. 

5. Identify enhanced networking and people skills essential to aid in your 
success post-KSU.

6. Understand how life skills will help you make a successful transition to 
post-university life and deal with the cycles of change and transition.

The revised senior seminar, which was taught for the first time in fall 
2020, still provides students the opportunity to reflect upon their past educa-
tional experiences and plan for the future—but it also requires they demon-
strate their interdisciplinary skills and their application of those skills. The 
new course description and learning objectives read as follows:

This Capstone course prepares students in the INTS program to understand 
the methods and advantages of their integrative, interdisciplinary educa-
tion. Students will demonstrate the ability to formulate, research, and solve 
problems through an interdisciplinary lens that reflects the unique degree 
each student has built through coursework at KSU. The culmination of 
this labor will be a major creative and/or scholastic work. Additionally, the 
course will help prepare students for graduation by developing post-grad-
uate and career-oriented skills that connect directly to each student’s indi-
vidual degree. These two parts, the academic and applied, once integrated, 
represent the skills and knowledge needed to successfully transition from 
university to life after graduation. Upon successful completion of INTS 
4498, students should be able to: 

1. Apply broad-based knowledge and critical thinking in multiple dis-
crete areas of study;

2. Construct written research and/or creative work reflecting strong inter-
disciplinary academic research practices;

3. Demonstrate an ability to partition and interpret information or events 
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using the most appropriate area of study’s toolset; 

4. Integrate disciplinary perspectives and apply interdisciplinary research 
methods to contemporary political, social, scientific and/or humanitar-
ian questions;

5. Justify interdisciplinarity and integrative studies and their advantages; 

6. Compose a professional resume, cover letter or other relevant materi-
als, and illustrate skills that will contribute to post-graduation career 
success.

The revised senior seminar continues to provide INTS majors with the space 
and support to plan for their future. Yet, the course now also serves as a more 
appropriate culminating academic experience, as students are required to 
conduct research demonstrating their ability to integrate relevant disciplinary 
perspectives (unique to their degree plan and future goals) and use interdisci-
plinary research methods to address contemporary political, social, scientific, 
and/or humanitarian questions and issues.

The next stage of the curricular intervention is intended to be a pro-
gram-level revision of the general and specialized track requirements of 
the INTS major to further ensure INTS functions as a truly interdisciplin-
ary program. There are several priorities for the revised degree program. 
The first priority is adding a core set of INTS courses to the degree require-
ments (INTS 1198: Introduction to Integrative Studies, INTS 2298: Research 
Methods, INTS 3598: Advanced Integrative Thinking, and INTS 4498: Senior 
Seminar), which will increase the number of required INTS courses from 
two to four. Second, each of the core classes will require a pre- or co-requi-
site (and INTS 1198 will no longer be waived), which will ensure students 
spend at least three semesters as an INTS major prior to graduation.9 Ideally 
students will declare an INTS major during their first or second year, though 
even late-declaring majors will need at least three semesters to earn a B.S. in 
Integrative Studies (whereas it is currently possible for students to earn this 
degree the same semester they decide to declare the INTS major). Third, the 
new degree proposal will require all majors to take three additional upper-
level INTS courses, which they may select from a list that includes Integrative 
Approaches to Social Justice, Critical Media Literacy, Critical Science Literacy, 
Global Perspectives, Integrative Studies Internship, and special topics 
courses. Finally, all majors will be required to complete two thematic or dis-
ciplinary tracks of 12 upper-level credit hours each. The new degree proposal 
resembles the “alternating disciplinary and interdisciplinary courses” curric-
ular model proposed by de Greef et al. (2017), who assert, “When a series of 

9 If this proposal is implemented, students will have to devote one semester to INTS 1198; 
a second semester to INTS 2298 (as 1198 will be the course pre-req), and a third semester (or 
more) to INTS 3598 and INTS 4498 (as 3598 will be a co-req to 4498).
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interdisciplinary courses are woven throughout the curriculum, they create 
cohesion between the more discipline-based courses in a programme” (p. 79). 
In combination, these revisions should ensure that the program offers more 
truly integrative and interdisciplinary instruction.10

Conclusion

The curricular intervention in the introductory course was successful. The 
evidence collected from students pre-intervention, particularly the qual-
itative data, supported my preliminary assessment that the course was not 
functioning as a truly introductory interdisciplinary studies course nor was 
it helping prepare students to act as interdisciplinary thinkers. The post-in-
tervention cohort provided concrete evidence—references to case studies, 
course texts, and specific class topics and discussions—of how they thought 
the revised course helped them develop the characteristics of an interdisci-
plinary thinker. Further, these same students rarely referenced degree- and 
career-planning assignments in their responses as students taking the ear-
lier version of the course had done. Ultimately, the post-intervention effort 
focused on striking a balance between meeting the approved course goals 
(that placed particular focus on degree- and career-planning) and introduc-
ing students to interdisciplinary studies while also creating opportunities for 
them to practice integrative thinking. Even though I was displeased with and 
limited by the course description and learning objectives that I had to work 
with (and within) during the intervention stage, I was still mindful of M.C. 
Everett’s (2016) argument that “a greater understanding of interdisciplinary 
studies can affect students’ perceptions of the major and the nature of inter-
disciplinary thinking and research” (p. 35). I wanted my students to gain a 
greater understanding of interdisciplinary studies through INTS 1198, and I 
was willing to settle for the small gains of the post-intervention course while 
waiting for the fully overhauled course to pass through the curriculum review 

10 The new degree proposal, initially submitted in August 2019, was supported by my then-de-
partment chair and -dean. However, the proposal was hung up in the university’s review process 
with concerns that the proposed degree requirements did not meet the institutional or accredit-
ing organization’s standards. The disagreement stemmed from language about what constitutes 
a field and the fact that INTS majors’ “field” (comprised of upper-level INTS core requirements, 
electives, and two areas of emphasis) would vary depending upon a student’s academic interests 
and goals. Unfortunately, due to COVID-19, all INTS curricular discussions were paused in March 
2020. Adding an additional layer of complexity to the degree revision process, the department and 
college that previously housed Integrative Studies were both dissolved on July 1, 2020. The two 
full-time INTS faculty (a colleague and I) were reassigned to the Department of Interdisciplinary 
Studies, and the INTS program is temporarily being housed in the College of Humanities and 
Social Sciences Dean’s office. I have been asked to continue to serve as the program’s co-coor-
dinator through the 2020-21 academic year. Decisions about the program’s future—including 
departmental home and degree requirements—will hopefully be made during fall 2020.
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process that would allow others to teach it—and perhaps further evolved ver-
sions of it—too. 

The data collected during this study showed a need for a more rigor-
ous and intentional introduction to integrative studies and emphasis on the 
development of interdisciplinary characteristics. The post-intervention ver-
sion of Introduction to Integrative Studies now introduces students to inter-
disciplinary thinking and learning. The course aligns more closely with the 
documented outcomes of successful interdisciplinary programs that feature 
“active and collaborative learning activities, critical and creative thinking 
skills development, high levels of student-faculty interactions, and contin-
uous exposure to interdisciplinary thinking and collaboration” (Carmichael 
& LaPierre, 2014, p. 72). All of these components of effective interdisciplin-
ary education inform the vision for and evolution of the Integrative Studies 
program at Kennesaw State University and our continuing investment in the 
function and future of interdisciplinary education and integrated knowl-
edge-making. I hope this account of the challenges and successes of rethink-
ing our interdisciplinary curriculum to make it more truly interdisciplinary in 
its goals and outcomes will inspire productive conversation and action among 
colleagues whose curricula might benefit from similar rethinking. Perhaps 
many will take heart from this evidence that even a little bit of SoTL work can 
go a long way toward persuading colleagues and administrators that changes 
that will enhance interdisciplinary studies can and should be made. 
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Course Description
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Introduction to Integrative Studies is a portfolio-based course focusing on 
the skills necessary for success in the INTS major and beyond. In this course, 
you will learn about the field of integrative studies from historical, theoret-
ical, and practical vantage points. This process involves research, articulat-
ing knowledge, self-reflection, goal setting, and career planning. By the end of 
INTS 1198, you will apply knowledge gained this semester to create an inte-
grative studies degree plan and portfolio that you will complete in INTS 4498: 
Senior Seminar. 

Learning Objectives

Upon completing INTS 1198, you should be able to:

1. Define interdisciplinary and integrative studies;
2. Discern between types of interdisciplinarity and interdisciplinary 

research;
3. Develop an interdisciplinary research plan;
4. Explain how integrating your chosen areas of study will build a foun-

dation for ongoing learning and growth;
5. Design and begin developing a reflective portfolio highlighting your 

academic and co-curricular accomplishments;
6. Identify career and/or graduate school options associated with your 

areas of study and develop a plan for pursuing these goals.

Required Reading

• Tanner, M. (2016). Introduction to Integrative Studies. 2nd Ed. 
Kendall-Hunt. 

• I will provide any additional readings in class or on our D2L course page.

Major Assignments

Discussion Board (210 points)

You will complete 6 discussion posts (not including the self intro in week 1) 
and reply to 2 of your classmates’ posts each time a discussion has started. 
That means that you will complete 6 posts and 12 responses this semester. 

Discussion Posts (6): 150 points (25/post)

Each post should be at least 200 words in length. Your work will be evaluated 
based upon: 

• Length, language clarity, and correctness 
• Coherence, synthesis, and logic 
• Overall quality of discussion post
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Discussion Responses (12): 60 points (5/response)

You will respond to 2 of your classmates’ discussion posts each time a post is 
assigned. Your responses should go beyond “I dis/agree” or “I like your point.” 
For example, if you say “I like your post” or “Good point,” you must then 
explain exactly which aspect of the post you liked or agreed with and connect 
it with your understanding/experiencing of that theory or action. 

INTS Degree Plan/Presentation (200 points)

All prospective Integrative Studies majors must create a degree plan that 
details their course selections to fulfill the academic integration they wish to 
pursue. In doing so, you will learn the categories of courses required for all 
majors as well as the possibilities for integrating academic areas of empha-
sis from selecting concentrations to actual courses. Once you have completed 
your degree plan, you will compose a rationale for why you have selected the 
Integrative Studies major and how the courses you have chosen will benefit 
you in terms of knowledge and practical skills necessary for success in achiev-
ing your career goals. You will present your plan to class and invite feedback 
from your classmates.

Interdisciplinary Research Plan (100 points)

After reading about interdisciplinary research types and methods in your text-
book, you will construct a basic research plan and present it to the class.

INTS Portfolio Draft (100 points)

You will explore your integrative learning experience by beginning to archive 
your collegiate experience through the design and development of a reflec-
tive portfolio, which begins to give personal and professional meaning to your 
expertise development, particularly in the area of skills acquisition. (e.g., key 
learning events, service, leadership, communication, teamwork, transferable 
skills, college student 2.0 skills, etc.).

Career Research Project (100 points)

Conduct a basic job search based on your career aspirations. Research the 
design and content of resumes in your profession and disciplines. Discuss 
your findings. As a result of your research, discuss your plans for the design 
and development of your resume and/or curriculum vitae. Have your KSU 
Career Counselor review your resume draft making sure it aligns with your 
academic disciplines and career plan during the semester. The Department 
of Career Planning & Development conducts Mock Interviews and Virtual 
Interviews. Sign up for one interview format. Present an overview of your job 
search, application materials, and interview experience. 
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Grad Portfolio Stories (GPS) Project/Presentation (200 points)

Creating and sharing your public portfolio storyboard (mission + design + 
format). Review and discuss sample senior KSU Integrative Studies GPS and 
Integrative Studies Senior Student Portfolios from other universities. Present 
your portfolio and discuss what you learned about design and sharing your 
public learning story.

Participation (90 points) 

Our course is an active learning community that thrives when you participate. 
You are expected to come to class prepared and to actively participate (this 
may include contributing to class discussions and/or small group activities). 
Students who are ill-prepared, make irrelevant comments, do not engage in 
classroom discussion, or do not attend class will not earn participation points 
that day.

Grading Scale

A = 900 - 1,000
B = 800 - 899
C = 700 - 799
D = 600 - 699
F = 0 - 599

Tentative Class Plan

Note: The following weekly schedule shows a general map of the semester 
and its major topics. Readings and assignments will be posted on D2L (KSU’s 
online learning software). It is your responsibility to complete all assigned 
readings before the start of class meetings and to submit assignments on 
time. More detailed weekly instructions will be available on D2L at least one 
week ahead of time. 

Week 1 (8/15 and 8/17): Introductions; learning about the course and 
expectations 
Week 2 (8/22 and 8/24): Definitions and history of interdisciplinarity
Week 3 (8/29 and 8/31): Integrative learning
Week 4 (9/5 and 9/7): Integrative studies degree research and planning 
Week 5 (9/12 and 9/14): Integrative studies degree proposal submission 
Week 6 (9/19 and 9/21): Understanding interdisciplinary research
Week 7 (9/26 and 9/28): Interdisciplinary research: your research plan 
Week 8 (10/3 and 10/5): Interdisciplinary portfolios: samples and building 
your own
Week 9 (10/10 and 10/12): Interdisciplinary portfolios: drafting your portfolio 
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Week 10 (10/17 and 10/19): Integrative studies & career planning
Week 11 (10/24 and 10/26): Career planning, part 2
Week 12 (10/31 and 11/2): Career planning, part 3
Week 13 (11/7 and 11/9): Grad Portfolio Story (GPS), evaluating samples
Week 14 (11/14 and 11/16): GPS reflection and creation 
Week 15 (11/28 and 11/30): GPS presentations

 

Appendix B: INTS 1198 Syllabus, Spring 2018, Post-Intervention

Course Description

Introduction to Integrative Studies is a portfolio-based course focusing on 
the skills necessary for success in the INTS major and beyond. In this course, 
you will learn about the field of integrative studies from historical, theoret-
ical, and practical vantage points. This process involves research, articulat-
ing knowledge, self-reflection, goal setting, and career planning. By the end of 
INTS 1198, you will apply knowledge gained this semester to create an inte-
grative studies degree plan and portfolio that you will complete in INTS 4498: 
Senior Seminar. 

Learning Objectives

Upon completing INTS 1198, you should be able to:

1. Define interdisciplinary and integrative studies;
2. Discern between types of interdisciplinarity and interdisciplinary 

research;
3. Develop an interdisciplinary research plan;
4. Explain how integrating your chosen areas of study will build a foun-

dation for ongoing learning and growth;
5. Design and begin developing a reflective portfolio highlighting your 

academic and co-curricular accomplishments;
6. Identify career and/or graduate school options associated with your 

areas of study and develop a plan for pursuing these goals.

Required Reading

• Sousanis, Nick. 2015. Unflattening. Harvard University Press. 
978-0674744431.

• Note: I will provide additional readings in class or on our D2L course 
site.
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Assignments 

Introductory Assignments, Week 1 (50 points) 

Your success and that of our learning community are built upon active, 
thoughtful, and timely engagement with the material and one another. It is 
important that you understand course expectations and start to build a rap-
port with your classmates and me. As such, there are 3 “introductory” assign-
ments due during the first week of class. You will take a syllabus quiz (15 
points), submit a self-introduction to D2L and respond to 2 classmate’s posts 
(15 points), and write me a letter about yourself (20 points). More informa-
tion about each assignment is available in the Week 1 module. 

Discussion Board (300 points), Learning Objectives 1, 2 

You will complete 6 discussion posts and reply to 2 of your classmates’ posts 
each time a discussion has started. That means that you will complete 6 posts 
and 12 responses this semester. The prompts will vary, but you will be asked 
to engage with course texts and ideas. The discussion boards allow you to dis-
play your understanding of the course content, while practicing your writing 
and communication skills. 

Discussion Posts (6)240 points (40/post) 

Each post should be at least 200 words in length. Your work will be evaluated based 
upon:

• Coherence, logic of your arguments
• Effective use of course text in supporting your arguments
• Overall quality of discussion post, including length, spelling, and grammar

Discussion Responses (12): 60 points (5/response)
You will respond to 2 of your classmates’ discussion posts each time a post 
is assigned. Your responses should go beyond “I dis/agree” or “I like your 
point.” For example, if you say “I like your post” or “Good point,” you must 
then explain exactly which aspect of the post you liked or agreed with and 
connect it with your understanding/experiencing of that theory or action.

Career Research Project (100 points), Learning Objective 6 

You will conduct a basic job (or graduate school) search based on your career 
aspirations. This process will include researching the design and content of 
resumes in your profession and disciplines and producing/revising a resume 
or curriculum vitae, thus helping you prepare for the job market (or for grad-
uate school). You will present an overview of your job search and application 
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materials to the class. You will receive additional information about the 
assignment later in the semester. 

INTS Degree Plan & Rationale (75 points), Learning Objective 4

All prospective Integrative Studies majors must create a degree plan that 
details their course selections to fulfill the academic integration they wish to 
pursue. In doing so, you will discover possibilities for integrating academic 
areas of emphasis. Once you have completed your degree plan, you will com-
pose a rationale for why you have selected the Integrative Studies major and 
how the courses you have chosen will benefit you in terms of knowledge and 
practical skills necessary for achieving your career goals. You will workshop 
your rationale in class. You will receive additional information about the 
assignment later in the semester. This assignment will prepare you to apply 
for and become an INTS major.11

Interdisciplinary Research Plan (75 points), Learning Objective 3

After reading about interdisciplinary research types and methods, you will 
construct a basic research plan connected to your fields of study and present 
it to the class. This project will help you identify questions for a research proj-
ect that you might pursue in future courses. You will receive additional infor-
mation about the assignment later in the semester. 

Reflective Portfolio Project (200 points), Course Objective 5 

You will explore your integrative learning experience by beginning to archive 
your collegiate experience through the design and development of a reflective 
portfolio. The portfolio will give personal and professional meaning to your 
development. You will also present your portfolio in class. You will receive 
additional information about the assignment later in the semester. 

11 Most students enrolled in 1198 were not yet majors, as they had not met at least one of the 
program admission requirements (i.e. submission of the rationale and a 2.0 institutional GPA). 
These students were classified as “INTS interest,” which meant they had met with an adviser and 
developed an unofficial plan of study to earn a BS in Integrative Studies (which, for students with 
fewer than 90 credit hours, included INTS 1198). Regarding the rationale, as of spring 2020, the 
INTS program no longer requires students to complete the rationale for entry into the major. As a 
result, most students enrolled in INTS 1198 for fall 2020 are INTS majors (aside from those who 
have yet to earn a 2.0 institutional GPA or students taking the course as an elective). Although the 
rationale is no longer a program admission or course requirement, the faculty still see value in 
the rationale. We planned on assigning it in INTS 2298 (Research Methods) once the course was 
required for all INTS majors. However, as noted above, the COVID-19 pandemic and dissolution 
of the program’s former department and college have delayed the curriculum overhaul; thus, we 
currently do not require students to write a rationale.
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Participation (200 points)

Our course is an active learning community that thrives when you contrib-
ute. You are expected to arrive on time, prepared, and ready to actively par-
ticipate (this may include contributing to class discussions, small group 
activities, informal writing assignments, ungraded homework, etc.). You will 
not earn participation points for days you arrive more than five minutes late, 
are ill-prepared, make irrelevant comments, or do not attend class. 

Grading Scale

A = 900 - 1,000
B = 800 - 899
C = 700 - 799
D = 600 - 699
F = 0 - 599

Tentative Class Schedule 

Note: The following weekly schedule shows a general map of the semester and 
its major topics. I will post more specific instructions and deadlines to D2L, so 
please be in the habit of checking our course site. It is your responsibility to 
complete all assigned readings before the start of class meetings and to sub-
mit assignments on time. 

Week 1 (1/09 and 1/11): Introductions; On Education 

• Reading: Schank (D2L) 
• Assignment: Syllabus Quiz, Self Intro, Letter 

Week 2 (1/16 and 1/18): Integrative Studies, Unflattening 

• Readings 
 » Unflattening, Ch 1 & Interlude 

• Assignment: Post-responses #1 due 

Week 3 (1/23 and 1/25): Disciplinary knowledge; Unflattening 

• Readings 
 » Interdisciplinary Research, pp. 2-9; 31-38 (D2L)
 » Introduction to Interdisciplinary Studies, pp. 110-33 (D2L)
 » Unflattening, Ch 2-3 

• Assignment: Post-responses #2 due 

Week 4 (1/30 and 2/1): Integrative Thinking: Case Study 1 

• Reading: Case Study, English Only Policy (D2L)
• Assignment: Post-responses #3 due 
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Week 5 (2/6 and 2/8): Career Planning (job search, materials, interviews) 

• Reading: Tanner, pp. 123-7 (D2L) 
• Guest on 2/6: KSU Department of Career Planning 
• In class (Thurs): job searching and mock interviews 

Week 6 (2/13 and 2/15): Unflattening; Career/Grad School Presentations 

• Reading: Unflattening, Ch 4-5 
• Presentations: small groups (Thurs) 
• Assignment: Career Research Project due 

Week 7 (2/20 and 2/22): Integrative Thinking: Case Study 2 

• Reading: Case Study, Pipelines (D2L)
• Assignment: Post-responses #4 Due 

Week 8 (2/27 and 3/1): INTS Degree Plan 

• Guest on 2/27: KSU Academic Advising 
• In class (Thurs): work day—building degree plan; bring computer 

Week 9 (3/6 and 3/8): Unflattening; INTS degree rationale & workshop 

• Reading: Unflattening, Ch 6, Interlude 
• Workshop: rationale statements 
• Assignment: INTS rationale due (and plan, completion check) 

Week 10 (3/13 and 3/15): Integrative Thinking: Case Study 3 

• Reading: Case Study, Vaccines (D2L)
• Assignment: Post-responses #5 Due 

Week 11 (3/20 and 3/22): Interdisciplinary Research Plan; Unflattening 

• Reading: Academic Skills, Ch 3 (D2L) 
• In class: practice writing/refining research questions 
• Reading: Unflattening, Ch 7-8 

Week 12 (3/27 and 3/29): Interdisciplinary Research Presentations 

• Assignment: Interdisciplinary Research Plan due 
• In class: interdisciplinary research presentations 

Week 13 (4/10 and 4/12): Evaluating sample portfolios; identifying artifacts 

• Reading: Tanner, pp. 129-31 (D2L); Career Planning materials  
• Guest on 4/12: KSU Department of Career Planning 

Week 14 (4/17 and 4/19): Portfolios: reflection and creation 

• Meetings week 
• Assignment: Post-responses #6 due 

Week 15 (4/24 and 4/26): Reflective Portfolios: presentations 
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• Assignment: portfolio due/presentations 

 

Appendix C: INTS 1198 Syllabus, Spring 2020*

*The fully revised INTS 1198 was taught for the first time in spring 2020. 
All faculty must use the approved course description and learning objec-
tives, but full-time faculty may alter any of the assignments and readings. 
Part-time faculty are asked to teach the course based upon the common 
syllabus. We did not need to make any adjustments due to COVID-19, as 
all faculty using the readings and schedule listed below were already fully 
online.

Course Description

Through INTS 1198, you will learn about the field of integrative studies and 
begin making connections between your experiences in the classroom and the 
broader world. In order to facilitate this exploration, we will examine issues in 
the Arts, Humanities, Social Sciences, and Natural Sciences and gain a famil-
iarity with the academic and popular forms of writing, media, and research in 
these areas of study. We will also engage with disciplinary insights in order to 
examine complex contemporary issues using an integrative lens. Our integra-
tive learning process will involve research, articulating knowledge, using evi-
dence to draw conclusions, and self-reflection.

Learning Objectives

Upon successful completion of INTS 1198, students should be able to:

1. Identify disciplines in the Arts, Humanities, Social Sciences, and 
Natural Sciences;

2. Discuss how disciplinary perspectives on reality differ;
3. Compare different disciplinary modes of thinking and theoretical 

lenses in order to make connections across disciplines;
4. Explain the relevance and need for interdisciplinary thinking and inte-

grative studies; 
5. Identify connections between personal experiences, academic texts, 

and ideas; 
6. Apply integrative thinking skills when investigating complex contem-

porary issues; 
7. Demonstrate research and presentation (written and oral) skills.
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Required Texts 

12 Like the Discussion Board postings and responses in earlier versions of this course sylla-
bus, the Key Concepts assignments that replace them involve students responding to peers’ posts 
most of the time.

• Horowitz, Alexandra. On Looking: A Walker’s Guide to the Art of 
Observation. 1439191263

• The Mask You Live In (2015), documentary directed by J.S. Newsome 
• Miss Representation (2011), documentary directed by J.S. Newsome
• Pyenson, Nick. Spying on Whales. 0735224587 
• Quinn, Daniel. Ishmael: A Novel. 0553375407

Note: It’s up to you whether you purchase or rent our course texts (be mindful 
of how rental restrictions might affect your access). I will provide additional 
texts on our D2L course site. Also, you will need a webcam for this course. 

Succeeding in INTS 1198

I believe each of you has the ability to learn, grow, and succeed in our course. 
A successful semester will depend on you prioritizing the class by being pre-
pared, contributing to discussion and activities, asking questions when you 
need clarification, following assignment instructions, submitting assign-
ments on time, and respectfully engaging with your classmates and me. In 
turn, you will have my full support as you work to achieve your goals. You 
can expect me to arrive on time and prepared, give timely feedback on your 
work, and be available to meet with you during office hours or by appoint-
ment. Please remember that I am a resource and your academic ally. 

Assignments

Introductory Assignments (30 points)

Your success and that of our learning community are built upon active, 
thoughtful, and timely engagement with the material and one another. It is 
important that you understand course expectations and start to build a rap-
port with your classmates and me. [Thus], you will take a syllabus quiz (10 
points) and submit a self-introduction detailing your story in relation to INTS 
1198 (20 points). More information is available in the Week 1 module. 

Key Concepts12 (320 points), Learning Objectives 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7

Through the semester, you will submit eight “key concept” assignments (40 
points each). The nature of the task will vary (e.g. analysis, map, research, 
etc.), but you will be asked to demonstrate your understanding of the week’s 
major texts and ideas. Key concept assignments are intended to help you keep 
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up with the material and ensure you understand crucial concepts before we 
reach the higher stakes midterm and final assignments (i.e. oral exams).

Exploration Journals (200 points), Learning Objectives 3, 4, 5

Throughout the semester, you will submit five reflective journals (40 points 
each). The prompts will vary, but you will describe your environment, evalu-
ate your experience and expectations, and make connections to course texts 
and ideas. The journals allow you to display your understanding of the course 
content while practicing your writing and communication skills. Details 
available on D2L.

Oral Exams (200 points), Learning Objectives 2, 3, 5, 6, 7

In conversation with a group of your peers, you will participate in two oral 
exams during the semester (the first is worth 75 points; the second is worth 
125 points). Each oral exam will primarily focus on one course text, though 
you will also make connections to other course readings and ideas. During the 
exam, you should be able to demonstrate evidence of text preparation, critical 
thinking, communication skills, and an ability to make connections to other 
course topics or materials. I will provide a rubric for evaluation later in the 
semester.

Grading Scale

A = 675 - 750
B = 600 - 674
C = 525 - 599
D = 450 - 524
F = 0 - 449

Tentative Class Schedule 

Note: The following weekly schedule shows a general map of the semester and 
its major topics. I will post more specific instructions and deadlines to D2L, so 
please be in the habit of checking our course site each week. It is your respon-
sibility to complete all assigned readings/viewings and to submit assign-
ments on time. 

Module 1: Introducing Integrative Studies  

Week 1: Questioning the Familiar  

• Readings:
 » Schank, “No More Teacher’s Dirty Looks” 
 » Horowitz, “Amateur Eyes” (from On Looking) 

• Assignments: Syllabus Quiz, Self Intro; Key Concepts 1
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Week 2: Integrative Studies

• Readings:
 » Repko et al. “Interdisciplinary Studies in the Real World” 
 » Williams, “Caught in the Act: Integrative Studies Where I Least 

Expected It” 
• Assignments: Journal 1, Familiar Routes 

Week 3: Disciplinary Knowledge

• Readings:
 » Repko & Szostak, “Introducing the Disciplines” 
 » Sousanis, Unflattening, Ch1 

• Assignments: Key Concepts 2

Module 2: The Arts & Humanities 

Week 4: Arts & Humanities: Exploring

• Readings:
 » The Humanities Matter! And “How is HUM research conducted?” 
 » On Looking, selections
 » Quinn’s Ishmael: A Novel, Ch 1-5 (up to p. 91) 

• Assignment: Journal 2, Unfamiliar Space

Week 5: Humanities: What Makes Us Human? 

• Readings:
 » Ishmael, Ch 6-9 (up to p. 184)

• Assignments: Key Concepts 3

Week 6: Humanities: What Makes Us Human?

• Readings:
 » Ishmael, Ch 10-13 (finish the book)

• Assignments: Key Concepts 4

Module 3: The Social Sciences 

Week 7: Social Sciences: Exploring  

• Readings:
 » An Animated Introduction; Why Social Science? 
 » On Looking, selections

• Assignment: Journal 3, With a Friend   

Week 8: Social Sciences: Human Interactions   

• View: Miss Representation and The Mask You Live In 
• Assignments: Key Concepts 5
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Week 9: Social Sciences: Oral Exam 

• Assignment: Oral Exam

Module 4: The Sciences 

Week 10: Sciences: Exploring 

• Readings:
 » On Sciences
 » On Looking, selections
 » Pyenson, Spying on Whales, prologue, chapters 1-7

• Assignment: Journal 4, Your Neighborhood 

Week 11: Sciences: Explaining the Universe  

• Readings:
 » Spying on Whales, Chapter 8-epilogue (finish the book)

• Assignments: Key Concepts 6

Module 5: Integrative Knowledge 

Week 12: Integrating Perspectives

• Reading: Learning with Case Method & Lawns Case Study
• Assignments: Key Concepts 7

Week 13: Integrative Thinking

• Readings:
 » Integration techniques; finish case study

• Assignments: Key Concepts 8

Week 14: Integrative Oral Exam

• Assignment: Semester Oral Exam

Week 15: Wrapping Up

• Reading: On Looking, “Seeing It”
• Assignment: Journal: Semester End
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Background

This article reports on a project conducted by an interdisciplinary research 
team that set out to understand why researchers from different academic 
disciplines have reached different understandings about the relationships 
between pornography use and sexual health. The project was driven by curi-
osity about the differences in the results of work done by those in social 
science and those in humanities. Within social psychology exists a strong tra-
dition of research proposing that exposure to pornography can be harmful 
to healthy sexual development. Within media studies there is no such con-
sensus—indeed, there exists a body of feminist work that points to possible 
positive effects of pornography consumption, particularly around the devel-
opment of sexual agency and identity (McKee & Ingham, 2018). It is an issue 
that is of profound concern to many parents, journalists, policymakers, and 
public health practitioners. How could we explain—and hopefully, recon-
cile—these differences in data beyond simply brushing them off as reflective 
of “disciplinary differences”? 

The findings from the project have been fascinating. We found from an 
interdisciplinary Delphi panel of researchers1 that the most important aspects 
of sexual health to consider in relation to pornography consumption are com-
petence in mediated sexuality (sometimes called “porn literacy”), an atten-
tion to sex as pleasurable, an understanding of consent, open communication, 
and agency. Yet in conducting the systematic literature reviews of published 
academic research we found that in many cases there was little research in 
these areas. Instead, there existed traditions of research into questions such as 
whether pornography use was correlated with engaging in kinky sex or hav-
ing casual sexual partners. Also, surprisingly, in this literature, kinky sex and 
casual sex were presented as negative practices. We name this a “heteronor-
mative” approach to sexual health—promoting only a “charmed circle” of 
sexual acts that are monogamous, vanilla, unpaid, unmediated and involving 
only two people who are in a committed, loving relationship (Rubin, 1992). 
We also found an interesting tendency in the research to confuse correlation 
and causation, an instance of the post hoc, ergo propter hoc logical fallacy. 
For example, if people who have more casual sex were found to also consume 
more pornography, this was often presented as evidence that pornography 
consumption leads to more casual sex, as is presented for example in Morgan 
(2011).

1 "RAND developed the Delphi method in the 1950s, originally to forecast the impact of tech-
nology on warfare. The method entails a group of experts who anonymously reply to question-
naires and subsequently receive feedback in the form of a statistical representation of the ‘group 
response,’ after which the process repeats itself. The goal is to reduce the range of responses and 
arrive at something closer to expert consensus. The Delphi method has been widely adopted and 
is still in use today"(Rand Corporation, 2020)
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It was only possible for the team to thus discover how far from properly 
objective and academic much of the research in this area has been because our 
team involved researchers in both social sciences and humanities disciplines. 
Our experiences have made us all enthusiastic, albeit formally untrained, 
interdisciplinarians. The project was designed by professors AM and RI, two 
senior researchers who have practiced interdisciplinary research over the 
course of their careers. Professor AM was originally trained in literary studies 
and media studies, the latter of which is a portmanteau area of study, includ-
ing psychoanalysis, economics, social psychology, and art history. He has 
identified himself as belonging to media studies and cultural studies, but over 
the course of his career he has led multiple interdisciplinary research projects, 
often seeking to establish definitional clarity across disciplines. He has co-au-
thored research outputs with researchers from law, education, early child-
hood development, psychology, marketing, public health, gender studies, 
sociology, and queer studies among other disciplines. Professor RI has been 
hanging about on the fringes of different disciplines for many years, accord-
ing to him. Psychologists don’t really want him, but then neither does anyone 
else. So, in order to retain a modicum of self-esteem, he calls himself “inter-
disciplinary” since it sounds impressive—but he always feels like a little boy 
tapping on the window from the street outside while there is a fun-looking 
party going on inside. And it is raining.

AM and RI recruited two emerging researchers as research assistants. 
PB majored in sociology and gender studies for his undergraduate degree, 
worked as a health promotion officer while undertaking Honours in gender 
studies, and started his PhD in a social health research center, but eventually 
moved to a media research center, which later merged with an Arts and Media 
school. Throughout his education and research, his work has mostly orbited 
around media and cultural studies, with a strong focus on health, gender, and 
sexuality. He describes himself as cynical about research more committed to 
disciplinary principles than to social and health improvements. KL’s work in 
this project is her first experience practicing interdisciplinary research. She is 
trained as a psychologist and as a sexologist, and she identifies herself as a 
sexual health researcher, having a social science perspective on conducting 
research. 

The project was interdisciplinary, encompassing cultural studies, health 
promotion, media studies, and gender studies. It was undertaken by us four 
researchers, and it was made particularly interesting because of an historically 
adversarial relationship between media studies and social psychology, inspired 
in part by demarcation disputes over who is seen to have the best insights into 
media effects (Gauntlett, 1998). Psychology has traditionally been the favoured 
academic discipline of journalists and policy makers on questions of media 
effects, perhaps in part because of a strong consensus among practitioners 
about axioms, methods, questions, analysis, and writing style:



104 | Litsou, McKee, Byron, Ingham

One of the reasons why policy-makers ask psychologists (as opposed to 
humanities researchers) to work towards developing policy might be 
because they know that they will get some suggestions—even if they are 
way off beam and/or just plain wrong; their audience probably won’t know 
they are wrong. On the other hand, asking 50 humanities researchers and 
getting back 51 answers will not help the policy-makers to sleep at night, 
even if these researchers had a whale of a time in devising their suggestions. 
(McKee & Ingham, 2018, p. 39)

Conversely, humanities researchers on media effects criticize

a trend towards “policy-based evidence making”: the process by which 
evidence is commissioned or selectively chosen to support policies which 
appear to have already been agreed on. In this context, academics whose 
work challenges the status quo may find their attempts at public engage-
ment frustrated or compromised. (Attwood et al., 2012, pp. 69-70)

Despite the sometimes fractious relationship between practitioners of the 
disciplines involved in this project, the relationship between the two profes-
sors on our team, who met at a sexual health conference, has been friendly 
and entertaining. Over a period of three years (initially AM and RI, then PB 
and KL joined) the team worked together on a series of systematic literature 
reviews of academic research on the relationship between pornography con-
sumption and healthy sexual development; throughout this process, they 
encountered and discussed disciplinary differences in their approaches to 
pornography and sexual health. This collaboration resulted in a series of jour-
nal articles. Two reflective articles were written early on in the process: McKee 
& Ingham (2018) and Litsou & Byron (2019). In the first of those, the two 
professors explained the differences between social psychology and media 
studies research into pornography use, and hypothesized about some of the 
disciplinary differences to be explored in the course of the project. In the sec-
ond article (Litsou & Byron, 2019), the two research assistants provided their 
perspective on having begun to work together on a project they had not ini-
tially designed. In this article the four of us look back on the completed project 
and reflect on some of the points of tension that we experienced as we worked 
together across the many disciplines we represent. 

Literature on Working in Interdisciplinary Teams

Machiel Keestra notes that, historically, the “primary focus” of research about 
interdisciplinarity focused on “the individual researcher’s task of integrat-
ing multiple disciplinary perspectives . . . taking place within an individu-
al’s skull” (Keestra, 2017a, pp. 113-114). However, he notes that “with the 
new need for collaborative competencies in research . . . new questions have 
emerged” (Keestra, 2017a, p. 113). An “emerging literature” focuses on the 
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“challenges of cross-disciplinary research” (Looney et al., 2014, Abstract 
section) “that involves experts from multiple, diverse disciplines working 
together” (Bammer, 2013, p. 5).

O’Rourke, Crowley, Laursen, Robinson, and Vasko (2019) note that a 
team’s readiness to conduct successful interdisciplinary research depends 
on both “epistemic and social dimensions” of readiness (p. 30)—not just the 
compatibility of those in the various disciplines involved, but also the team 
members’ “disposition to support . . . a team culture” (p. 30). Interdisciplinary 
research has increasingly looked into ways to support both of these elements 
of interdisciplinary projects. 

When addressing epistemic dimensions of teams of researchers from 
different disciplines, Repko and Szostak (2020) note there will always be 
conflicts: “the existence of conflict is not just an inconvenience that some-
how keeps popping up when reading the literature on a problem; rather, it is 
endemic, inevitable and central to the interdisciplinary enterprise” (p. 245). 
Klein (1996) notes that boundaries between disciplines and resultant con-
flict “are determined more by method, theory and conceptual framework than 
by subject matter” (Klein, 1996, p. 46). People from different disciplines may 
not “speak the same language, they are not interested in the same topics, and 
their discourse patterns differ” (Klein, 1996, p. 46). Repko and Szostak sug-
gest that epistemic disagreements can be organized under three headings: 
concepts, theories, and assumptions (Repko & Szostak, 2020, p. 248) and that 
assumptions can include “what constitutes truth, what counts as evidence or 
proof, how problems should be formulated and what the general ideals of the 
discipline are” (p. 250). In addition, researchers from different disciplines can 
find differences in language, including the way key concepts are understood 
(Szostak, 2013, p. 50). There also may be differences in beliefs and assump-
tions, differences in identifying the problem (p. 20), and differing epistemol-
ogies—for example, critical/contextual or positivist/general (p. 23). There may 
be further ethical differences between disciplinary approaches. Researchers 
can disagree on ontological assumptions such as “the rationality of individu-
als” and “whether people act autonomously or as a product of their culture.” 
Those involved in interdisciplinary projects must then find “common ground” 
on the path to “integration” (Repko & Szostak, 2020).

Klein offers a series of principles to support interactions among mem-
bers of interdisciplinary teams seeking to move beyond the differences their 
different disciplines generate towards integration. The “principle of variance” 
holds that “there is no universal formula for integration because the con-
texts . . . differ” (Klein, 2012, p. 293). The “principle of platforming” supports 
“actions aimed at building a foundation for integration,” including “a com-
mon research object and a common analytical question,” “bridge concepts 
and common foci” (Klein, 2012, p. 294). The “principle of iteration” requires 
“moving back and forth . . . triangulation . . . reflective balance and weaving 
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together perspectives” (Klein, 2012, p. 294). Finally, the “principle of com-
municative rationality” brings together “scientific and academic knowledge 
. . . [with] instrumental, ethical and aesthetic forms of knowledge” (Klein, 
2012, p. 295). In her discussion of Repko’s “key integrative activities,” Klein 
notes that Repko includes “comparing and contrasting disciplinary insights, 
creating common ground, and creating a new and more comprehensive 
understanding of a problem” (Klein, 2012, p. 288) and his “key integrative 
techniques” include “redefinition, extension, organization and transforma-
tion” (Klein, 2012, p. 288).

In addressing the same topic, Pohl, van Kerkhoff, Hadorn, and Bammer 
(2008) propose three modes of collaboration among experts from differ-
ent disciplines that can lead to integration of knowledge—“common group 
learning,” where team members learn from each other through the process; 
“deliberation among experts,” where “team members with relevant expertise 
. . . amalgamate their views . . . during one or more rounds of exchange”; and 
“integration by a subgroup or individual,” where one team member, or a sub-
group, takes responsibility for the integrative aspects of the project (Pohl et 
al., 2008, p. 415). Pohl et al. (2008) also note that researchers can address dif-
ferences in language by “deliberately using everyday language and avoiding 
scientific terms” (Pohl et al., 2008, p. 415), or by creating “formal or informal 
glossaries” (Pohl et al., 2008, p. 416), or by using “new and redeployed termi-
nology” as the basis for a “working interlanguage or metalanguage . . . ‘pidgin’ 
. . . ‘creole”’ (Klein, 2012, p. 288).

The use of models can also be a useful way to help team members inte-
grate insights from different disciplines (Pohl et al., 2008, p. 416), as can

systems theory . . . integrated environmental assessment and risk man-
agement, Delphi and scenario building, simulation, concept mapping and 
computer synthesis of data and information flow . . . mental mapping of 
stakeholder views, consensus conferences, collaborative learning and col-
laborative workspaces . . . joint definition of a project . . . along with the core 
research problem, questions, research objects and goals. Role clarification 
and negotiation help members assess what they need and expect from each 
other . . . [and so do] ongoing communication and interaction. (Klein, 2012, 
p. 290)

The epistemic and social elements of interdisciplinary work are not, of course, 
separate. It is only through interactions among human beings that aca-
demic disciplines interact. As Klein notes, “simply bringing people together 
and coordinating conversations is not enough” (Klein, 2012, p. 296. See 
also McNeill et al., 2001; Muzur, 2018). Indeed, she goes so far as to sug-
gest that working in an interdisciplinary team is similar to being in a polyg-
amous marriage (Klein, 2014, Integration section, quoting Koepp-Baker), 
which necessarily involves increased levels of open communication and dis-
cussion of goals. Such communicative repertoires are important to consider, 
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as interdisciplinary team projects work better when they involve researchers 
with good communication skills (Nair, 2008). Keestra has noted that while 
“Interdisciplinary understanding requires integration of insights from differ-
ent perspectives,” “it appears questionable whether disciplinary experts are 
well prepared for this”; as he explains,

psychological and cognitive scientific studies suggest that expertise can be 
disadvantageous because experts are often more biased than non-experts, 
for example, or fixed on certain approaches, and less flexible in novel situ-
ations or situations outside their domain of expertise. (Keestra, 2017b, p. 
121)

Indeed, as Lyall, Bruce, Tait, and Meagher (2015) note

deeply ingrained disciplinary commitments may make it difficult [for, say, 
some social scientists] to accept the saliency of alternative explanations 
from other social science disciplines. However, partners from distant disci-
plines may be aware of this distance and therefore pay more attention to the 
issues of communication. (Lyall et al., 2015, p. 30)

In interviews with members of interdisciplinary research teams (manifesting 
a range of levels of disciplinary expertise), Nair (2008) found one overriding 
theme: “It’s all about relationships”(p. 4). Others have also emphasized that 
a project’s success will depend as much on the attitudes of the team mem-
bers involved as on their expertise (McNeill et al., 2001, p. 31). It is essen-
tial, McNeill et al. (2001, p. 18) argue, that team members are positively 
inclined towards interdisciplinary research. It is also important for research 
team members to have a high tolerance for the conflict that can characterize 
such research (Lyall et al., 2015, p. 29; McCoy & Gardner, 2012). They also 
stress that consensus is not always a virtue and that, properly handled, dis-
agreement may be an important part of doing good interdisciplinary research 
(McNeill et al., 2001, p. 31). A mind open to ideas that challenge the socializa-
tion of one’s own discipline—along with curiosity about other people’s dis-
ciplines and experiences—can be useful (Guimarães et al., 2019; Lyall et al., 
2015). Dieleman (2017) suggests that the practice of mindfulness is crucial in 
such research projects, helping to promote productive interaction similarly to 
Keestra’s “metacognition” (Keestra, 2017b). Baccini and Oswald (2008) also 
point to the importance of team members just getting along—with what they 
call “warm sympathy” (Baccini & Oswald, 2008, p. 80).

Thankfully, an increasing number of interdisciplinary researchers are 
providing tools and strategies to help teams of diverse researchers work 
together on integrative projects. Lash-Marshall, Nomura, Eck, and Hirsch 
(2017) offer four strategies for collaborating across disciplinary boundar-
ies: using external facilitators, identifying barriers to collaboration, writing 
operation agreements, and developing collaborative visualizations of the 
research process (Lash-Marshall et al., 2017). Keestra (2017b) provides a 
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list of questions to promote metacognition while Pohl, Fam, Hoffmann, and 
Mitchell (2019) offer a list of questions that form a “framework to analyse 
boundary work in interdisciplinary teams” (Pohl et al., 2019, p. 68). Looney 
et al. (2014) offer a “Toolbox” approach based on matters about which disci-
plines might disagree (as, for example, whether the principal value of research 
stems from the potential application of the knowledge gained) to support dia-
logue among team members from different disciplines in order to promote 
“cross-disciplinary research readiness” (Looney et al., 2014, The Toolbox Idea 
section). 

This article adds to this burgeoning genre in the interdisciplinary liter-
ature. In interdisciplinary research, case studies often provide insights into 
the ways in which representatives of particular disciplines have interacted in 
order to integrate approaches to an issue under study (Hadorn et al., 2008). 
This article reports on the lessons we learned when we collaborated, with 
some of us from the “softest” ends of the humanities and some from the more 
rigorous social sciences, in order to study a controversial topic—pornography 
use—where there are significant benefits for those who can lay claim to hav-
ing the “correct” information about this issue. We provide a series of “things 
you can disagree about when doing interdisciplinary research,” operation-
alizing the insights we derived from our research on interdisciplinary teams 
through a series of “prompts” (Keestra, 2017b, p. 161) that help team mem-
bers to think about issues that might arise in the conduct of a research project. 

Approach 

The data for this article were gathered through our team members’ delib-
erate adoption of a process called “reflective practice”2 by which we sought 
to make explicit our tacit views about working in an interdisciplinary team. 
This approach aims to understand research practice better by exploring how 
researchers make decisions and solve problems (Schön, 1983), accessing 
one of the key issues in academic research, namely, that often much of the 
knowledge professionals possess about their own practice is unspoken (or, in 
the language of reflective practice, “tacit”) and may never have been articu-
lated in so many words (Gray & Malins, 2004, p. 8). A reflexive-practitioner 
consciously stops and thinks about elements of practice that are so famil-
iar they seem given. In being a reflexive-practitioner, a researcher must first 
“be open and curious about her practice” and ask, “Why is this the present 
state of affairs?” and “How is it that things could be done differently, or bet-
ter?” Suitable methods of recording data for self-reflective analysis (and then 

2 There is a substantial body of literature on this subject that people working in interdisciplin-
ary teams could benefit from. Some work on this field can be found in the references list at the 
end of this article.
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discussion by members of a research team) include journaling, note-taking, 
portfolios, video recording, and diaries. 

Our commitment to reflective practice was written into the project 
design from the start as part of the process of data-gathering. During our reg-
ular meetings, when a point of disagreement arose, we would explicitly note 
that a disagreement had arisen, and take some time to talk about our differ-
ent perspectives on it, what deeper issues the disagreement might illuminate, 
how our various disciplinary trainings might have led us to disagree, and 
ways in which we might move forward. In particular, we did a lot of what we 
might call “shared journaling.” Whenever we were struck by an idea emerg-
ing from the practice of the project, we would write it down in the form of 
an email to the other members of the team, which could then be shared, dis-
cussed, and revisited. As we came to write up the project, the materials for 
reflection also included minutes from meetings, notes taken during the pro-
cess, and the multiple drafts of research outputs emerging from the project. 
Based on analysis of all these materials, our aim here is to present some of the 
problems we encountered during our project and how we managed to work 
around them or at least learn to live with them. A key point, which we hope is 
illustrated in this article, is that—as Repko and Szostak (2020) and McNeill et 
al. (2001), note above—disagreements among researchers from different dis-
ciplines are not something to be feared and suppressed; indeed, they should 
be welcomed. It was only through the process of identifying and reflecting 
upon the disagreements as they arose in the course of our project that we were 
able to produce the data that addressed our fundamental research interests 
and yielded publishable results. 

Discussion

By means of our reflective practice, our research team identified some key 
points of disagreement during the research process. Below, we present a series 
of questions that teams might consider if such points of disagreement arise.

Should you ask questions that have been asked before, or should 
you ask new questions?

We found that representatives of different disciplines have different 
attitudes towards the relative balance of accretion versus originality in the 
development of research questions. In psychology the questions being asked 
about pornography and its audiences now are quite consistent with those 
that were asked fifty years ago when this topic of research emerged in its mod-
ern form. There remains a strong focus on the possible deleterious effects of 
pornography—particularly whether depictions of violence lead to negative 
attitudes towards women, thereby promoting sexual violence. By contrast, 
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the representatives of the humanities disciplines like those involved in this 
project—media studies and cultural studies, which did not exist fifty years 
ago—encourage and strongly value originality in the development of research 
questions. In this project we thought we wanted to start with a definition of 
healthy sexual development and work backwards from there, to investigate 
the relationship between aspects of sexual health and the consumption of por-
nography. However, one of the researchers had previously completed a proj-
ect that took this untraditional approach and, in submitting articles emerging 
from the project to journals using a psychological approach, had been told by 
reviewers that it was necessary to put more emphasis on the questions that 
were traditionally asked about pornography than on generating new angles 
on the subject (McKee, 2009). 

KL, who, as noted earlier, is a psychologist, expressed concern when the 
team was starting the systematic reviews that they might exclude a lot of pre-
vious writing. An agenda item from our meeting on the 8th February 2018 
notes that our first point of discussion was KL’s question “Is it right we’ll be 
excluding most research into porn?” She later raised this issue again when 
coding started:

I will need some clarifications as I have read many articles about pornog-
raphy and not a single one of them was specifically about healthy sexual 
development and its domains. Does this mean that we will end up excluding 
many articles? (email from KL, 19 February 2018)

In response, AM, who emerged from a humanities background, embraced this 
as an interesting finding, not a concern:

We will . . . exclude a LOT of articles about porn effects . . . A lot of research 
into pornography effects is about effects that aren’t actually part of healthy 
sexual development. That’s one of the innovations of this project—that 
it starts with a definition of healthy sexual development and works from 
there, rather than randomly picking out topics to investigate. There’s a great 
example in the recent issue of Journal of Sex Research devoted to pornogra-
phy, which provides data on the relationship between consuming porn and 
whether or not married couples get divorced. Whether people stay married 
bears no relationship to healthy sexuality, healthy sex lives—or even healthy 
relationships (conservative Christians are most likely to stay married, but it 
doesn’t mean that they have the healthiest sex lives). So that article won’t 
show up in our analysis, because it isn’t about healthy sexual development. 
(email from AM, 19 February 2018)

As part of the process of thinking through these differing approaches to the 
formulation and pursuit of a research question, the researchers involved in 
this project began by constituting a multi-disciplinary global Delphi panel of 
leading pornography researchers who were asked to determine which aspects 
of healthy sexual development and pornography should be investigated 
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(McKee et al., 2020). In this way the more innovative approach of some disci-
plines to generating research questions—ask something different—could be 
reconciled with the more rigorous approach of other disciplines that demand 
that each piece of research must be strongly related to—and build upon—
what has been done before. If a global Delphi panel of experts points to new 
avenues for research, this is suitably rigorous for representatives of a social 
scientific discipline such as social psychology, while still allowing research 
to move in innovative directions, deemed important by those in humanities. 
This finding makes a good starting point for this article—an example of a 
point where you may not know what you do not know. For researchers trained 
in a discipline encouraged to be radical and creative in coming up with ques-
tions to be researched, working with researchers who closely follow questions 
that have been evolving for several decades can be surprising and revealing. 
It helped us to clarify a fundamental difference in attitudes towards research 
that the humanities researchers were not previously aware of. Humanities 
disciplines value originality in approach and in the data used that could help 
answer a new question in a research project—for example, the way feminist 
analysis can be applied to a certain text—while psychologists value original-
ity in methods used in a research project (Guetzkow, et al., 2004). Such origi-
nality could involve the use of a new theoretical framework or the use of a new 
research design (Guetzkow et al., 2004). 

Can you proceed with your project using an imperfect definition 
of a key concept, or must you attempt to lock down a perfect 
definition—which some disciplines might argue is a logical 
impossibility?

Previous researchers have noted that interdisciplinary teams face the 
challenge of ensuring that they agree on the definitions of key concepts. 
Going further than this, we would note that representatives of different dis-
ciplines have different attitudes towards the very status and nature of defini-
tions of concepts (Baccini & Oswald, 2008). For psychologists, historically, it 
has been seen as important that there is an agreed definition for the concepts 
being investigated (Sell, 2018) although many of the psychological research 
articles reviewed throughout this project did not in fact offer such definitions 
about pornography. By contrast, humanities researchers often do not focus 
on reaching an agreed definition when they are researching or writing about 
concepts.  Indeed, there exist venerable traditions of authors in some human-
ities disciplines who point out that life is not simple and that using defini-
tions restricts creativity and originality. In our case, as the team conducted the 
analysis of the existing academic literature on the relationship between por-
nography consumption and “competence in mediated sexuality” (sometimes 
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called “porn literacy”), the question of what is meant by “perceived realism” 
became a point of focus. It was raised in an email by PB:

I feel very strange about the “perceived realism” measurement because it 
seems to lack correlation to humanities discussions of mediation. It seems 
like it reduces mediation (or how I understand that term) to a cause and 
effect situation—i.e. if you think porn’s real then this will have x effect on 
you. It does nothing to question the stability of representation, which seems 
to be a media studies rule for many decades now, and it avoids any engage-
ment with the complicated space of fantasy/pleasure/identity (e.g. where 
porn can be understood as not-real yet have real influence on one’s identity). 
For me, this reads as simplification/abstraction. I know my job is to be inter-
disciplinary about this, but just flagging that can be really difficult when the 
core principles of your field are ignored to make claims that seem ridicu-
lous. Obviously, you can also argue that much media studies discussion has 
a total disregard of what social science already knows :). (email from PB, 20 
October 2018)

Following a discussion on the nature of “perceived realism” and the way in 
which the term privileges certain disciplinary approaches, RI wrote,

So, you (AM) and PB will become social scientists in disguise very soon? 
Better brush up on those operational definitions. (email from RI, 1 
November 2018)

Throughout our disagreement, we had come to realize that a different orien-
tation towards the need for “operational definitions” was a key distinction 
between our disciplines. This became a source of entertainment and relation-
ship-building throughout the project. Once, after KL wrote “There is no space 
for shame in our project! It is a safe space for everyone’s ideas, thoughts and 
reactions” (email, 11 November 2018), RI responded with the following:

Recent discussions all depend on what we mean by 
sense 
and 
humour 
and 
safe 
and 
space 
and 
shame. (email from RI, 12 November 2018) 

In this project we disagreed not only about the definition of pornography, but 
also about how important it was to have a single, agreed definition of por-
nography. The data gathered from members of the Delphi panel supplied a 
surprising solution—at least, surprising to the social science researchers. We 
decided to use not one but two definitions of pornography (McKee et al., 2020). 
The first—sexually explicit materials (SEM) intended to arouse—works for 
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disciplines that gather empirical data and want to be able to reassure the 
reader that data in different projects are comparable. The second definition is 
different in nature:

Pornography is not a thing but a concept, a category of texts managed by 
institutions led by powerful groups in society in order to control the circula-
tion of knowledge and culture, changing according to geographical location 
and period. (McKee et al., 2020, p. 1088)

This definition works for disciplines that do not need to gather empirical 
data, but that are interested in keeping discussions about definitions open. 
Our point here is once again to draw attention to a disciplinary difference in 
approaches to research projects that is so fundamental that it might not even 
be visible to many. Researchers from a discipline where it is important to start 
with an agreed definition might find themselves in irresolvable disputes with 
researchers from disciplines that resist locking down definitions, and it might 
not be obvious to those on either side that they are seeking different things 
from their discussions and working within quite disparate discourses that 
generate such disputes—and that discussion appropriately focused might 
help to resolve those disputes.

What count as data?

Another point of disagreement among the researchers on our team that 
we did not anticipate was different understandings about what count as data. 
We found that those in some of our disciplines understand data as involv-
ing only empirical work with humans; those in others of our disciplines also 
see information gathered from analysis of documents and texts gathered for 
content analysis as useful data. The disagreement became apparent when we 
began to undertake our systematic literature reviews. Given that we knew 
that not everybody in the team would have the same assumptions about 
research methods, we ended up developing an extensive—three and a half 
thousand word—“Search and Analysis Protocol” document to specify every 
step in the process—which databases to use, what search terms, what data to 
capture in which spreadsheets, how to include and exclude articles, and so on 
(McKee et al., 2019). One of the inclusion criteria for articles was the appar-
ently uncontroversial criterion that the article had to offer original qualitative 
or quantitative data about the relationship between the consumption of por-
nography/SEM and the healthy sexual development of consumers. However, 
we discovered in our reflections and discussions about this criterion that team 
members were making different assessments about whether or not an article 
included “original . . . data.”

As KL wrote at one point, “We all decided that we will include only 
articles that offer original data. The issues you mention at 2 and 3 sound a 
bit philosophical to me” (email from KL, 20 November 2018). KL initially 
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excluded articles from the discipline of history where a researcher had discov-
ered and reported archival data. From her perspective this was not original 
data—it was already published knowledge. Conversely, those of us from the 
humanities disciplines argued that, although the information in these articles 
had already been “published” in other forums, gathering, synthesizing and 
reporting that information in an academic context makes it original data. We 
also disagreed about the value of the data that we have drawn upon for this 
article, such as notes kept in journals and meeting minutes. Some members 
of the group advocated that we could use those as valid data, while others 
vigorously disagreed. This disagreement drew our attention to the fact that 
researchers from different disciplines can disagree about what count as data. 
Without addressing this fact in the team, and explaining what are considered 
as data in each discipline, we might have dismissed information that some 
members of the group might regard as data. 

What qualifies as a good outcome versus a bad outcome?

Previous researchers have noted that it is important to establish at the 
start of a project what outcomes are desired. In this project we found that, 
even with agreed outcomes established, we were continually surprised by 
disagreements among researchers from different disciplines about what 
counts as a desirable outcome. We knew that in this project we wanted to bet-
ter understand the relationship between the consumption of pornography 
and sexual health. But, somewhat surprisingly, disagreements about what 
counts as sexual health emerged. For example, the psychologists among us 
stated that it is well-accepted in their discipline that a good sexual health 
practice is to use condoms in order to protect oneself from sexually transmit-
ted infections and unplanned pregnancies. The humanities members of the 
group argued, though, that sexual health cannot be defined this simply. They 
pointed out that for example, condom use (where possible) might be “risky” 
in certain contexts and that there are also other ways to manage sexual safety. 

The team also had to negotiate the ways in which the language used in 
their disciplines implied (without stating explicitly) that certain forms of sex-
ual conduct are better than others. For example, at one point, while preparing 
an abstract for a conference, AM reviewed the data gathered to date and wrote 
in his first draft of the abstract,

In this paper I report on preliminary results from a systematic literature 
review of academic research into the relationship between the consumption 
of pornography and healthy sexual development. One important domain of 
healthy sexual development is the awareness and acceptance that sex can 
be pleasurable. A surprising number of academic articles in this area con-
demn “permissive” attitudes and suggest that casual sex is risky, and the 
only positive form of sex is sex within marriage—or at the very least, within 
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long-term, committed, loving, dyadic relationships.

KL, drawing upon her background in psychology rather than humanities, 
responded to this point in an email on 20 November 2018: “In our articles, 
researchers do not state clearly that the only acceptable way to have sex is 
through a committed, long-term relationship”. 

Thinking through KL’s response led AM to produce a revised abstract 
that said the same thing as earlier, but through slightly different wording:

We did notice a recurring theme in the articles—that they kept referring to 
risks involved in consuming pornography. These included the risk that por-
nography might promote “risky” sexual behaviour (such as having multi-
ple sexual partners), the risk of addiction, or risks to monogamous binary 
relationships.

KL responded to this in an email on November 23:

What do you mean by “risks to monogamous binary relationships?” Do you 
mean it as for example pornography being a threat to monogamous binary 
relationships? Challenging people’s faithfulness in the relationship and 
openness between partners about sexual stuff they like and dislike? In this 
case I would agree, we have stuff about that.

In humanities-oriented disciplines such as cultural studies, there is no 
assumption that committed, monogamous, loving relationships are the ideal 
to which everyone should aspire. Indeed, in some aspects of queer theory such 
“heteronormativity” is seen as politically problematic. Members of our team 
had to engage in dialogue until we all understood each other’s perspectives 
on what counted as a desirable end point of healthy sexual development. We 
believe that the nature of our project, where we started with an explicit defini-
tion of fifteen domains of sexual health (McKee et al., 2010) and worked back 
from there, helped to ensure that these issues involving outcomes were regu-
larly brought up and discussed. We note here for future teams that you must 
never take for granted that everyone agrees on the same desirable outcomes 
for the people being studied. 

How flexible can you be in the structure of academic articles?

The article structures that representatives of different disciplines expect 
in publications constrain what they can say. This points not only to the differ-
ences among researchers from different disciplines in the structures they use 
to report their findings, but also to the way that different structures enable the 
presentation of different kinds of findings. It became evident to us early in this 
project that psychologists and humanities researchers structure their articles 
differently. As discussed elsewhere (Litsou & Byron, 2019), psychologists 
usually follow a standard introduction-methods-results-discussion structure. On 
the other hand, those in humanities usually structure their articles around 
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an argument. Moreover, articles in humanities disciplines, which may have 
a section called “Introduction” and may have a section called “Conclusion,” 
may not have any other standardized subheadings. In humanities articles, 
each article can have its own unique set of subheadings. Furthermore, for 
some humanities scholars, the idea that you would—or even could—present 
the data separate from the discussion might seem strange. For many research-
ers in humanities disciplines, the discussion is the data and vice versa. This 
points to a fundamentally different way of thinking about “data” (even that 
word can be suspect to researchers in humanities disciplines). The psychol-
ogists’ division of articles into a “Results” section and a “Discussion” section 
suggests their belief in a separation between the data (presented in “Results”) 
and the author’s interpretation of those data (reported in the “Discussion”). 
To humanities researchers this division appears artificial. All results are the 
result of interpretation, and the interpretation produces the data. The idea 
that there is something neutral or objective called “data” that can be sepa-
rated out from the discussion is seen as simply wrong. 

Such differences in our views became apparent early in our consider-
ation of article structures. AM wrote to the team on 18 March 2019,

I’m going through our . . . article and preparing another draft drawing on 
feedback from [PB] and [KL]. 
I’ve just reached a point where I’m not going to follow a suggestion 
from [KL]—and I thought it might be worth sharing this with the team 
as we continue to think about the differences between our disciplinary 
approaches. 
In the current version of the article, in the discussion, it currently says: “We 
argue that the articles in this sample which privilege relationship quality 
over sexual pleasure are taking a heteronormative approach.” 
[KL] suggests: “Last paragraph begins as ‘We argue that.’ Please erase that 
and make it into ‘The articles in this sample.’” 
If I did that then the sentence would read as an objective fact—“The arti-
cles in this sample . . . are taking a heteronormative approach.” 
But it isn’t that simple. I suspect that the authors would be APPALLED at 
the suggestion that they are heteronormative. It’s like being called a “rac-
ist.” NOBODY accepts the label “racist”—no matter how egregiously racist 
their views. So, we can’t present it as objective fact. Rather we have to pres-
ent it as OUR position. 
I suspect that there is a deeper difference between us here than simply 
expression. Humanities articles are typically structured around an argu-
ment rather than reporting data. And the whole point of an argument is 
to try to persuade somebody of your position. There is extensive rhetorical 
work involved to show the reader why you think the way you do. We can’t 
just report things as objective facts in the humanities. 
At least, I think that’s a difference . . . .

RI responded to this by saying,
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Very interesting. 
One point is that oftentimes social scientists are using a cloak of seeming 
objectivity to present an argument which is (often not well) heavily dis-
guised as “truth.” 
Humanities are more naked in their work. 
So, a phrase such as “We argue that the articles in this sample . . .” may 
be capturing a combo of an interpretative approach to an apparent set of 
truths. 
Not challenging on the basis of poor study design, wrong statistics, illogical 
links, etc. but on the basis of discursive frameworks and taken-for-granted 
assumptions about what is “good” and what is “bad.” (email from RI, 18 
March 2018)

We thus faced the problem of finding suitable article structures that 
would seem meaningful to researchers from a number of different disci-
plines. Our solution in this project was to author a number of articles with 
different structures, depending on the results we were emphasizing, some 
of which were suited for journals of psychology, and some for humanities 
journals. If an article was designed more for a humanities journal, then 
the researchers from psychology would be less comfortable with what 
was presented under their name while the same was true in reverse. Once 
again, different disciplinary expectations of how to structure an academic 
article might not be immediately obvious as a problem for a team starting 
on an interdisciplinary research project, but knowing up front that this is 
something you could find yourself disagreeing about might save you some 
time working out how to deal with the problem. Finding a mutually agree-
able solution becomes increasingly important in these days of research 
assessment metrics.

Should you quote directly from previous researchers (and cite 
those quotes) when writing up research findings?

Another point where some of us found ourselves surprised—and sur-
prised that we were surprised—was the discovery that the authors in some 
disciplines do not use page numbers when quoting and citing other literature. 
For those in other disciplines, giving page numbers so the reader can check 
the exact wording used is a vital part of the research-and-report process. None 
of us were previously aware that this is done differently by those on the “other 
side.” In her notes on a draft article, KL wrote, “At number 14 there are refer-
ences (16-18). I don’t understand what is happening with the references here. 
Why is this coming up as numbers 16-18?”

AM responded,

This is a really interesting disciplinary difference. In most cases a human-
ities researcher, when they refer to a previous researcher’s work, will give 
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you the page numbers so you can go and check the wording and expression 
for yourself and check that the author isn’t misrepresenting the previous 
researcher. 
It struck me as totally bizarre when I started working with social scientists 
that they, as a rule, DON’T give the page numbers so that you can check on 
the expression for yourself. (email from AM, 11 March 2019)

KL wrote,

This is all new info to me! I had no idea that those in humanities like to 
mention page numbers and I literally thought it was the EndNote being 
dodgy!  
It makes sense that someone would give the page numbers so that the 
readers could go back and check for themselves. But we in psychology never 
do that, we just reference the article and to be honest it is more convenient! 
(email from KL, 11 March 2019)

RI then commented that

We use page numbers if we make a direct quote—and one of the reasons we 
don’t normally is that there is often not one specific page on which an argu-
ment is made. (email from RI, 11 March 2019). 

Similar to the previous points of difference, this difference in how represen-
tatives of different disciplines handle publication practices suggests a deeper 
epistemological divide. As AM noted,

I suspect there is a fundamental difference here around our orientation to 
language; not giving page numbers—to me—represents a trust in the neu-
trality and transparency of language—if I summarise the findings of an arti-
cle you can just trust that it accurately represents how the author intended 
to report on the findings of an article. Whereas in the humanities, the lan-
guage that is used in the original article is vitally important—did they say 
“effects” of pornography or “use” of pornography? For example—so you 
need to be able to find the exact quotation on the exact page to review it and 
consider it . . .(email from AM, 11 March 2019)

In some, primarily humanities disciplines, researchers quote extensively from 
previous writers as they write about the background to their research, and 
then continue to quote throughout the whole article, citing page numbers, 
often not including a literature review section. Humanities researchers some-
times paraphrase too, but often with page numbers.   In other disciplines, such 
as psychology, authors use little direct quotation. Instead, the authors will 
summarize the findings of a previous article in their own words. References 
are always included, but page numbers are only added when direct quotation 
is used, which is not done very often. 

As AM has suggested, this difference seems to signal a different orienta-
tion towards the neutrality of language. In humanities disciplines like literary 
studies, cultural studies, and media studies, it is axiomatic that no two words 
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mean exactly the same thing nor does the same word when used in different 
contexts. In spite of denotations that might make two words seems synony-
mous, each word has its own connotations, implications, and discursive sys-
tems. Hence, for researchers in humanities, it matters profoundly whether a 
previous article says that people “use” pornography or “consume” it or “are 
exposed to” it or “learn from” it. The word “use” etc. is comparatively neu-
tral; “consume” reflects the preferred language of Business disciplines and 
implies a model of “consumers” who are seen to have agency in those areas of 
research. To say that people are “exposed to” something implies that they are 
powerless, that the material is dangerous, and that they did not make a choice 
to be exposed to it. To say that people “learn from” pornography implies not 
only that they have agency, but also that they may experience a possible ben-
efit from engagement with the material, intentionally or not. 

Similarly, for humanities researchers it would be vitally important 
whether somebody has written about “The relationship between pornogra-
phy consumption and sexual attitudes” or “The relationship between sexual 
attitudes and pornography consumption.” For those disciplines that are con-
cerned with the subtlety of connotation in language use, it is apparent that 
although the denotation of these two clauses is identical, they offer different 
implications of causality through the simple fact of the words being placed 
in a different order. The first formulation implies—without saying so explic-
itly—that pornography consumption causes changes in sexual attitudes. The 
second formulation implies that sexual attitudes cause changes, or lead to 
patterns, in pornography consumption. Because of the way that word order 
changes meaning, when humanities researchers discuss the findings of pre-
vious researchers, they see it as vital to quote the actual words they use in 
their actual order and give the page number so that readers can go and check 
for themselves that authors are not being misrepresented. By contrast, in psy-
chology it is acceptable to summarize previous researchers’ work in one’s own 
words, confident that there is sufficient agreement across the discipline that 
the authors of that work are likely to agree with the way their work is being 
summarized. In addition, it is also worth noting our realization that in psy-
chology research, the way statistics are presented is very important; gener-
ally, psychologists need to state which of the variables is the independent one 
and which is the dependent one. This does not allow much flexibility in the 
way results are reported and may imply causality where none is actually being 
claimed. 

Like the other points of difference among disciplinary practices we dis-
cuss above, these differences in the handling of text from previous researchers 
surprised us. They could become a problem when new researchers begin to 
write up their findings, and we encourage future researchers to have this risk 
in mind when they begin projects. Doing so may limit some of the emotional 
responses that can emerge from situations where researchers are disagreeing 
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with each other without being clear just why they are disagreeing with each 
other. 

Conclusion

This article has sought to provide a series of prompts to help researchers 
working in interdisciplinary teams recognize some of the points of disagree-
ment they might encounter when working on a project, adding to the genre 
of tools that might help those researchers navigate the epistemic and social 
challenges of working in such teams. 

As noted above, this article reports on a particular case study we under-
took—one that set out to try to explain why different disciplines, including 
those we ourselves represent,  disagree about the same object of study, result-
ing in a history of a fractious relationship with publications competing in a 
demarcation dispute to establish a powerful speaking position about the rela-
tionship between the consumption of pornography and healthy sexual devel-
opment. We hope that the points of potential disagreement we have identified 
will have at least some level of generalizability for researchers working in 
other disciplinary mixes. We also hope that knowing in advance what kinds 
of tensions may underlie issues that rise among them will help them to be 
more productive, at least by helping them to identify useful disagreements. 
As we noted above, disagreements need not be something to be avoided or 
feared. Instead, we can embrace them as a vital part of interdisciplinary work 
that makes visible to us, as reflective practitioners, tacit assumptions that we 
might not otherwise have stopped to think about. Disagreements can help us 
to understand how things might be done differently and challenge us to find 
creative and innovative ways to work together. 

Several previous researchers have noted that interdisciplinary projects 
take longer than projects that sit within a single discipline precisely because 
of the extra work that must be done addressing points of disagreement. 
Working within single disciplines means that in every stage of the project 
everyone involved typically is in agreement about language, methodologies, 
methods, results analysis, interpretation of results, and writing articles. But 
when it comes to interdisciplinary projects, there may have to be discussions 
about such matters at literally every stage of the project. The team members 
will have to spend a lot of time explaining to one another what they see as 
important and how they expect things to be done.

Given that fact, it is not surprising that, as we noted above, a number 
of human qualities have been identified as being useful for facilitating inter-
disciplinary work—good communication, mindfulness, and “warm sym-
pathy.” We would add that having a sense of humor can be very useful, too. 
Disagreements such as the ones wehave been discussing mean arguments 
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and setbacks are guaranteed when people are working within an interdisci-
plinary team. Laughing about them can help researchers come to a point of 
agreement—or even, an agreement to disagree—and move on. 

On proposing a conference abstract to the team, AM wrote,

I’d like to do something based on our project. It’s a very humanities confer-
ence, so this will be a very humanities take on the ideas we’re discussing. 
But given that it does emerge from our project I’d like to name all members 
of the team on the paper. 
But I’m also aware that given how humanities it is, RI and KL in particular 
might not be comfortable having their names associated with this kind of 
nonsense. 
Would you mind casting your eyes over the abstract, offering any sugges-
tions for improvement, and telling me if you want your name removed from 
this embarrassing failure to be rigorous? (email from AM, 16 November 
2018)

In response KL wrote,

I don’t see that emerging from our analyses so far. Are you sure you want 
to mention that? At the same time, I understand that you have a human-
ities perspective and that you like these issues, which is fine. I do not mind 
being mentioned as long as I am mentioned as a psychologist and as a rigor-
ous-happy person! (email from KL, 17 November 2018)

One of the most endearing elements of interdisciplinary research is that it 
places the focus squarely on the fact that research is conducted by human 
beings, with particular characters, desires, passions, attitudes, and person-
alities—not to mention particular disciplinary backgrounds. By now it is—
or perhaps, should be—common sense to understand that academics are not 
computers, and that their research is always partial—both in the sense of 
being incomplete, and in the sense of tending in some directions rather than 
others. But there still remains a risk of forgetting the human element in all 
academic research, insisting on a return to old (and often disciplinary) models 
of supposed objectivity and neutrality in research practice. Interdisciplinary 
teamwork, where the ability to have a good laugh is a key research skill, puts 
the human element of research front and center. That must be a good thing. 
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