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This phenomenological study explores the effects that an interdisciplinary program of 

study at a community college has on students once they transfer to a four-year 

institution.  Interdisciplinary approaches have been proposed as a way of meeting the 

complex thinking skills needed for 21st Century learning.  Because interdisciplinary 

learning is complex, it is difficult to assess; the literature on interdisciplinary learning 

has identified assessment as a key area where few empirical studies have been done.  

Complex learning requires complex and various approaches to assessment; thus, 

exploring student perceptions of their learning as the result of an interdisciplinary 

program is one way of beginning to assess the experience of interdisciplinary learning 

and to identify themes worthy of further study.  In addition, interdisciplinary learning 

has been proposed as an approach for contextualizing and revitalizing general 

education requirements, but few studies have been done on the effectiveness of doing 

so.  Because the primary focus of community college transfer degree programs is 

general education, a community college interdisciplinary program offers an 

opportunity to explore the effectiveness of interdisciplinary learning as a vehicle for 



 

 

enhancing the experience of general education requirements and for developing 

complex thinking skills.  The literature on interdisciplinary learning also engages the 

question of whether interdisciplinary approaches are appropriate for first- and second-

year students or should be reserved for upper division work.  Since one of the primary 

goals of community college transfer degrees is adequate preparation for a four-year 

degree program, exploring the experiences of students from a community college 

interdisciplinary program once they are engaged in a four-year program can begin to 

answer the tricky question of assessment when it comes to interdisciplinary learning 

and its efficacy in delivering and contextualizing general education requirements and 

outcomes to first- and second-year students.  This research was guided by the 

question: How do students who graduate from a community college interdisciplinary 

program use and experience that learning when they transfer to a four-year school?  

The framework for this study is Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh's (2007) 

empirically grounded framework for the assessment of interdisciplinary learning, 

which defines three domains of interdisciplinary understanding: disciplinary 

grounding, integration, and critical awareness.  Interview questions were designed to 

have students reflect on their learning in these areas and on their ability to apply 

interdisciplinary learning to their four-year program course work and to complex real 

world situations.  The study conducted interviews with students who graduated with 

an interdisciplinary Associate of Arts degree from Skagit Valley College, transferred 

to a four-year program within Washington State, and completed at least 30 credits.  

Qualitative, semi-structured interviews were conducted until a point of saturation was 

reached.  Subjects were coded for anonymity and analyzed according to themes that 



 

 

emerged around the framework that guided the interview questions.  While Students 

perceived that interdisciplinary approaches at community college benefited their 

learning at the college and at the four-year program, especially in the areas of critical 

thinking, writing, research, and making general connections among classes, student 

perceptions of disciplinary grounding, integration, and critical awareness varied and 

seemed to be affected by the type of major the student was pursuing.  Student 

interviews indicated that disciplinary grounding achieved through interdisciplinary 

courses at the community college might be limited and might need more development 

through stand-alone disciplinary courses or interdisciplinary courses that offer more 

than introductory level disciplinary content.  While students reflected that they 

developed strong interdisciplinary habits of mind through their coursework at the 

community college, their abilities to describe integrative understandings that they 

achieved at the four-year institution varied.  While all students found themselves 

applying interdisciplinary perspectives to complex problems at school and outside 

school, their articulations of their critical awareness in applying such approaches 

tended toward descriptions of general approaches rather than rich discussions of the 

strengths and weaknesses of the disciplines and of the logic they used in bringing 

those disciplines to bear on complex problems.  Overall, student responses indicated 

that interdisciplinary approaches at the community college have potential to be used 

effectively to engage students in general education requirements and that such 

approaches have real world, as well as academic, applications.  However, it appears 

that sustained support through programmatic, integrated, and incremental 

interdisciplinary learning approaches at both the community college and four-year 



 

 

program might be needed in order for higher-level interdisciplinary outcomes to be 

achieved.    

 
  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

©Copyright by Bruce J. Hattendorf  
June 9, 2017 

All Rights Reserved



 

 

Community College Interdisciplinary Learning Goes to University 
 
 

by 
Bruce J. Hattendorf 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A DISSERTATION 
 
 

submitted to 
 

 
Oregon State University 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

in partial fulfillment of 
the requirements for the  

degree of 
 
 

Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
 
 
 

Presented June 9, 2017 
Commencement June 2018 



 

 

Doctor of Philosophy dissertation of Bruce J. Hattendorf presented on June 9, 2017. 
 
 
 
 
 
APPROVED: 
 
 
 
 
Major Professor, representing Education 
 
 
 
 
 
Dean of the College of Education 
 
 
 
 
 
Dean of the Graduate School 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I understand that my dissertation will become part of the permanent collection of 
Oregon State University libraries.  My signature below authorizes release of my 
dissertation to any reader upon request. 
 
 
 

Bruce J. Hattendorf, Author 



 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

I would like to thank Shelley Dubkin-Lee and the members of my committee, 

Bruce Clemetsen, Kate Dins, Maureen Pettitt, and W.E. Skip Rochefort, for the 

support and expertise they offered to me during this process. 

I could not have completed this process without the friendship, inspiration, 

and good humor of my incredible cohort, CCLP 20, and I especially want to 

remember Lori, who helped hold us together in life and after. 

Finally, a huge thanks to my mother Ruth Brown and her husband Jim for 

lending a helping hand and encouragement, and of course, to my lovely wife Barbara 

Blackie who is always there for me with smiles, encouragement, and love. 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
                 Page 

Chapter 1: Introduction ....................................................................................................... 1 

Purpose ............................................................................................................................ 3 

Rationale and Significance .............................................................................................. 4 

Research Question ........................................................................................................... 6 

Limitations ....................................................................................................................... 6 

Summary .......................................................................................................................... 7 

Chapter 2: Literature Review .............................................................................................. 8 

Approach and Criteria ..................................................................................................... 8 

Organization .................................................................................................................... 9 

History and Terminology ................................................................................................. 9 

Pedagogy ....................................................................................................................... 13 

Interdisciplinary Learning in General Education Requirements ................................... 20 

Needs for Further Research ........................................................................................... 27 

The Specific Problem of Assessment ............................................................................ 31 

Conclusion ..................................................................................................................... 39 

Chapter 3: Design and Methods ........................................................................................ 42 

Positionality ................................................................................................................... 42 

Philosophical Approach ................................................................................................. 44 

Framework ..................................................................................................................... 45 

Data Sources and Descriptions of Data ......................................................................... 47 

Data Collection .............................................................................................................. 49 

Analysis ......................................................................................................................... 51 



 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

                 Page 

Trustworthiness ............................................................................................................. 52 

Limitations ..................................................................................................................... 52 

Protection of Human Participants .................................................................................. 53 

Summary ........................................................................................................................ 55 

Chapter 4: Results ............................................................................................................. 56 

Introduction ................................................................................................................... 56 

Participants .................................................................................................................... 57 

Findings ......................................................................................................................... 58 

Summary ........................................................................................................................ 91 

Chapter 5: Discussion ....................................................................................................... 95 

Introduction ................................................................................................................... 95 

Structure and Effect of the Community College Program ............................................ 95 

Effects on University Experience .................................................................................. 99 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................... 106 

References ....................................................................................................................... 113 

 

 

 



 1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

Calls for reform in higher education to meet the needs of the new century are 

commonplace today (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012; Association 

of American Colleges and Universities, 2002; Farnsworth, 2007; Flynn & Vredevoogd, 

2010; National Leadership Council for Liberal Education & America’s Promise, 2007).  

These works have argued that the world is becoming more integrated and complex and 

that in order to meet the learning needs of a global century, educators will need to 

develop new approaches to teaching and learning.  The challenge, of course, is to develop 

practical visions for these new educational approaches.  Theory must be put into practice, 

and practice must be empirically examined to understand and assess its effects.  One 

approach to learning for the new century that may prove to be valuable is 

interdisciplinary teaching and learning. 

One of the key educational goals for the new century will be helping students 

engage with, and solve problems, in an increasingly interdependent and complex world 

(National Leadership Council for Liberal Education & America’s Promise, 2007).  The 

learning outcome that the National Leadership Council for Liberal Education and 

America’s Promise suggests can prepare students to apply “knowledge, skills and 

responsibilities to new settings and complex problems” is integrative learning (p. 3).  In 

the literature, integrative learning is closely associated with interdisciplinary learning, 

and several authors have supported the idea that such learning helps students engage 

complexity (Bass, 2005; Klein, 2005; Moss, Osborn, & Kaufman, 2008c; Newell, 2010; 

Schneider, 2003).  Thus, interdisciplinary approaches seem worthwhile ones to explore as 
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we develop a new educational vision that can help students engage the world in which 

they will be living. 

Another reason to consider interdisciplinary approaches is that they may be a way 

to revitalize and contextualize general education requirements (Czechowski, 2003; 

Szostak, 2006).  Anyone who has taught general education courses within the standard 

community college or university framework will have experienced students and 

instructors who treat these courses as bitter but necessary pills.  Rather than becoming 

exciting opportunities for exploring key issues through new perspectives, disciplinary 

survey courses too often become nothing more than boxes to check off on a degree 

requirement list.  When institutions teach such courses in silos, divorced from other 

disciplines, real world applications, and the wide expanse of student experiences, 

institutions may lose the opportunity to incite curiosity, engage passion, and encourage 

rich and meaningful connections.  Teaching general education courses in an 

interdisciplinary structure might be one way to make these general education courses 

more meaningful.   

Since the bulk of community college transfer courses fulfill general education 

requirements, interdisciplinary approaches might be particularly valuable in community 

colleges.  Experiencing such an approach in their early two-year college work might 

encourage students to apply that approach upon transfer, and such an interdisciplinary 

grounding might help students to see their future coursework in more integrated and 

complex ways (Moss, Osborn, & Kaufman, 2008a; Newell, 2010).  On the other hand, 

encouraging interdisciplinary connections before students have a firm grasp of individual 

disciplines could be asking students to run before they learn to walk, thus setting them up 
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for frustration in more advanced course work (Newell, 2006).  It seems that few 

community colleges offer extensive interdisciplinary experiences as part of general 

education requirements, and few empirical studies have been done on student perceptions 

of such practices in order to see whether students find such experiences to be valuable in 

their future education. 

An exception is Skagit Valley College (SVC), which has been engaging 

community college students in interdisciplinary learning through learning communities 

for over two decades and required three “integrated” experiences as part of its Associate 

in Arts degree (“AAUCT,” 2012; Dunlap & Pettitt, 2008) during the period studied by 

this research.  (The degree has recently been changed so that it requires two “integrated” 

experiences as part of its AA degree) (Associate in Arts AA-DTA, 2017).  It is the only 

community college in Washington State that offers an AA degree that is labeled 

“interdisciplinary.”  Therefore, SVC provides a population of students that can be studied 

regarding the effects of an interdisciplinary learning experience at a two-year college.  

This study proposed to do just that: ask students who have graduated from SVC and 

transferred to a four-year school to reflect on the effects their interdisciplinary 

background has had on their experiences of upper division classes and course material.   

Purpose  

The purpose of this research is to explore student perceptions of how their 

interdisciplinary background affected their experiences of and approaches to course work 

and course material once they transferred to a university.  The study will offer one lens 

for looking at the uses and effectiveness of such programs at community colleges.  The 

study will be guided by the Targeted Assessment Framework for students’ 
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interdisciplinary work developed by Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh (2007), which 

identified three domains of interdisciplinary work: disciplinary grounding, integration, 

and critical awareness.  Disciplinary grounding is the ability to select and apply 

disciplinary perspectives to the interdisciplinary work.  Integration is the ability to 

combine disciplinary perspectives to achieve a deeper understanding.  Critical awareness 

is the ability to reflect on the ways in which interdisciplinary perspectives can be brought 

to bear on an issue, theme, or problem, including the ability to weigh strengths and 

limitations of those disciplinary perspectives (Boix Mansilla & Dawes Duraisingh, 2007, 

pp. 222-223).  By describing and analyzing student perceptions of the effects of their 

community college interdisciplinary experiences on these areas of their learning once 

they transfer to a four-year school, this study hopes to offer insights that may help guide 

two-year colleges that are considering interdisciplinary approaches to their general 

education requirements and associate degrees. 

Rationale and Significance 

As stated in the introduction, integrated and interdisciplinary approaches have 

been suggested as ways to meet the complex educational needs of the 21st Century.  The 

American Association of Community Colleges (2012) claimed that the U.S. needs to 

produce students that are “not just globally competitive but also globally competent” (p. 

viii) and that our current educational system is not yet structured to meet the challenge.  

A key theme in Farnsworth (2007) is also that higher education needs to change in order 

to prepare students for the new global economy.  Flynn and Vredevoogd (2010) noted 

that interdisciplinary study will become more commonplace in the new century, and the 

National Leadership Council for Liberal Education and America’s Promise (2007) 
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presented essential learning outcomes that include “integrative learning,” which it defines 

as “synthesis and advanced accomplishment across general and specialized studies” (p. 

3).  However, the kinds of changes these authors endorse need to be tested through 

empirical studies.   

Although interdisciplinary programs are becoming increasingly popular in higher 

education, most literature on the practice of developing interdisciplinary curriculum and 

engaging in interdisciplinary pedagogy is relatively new.  Indeed, as noted in the 

introduction, little seems to have been written so far about the use of interdisciplinary 

approaches with first and second year college students, and there are questions about 

whether undergraduates can benefit from interdisciplinary learning or whether 

interdisciplinary learning should be reserved for more advanced students (Newell, 2006).  

These questions are particularly relevant to the issue of offering interdisciplinary learning 

at the two-year college.  By analyzing student course experiences at university in the 

context of the interdisciplinary framework developed by Boix Mansilla and Dawes 

Duraisingh, this study will gather qualitative data that may shed light on the benefits and 

drawbacks of using interdisciplinary approaches with first- and second-year college 

students. 

SVC has conducted its own research on student outcomes within its programs and 

found positive results relating to active learning and engagement, ethnorelativity, and 

critical thinking (Dunlap & Pettitt, 2008).  However, SVC has to date only done one 

study of its students after they transfer to university and has confirmed that the current 

study offers a useful complement to the research it has done so far (Dunlap & Pettitt, 

2008; Pettitt, personal communication, February 13, 2013).  Further research looking 
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more in depth at student perceptions of their experiences doing upper division 

coursework at four-year schools will add to the understanding of the possible strengths 

and drawbacks of the SVC program and also of the possible value of other community 

colleges offering similar degrees and experiences. 

Research Question 

This research was driven by the following question: How do students who 

participated in a community college interdisciplinary program perceive their coursework 

experiences at a four-year program after transfer?  Interview questions will focus on 

student perceptions of their coursework experiences in the three areas of the 

interdisciplinary framework: disciplinary grounding, integration, and critical awareness 

(Boix Mansilla & Dawes Duraisingh, 2007). 

Limitations 

The study conducted semi-structured interviews with 13 subjects, all of whom 

graduated from SVC’s main campus with its interdisciplinary AAUCT degree and 

completed at least 30 credit hours at a four-year school.  Because the sample size of the 

study is small, and because the study is a phenomenological one, the results are not 

generalizable.  Also, the Skagit degree is not representative of all interdisciplinary 

programs.  As Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh (2007) point out, there is a broad 

range of definitions and practices falling under the general umbrella of interdisciplinary 

education.  While Skagit Valley labels its degree as “a nationally recognized 

interdisciplinary degree” (“AAUCT,” 2012), the interdisciplinary element of the degree is 

the requirement that students take three integrative learning experiences, including at 

least two learning communities, as part of their course work.  The Skagit model is not a 
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fully integrated interdisciplinary program like, for instance, the university program at 

Evergreen State College (“About Evergreen,” 2010).  Finally, the students in the 

population attended different four-year schools and pursued different majors, therefore 

experiencing different educational approaches and degree structures in their four-year 

institution coursework.   

Summary 

This phenomenological study focused on interviewing students who completed an 

interdisciplinary degree at Skagit Valley College and transferred to a four-year school.  

This research was driven by the following question: How do students who participated in 

a community college interdisciplinary program perceive their coursework experiences at 

a four-year program after transfer?  The research questions and analysis will be guided by 

Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh’s (2007) empirically grounded framework of 

interdisciplinary learning, which identifies three domains: disciplinary grounding, 

integration, and critical awareness. The study will provide an exploration of students’ 

perceptions of the application of their community college interdisciplinary learning 

experiences in the context of their further studies at four-year universities.  

Interdisciplinary approaches have been proposed as ways to engage students in the 

complex thinking needed for Twenty-First Century education and also as a way to 

revitalize the general education requirements of the first two years of college.  The 

current study hopes to provide insights that will prove useful to community colleges 

thinking about developing interdisciplinary programs and degrees.  The study will be 

limited by its small sample, the uniqueness of the Skagit degree, and the variety of 

university experiences available to students at their transfer institutions.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The purpose of this literature review is to trace the history and theory of 

interdisciplinary education and its application to general education requirements.  This 

examination helps define terms and issues relevant to the current phenomenological study 

of student educational experiences at a four-year institution after graduating with an 

interdisciplinary AA degree from Skagit Valley College. 

Approach and Criteria 

This literature review is focused on studies and essays on the theory and practice 

of interdisciplinary learning and its application to general education requirements.  

Primary searches were done in the Oregon State University (OSU) library online 

resources and in Google Scholar.  Within the OSU library, the ERIC and Education 

Research Complete databases were most useful.  Primary key word searches were done 

on “interdisciplinary,” “assessment,” and “general education,” alone and in combination.  

Other key search terms were “multidisciplinary,” “integrated,” “integrative studies,” 

“outcomes,” “education,” “higher education,” “community college,” “evaluation,” 

“learning communities,” and “rubrics.”  Some specific research was also done on Skagit 

Valley Community College and its AA degree program.  A useful resource was Julie 

Thompson Klein’s (2006) “Resources for Interdisciplinary Studies,” which lists key 

resources in the field, including the website for the Association of Integrative Studies 

(AIS), which posts links to research and other references.   

Key authors are Veronica Boix Mansilla, Julie Thompson Klein, William Newell, 

David Moss, and Lisa Lattuca.  Boix Mansilla is with Harvard’s Project Zero, which has 

a website that includes links to useful research.  Because the study of interdisciplinary 
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learning is relatively new and rapidly changing, preference was placed on studies done 

since 2000, though some older studies and essays offer useful background.  Literature 

dealing with social justice implications of interdisciplinary learning and the need for 

institutional change to foster interdisciplinary learning, while important, were not deemed 

relevant to the current study and were thus excluded.  In addition, literature on 

interdisciplinary approaches to graduate-level research and professional fields were not 

included in the review since this literature tends to be too specialized to be applied to the 

challenges of teaching and assessing interdisciplinary approaches in the first two years of 

college. 

Organization 

The literature review is organized around five key themes and is arranged to build 

from general background to the specific focus of this study.  First, a general survey of the 

history of interdisciplinary study is offered, with a focus on its evolution and on the 

current trends.  This section also includes a discussion of some key terms.  Second is a 

review of current literature on pedagogical approaches to interdisciplinary learning.  

Thirdly, literature that addresses the application of interdisciplinary approaches to 

undergraduate learning, especially general education requirements, is reviewed.  This 

section also includes studies done on Skagit Valley’s interdisciplinary degree.  Next, key 

research questions regarding interdisciplinary study are identified before looking more 

specifically at the issue of assessing interdisciplinary learning. 

History and Terminology 

Kleinberg (2008) looked back at the origins of interdisciplinary efforts in order to 

lay the groundwork for an assessment of the current state of the field.  According to 
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Kleinberg, Wesleyan University’s educational policy committee and president in 1958 

attempted to get rid of its departmental structure and replace it with interdisciplinary 

units, which were designed to revitalize the institution.  The program was based on the 

assumption that the disciplinary structure established arbitrary divisions that prevented 

students and instructors from making connections across domains of knowledge and 

academic practices.  The plan was never adopted, but Kleinberg noted that 

interdisciplinary approaches and programs proliferated at other institutions in the 

following decades.  

Newell et al. (2003) offered a concise history of several “long-standing 

interdisciplinary programs” with a focus on how each of these programs balanced the 

creative tension between the chaotic, creative, and freedom-loving urges of what the 

paper called the Dionysian approach and the structured and rational tendency of what it 

termed the Apollonian approach.  Essentially, this tension was between the experimental 

and sometimes anarchic tendencies of interdisciplinary programs and the institutional 

need for structure and accountability.  The article traced the development of these 

interdisciplinary programs and their struggles, including conflicts with conservative 

elements in their own institutions, internal debates about best practices and rigor, and 

shifting pedagogies and philosophies.  The article’s overall thesis was that the tension 

between the Apollonian desire for structure and rigor and the Dionysian urge toward 

creative chaos had been a fruitful one in these interdisciplinary programs.  Although the 

article offered useful background for the current discussion regarding assessment of 

interdisciplinary programs and the need for accountability, meaningful assessment, and 

rigor, the authors of the study were key members of the communities they described and 
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thus did not attempt a rigorous, objective assessment of these programs and their 

successes and failures.  Also, the data collection was based on personal experience rather 

than intentional, structured collection methods, and the analysis was organized around the 

allusion to Greek mythology rather than themes identified from the data or from theory.  

More objective and rigorous case studies of interdisciplinary programs and their 

assessment practices are needed.  

As interdisciplinary programs have evolved, distinctions have been made between 

multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary learning, and the connections between 

interdisciplinary learning and integrative learning have been explored.  According to 

Klein (2005), multidisciplinary approaches look at a subject or problem from a variety of 

disciplinary perspectives but do not attempt to integrate those perspectives in order to 

create a new understanding.  Integrative learning is a broad term that encompasses 

bridging various traditional educational divides while interdisciplinary learning is a 

specific kind of integrative learning that focuses on bridging divides among the 

disciplines.  Integrative interdisciplinary learning is distinguished from multidisciplinary 

learning in that multiple perspectives are combined to explore a common theme or to 

solve a complex problem.  For Newell (2010), interdisciplinary thinkers use the 

perspectives of several different disciplines to try to understand a complex problem from 

the outside while integrative learning involves reaching outside the academy to “bring 

students into contact with people who are inside the complex situation” (p. 3), thus 

adding another valuable perspective to the student’s evolving understanding.  According 

to Newell (2010), “The challenge of integrative learning is to make sense of the 

contrasting or conflicting insights by integrating them into a more comprehensive 
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understanding of the situation in its full complexity” (p. 3).  Newell’s definition of 

integrative interdisciplinary learning is thus very similar to Klein’s in that it connects 

effective interdisciplinary learning with the idea of integration. 

Schneider (2003) emphasized that integrative learning goes beyond 

interdisciplinary learning in that it encourages students to connect all aspects of their 

educational experience, curricular and extra-curricular, and also to connect their school 

learning to the outside world.  Like Klein, Schneider saw interdisciplinary connections as 

a kind of integrative learning, but Schneider emphasized that the connections made in 

integrative learning go beyond only bridging the disciplines.  Schneider argued for the 

importance of integrative learning in fostering 21st Century skills.  Her paper, however, 

was originally a conference keynote address and was more focused on advocacy than 

empirical support.  Further studies empirically linking integrative approaches to 21st 

Century learning outcomes as defined by papers like the National Leadership Council for 

Liberal Education and America’s Promise (2007) report would be needed to make a full 

case for integrative approaches to learning. 

Like the authors discussed above, Szostak (2006) argued for integrative rather 

than multidisciplinary approaches.  According to Szostak, integration involves finding 

common ground among disciplines and extending one’s insights through that common 

ground as opposed to simply accumulating insights from different disciplinary points of 

view.  Again, an integrative approach stresses the symbiosis among different perspectives.  

Spelt, Biemans, Tobi, Luning and Mulder (2009) synthesized the work of Newell, Klein, 

and Boix Mansilla in pointing out that multidisciplinary approaches are “additive,” 

bringing multiple perspectives to bear without an attempt to integrate them (p. 366).  
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Interdisciplinary approaches, on the other hand, involve the integration or synthesis of 

knowledge. 

In summary, the history of interdisciplinary approaches to learning in American 

higher education goes back to the late 1950s and has involved an evolution from 

multidisciplinary approaches to the current preference for integrative approaches.  

Multidisciplinary learning looks at a subject from more than one disciplinary perspective 

but does not attempt to integrate those perspectives to gain a deeper understanding or to 

solve a complex problem.  Interdisciplinary learning is integrative in that it applies 

multiple perspectives to a common theme or problem in order to achieve a synthesis, 

using the multiple perspectives to arrive at a new perspective, understanding, or course of 

action.  Integrative learning includes this sort of interdisciplinary approach but also 

involves the intentional bridging of other artificial learning divides, including 

encouraging students to connect their course work to life outside the classroom.  Both 

interdisciplinary and integrative learning have been promoted as needed approaches to 

ready students for a complex, globalized world.  The current study will look at student 

perceptions of the effects of an interdisciplinary two-year degree on their approaches to 

their upper division coursework at a university. 

Pedagogy 

Schneider (2003) stressed the importance of integrative learning in liberal 

education and outlined three themes/goals of integrative education: “cultivating inquiry 

skills and intellectual judgment… ‘across-the-curriculum,’” “fostering social 

responsibility and civic engagement,” and “promoting integrative and culminating 

studies” (pp. 6-7).  Approaches to engage these themes include practices mentioned by 
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Lardner and Malnarich (2008), Kleinberg (2008), and Newell (2010): using learning 

outcomes that go across the curriculum, engaging students in “big questions” that can be 

addressed from the perspectives of several disciplines, offering learning communities and 

interdisciplinary courses, and designing class projects and experiences that take students 

“beyond today’s often isolated educational innovations to a more comprehensive and 

cumulative design for the undergraduate experience” (Schneider, 2003, p. 5). 

Brint, Turk-Bicakci, Proctor and Murphy (2009) found that from 1975 to 2000 the 

most prevalent interdisciplinary fields in higher education centered on social issues like 

women’s studies and ethnic studies.  The authors grouped interdisciplinary content into 

non-Western cultural studies, race and ethnic studies, Western studies, environmental 

studies, international studies, civic studies, women’s studies, American studies, brain and 

biomedical sciences, and other (which included film studies, liberal studies, and 

gerontology).  Their study may indicate both a strength and possible limitation of 

interdisciplinary approaches at the undergraduate level.  The approach seems to have 

gained traction dealing with social issues with a primarily humanities and social science 

focus, while neglecting STEM fields.  Further research would be needed to determine 

whether interdisciplinary approaches can be used effectively across all disciplinary areas 

at the undergraduate level. 

Nikitina (2006) categorized different kinds of interdisciplinary teaching by their 

modes of inquiry.  Her study looked at teaching strategies in eight college and pre-college 

interdisciplinary programs.  The study gathered data from course observations and semi-

structured interviews with instructors, students, and administrators.  From the data, 

Nikitina identified contextualizing, conceptualizing, and problem-solving as the three key 
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interdisciplinary approaches and offered guidance on which kinds of interdisciplinary 

activities each of these approaches best suits.  The author suggested that contextualizing, 

which embeds “facts and ideas in the cultural, historical, or ideological fabric” (p. 251) is 

best suited for lesson plans focusing primarily on the humanities.  Conceptualizing, 

which “involves identifying core concepts that are central to two or more disciplines” (p. 

253) works best if the inquiry is guided by the scientific method.  Problem-solving is best 

used when the investigation is being applied to real-world “tangible issues” (p. 251).  

Although the size of this study was limited, the fact that it used both observations and 

interviews with faculty, students, and administrators in established interdisciplinary 

programs gives the framework some validity.  This framework offers a useful, 

empirically grounded model for matching pedagogical approaches to modes of inquiry 

and intended outcomes. 

Orillion (2009) conducted a two-year ethnographic study of a general education 

course at a research university.  The author was a participant-observer of the course for a 

year of the study, conducted both formal and informal interviews with students and 

professors, took notes at office hours, field trips, and faculty meetings, and reviewed 

student work including course assignments, exams, and online discussions.  The author 

used a frame analysis approach for reviewing the data, revising the proposed theories 

while going back and forth from the data to the literature review.  Orillion’s primary 

question was how the course material related to student learning.  The author’s findings 

included that the actual structure of the curriculum, lesson plans, and teaching styles of 

the professors did not support the stated desired outcomes for the course.  Because the 

professors delivered a series of discipline-specific lectures and tended to engage students 
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in recitative discussions and exams (giving back to the instructor what the instructor has 

said), the student products, not surprisingly, failed to show the kinds of critical thinking 

and integrative skills that the course was originally designed to promote.  Although 

Orillion’s study, being an ethnographic study of a specific course at a specific institution, 

is not generalizable, it does offer a useful cautionary tale about the need to match 

curriculum, pedagogical approaches, and assessment methods to the desired course 

outcomes.  The study showed that a gap can exist between stated outcomes and the actual 

outcomes implied by course design, teaching practice, and assessment methods.  

Orillion’s study showed a negative case of a badly designed and executed 

interdisciplinary program focusing on general education outcomes; however, the need 

still exists for studies on programs where teaching methods and outcomes are better 

aligned. 

Boix Mansilla (2007) provided a useful framework for designing interdisciplinary 

courses and activities by presenting the “Teaching for Interdisciplinary Understanding 

Framework” (TID framework).  The framework was developed from a multi-year 

empirical study of interdisciplinary practices conducted by Harvard’s Project Zero.  

Subjects of the study were interdisciplinary graduate research programs and college and 

secondary school interdisciplinary programs.  Project Zero analyzed the practices of the 

study groups, developed a TID framework model and then tested the model with a 

Massachusetts secondary school and an International Baccalaureate Middle Years 

program.  Boix Mansilla used a case description of a Kenyan middle school unit on music 

and physics to illustrate the framework, which guides instructors on the parameters of 

successful interdisciplinary teaching and learning.  The framework dictates that topics for 
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interdisciplinary lessons should be multifaceted, that the tools used should be rooted in 

disciplinary understandings, that the disciplines must be brought together to accomplish 

integrative understandings, and that outcomes should involve ongoing performances of 

understanding that demonstrate student learning at different stages in the learning 

process.  Although the paper did not go into depth about the methods used in its empirical 

study, the resulting framework offers a useful planning tool for instructors of all levels 

who wish to design interdisciplinary lessons, and the paper tied that framework to 

assessment methods. 

Burgett, Hillyard, Krabill, Leadley, and Rosenberg (2011) looked at specific 

practices that foster success in interdisciplinary teaching, while Ivanitskaya, Clark, 

Montgomery, and Primeau, R. (2002) looked at the stages whereby interdisciplinary 

learning occurs.  Burgett et al. (2011) conducted a case study on successful practices in a 

gateway seminar offered to prepare students for upper level interdisciplinary work at the 

University of Washington-Bothell.  The course was taught in a learning community and 

involved collaboration among faculty members and academic staff.  The authors 

concluded from the study that assignments need to be designed “to foster open-ended and 

inquiry-based forms of research practice” (p. 483), students need to be encouraged to take 

risks on assignments that are being assessed, and interdisciplinary collaboration among 

faculty is most successful when institutions support it.  Ivanitskaya et al. (2002) 

conducted a literature review using Biggs and Collins’ Structure of Observed Learning 

Outcome (SOLO) as a model to help define the process of interdisciplinary learning.  The 

study defined the stages of interdisciplinary learning as uni-structural (uni-disciplinary), 

multi-structural (multi-disciplinary), relational (interdisciplinary limited to one theme or 
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problem) and extended abstract (interdisciplinary approaches generalized to apply to 

other themes or problems).  The authors of both these studies offered pedagogical 

approaches that could help instructors as they attempt to match their teaching practices to 

their interdisciplinary learning goals.  Although Burgett et al. (2011) based their 

conclusions on a case study of one program, the main conclusion–that interdisciplinary 

assignments should be research-based and open-ended–seems to corroborate Orillion’s 

(2009) finding that assignments that were simply recitative and did not encourage open-

ended, research-based inquiry failed to achieve interdisciplinary outcomes.  Likewise, the 

finding by Ivanitskaya et al. (2002) that interdisciplinary learning occurs in stages 

appears not only to be well-supported by the literature review done by the study but 

indirectly supports Orillion’s (2009) finding that students who were not given time and 

structures to work through the interdisciplinary learning process appeared to fail to 

achieve interdisciplinary learning outcomes. 

Kelleher (2008) also noted the importance of aligning interdisciplinary 

assessment approaches to pedagogical practices while Moss et al. (2008a) stressed that 

the goal for interdisciplinary education is to engage complex questions in complex ways 

and that thus diverse instructional and assessment methods are needed.  Brown (2008) 

focused on the need to integrate Bloom’s three dimensions of learning, which Brown 

identified as knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors (KAB), into both course design and 

assessment.  Engaging students in interdisciplinary and integrative course work to engage 

complex real-world problems requires a multidimensional pedagogical approach.  

Multidimensional pedagogical approaches involve the production of a variety of artifacts 

that demonstrate student learning and thus require innovative approaches to assessment 
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(Bass, 2005; Boix Mansilla, 2005; Moss et al., 2008a; Newell, 2006).  While Brown’s 

(2008) case study does not prove the point that interdisciplinary assessment must involve 

multiple kinds of learning artifacts, it does serve to illustrate the point that complex 

learning and non-traditional learning artifacts present challenges to instructors steeped in 

traditional methods of teaching and assessment. 

In summary, according to the literature, interdisciplinary teaching and learning 

can take diverse forms, but several underlying principles have been defined.  First, 

interdisciplinary teaching and learning should engage complex questions or themes and 

should draw perspectives from across the curriculum.  Curriculum and teaching methods 

should be appropriate to interdisciplinary goals and learning outcomes; a mismatch 

between intended outcomes and teaching methods can work against successful 

interdisciplinary learning.   Also, the kinds of activities students engage in may change 

depending on the focus of the interdisciplinary activity.  Humanities-based inquiries 

might involve contextualizing, scientific inquiries involving multiple disciplines might 

center on conceptualizing, while interdisciplinary approaches applied to real world 

problems might be best served by a problem-solving method.   

Appropriate interdisciplinary courses and lesson plans should involve 

multidisciplinary topics (not all topics and problems require multiple disciplines), should 

be rooted in sound disciplinary knowledge (one cannot integrate disciplinary perspectives 

and approaches unless one understands them), should be structured to achieve integrative 

understandings, and should involve ongoing formative assessment of all the learning 

stages.  Those stages might include passing from looking at a problem from the 

perspective of a single discipline, to looking at the problem from multiple disciplinary 
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perspectives, to making interdisciplinary connections applied to one theme or problem, to 

extending the interdisciplinary (integrative) insights to multiple themes or problems.   

Strong interdisciplinary teaching and learning should involve knowledge, affect, 

and behavior.  Because interdisciplinary lesson plans and learning processes are complex, 

they may require complex and ongoing assessment using a variety of learning artifacts.  

Matching assessment methods to interdisciplinary teaching and learning processes in an 

appropriate and meaningful way is thus potentially complex and challenging.  Since a 

variety of teaching methods are possible, a variety of assessment methods might also be 

both possible and effective.  One way to start to approach the assessment of 

interdisciplinary teaching and learning is to ask students to reflect on their 

interdisciplinary experiences and how they have applied those learning experiences to 

other course work. 

Interdisciplinary Learning in General Education Requirements 

As far back as 1983, Hursh argued that general education courses should do more 

than teach students “to think solely within the confines of the disciplines,” that these 

courses should both introduce students to the disciplines and help them integrate 

disciplinary perspectives to engage problems from a broad perspective (p. 42).  Hursh 

bemoaned the fact that general education curriculum discussions on campuses are often 

more about politics between departments than about teaching and learning and that a 

sound approach to general education needs to take the cognitive development of students 

into consideration.   

Hursh (1983) grounded his argument in the educational theories of John Dewey, 

Jean Piaget, and William Perry, emphasizing applied knowledge, problem solving skills, 
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interdisciplinary/multiple perspective approaches, and metacognitive self-reflection.  The 

interdisciplinary model for general education for which Hursh argued was concept and 

problem based “rather than discipline based” (p. 48) and was interactive in that it 

demanded that students be able to use, assimilate, and organize knowledge rather than 

simply recall and restate it.  In this the author stressed skill as well as knowledge and 

warned against the kind of myopia that can result from over-specialization.  A broader 

perspective, deeper thinking skills, and an ability to apply and create are necessary for 

humanity to engage the issues facing contemporary society, Hursh argued.  

Wehlburg (2010) traced the evolution of general education at the university from 

the beginnings of American higher education to the present to show the process by which 

general education evolved from “a unified curriculum” (p. 3) to the current, often 

disjointed approach of the distribution requirement system.  The author showed the 

history of higher education in America to be a pendulum swinging from an emphasis on 

unity to an emphasis on choice, variety, specialization, and compartmentalization.  

According to the author, the pendulum is currently swinging back toward a concern for 

finding a unified base for the undergraduate experience through the general education 

requirements.   

Although 80% of universities use a distribution system for the general education 

requirements, 85% of those schools use the distribution model in combination with 

approaches meant to promote an underlying unity, often through thematic learning or a 

requirement that all students take certain core courses (Wehlburg, 2010).  Both these 

approaches can be interdisciplinary in nature.  Wehlburg pointed out that 51% of 

AAC&U’s institutions have at least some interdisciplinary courses, 56% have diversity 
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studies, and many are including service learning experiences as part of their general 

education programs.  The author noted, “General education courses are often seen as 

something to get out of the way so that students can take the courses they really came to 

the institution for […] the general education curriculum is rarely seen as something 

important, worthwhile, and essential to a student’s overall education” (p. 10).  The author 

argued that one approach to revitalizing the general education requirements is to integrate 

them into the major course work so that students are encouraged to find connections 

between all their course experiences.  However, the author also pointed out that because 

of the interdisciplinary nature of many of these integrated general education approaches, 

assessment will continue to be difficult and that “trying to measure critical thinking or 

problem solving across a curriculum can be daunting” (p. 8).  Due to current pressures for 

accountability, a balance must be struck between developing a broad, generalizable 

curriculum and developing specific, measurable outcomes for that curriculum.  

In an essay in the journal Peer Review, Gaff (2003) argued that reforming general 

education had become an ongoing concern at universities, citing a 2000 study that found 

that general education requirements were undergoing a formal review in 57% of four-

year institutions.  To Gaff, the original sin in academia is the faculty tendency to focus 

more on their own disciplines and individual concerns than on how the curriculum as a 

whole supports student learning.  Gaff argued that the general education requirements are 

one place where institutions can and should make education more vital by thinking of the 

program as a whole and the overall student experience when designing course 

requirements and approaches to the curriculum.  
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Czechowski (2003) argued that stronger integration is essential to liberal arts 

education and that core requirements should be connected to each other in meaningful 

ways.  The author argued that general education courses should be taught in a way that 

students see the connection of the course outcomes to their overall goals and to the 

overall goals of liberal education.  Lardner and Malnarich (2005) and National 

Leadership Council for Liberal Education and America’s Promise (2007) both stressed 

the need for undergraduate students to engage complex problems in interdisciplinary 

frameworks.  Szostak (2006) argued for embedding interdisciplinary processes and 

approaches in general education programs to foster interdisciplinary thinking and to help 

students make connections across the general education requirements and to develop 

stronger critical thinking skills.  Kelleher (2008) noted that many universities “are 

examining general education requirements using an integrated curricula to prepare 

students for a global world” (p. 161).   

Orillion (2009) noted that increased specialization in the disciplines has been 

perceived to lead to a lack of coherence in general education requirements in universities 

and that the literature has proposed interdisciplinary courses and programs as a way of 

bringing coherence to general education requirements and of increasing student skill 

levels in these academic areas.  However, according to Orillion (2009), few studies have 

been done to test this assumption.  Orillion’s own ethnography of a specific sophomore-

level interdisciplinary course within a research institution found that the program did not 

fulfill its intended outcomes; however, Orillion theorized that the blame lay more with 

the teaching assumptions and backgrounds of the tenured research faculty who taught the 

course than with the interdisciplinary approach itself.  Since Orillion’s ethnography was 
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of a specific course within a specific campus culture, its findings may not be applicable to 

other situations.  However, the study pointed to the need for further studies to test 

assumptions about interdisciplinary learning as it applies to general education 

requirements.  It also pointed to the need to study interdisciplinary programs at 

institutions where instructors are trained as teachers and not primarily focused on 

research. 

Similar to these authors, Hanstedt (2012) argued that there should be a synergy 

between general education courses and more advanced and specialized work at the 

university as a way of developing “thoughtful, deliberative graduates capable of dealing 

with the complex challenges of global citizenship” (p. 6).  In General Education 

Essentials, the author made the case for an integrative approach to general education that 

allows students and instructors to explore the already existing connections among the 

disciplines.  Hanstedt distinguished this kind of approach from an interdisciplinary 

approach that simply throws together two or more fields to force sometimes arbitrary or 

artificial connections.  The distinction was an important one.  While the author admitted 

that interdisciplinary courses and programs can be done effectively, Hanstedt preferred 

integrative approaches that not only find natural connections among the disciplines 

through techniques like theme-based learning but connect the learning to the world 

outside the classroom through experiences like service learning.  Integration can also 

include self-assessment methods like e-portfolios that can follow a student throughout 

their general education work.  Handstedt found that the current trend in general education 

is to “combine distributive features with more integrative components” (p. 15).  The 

author found this shift to be an effort to address the fragmentation of students’ lives, the 
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rapid growth and change of the disciplinary fields, a workplace in transition from being 

knowledge- to one that is insight-based, and the need for all graduates to adopt global 

perspectives.  

Galle and Galle (2010) did a case study of three programs that had developed 

integrated general education programs.  From the case studies, the authors generalized a 

three-stage process for establishing integrated student learning outcomes in general 

education programs.  The first stage is having campus discussions to align core university 

student learning outcomes with general education.  The second stage is providing 

development activities for faculty and administrators to help develop measures for the 

general education outcomes, and the third is to train faculty groups who teach upper level 

courses to embed assessment of the outcomes in the degree program assessment plans.  

The authors found that the development processes varied among the three institutions but 

that each took the same general steps to align their general education outcomes with the 

rest of the institution.  

Handstedt (2012) argued that colleges and universities should develop assessment 

methods for their integrative general education programs in coordination with the 

program itself and in keeping with the program philosophy and goals.  Assessment 

should be based on a feedback loop for quality enhancement, not done on a top-down 

model.  For Handstedt, assessment is most effective when it is “less of an add-on and 

more of a tool for successful student learning.”  The author especially stressed the 

importance of involving students in metacognitive reflections on their own learning that 

help students “synthesize their experiences over the course of a term or terms” (p. 104).  
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The author overall spoke to the importance of aligning general education requirements to 

students’ eventual majors.  

None of these studies specifically focused on the general education requirements 

within community colleges.  Since community colleges’ primary transfer focus is on the 

general education requirements, additional study of interdisciplinary approaches to 

general education within community colleges is needed.   One study that did look at 

community colleges was Walker (1999), which quantified interdisciplinary options at 164 

community colleges and found that most of the institutions offered interdisciplinary 

courses that were transferrable to four-year institutions and that the most common 

interdisciplinary course offerings were in the humanities.  Although the study looked at 

the years 1991 to 1998, it showed that interdisciplinary approaches are not new to 

community colleges and that perhaps there is work to do in expanding interdisciplinary 

approaches in community colleges to areas other than the humanities.   

In Washington State, Skagit Valley College (SVC) has been engaging community 

college students in interdisciplinary learning through learning communities for over two 

decades and until recently required three “integrated” experiences as part of its AA 

degree (“AAUCT,” 2012; Dunlap & Pettitt, 2008).  (The degree has recently been 

changed to requiring two “integrated” experiences as part of its AA degree) (Associate in 

Arts AA-DTA, 2017).  It is the only community college in Washington State that offers 

an AA degree that is labeled “interdisciplinary.”  While Skagit Valley labels its degree as 

“a nationally recognized interdisciplinary degree” (“AAUCT,” 2012), the 

interdisciplinary element of the degree is the requirement that students take three 

integrative learning experiences, including at least two learning communities, as part of 
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their course work.  The Skagit model is not a fully integrated interdisciplinary program 

like, for instance, the university program at Evergreen State College (“About Evergreen,” 

2010).  However, SVC has conducted its own research on student outcomes within its 

programs and found positive results relating to active learning and engagement, 

intercultural sensitivity, and critical thinking (Dunlap & Pettitt, 2008).  

In summary, the literature has argued that integrative and/or interdisciplinary 

approaches would help revitalize general education requirements by encouraging students 

to make meaningful connections across the disciplines, thus providing an otherwise 

lacking coherence to the curriculum.  Since few studies have been done on 

interdisciplinary approaches to general education in such institutions, especially 

community colleges, the current study can add to the literature by exploring student 

perceptions of how their experiences in Skagit’s interdisciplinary degree program 

affected their experiences of upper division coursework at university. 

Needs for Further Research 

Lattuca, Fath, and Voigt (2004) decried the lack of empirical research that has 

been done to support the educational claims made by proponents of interdisciplinary 

education.  The authors attempted to remedy the situation by first grounding claims about 

the benefits of interdisciplinary approaches in learning and cognition theory and then by 

proposing further directions for research based on their theoretical insights.  

Lattuca, Fath, and Voigt (2004) explored how interdisciplinary practices “might 

promote learning” (p. 29) by looking at five areas of learning promoted by 

interdisciplinary approaches and connecting each to a learning theory that could explain 

the effectiveness of the practice.  First, they connected the focus on engagement of 
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students’ prior knowledge and experiences to cognitive theories about the way the brain 

encodes new information through schema.  Second, the authors explored how situated 

learning theory explains how interdisciplinary learning helps students to develop more 

effective thinking.  Third, the goal of helping students develop multiple perspectives was 

explored according to theories of epistemological development based on the work of 

William Perry.  Fourth, the interdisciplinary approach to student motivation was looked 

at in the context of current theory on intrinsic motivators.  Finally, constructivist learning 

theory was used to explain the strengths and processes of the interdisciplinary goal of 

facilitating student construction of meaning.   Out of this theoretical analysis, the authors 

developed several areas where empirically-based research is needed: the identification of 

interdisciplinary learning outcomes, descriptions of faculty practices in interdisciplinary 

course planning and pedagogy, and studies on whether interdisciplinary approaches 

actually promote student learning.  The authors identified the last area as both the most 

challenging and crucial.  It is this question that the current study hopes to partially 

address. 

Knight, Lattuca, Kimball, and Reason (2013) developed a typology of 

interdisciplinary programs by applying cluster analysis to data from the Wabash National 

Study (WNS) of Liberal Arts Education.  The study collected catalog and marketing 

information from each of the four-year interdisciplinary programs in the database to 

identify the characteristics of each.  The study found that there is great variety in 

programs that are termed interdisciplinary.  Nevertheless, the authors were able to put 

such programs into five clusters.  Clusters 1 to 3 all required 20 to 60 credits for an 

interdisciplinary major but differed in the number of courses within the interdisciplinary 
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department itself that students were required to take.  Cluster 1 required that the majority 

of a student’s credits in the major be from the interdisciplinary program.  Cluster 2 

required a split between courses within the interdisciplinary program and outside the 

program, while the courses required for Cluster 3 were all offered by outside programs.  

Clusters 4 and 5 required more credits in the interdisciplinary major than the first three 

clusters (55 credits or more) and differed from each other in the number of courses within 

the program students were required to take, with Cluster 4 requiring more courses and 

Cluster 5 requiring fewer.  

Within these clusters there was variety in the kinds of practice, including whether 

or not the programs used team-teaching, field experiences, capstone projects, 

undergraduate theses, service learning, and/or project-based learning, and whether or not 

faculty were specifically appointed to positions within the interdisciplinary program.  The 

study also analyzed the clusters according to the interdisciplinary content groupings 

studied by Brint et al. (2009) and found that in general there were no patterns of certain 

clusters leaning toward certain kinds of content, other than a slight tendency for Clusters 

4 and 5 to have more science-based programs, possibly because the extra science and 

math work required for these degrees would have boosted the total credits in the major.   

In their discussion of implications, Knight et al. (2013) identified several areas 

where further research is needed.  First, the authors called for more research on the 

effects of programmatic interdisciplinary learning on learning outcomes to test the 

assumption that interdisciplinary learning helps students integrate the disciplines in order 

to address complex problems.  The authors also noted that in assessing the outcomes of 

interdisciplinary learning, it would be necessary to look at approaches to curriculum and 
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organizational structures as well as course content.  Research will be needed to determine 

whether different program features affect the strength of student learning.  Further, the 

authors argued that in austere budget times, empirical data on the effectiveness of 

interdisciplinary programs is needed for institutional leaders to make decisions about 

whether to keep such programs, as they are often expensive to run.  It would be useful, 

for instance, to know whether some less expensive approaches to interdisciplinary 

learning yielded similar or better outcomes than more expensive models.  A limitation of 

the study was that the authors often relied on website information that might have been 

out of date or inaccurate.  However, the authors argued that developing the basic 

typology is the first step toward being able to assess student learning across program 

types.   

In summary, there is agreement in the literature that more empirical studies are 

needed to test the claims made by advocates of interdisciplinary teaching and learning.  

While claims for the effectiveness of interdisciplinary learning processes can be 

grounded in accepted learning theories, assessment of interdisciplinary learning will need 

to be based on the development of interdisciplinary learning outcomes, and even with 

these outcomes, developing studies that show that interdisciplinary approaches promote 

learning will be challenging.  What’s more, because of the wide variety of approaches to 

interdisciplinary education across and within institutions, it will be important to look at 

both curriculum and organizational structures when assessing the effectiveness and value 

of interdisciplinary approaches and programs.  The next section of this literature review 

will go into greater detail on the challenges of assessment presented by interdisciplinary 

approaches to education, particularly in the first two years of college.   
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The present study attempts to add to the literature by providing qualitative data on 

students’ experiences of a relatively simple interdisciplinary program design at a 

community college and its effect on students’ academic experiences in upper level 

coursework once they transfer to a university.  In the absence of a valid and reliable test 

to measure interdisciplinary learning outcomes, exploring student perceptions of their 

experiences and the applications of those experiences in interdisciplinary work can add 

insight into the potential effectiveness of such a program and provide themes for further 

research. 

The Specific Problem of Assessment 

Given the recurring observations throughout the literature about the lack of 

empirical studies of student interdisciplinary outcomes, it is not surprising that Verónica 

Boix Mansilla (2005) of Harvard’s Project Zero called assessment “the ‘black hole’ of 

interdisciplinary education” (p. 18).  According to Boix Mansilla, this gap existed in part 

because clear outcomes and assessment methods for interdisciplinary learning had not 

been developed.  Boix Mansilla’s work has focused on addressing this gap through the 

development of an assessment rubric for interdisciplinary learning (Boix Mansilla & 

Dawes Duraisingh, 2007; Boix Mansilla, Dawes Duraisingh, Wolfe, & Haynes, 2009).  

Moss et al. (2008c) have published a book-length collection of essays on approaches to 

interdisciplinary assessment.  However, very few studies on the actual application of 

interdisciplinary assessment methods have been done, and at the current writing, other 

than Orillion’s (2009) ethnographic study, no empirical studies have been found on the 

assessment of interdisciplinary skills as they apply to general education requirements 

during the first two years of college.  The broader literature on effective assessment 
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practices may thus be useful in offering some insights into the best approaches for the 

assessment of interdisciplinary learning. 

A key concept in assessment is matching the assessment method to the intended 

outcomes.  Leitzel and Vogler (1997) conducted a study designed to quantify the 

relationship between faculty planning and assessment decisions in courses.  They 

collected data from 30 faculty members via a mail survey and compared planned course 

outcomes to testing methods for these outcomes, using Vogler’s Curriculum-Pedagogy-

Assessment (C-P-A) model to rank outcomes and assessment methods according to three 

levels.  Level 1 was fact, Level 2 was understanding, and Level 3 was application (Leitzel 

& Vogler, 1997, p. 308).  Statistically comparing the levels of planned outcomes to the 

levels of assessment methods, they found that faculty “did not plan and test congruently,” 

“tended to overtest content,” “were effective at selecting test types,” and “were inefficient 

in selecting test types” (p. 316).  In other words, faculty tended to adopt test questions 

that had a higher difficulty level than the intended outcomes of the course design.  An 

example might be testing a fact-based learning outcome with an essay question.  This, 

according to Leitzel and Vogler (1997), would be an effective but inefficient and 

incongruous assessment method.  The method would be considered effective because 

fact-based knowledge can be assessed through an essay question; however, an essay 

question is better suited to measure application skills and thus an inefficient way to 

measure fact-based learning.  The authors thus concluded that faculty tend to fall short in 

aligning their curriculum to their assessment methods and that in community colleges, 

where the emphasis is on teaching, it is particularly important for faculty to be skilled in 

matching the type of assessment to the desired outcomes.  Leitzel and Vogler’s study 
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may have limited significance because it was done in 1997, its sample was small, and it 

focused on testing and not on other modes of assessment.  However, the study does 

highlight the importance of building assessment into course planning and of aligning 

assessment methods to intended outcomes. 

Somerville (2007) showed that meaningful assessment requires more than simply 

matching the assessment methods to the intended outcomes at the course level.  

Somerville conducted research using the Delphi method to determine critical factors in 

meaningful assessment of student learning at the institutional level and offered an 

analysis on why these factors might be important.  Somerville divided the factors into 

two categories: “critically important” and “extremely important” (p. 184).  The critically 

important factors were knowledge/experience of campus leaders, trust, opportunities for 

dialogue/collaboration, leadership, faculty engagement, and use of assessment results.  

The extremely important factors were building campus knowledge, having an assessment 

plan, having communication strategies in place, and having administrators involved in 

assessment.  As Somerville pointed out, the results of the study do not provide a blueprint 

for implementing effective assessment of student learning, but they do provide “a set of 

factors that form potentially important pillars on which to build a meaningful process” (p. 

166).  The findings of the study indicated that assessment needs to be well-planned and 

supported across the campus and that meaningful assessment is collaborative, involves 

open communication, and allows for use of the results. 

Erlich (2011) looked at the application of Social Cognitive Theory and the use of 

assessment in academic advising to develop “self-efficacy and self-regulated learning” in 

students (p. 4).  Since self-efficacy and self-regulated learning are also two of the goals of 
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some interdisciplinary programs (“Curriculum,” 2012; Goddard College, 2010), Erlich’s 

results may prove useful for the current study.  Erlich demonstrated the effectiveness of 

“three assessment instruments designed to measure self-efficacy and self-regulated 

learning in college academic planning” (p. 209).  Although each of these instruments was 

designed to measure academic advising outcomes, the instruments might be adopted to an 

interdisciplinary study model where faculty mentoring and self-regulated learning are key 

components.  In addition, Erlich found a correlation between advisor interventions based 

on Zimmerman’s self-regulated learning model and changes in student behavior 

exhibiting “increased self-efficacy and self-regulated learning strategy levels” (p. 211).  

Erlich’s work provides a possible framework for the development and assessment of self-

regulated learning, which might be applied to interdisciplinary learning. 

Regarding the assessment of undergraduate interdisciplinary work, Newell (2006) 

studied the feasibility of teaching interdisciplinary integration to undergraduates to 

answer concerns that “integration is too difficult to teach undergraduates” (p. 102).  The 

author analyzed 37 senior projects from a group of students in the Western College 

Program at Miami University for evidence of seven integrative steps: “identifying, 

illuminating, and evaluating conflict in insights; constructing common ground; 

identifying linkages among disciplines; constructing/modeling a more comprehensive 

understanding; and testing the new understanding” (p. 89).  Newell then evaluated all the 

projects using the integration profile from the Wolfe-Hayes assessment instrument and 

quantified the results.  The author concluded that over a third of the students completed 

almost all the steps, that academically stronger students were not more likely to complete 

the steps than less strong students, and that therefore the data seemed to indicate that 
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integrative interdisciplinary learning does not need to be reserved for only advanced, 

graduate level students.  Newell’s study was limited because it dealt with a small sample 

of students and used only students taking courses in the author’s own interdisciplinary 

program.  However, the study modeled how to apply distinct interdisciplinary criteria to 

undergraduate work in a way that is quantifiable.  Additional studies are needed to build 

on Newell’s data and further explore undergraduate ability to achieve interdisciplinary 

outcomes. 

Bass (2005) explored the complexity of interdisciplinary assessment and the need 

for faculty to question their assumptions about what constitutes a meaningful learning 

artifact.  Bass looked at two case studies of courses: one a science program whose 

capstone project involved students teaching in middle schools (and thus reinforcing their 

learning through teaching) and the second a “Visible Knowledge Project” in which 

students used research to create video-based “digital stories” rather than traditional 

research papers.  Bass used these case studies to illustrate the point that complex learning 

may require a range of assessment artifacts and that assessing learning from a range of 

non-traditional artifacts will be complex and challenging.  Bass argued that in order to 

fully develop interdisciplinary practices, educators must create intellectual dissonance by 

confronting their “own assumptions about expertise” and the way that those assumptions 

inform “the design of undergraduate education” (p. 111).  Bass’s work ties in with points 

made in Moss et al. (2008a) regarding the need for varied products and practices when 

assessing interdisciplinary learning. 

Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh (2007) developed a framework for 

interdisciplinary assessment based in part on data derived from interviews conducted 
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with instructors teaching in interdisciplinary programs.  The authors asked the following 

questions: What qualities do faculty look for in student interdisciplinary work and can 

these qualities be put into a useful framework for student assessment?  According to their 

findings, the core dimensions of student interdisciplinary work are “disciplinary 

grounding, advancement through integration, and critical awareness” (p. 222).  

Disciplinary grounding is the ability to understand and apply disciplinary concepts, 

advancement through integration involves coming to a new understanding through 

applying interdisciplinary perspectives, and critical awareness is the ability to describe 

why and how interdisciplinary perspectives were brought to bear.  The authors suggested 

that integration should be assessed according to how well students develop the different 

perspectives into a new cohesive whole to achieve the overall purpose of the integration.  

Boix Mansilla (2007) recommended that assessment of interdisciplinary learning be 

matched to interdisciplinary learning outcomes.  According to Boix Mansilla (2007), 

assessment of interdisciplinary learning should be valid, ongoing, and informative.  The 

author based these conclusions on a study of teachers in interdisciplinary programs 

applying the Teaching for Interdisciplinary Understanding (TID) framework.  Although 

Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh (2007) do not provide details on the number of 

professionals they interviewed in developing the framework, the process of developing 

the framework based on the practices and insights of professionals engaged in 

interdisciplinary learning processes was an appropriate use of homogenous sampling. 

The use of the framework for targeted assessment was further elaborated by Boix 

Mansilla et al. (2009), who used a rubric based on the framework to assess a set of 84 

papers generated by students in an interdisciplinary program at Miami University.  The 
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rubric assessed four dimensions of interdisciplinary learning in student writing: 

purposefulness, disciplinary grounding, integration, and critical awareness (p. 336).  It 

assessed these areas according to four levels of student attainment: naïve, novice, 

apprentice, and master (p. 336).  Two independent groups of faculty assessed student 

work according to the rubric.  An Inter Rater Reliability (IRR) rate of 83.5% was 

determined by dividing the number of identical ratings by all four judges by the total 

number of ratings.  The study tested the validity of the rubric by using a series of four 4 × 

1 ANOVA analyses on each area of the rubric.  For each area, hypotheses were also 

tested with Fisher’s PLSD least significant difference tests.  Finally, to further test for 

validity, the rubric was applied to 20 senior disciplinary honors essays, and the results 

were compared to the results of the interdisciplinary essays.  Overall, Boix Mansilla et al. 

(2009) found that fourth-year student writing exhibited stronger mastery in all areas of 

the rubric than first-year students and that the students trained in interdisciplinary studies 

showed stronger mastery in integration and critical awareness than those who were not.  

Although the study only looked at student interdisciplinary work from one program, its 

methods and its comparison test offer evidence for the validity and usefulness of the 

rubric in assessing interdisciplinary writing.  The study also indicated that 

interdisciplinary learning is distinct from disciplinary learning and can be assessed as 

such.  One area of relevance to the current study was the finding that first-year students 

exhibited less interdisciplinary mastery than fourth year students.  Boix Mansilla et al. 

(2009) did not explore whether the interdisciplinary learning experienced by these first 

year students was effective, despite these students being less accomplished than fourth 

year students.  The current study proposes to explore the effectiveness of interdisciplinary 
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learning during the first and second years of higher education. 

Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh’s (2007) rubric was an attempt to do as 

Kelleher (2008) suggested, which is to align interdisciplinary assessment to 

interdisciplinary teaching methods and outcomes.  Kelleher pointed out that in assessing 

interdisciplinary learning “one instrument alone does not fit all instructional aims or 

learning outcomes” (p. 167) and that feedback loops are an essential part of any 

assessment process.  Moss et al. (2008a) supported this idea by asserting that assessment 

should be an integrated part of the learning process.  The authors argued that one of the 

main goals of interdisciplinary learning is to help “learners think and do in complex, real 

world arenas” (p. 184).  To achieve this goal of promoting “complexity, subtlety, 

interdependence, and holism” (p. 182), instruction and assessment must focus on process 

as well as content.  Interdisciplinary approaches should address real world problems and 

use “real world assessment” such as “discussion, journals, case studies, interviews, 

observations, performance assessments, project manuals, and presentations” (p. 183).  

The authors also stressed that both qualitative and quantitative measures should be used 

in the assessments and that assessments should be both summative and formative.  While 

all these arguments are based on the experience of practitioners of interdisciplinary 

learning, the assumptions behind them–that interdisciplinary learning is an effective way 

to approach complex thinking and problem solving and that because of this complexity 

multiple learning artifacts are needed for effective assessment–need to be more 

thoroughly tested through empirical studies.  

What does complex learning and its assessment look like?  Boix Mansilla et al. 

(2009) begin to answer the question through using the rubric, based on their framework, 
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to assess student interdisciplinary writing.  However, their work does not dictate how the 

framework and rubric can be used or the kinds of artifacts to which it can be applied.  By 

structuring the current study around Boix Mansilla et al.’s (2007) interdisciplinary 

framework, this author hopes to achieve some insight into student interdisciplinary 

learning experiences.   

Conclusion 

Interdisciplinary approaches to learning in higher education have evolved from 

multidisciplinary approaches (looking at a topic from more than one disciplinary 

perspective) to the current preference for integrative approaches, which involve not only 

application of multiple disciplinary perspectives to a problem or theme but also the 

integration of the worlds inside and outside the classroom.  Interdisciplinary and 

integrative learning have been promoted as needed approaches to ready students for a 

complex, globalized world. 

Interdisciplinary teaching and learning can take diverse forms, but most 

approaches focus on engaging complex questions or themes and integrating relevant 

perspectives from across the curriculum.  Interdisciplinary teaching requires unique 

course design based on interdisciplinary learning outcomes.  If instructional styles and 

curriculum are not designed to meet interdisciplinary outcomes, the mismatch can lead to 

ineffective practice.  Interdisciplinary courses and projects should involve truly 

multidisciplinary topics, be rooted in sound disciplinary knowledge, be structured to 

achieve integrative understandings, and involve ongoing formative assessment of all the 

learning stages.  Because interdisciplinary teaching and learning should involve 

knowledge, affect, and behavior, and because the assessment of interdisciplinary learning 
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is complex, one way of approaching a discussion of its effectiveness is to collect and 

examine student perceptions of their experiences with interdisciplinary learning and its 

application to other coursework.   

The specific focus of this study was interdisciplinary learning as it applies to the 

general education requirements of the first two years of college.  The literature has 

argued that integrative and/or interdisciplinary approaches can help revitalize general 

education requirements by encouraging students to make meaningful connections across 

the disciplines, thus providing an otherwise lacking coherence to the curriculum.  

Interdisciplinary approaches have been applied to general education requirements to 

varying degrees at universities, and interdisciplinary coursework has long been a part of 

the curriculum of some community colleges.  However, in Washington State, Skagit 

Valley College is the only community college to offer a two-year degree labeled as 

interdisciplinary.  Since few studies have been done on the effectiveness of 

interdisciplinary approaches to general education requirements, especially in community 

colleges, the current study adds to the literature by exploring student perceptions of how 

their experiences in Skagit’s interdisciplinary degree program affected their experiences 

of upper division coursework at university. 

Indeed, a common theme in the literature is that more empirical studies are 

needed to test the claims made by advocates of interdisciplinary teaching and learning.  

While claims for the effectiveness of interdisciplinary learning processes can be 

grounded in accepted learning theories, assessment of interdisciplinary learning will need 

to be based on the development of interdisciplinary learning outcomes.  Even with these 

outcomes, the literature asserts that developing studies that assess the degree to which 
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interdisciplinary approaches promote learning will be challenging.  The present study 

attempts to add to the literature by providing qualitative data on students’ experiences of 

a relatively simple interdisciplinary program design at a community college and its effect 

on their academic experiences in upper level coursework once they have transfered to a 

university.  In the absence of a valid and reliable test to measure interdisciplinary 

learning outcomes, exploring student perceptions of their experiences and the 

applications of those experiences in interdisciplinary work can add insight into the 

potential effectiveness of such a program and provide themes for further research. 

Boix Mansilla et al. (2007) developed a framework for interdisciplinary learning 

based on an empirical study of interdisciplinary practice.  This framework can offer a 

basis for interdisciplinary learning outcomes that, in turn, can be used to grapple with 

how best to assess the learning that occurs through interdisciplinary programs and 

activities.  The three primary domains of interdisciplinary learning, according to Boix 

Mansilla et al. (2007) are disciplinary grounding, integration, and critical awareness.  By 

structuring the current study around this framework, I have attempted to achieve some 

insight into student interdisciplinary learning experiences. 
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Chapter 3: Design and Methods 

This phenomenological study looks at the experiences of students who 

participated in Skagit Valley College’s (SVC) interdisciplinary AAUCT degree program 

once those students transferred to a four-year school.  The research was driven by the 

following question: How do students who participated in a community college 

interdisciplinary program perceive their learning and educational experiences at a four-

year program after transfer?  This chapter will discuss and provide the rationales for the 

methodology used in the study, including the philosophical approach, framework, data 

sources and collection methods, method of analysis, and limitations.  

Positionality 

I have a personal interest in and bias for interdisciplinary approaches.  As an 

undergraduate, I was a comparative literature major because my instincts tended toward 

wanting to explore the interdisciplinary contexts of literature (history, philosophy, 

psychology, etc.) and to make connections between literature and the other arts 

(especially film and the visual arts).  As a student, I often felt disciplinary distinctions 

were limiting and that my most powerful moments of learning came when I found 

common threads that ran through the various areas I was studying.  In my M.A. program, 

I was a student teacher in an alternative Manhattan high school and helped team-teach an 

interdisciplinary course on the history, literature, and art of Puerto Rico.  I found this 

experience to be very satisfying professionally and felt that the students also found the 

experience valuable.  Since becoming an educator, I have sought to incorporate an 

interdisciplinary approach wherever possible.  I have taught linked courses in literature 

and film, explored teaching a linked math and composition course, and as an 
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administrator have supported other interdisciplinary linked course offerings on my 

campus, including linked science and composition courses, linked composition and 

history courses, and linked math and science courses.  In addition, my individual courses 

have often had an interdisciplinary orientation.  I have found my interdisciplinary 

teaching experiences among my most satisfying ones, and my observations and course 

evaluations have led me to believe these classes have also been satisfying and meaningful 

to students. 

As a result of these interests and experiences, I recently helped develop an 

interdisciplinary Honors Program at the college where I currently work.  The Honors 

Program, which was designed with Arts and Sciences faculty at the college, includes 

interdisciplinary seminars during the first year and an interdisciplinary capstone project 

the second year.  In the first year, students take two one-credit interdisciplinary reading 

seminars that focus on ideas of the polity and civic engagement.  In the second quarter of 

the first year, students take a three-credit foundations of knowledge class that focuses on 

the approaches to knowledge taken by each of the disciplines and features faculty 

members from across the disciplines sharing and discussing their research with students.  

In the third quarter of the first year, students take a two-credit class that helps them 

develop an independent capstone project that is usually interdisciplinary in nature.  

During the second year, students work with faculty mentors on their capstone projects, 

sharing them at an Honors Symposium at the end of the year.  Students in the Honors 

Program engage in self-assessment and self-reflection activities throughout the program, 

and through these reflections, students have responded positively to the interdisciplinary 

nature of the program. 



 44 

I thus have strong personal and professional leanings toward interdisciplinary 

approaches.  These leanings could lead me to be biased in favor of finding data that 

supports the value of interdisciplinary teaching.  However, I am also aware of the 

possible drawbacks to interdisciplinary teaching and learning, especially at the two-year 

college where students may not yet have the disciplinary grounding necessary to 

effectively apply interdisciplinary approaches.  Because of my personal interest, I want to 

explore whether my assumption that interdisciplinary learning can provide a more 

meaningful context and application for the two-year college transfer degree is borne out 

by student experiences.  As discussed in the Literature Review section of this 

dissertation, little seems to have been written so far about the assessment of 

interdisciplinary approaches to general education requirements with first and second-year 

college students, especially in the context of how interdisciplinary learning prepares them 

for further study in higher education.  Advocates of interdisciplinary teaching and 

learning suggest it provides a foundation for complex thinking and problem solving and 

that it can also be a way to foster deeper and wider student learning in general education 

courses (Czechowski, 2003; Moss, Osborn, & Kaufman, 2008b; Newell, 2010; Szostak, 

2006).  One purpose of the current study is to test those, and my own, assumptions about 

the value of interdisciplinary learning at the two-year college. 

Philosophical Approach 

This study is guided by an interpretive/constructivist orientation that utilizes 

qualitative data to describe, understand, and interpret complex situations and perspectives 

based on context and socially constructed multiple realities (Merriam, 2009).  

Constructivism holds that knowledge is subjectively constructed through individual 
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experience (Creswell, 2011; Merriam, 2009; Merriam, Caffarella & Baumgartner, 2007; 

Ponterotto, 2005).  Because of this paradigm’s emphasis on individual experience and 

individual context, constructivism stresses individual interpretation and bringing “lived 

experiences” to consciousness (Ponterotto, 2005, p. 129).  Constructivism, through its 

emphasis on interpretation, underlies most qualitative research (Merriam, 2009; 

Ponterotto, 2005) and is particularly aligned with phenomenology, which is the “study of 

people’s conscious experience of their life-world” (Merriam, 2009, p. 25).  This study 

seeks to explore the essence of individual student experiences of university course work 

after completing interdisciplinary course work at SVC; it assumes that these students’ 

experiences at the four-year institutions, while grounded in the shared context of the their 

experience of the SVC AAUCT degree program, will be various and driven by individual 

perspectives and contexts.  It also assumes that because interdisciplinary learning seeks to 

engage complexity and promote individualized connections and engagement that the best 

way to examine that learning is through a complex, interpretive method.  These 

assumptions are rooted in constructivism. 

Framework 

The framework for this study is based on the Targeted Assessment Framework for 

students’ interdisciplinary work developed by Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh 

(2007).  The authors defined interdisciplinary understanding “as the capacity to integrate 

knowledge and modes of thinking in two or more disciplines or established areas of 

expertise to produce a cognitive advancement” and determined that because each 

interdisciplinary product is unique and must be assessed according to its own purposes, a 

“dynamic framework” was needed (p. 219).  To develop their framework, the authors 



 46 

interviewed 41 faculty members in four interdisciplinary undergraduate programs and 28 

junior and senior level students in these programs.  In addition, they observed 10 classes, 

analyzed 40 samples of student work, and reviewed other documents related to the 

interdisciplinary programs.  They used pragmatic constructivist epistemology to guide the 

development of the classifications in their framework.  Through this process, they 

identified three domains of interdisciplinary work: disciplinary grounding, integration, 

and critical awareness.   

Disciplinary grounding involves the ability to select disciplinary perspectives to 

apply to the interdisciplinary work.  Such selection should show “rigorous 

understanding” of “theories, findings, examples, methods, validation criteria, genres, and 

forms of communication” (Boix Mansilla & Dawes Duraisingh, 2007, pp. 222-223).  

Integration involves advancing student understanding through “conceptual frameworks, 

graphic representations, models, metaphors, complex explanations, or solutions that 

result in more complex, effective empirically grounded, or comprehensive accounts or 

products” (p. 222).  Critical awareness involves reflection over the way the disciplinary 

perspectives and interdisciplinary approaches have been brought to bear on an issue or 

problem, showing awareness of “how the overall integration ‘works’ and the limitations 

of the integration” (p. 222). 

In arguing for the use of their framework, Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh 

expressed a desire to provide a framework that goes beyond arguments about distinctions 

among different kinds of interdisciplinary learning and instead provides a general 

framework that allows for a description of “the degree to which [an interdisciplinary 

work or activity] achieves its purpose” (p. 229).  Although the framework was developed 
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to provide guidance for assessing individual student interdisciplinary products, the 

framework’s generalized nature and the fact that it is empirically based on both faculty 

expectations and student work make the framework useful in looking at students’ overall 

experiences and applications of interdisciplinary learning.  In fact, the authors suggested 

that one use of the framework is “as a tool to support student self-assessment” (p. 230).  

The framework also aligns with the rubric for interdisciplinary learning that SVC uses, 

which includes five assessment areas: one that deals with disciplinary grounding, two that 

deal with integration, and two that deal with critical awareness (M. Pettitt, personal 

communication, February 13, 2013). 

Data Sources and Descriptions of Data 

This study focuses on student experiences of their coursework at a four-year 

program after completing interdisciplinary work at SVC; thus, the unit of analysis is 

individual students.  The study focuses on students who have graduated with an 

interdisciplinary AAUCT degree from SVC and have transferred to four-year schools 

within Washington State and completed at least 30 credits.  According to Maureen Pettitt, 

retired Institutional Researcher at SVC, the AAUCT degree is Skagit’s primary AA 

degree, and it requires that students take three interdisciplinary courses, including two 

learning communities (personal communication, February 13, 2013).   

SVC has conducted its own research on student outcomes within its 

interdisciplinary programs and found positive results relating to active learning and 

engagement, ethnorelativity, and critical thinking.  However, SVC has to date only done 

one study of its students after they transfer to university and has confirmed that the 

current study offers a useful complement to the research it has done so far.  By looking in 
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depth at student perceptions of their experiences doing coursework at four-year schools, 

this study adds to the understanding of the possible strengths and drawbacks of the SVC 

program and also of the possible value of other community colleges offering similar 

degrees and experiences. The research thus can be used to inform future community 

college educational practices. 

The study used a sample of the whole, attempting to interview as many subjects 

as were available up to the point of saturation (Merriam, 2007).  As Merriam states, in 

this kind of qualitative study, there is no definitive right number of subjects for the 

sample: the sample must be adequate to answer the questions being posed.  Merriam also 

points out that the sample size of qualitative studies is “usually adjusted in the course of 

the investigation” (p. 80).  

The student population was identified through SVC’s Office of Institutional 

Research and through its Dean of Student Services.   SVC mailed a recruitment letter 

from me, along with a return postcard and a letter from its Dean of Student Services, to 

all graduates from SVC’s main campus in Mount Vernon from 2010 to 2015.  On the 

return postcard, students were asked to self-identify whether they had transferred to a 

four-year school and completed the requisite number of credits.  Participants were limited 

to English speakers since the subjects needed to be doing upper division work at a 

university in which most classes are offered in English.  Approximately 375 recruitment 

letters were sent out, and 18 students responded.  Out of these 18, ten students who met 

the study criteria consented to be interviewed.  An additional student consented to be 

interviewed but had not taken interdisciplinary courses at SVC and thus had not met the 

study criteria.  These first interviews were conducted during late August and early 
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September 2015.  An additional three students were identified through personal contacts 

of those who had already been interviewed and through Skagit Valley College personnel.  

These students were interviewed during May, June, and July of 2016.  A point of 

saturation was reached after the completion of these last interviews, as no new themes 

were emerging from the students’ reflections.  A small incentive of a $10 Starbucks gift 

card was given to those who participated in interviews. 

Data Collection 

I conducted interviews with each participant.  Interviews were semi-structured.  

All participants were asked six formal questions related to their student experiences and 

their perceptions of their interdisciplinary learning, but because I was interested in the 

individual perceptions of the way the interdisciplinary experience at SVC informed their 

experiences at a four-year school, I also included follow up questions “to respond to the 

situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of the respondent, and to new ideas on the 

topic” (Merriam, 2009, p. 90).  Interviews lasted from a half hour to an hour.  Six 

interviews were conducted in person, five interviews were conducted via Skype, and two 

interviews were conducted by phone. 

The interview questions were as follows: 

Background 

• What interdisciplinary courses and learning communities did you take at 

Skagit? Tell me a little about the kinds of things you did in those courses 

and what you learned from them. 

Transfer to a Four-Year School 
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• Describe some specific ways that the interdisciplinary classes you took at 

Skagit might have affected your experience of your university classes. 

Explain. 

Disciplinary Grounding 

• Describe how you think those courses at Skagit prepared you for 

university course work in individual subjects (like biology, sociology, 

literature, etc.).  Explain. 

Integration 

• Do you ever find yourself making connections between your courses at 

university? If so, describe some examples. Explain how making these 

connections affected your experiences of these classes. 

• Describe a time in university when you gained a new perspective, insight, 

or solution by combining ideas from more than one class or discipline (for 

instance, you might have used insights from environmental science, 

political science, and literature to better understand a complex and 

controversial issue like climate change).  Explain the process you used to 

get to the insight, how you think the insight affected your view of the 

issue, and why. 

Critical Awareness 

• Do you ever consciously decide to apply the perspectives from multiple 

disciplines when thinking about a complex problem or theme related to 

class work and/or an issue of interest to you? If so, describe a project or 

problem where you think you took an interdisciplinary approach.  
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Describe what you did and why. What do you think the strengths and 

limitations of your approach might have been? 

The themes of disciplinary grounding, integration, and critical awareness and the 

questions associated with them were based on Boix Mansilla and Dawes Durarasingh’s 

(2007) interdisciplinary framework and the criteria they developed for each domain.  

Analysis 

The research was a phenomenological study looking at students’ perceptions of 

their experience of upper division coursework at a university in light of their previous 

interdisciplinary experiences at SVC.  I used interpretive analysis by coding student 

answers according to emerging themes and aspects of the domains identified by Boix-

Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh's (2007) framework for interdisciplinary assessment: 

disciplinary grounding, integration, and critical awareness.  Comparing these themes to 

the literature on interdisciplinary learning and assessment, I explored how students 

perceived and applied their interdisciplinary experiences in the context of their university 

course work. 

The outcomes of interdisciplinary study are complex and hard to measure 

quantitatively since most easily available quantitative measures look at discipline-

oriented outcomes rather than the individual student's ability to integrate his or her 

educational experiences into a complex whole (Moss et al., 2008a; Newell, 2010).  A 

phenomenological study of individual student experiences at applying interdisciplinary 

learning in the first two years of college to upper level course work at a four-year school 

is thus one way to begin to assess the outcomes and effectiveness of interdisciplinary 

teaching and learning from the student perspective.  An interpretive analysis allows 
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themes and patterns to emerge from the students’ experiences (Merriam, 2007). 

Trustworthiness 

Because this study is a qualitative one, its validity is largely determined by the 

credibility of the researcher (Merriam, 2007).  In an earlier section of this chapter, I have 

addressed my possible biases, which continued to be addressed as the research was 

conducted.  My expertise in the area of community college education includes seventeen 

years as a community college instructor and administrator, an M.A. in English Education 

from New York University, and the successful completion of Ph.D. coursework in 

Oregon State University’s Community College Leadership Program.  I am currently Dean 

for Arts and Sciences at Peninsula College and serve on the statewide Articulation and 

Transfer Council in Washington.  I thus have professional expertise and credibility 

regarding student learning at community colleges. 

I ensured the validity and reliability of my research through spending adequate 

time in the collection and analysis of the interviews, by recording and transcribing the 

interviews, and by keeping an audit trail of my research methods as I went along.  

Transcriptions of interviews were professionally done by a transcription service and then 

member checked by the interview subjects via email.  Interviews were done to the point 

of saturation, and the descriptions in the analysis are rich and thick.  According to 

Merriam (2007), all these methods positively affect the credibility of the researcher and 

the research. 

Limitations 

The sample size of the study was small, and because the study is a 

phenomenological one, the results are not generalizable. Also, the SVC degree is not 
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representative of all interdisciplinary programs.  As Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh 

(2007) pointed out, there is a broad range of definitions and practices falling under the 

general umbrella of interdisciplinary education.  While SVC labels its degree as “a 

nationally recognized interdisciplinary degree” (“AAUCT-Transfer Degree,” 2012), the 

interdisciplinary element of the degree is the requirement that students take three 

integrative learning experiences, including at least two learning communities, as part of 

their course work.  In addition, SVC allows some course substitutions for the degree, so 

not all students interviewed had taken all three interdisciplinary experiences.  The SVC 

model is not a fully integrated interdisciplinary program like, for instance, the university 

program at Evergreen State College (“About Evergreen,” 2010).  Finally, students 

interviewed for this study attended different four-year schools and pursued different 

majors, so programs and experiences at the four-year level varied. 

Protection of Human Participants 

I completed the CITI training and certification and the research was approved by 

the Oregon State University Internal Review Board (IRB).  Merriam (2007) identifies the 

primary ethical areas of concern in qualitative research as “protection of subjects from 

harm, the right to privacy, the notion of informed consent, and the issue of deception” (p. 

230).  As Patton (2002) suggested, the purpose and methods of the study were explained 

clearly to all participants according to a script.  To ensure informed consent, a consent 

form with this explanation was signed by each participant.   

Risks to subjects of this study were relatively low because its questions were 

restricted to students’ educational experiences and subjects were coded for anonymity. 

The study population was relatively small and defined and interviews asked for personal 
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reflections on subjects’ learning experiences, so answers to questions included in the 

study could allow those who know the subjects to identify them.   However, the results 

discussed only include information relevant to the subject of the study, which is the effect 

of interdisciplinary education on a student’s experience of learning at a four-year 

institution, which should not be a high-risk subject.  Overall, the risk involved for 

subjects was primarily loss of privacy, but the level of private information revealed did 

not tend to be very intimate.   

The benefits to the participants were the incentives offered by the researcher ($10 

gift cards to Starbucks) and the opportunity to reflect on their own learning process.  The 

benefits to me, as the researcher, were the completion of a Ph.D. degree, possible 

professional advancement, and possible publishing opportunities for the findings of the 

study.  These benefits were made clear to participants in the consent form before they 

agreed to participate in the study. 

The research was not “highly collaborative, participatory, or political,” all factors 

that can increase the number of ethical issues involved in a study (Merriam, 2007).  

Because interviews were taped and transcribed and the transcriptions were member 

checked, there were checks on misrepresenting what subjects said.  The interviews were 

conducted in a professional manner and questions centered on the core, preplanned 

questions.  Though the semi-structured nature of the interviews led to some unscripted 

follow up questions, questions as well as answers were recorded so that they could be 

checked later by an outside reviewer, if necessary, to ensure that subjects’ privacy had 

not been unduly invaded.  

Data collected on subjects was limited to information collected in the interview 
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process.  Data will be stored in a secure location for three years. 

Summary 

This phenomenological study focused on interviewing students who completed an 

interdisciplinary experience at Skagit Valley College and transferred to a four-year 

school.  The primary research question was the following: How do student who 

participated in a community college interdisciplinary program perceive their learning and 

educational experiences at a 4-year program after transfer?  The underlying philosophy of 

the research was constructivism, and the research questions and analysis were guided by 

Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh’s (2007) empirically grounded framework of 

interdisciplinary learning, which identifies three domains: disciplinary grounding, 

integration, and critical awareness.  Out of a population of roughly 450 students who left 

Skagit from 2010 to 2015 onward, a sample of 13 students were interviewed to the point 

of saturation.  Interviews were in-depth and semi-structured.  Data from the interviews 

was coded according to emerging themes, guided by Boix Mansilla and Dawes 

Duraisingh’s interdisciplinary framework.  The study was limited by its small sample, the 

uniqueness of the Skagit degree, and the variety of university experiences available to 

students at their transfer institutions.   
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Chapter 4: Results 

Introduction 

This phenomenological study looked at the experiences of students who 

participated in Skagit Valley College’s interdisciplinary AAUCT degree program once 

those students transferred to a four-year program.  The question driving the research was 

the following: How do students who participated in a community college 

interdisciplinary program perceive their learning and educational experiences at a four-

year program after transfer?  This chapter summarizes the results of these interviews.  

The first section of this chapter provides brief general background on the interview 

subjects.  The chapter is then organized around the seven general subjects covered by the 

interview questions.  These subjects are presented in the order in which they were 

addressed in the interviews with emerging themes summarized within each subject.  The 

subjects are the following: 

1. types of interdisciplinary courses taken; 

2. the effect those courses had on the students’ learning while attending community 

college; 

3. the effect those courses had on the students’ learning while attending a four-year 

program; 

4. the students’ perceptions of how well those courses provided grounding in 

individual disciplines; 

5. the students’ reflections on making their own connections among courses taken at 

their four-year programs; 
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6. the students’ reflections on using interdisciplinary approaches to come to 

advanced understandings in their upper level coursework; and 

7. the students’ ability to exhibit critical awareness of interdisciplinary thinking 

processes applied to upper division coursework and/or situations outside of 

school. 

Topics 1 and 2 offer background on the learning that occurred at the community 

college.  Topic 3 addresses the broad focus of this research: how interdisciplinary work at 

the community college affected learning during upper division work.  Topics 4, 5, 6, and 

7 are based on Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh’s (2007) empirically grounded 

framework for the assessment of interdisciplinary learning, which defines three domains 

of interdisciplinary understanding: disciplinary grounding, integration, and critical 

awareness.  The chapter concludes with a summary of the overall results. 

Participants 

Thirteen participants were interviewed.  By the end of the interview process, 

information gleaned from interviews had reached a point of saturation with no 

significantly new information arising.  All participants met the study criteria of having 

graduated from Skagit Valley College with an Associate of Arts degree and having 

completed at least 30 quarter credit hours or 20 semester credit hours at a four-year 

degree program.  Three participants were male and 10 participants were female.  Six 

attended Western Washington University (WWU), five attended Washington State 

University (WSU, with one of these attending the WSU Vancouver campus), one 

attended Oregon State University (OSU), and one attended a Bachelor’s of Applied 

Science degree program at Peninsula College (PC) in Port Angeles, Washington.  
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Together the participants took a total of 24 interdisciplinary courses.  The number of 

courses varied from one to three per student because Skagit Valley College was flexible 

with the interdisciplinary requirement and allowed course substitutions.  Participants had 

different majors during their upper division work, as shown in Table 1. 

Table 1 
Participant Information Including Majors 
 
 
Participant 

 
 
Gender 

 
Four-Year 
Institution 

 
 
Major 

Number of 
Interdisciplinary 
Courses Taken 

Student01 F WSU Human Development 2 
Student02 F WWU English 

Literature/Secondary Ed 
2 

Student03 F WWU Molecular Biology  2 
Student04 F WWU Psychology/English 

Minor 
2 

Student05 M WSU 
(Vancouver) 

Management Information 
Systems 

1 

Student06 F WWU Elementary 
Education/Spanish 

2 

Student07 F WSU Biology/Biochemistry 1 
Student08 F OSU Natural Resource Policy 

and Management 
1 

Student09 F WWU Human Services 2 
Student10 M WWU History 2 
Student11 M PC Business Management 2 
Student12 F WSU Business Administration 

with Accounting 
3 

Student13 F WSU Business Administration, 
Management and 
Operations. 

2 

 

Findings 

The following section summarizes the findings from the participant interviews 

and is organized according to the general topics covered by the interview questions.  The 

interview questions were the following: 



 59 

• What interdisciplinary courses and learning communities did you take at Skagit?  

Tell me a little about the kinds of things you did in those courses and what you 

learned from them.  

• Describe some specific ways that the interdisciplinary classes you took at Skagit 

might have affected your experience of your university classes.  Explain. 

• Describe how you think those courses at Skagit prepared you for university course 

work in individual subjects (like biology, sociology, literature, etc.).  Explain. 

• Do you ever find yourself making connections between your courses at 

university?  If so, describe some examples.  Explain how making these 

connections affected your experiences of these classes. 

• Describe a time in university when you gained a new perspective, insight, or 

solution by combining ideas from more than one class or discipline (for instance, 

you might have used insights from environmental science, political science, and 

literature to better understand a complex and controversial issue like climate 

change).  Explain the process you used to get to the insight, how you think the 

insight affected your view of the issue, and why. 

• Do you ever consciously decide to apply the perspectives from multiple 

disciplines when thinking about a complex problem or theme related to class work 

and/or an issue of interest to you?  If so, describe a project or problem where you 

think you took an interdisciplinary approach.  Describe what you did and why.  

What do you think the strengths and limitations of your approach might have 

been? 
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Interdisciplinary courses taken.  As stated above, participants took a total of 24 

interdisciplinary classes at community college.  Information on these classes is based on 

what students were able to recall during the interviews.  Of these classes, 12 were 

learning communities that combined English composition with a disciplinary course.  

Seven were learning communities that combined two disciplinary courses.  Of these, two 

courses included an English-related discipline: one course combined literature and history 

while another combined an English course focused on film with psychology.  The 

remaining five courses taken by students were single courses with an interdisciplinary 

focus rather than learning communities. Table 2 summarizes the courses taken by each 

participant. 

 
Table 2 
Community College Interdisciplinary Courses Taken by Participants 
Participant Interdisciplinary Courses Taken at Community College 
Student01 Philosophy/Biology (Bioethics theme) 

Art History/Biology (Single class with interdisciplinary focus, not a Learning 
Community) 
 

Student02 English Composition/Sociology 
History/Art 
 

Student03 English Composition/Nutrition 
Chemistry/Social & Public Policy Problems (Single class with 
interdisciplinary focus, not a Learning Community) 
 

Student04 English Composition/History 
Literature/History 
 

Student05 English Composition /Biology 
 

Student06 English Composition/Culture 
Chemistry/Social & Public Policy Problems (Single class with 
interdisciplinary focus, not a Learning Community) 
 

Student07 Chemistry/Social & Public Policy Problems (Single class with 
interdisciplinary focus, not a Learning Community) 
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Participant Interdisciplinary Courses Taken at Community College 
 

Student08 English Composition /Philosophy 
 

Student09 English Composition/Modern Art History 
Biology/History (Focus on history of diseases, 1200s to 1700s) 
 

Student10 English Composition/Physical Science 
Biology/Creative Writing 
 

Student11 English Composition/Music 
English with Film Focus/Psychology 
 

Student12 English Composition/Sociology (Social Problems theme) 
English Composition/Literature 
Biology/Philosophy (Bioethics theme) 
 

Student13 English Composition/Literature 
Politics of What You Eat (Single class with interdisciplinary focus, not a 
Learning Community) 

 

The degree of integration varied among classes.  Six participants reported that 

although the classes they took were officially “linked,” the courses were taught as two 

separate classes, sometimes meeting in separate rooms.  Some courses were single 

courses that combined disciplines and were taught by one instructor.   (These courses are 

identified in Table 2.)  One learning community, which combined composition and 

literature, was taught by a single instructor rather than two.  Four students who took 

learning communities that were team-taught commented that the instructors could have 

worked together more closely and that the poor integration affected the success of the 

class.  On the other hand, three students commented that successful team teaching 

relationships had had a positive impact on the effectiveness of an interdisciplinary class. 

Course activities varied.  The most common course activity was writing about the 

discipline, partly as a result of the fact that 12 of the 24 interdisciplinary courses 
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combined English with another discipline (Table 2).  Eight participants described class 

experiences where disciplines were combined to illuminate a class theme and/or where 

one discipline was used to illuminate concepts or ideas in the other discipline.  These 

included a bioethics class, a course that combined biology and history to look at a history 

of diseases, a class on the “politics of what you eat,” a class that applied concepts of 

neuroscience to art, a combined art and history class, a course that looked at chemistry in 

the context of social problems, and a course that combined psychology and film.  Other 

learning activities specifically mentioned by participants were debates (one participant), 

research papers (specifically mentioned by 3 participants), group work and presentations 

(3 participants), and creative activities (4 participants).  Creative activities included doing 

art projects based on the styles and cultures of an historical period, using creative writing 

to explore a historical period or to apply biology concepts, and combining English with 

music by writing song lyrics. 

Effect on learning at community college.  Eleven participants gave answers that 

indicated that they found the interdisciplinary courses they took useful to their learning at 

community college.  Seven students commented that they found that combining two 

courses helped with their engagement, with several commenting that combining courses 

helped them engage with subjects about which they were less interested or familiar.  Four 

participants commented that one of the strengths of the interdisciplinary courses was that 

the learning seemed more real-to-life or immediate.  Three students found that the 

contextualization and application that occurred in these classes helped with their retention 

of the course material.  Two students commented that having two voices in the classroom 
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provided part of the value in these courses.  Three students commented that combining 

topics helped them go more into depth.  

Effect on four-year program experience.  When asked about the effects on their 

experiences in a four-year program, most students said they found value in having taken 

interdisciplinary classes at the two-year college, although the areas in which they found 

the experiences helpful and the degree to which they found the experience helpful varied. 

Twelve of the thirteen students interviewed gave answers that indicated that 

interdisciplinary classes taken at the community college provided something of value to 

their four-year program experience.  The following themes emerged from student 

comments about the value of taking interdisciplinary classes at the community college: 

• the classes helped plant the idea of interdisciplinary learning as a value; 

• making interdisciplinary connections was helpful in four-year program 

coursework; 

• interdisciplinary thinking helped open their minds to a greater diversity of 

subjects at university and encouraged them to engage subjects outside their 

normal interests; 

• students found that the interdisciplinary courses at community college prepared 

them for university expectations;  

• students found that interdisciplinary courses provided a strong foundation in 

general skills like writing and communication, critical thinking, and research; and 

• some students found the interdisciplinary learning at the community college to be 

directly applicable to their eventual majors. 
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Although the majority of student commented that the effects of the community 

college interdisciplinary courses on their learning during their four-year programs were 

positive, a few students expressed the following: 

• the interdisciplinary courses at community college did not have much of an 

impact one way or another on their university experience (three students 

expressed versions of this point); and 

• the interdisciplinary courses at community college were not relevant to their 

eventual majors (three students). 

The effects of interdisciplinary learning at the community college on students’ 

experiences in their four-year programs are summarized in detail below. 

Interdisciplinary learning as a value.  Seven students commented that the 

interdisciplinary requirement at Skagit introduced them to the idea of interdisciplinary 

learning and the general value of making connections among disciplines.  For instance, 

Student 8 stated that taking interdisciplinary courses at Skagit planted the idea “that 

colleges were starting to value that inter-relatedness.”  Student 10 said that “going on to a 

four-year, it made me always think about, all this is always connected, it’s not just this is 

one thing, this is another.”  Student 11 said that taking interdisciplinary courses at 

community college helped in thinking about how courses at university related to each 

other: “I think it made me think rather than just taking three random classes for no reason 

that there was a reason for it.”  Although these students encountered varying degrees of 

interdisciplinary coursework at university, each embraced the value of making 

connections across disciplines at least partially as a result of the Skagit requirement. 



 65 

Making interdisciplinary connections.  Students not only embraced 

interdisciplinary learning as an abstract value; eight students commented that taking 

interdisciplinary approaches and making interdisciplinary connections were helpful skills 

at university.  Student 2 stated: 

While I was at Skagit, taking these classes, I had to basically put on different 

lenses to be able to look at things from a new perspective.  During my course of 

major study up at Western so far, I’ve had classes that kind of combine these 

things in that way.  I had a cybernetic fiction class where we were looking at 

writing as a type of technology, so it was kind of that same process of putting on a 

new lens to look at things differently.  

Student 7 stated that a Skagit “class did help in knowing that all of the disciplines are 

very connected. I’m seeing that a lot in my classes, specifically my anthropology class.”  

Student 8 commented that professors at university appreciated the tendency to make 

connections: “I’ve gotten mentions on multiple occasions, like, ‘I’m really glad you relate 

this to another study. I’m really glad to see you relate this to another class you’ve taken.’”  

Student 10 discussed making connections between history and science at university and 

commented that at university (as opposed to high school), “It’s all of a sudden no, 

everything’s connected. Think that way because you’ll learn more.”  In all these cases 

students appear to have found general value in applying interdisciplinary habits of mind 

at university. 

Engaging new subjects.  Three students made comments indicating that taking 

interdisciplinary courses at community college opened their minds to subjects outside 

their normal interests.  For instance, Student 1 stated that making connections between 
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classes “made it less overwhelming to have to learn about the other topic [the topic with 

which the student was less comfortable].”  Student 7 commented that interdisciplinary 

classes at Skagit helped with the realization that additional general education 

requirements at university could “end up being some of the most rewarding because they 

do open perspective to other disciplines.”  Student 10 commented, “There’s always going 

to be classes that I’m not going to be too interested in. I always try to […] bring 

something of the information I’m interested in to the subject I’m not interested in, just so 

I can get through the one so it makes the more difficult one easy.”  In each of these cases 

students seemed to use the skill of making connections to other classes and disciplines as 

a strategy to engage with topics that were new or difficult.	  

Preparation for university expectations.  Eight students indicated that their 

interdisciplinary coursework had prepared them for university expectations in a general 

way, although it was unclear from some of these students’ comments whether the 

preparation they felt they received was specifically a result of the interdisciplinary nature 

of the classes.  Student 1 stated, “It [the interdisciplinary requirement] definitely helped 

me. I believe I had this sort of platform to jump off of in terms of my classes at 

university.”  Student 4 thought that the interdisciplinary courses taken at Skagit helped 

with university instructor expectations because “they focus a lot more on debate and on 

being able to understand the concepts and talk about them. […] I felt like the 

interdisciplinary courses that I’d taken here [at Skagit] helped with that, because we did 

do a lot of like asking and answering questions.”  Student 10 found the Skagit work 

useful because “they forced you to connect everything” and this kind of learning was 

good preparation for the rigor of university.  
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Four students specifically noted that their community college interdisciplinary 

classes were good preparation because interdisciplinary approaches were useful at 

university.  For instance, Student 8 commented on using interdisciplinary approaches: 

I do it way more now than I ever thought I would. I’m a Natural Resource major 

here at Oregon State and I think that my IDSE course was the first time I really 

learned to just pick up any textbook I had laying around and use it as a source. 

[…] It kind of brought me more into how to relate together and you can use one 

class to build in another class. 

Student 10 stated:  

Things are pretty much indelibly connected to another subject, kind of almost to 

an infinite point.  Even with some of the history classes I’ve taken going forward 

[…] and some of the science classes I’ve taken, I remember learning about part of 

this history event in science because this is what led to this, and this is what led to 

this.  Everything is connected. 

Student 13 also found it useful to make connections among classes at university, saying: 

I did use that [interdisciplinary] knowledge in WSU absolutely.  I mean I can 

remember doing research and pulling out two books from previous classes to 

research subjects that I was studying now that were different but had to do with it 

[…] integrating that into what I was working on.  Just seeing the whole picture 

and how things are integrated together. 

Each of these students found that the skill of making interdisciplinary connections was 

reinforced once they got to university. 



 68 

Foundation in general skills.  Nine students commented on how interdisciplinary 

courses at the two-year colleges had provided a strong foundation at university for core 

skills like writing and communication, critical thinking, and research.  

Probably because so many of the Skagit interdisciplinary courses had an English 

component, many students commented on writing and communication skills they 

developed through those courses that transferred well to university.  Student 2 

commented that the “writing portion was helpful when I went up to university.”  Student 

3, a science major at Western Washington University, found that an English and 

Nutrition learning community at Skagit was “a good introduction to scientific writing 

before I really needed to do it.”  Student 3 also commented that the courses at Skagit 

helped with critical reading and that “when you can break these things down [...] it helps 

communication.”  Student 4 found that the emphasis on communication skills in the 

interdisciplinary classes helped with debate skills that were useful at university.  Student 

13 stated of a learning community at Skagit: 

It helped me learn how to read the literature and then critically think about that 

literature and write answers to questions, and think about the literature […] 

integrating the two together, I mean I think it improves my learning ability at a 

university to be able to be able to research and think about what you’re reading 

and write about it. 

In each of these cases, courses that involved English and another discipline seemed to 

benefit students’ reading, writing, and communication skills at university. 

Students also commented on the value of learning to weigh multiple perspectives 

and apply critical thinking in their interdisciplinary classes at community college.  These 
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were skills they continued to value at university.  Student 1 commented that the 

interdisciplinary coursework “definitely taught me to do my research, read a lot, and ask 

lots of questions, so then maybe I can still make my own decisions at the end.”  Student 2 

stated:  

I think just critical thinking was a huge part of it [the interdisciplinary class 

experience]. […] The ability to analyze different information.  I guess that kind of 

goes along with looking at things through different lenses and with critical 

thinking, but it’s your ability to see things on a deeper level than just what’s right 

there on the surface.   

In reflecting on the impact of community college interdisciplinary classes on university 

connections between public policy and science, Student 3 reflected:  

It’s nice to get the complete picture.  It’s nice to see biases in different 

perspectives, too, to get both sides of each argument.  That is something that I 

learned in that interdisciplinary class, is that it’s good to talk to people that you 

disagree with, because you can learn stuff that you otherwise wouldn’t have 

learned. 

Student 13 discussed the importance of critical thinking:  

When I took my Social Research class, I know that from the political science you 

need to research and do your own research to find out answers, don’t just go out 

there and believe everything everybody tells you. That Political Science, Politics 

of What you Eat, definitely taught me that.  

In all these cases, students saw the interdisciplinary courses they took at Skagit as having 

enhanced their critical thinking skills at university. 
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Relevance to major course of study.  Six students discussed the relevance of their 

interdisciplinary learning experiences to their eventual courses of study.  When asked if 

the interdisciplinary background from community college was useful at university, 

Student 1, answered, “Actually my major was human development and that in itself is 

interdisciplinary major because we’re pulling from psych and soc and even biology and 

neuroscience.”  Student 2, who majored in English Literature and Secondary Education, 

commented on the interdisciplinary courses taken at Skagit:  

Mostly those courses were things that were required by my major. Having taken 

things that were similar to it at Skagit actually just helped me through the course. 

I already knew the skillset that I needed to move through those courses. That just 

helped me with things that were required for my major.   

Student 3 stated, “The interdisciplinary course, Politics and Ethics in Science, I reference 

that course a lot in discussions with professors and other students because I minored in 

Political Science at Western.”  Student 7’s major in biochemistry with a focus on public 

health policy was inspired by the interdisciplinary chemistry and social problems class at 

Skagit.  In each of these cases, students found their interdisciplinary experiences at Skagit 

useful in part because the courses connected to their eventual majors. 

Limitations on the effect of interdisciplinary learning at the four-year program. 

Five students discussed the limitations of their interdisciplinary experiences as they 

related to their experiences at university.  Student 4 found that the skills required at 

university were different than those encountered in the community college 

interdisciplinary classes: “A lot at Skagit was like writing, but Western is more focused 

on like being able to collaborate with your peers and being able to debate.”  Three 
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students with more career-oriented majors found that the interdisciplinary courses did not 

apply very well to their eventual courses of study, more because they did not see the 

relevance of the liberal arts content to their careers than because they did not see the 

relevance of interdisciplinary thinking.  Student 8 had a major and career direction 

(Natural Resource Policy and Management) that lends itself to interdisciplinary 

approaches, but stated: “At least in the college I went to […] I never got the impression 

that really linking courses to each other or to real experiences was really encouraged.”  

However, elsewhere in the interview Student 8 found that interdisciplinary approaches 

were useful at university and valued by professors, so this comment would appear to be 

focused more on university class structures than on the general value placed on 

interdisciplinary learning.  In each of these cases, student comments seemed more based 

on the students’ university coursework (especially their majors) than on inherent 

limitations of the interdisciplinary approach. 

Disciplinary grounding.  Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh in their 

framework for assessment of interdisciplinary work define disciplinary grounding as “the 

degree to which student work is grounded in carefully selected and adequately employed 

disciplinary insights–that is, disciplinary theories, findings, examples, methods, 

validation criteria, genres, and forms of communication” (2007).  While the current study 

did not attempt to assess disciplinary grounding in specific student work, it did ask 

students for their perceptions on how taking interdisciplinary courses at the two-year 

college might have affected their disciplinary knowledge and ability to apply disciplinary 

knowledge at university.  
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Limited disciplinary grounding.  Most students found the disciplinary grounding 

offered by the Skagit interdisciplinary classes to be limited.  Four students indicated that 

interdisciplinary courses they took at the community college had little or no effect on 

disciplinary grounding at university because they did not take any further coursework in 

the discipline at university.  Student 3 found that an interdisciplinary course that 

combined chemistry with public policy problems gave poor preparation for future 

political science classes because the political science content in the Skagit class was 

watered down.  Student 11 observed that the disciplinary content taught as part of 

interdisciplinary courses at Skagit was survey level and therefore mostly designed to 

engage non-majors rather than provide deep disciplinary grounding.  Students 9, 10, 11 

and 14 saw some benefit in the disciplinary preparation received through interdisciplinary 

courses but commented that the level of preparation was limited.  Student 4, an English 

minor, found that a Skagit course combining history and English provided good 

background in general concepts regarding analyzing literature but did not provide the 

broad survey-level contexts needed in literature classes at Western.  Student 1 found that 

the disciplines in a Skagit learning community were not given equal weight: “I think the 

biology part was diluted a little bit. […] the philosophy part, though, that definitely 

wasn’t diluted.”  Overall, most students seemed to find the disciplinary grounding offered 

by interdisciplinary courses at Skagit to be superficial. 

Strong disciplinary grounding.  Three students gave answers that indicated that 

they had received strong grounding in a particular discipline as a result of taking an 

interdisciplinary course at community college.  Student 1 took a course that combined 

ethics and biology and found the class to offer a good foundation in both disciplines.  
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Student 2 found a course that combined art and history was “very in depth” when it came 

to the history and said that as a result of using art as a lens to look at the history, “I really 

felt like I came out with a larger understanding.”  Student 2 had a similarly positive view 

of a course that combined English with Sociology, saying, “I felt like I was definitely 

able to have a larger understanding of sociology because I was analyzing the information 

that was taken in, and then writing out papers about those subjects.”  Student 6 found that 

the chemistry portion of a chemistry and social problems class offered a good 

introduction to chemistry for non-majors and didn’t “feel like it watered down anything.”  

In these cases, students found the disciplinary grounding offered by interdisciplinary 

classes at Skagit to be sufficient for university work. 

Making connections among classes.  Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh 

(2007) identify advancement through integration and critical awareness as the second and 

third criteria for assessing student interdisciplinary work (the aforementioned disciplinary 

grounding being the first criteria).  These criteria, of course, assume that students have 

engaged in some sort of interdisciplinary work that is being assessed.  Because the 

current study looked at student interdisciplinary experiences rather than specific 

interdisciplinary work done for specific classes, I sought to determine whether students 

had developed general interdisciplinary habits of mind that they applied to university 

work before asking questions addressing the second and third criteria of the assessment 

framework.  To determine the degree to which students engaged in interdisciplinary 

habits of mind at university, I asked whether the students ever found themselves making 

connections among classes at university.  In answering this question, students discussed 

varying levels of making connections between university classes.  
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Some students found that courses within their major were naturally connected. 

For instance, Student 2 commented: 

Actually during my fall quarter up at Western, about a year ago, the three classes I 

was taking I saw this happening all the time.  I had one course that was on critical 

theories and I had a linguistics course, and then another course that was writing 

studies.  The linguistics course would bleed over a lot into the writing studies 

because it was learning how to communicate through writing […] It was a lot 

about cultures again and how that’s going to be perceived when you write.  The 

critical theories kind of goes into all of the different parts of an English degree.  I 

constantly saw that those were all combining together. 

Student 3 was a molecular biology major and observed interdisciplinary connections 

among the different sciences: 

In the general courses, the General Biology series, the General Chemistry series, 

and the General Physics series, you draw from all three courses when you’re 

taking those courses, which was nice for me because I took them all at the same 

time. Thermodynamics is very physical, but you’ll see that in Biology and 

Chemistry even though we like to think of it as mainly a Physics concept.	  

Student 9, a Human Services major, found that social psychology, public health, and 

business all had applications within Human Services.  While the degree to which 

connections made within majors were truly interdisciplinary varied, the majority of 

students found that integration of ideas across courses happened fairly naturally at 

university once they embarked on a major course of study. 
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Two students discussed making general connections among classes at university 

in an almost instinctive way.  Student 8 was unable to give specific examples but stated 

that at university, “I definitely found more connections […] and now it’s such a natural 

thing to do now, like when somebody opened my eyes now, ‘Jeez, why haven’t I done 

this more often?’ Now I just do it.”  Student 10, in discussing making connections among 

university classes, stated:  

Situations like that I think would almost be subconscious, it wouldn’t be like 

something you could put your thumb on.  All of a sudden it would click and you 

would do it; it wouldn’t necessarily be something you intentionally think about. 

You just all of a sudden make the connection and it works really well, and you’re 

not necessarily aware the connection’s been made.  

Students also found themselves making connections back to previous classes in 

order to deepen and reinforce understanding.  Student 1 commented:  

There aren’t any classes I can think of that don’t tend to coincide with each other 

somehow, which is really helpful in terms of studying because then you start 

seeing the same things over and over again.  You’re like oh this does make sense.  

Student 7 found that making connections between courses at university “definitely 

increases your understanding of each” and stated:  

I had my sociology class and my philosophy class would tie together a lot about 

the things they were talking about and that would also cross over into my biology 

and all sorts of other classes would all take the same thing and approach it 

different ways. 
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In discussing taking upper level university courses, Student 10 stated that “it like makes 

you think back to what you’ve already learned […] you’ll start learning something, it’s 

like, ‘Oh, I’ve already learned at least part of this, so okay that makes this make more 

sense.’”  Student 10 gave an example from an anthropology class that focused on cultural 

developments between Rome and the Renaissance: 

They were talking […] about culturally and things are starting to happen, talking 

about discoveries like metallurgy is starting to come about and basic kind of 

medicines coming out, and I’m like, “Oh, I learned this in science class.”  I know 

these names, I understand what all this is because I already had that knowledge.  

In all these cases students found that making connections between disciplines helped 

reinforce learning. 

Students also found that content from one discipline or class could provide a 

context for another.   For instance, Student 4, a psychology major and English minor, 

found that psychology sometimes provided context for literature:  

I would like say something in my Lit class about like a certain disorder or certain 

different forms of treatment that related like to the piece of literature, like stuff 

about schizophrenia and stuff.  Since I did know a lot about psychology, I can 

kind of relate the two. 

Student 7 stated, “I took a philosophy class that was related to a lot of my science classes 

because it was covering topics like abortion or suicide.”  As a Natural Resource Policy 

and Management major, Student 8 found that social science classes often offered contexts 

for biology courses.  Student 8 stated: 
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 I found myself doing a lot of that crosschecking because in Bio that spring 

quarter, you study environment and environmental processes. […] I was going 

back and forth between [my] Environment and Society [class] and Bio 103 

because Bio 103 was all these environmental processes and talking about where 

do you see these processes in real life. 

Each of these students found making connections between disciplines and courses helpful 

in providing context for new material. 

Students also described applying concepts from one discipline to another to try to 

solve problems.  Student 3 discussed connecting concepts between political science and 

natural science courses:  

If you’ve got an issue like fluoridation in the municipal water supply, if we’re in a 

Science class, we’re going to be talking about the science, but then we can also 

draw from Political Science, like “Well, is it legal to do that? What are 

ramifications there?” All these issues become very complex when you mix 

political science and public policy with hard science.  

Student 5, a management information systems major, discussed the need to connect 

concepts and perspectives from multiple areas when trying to solve problems.  The 

student commented that a marketing class, for instance, helped with “creative thinking” 

and that a “solution needs to be within budget, but useful to help the organization” and 

that it is necessary to combine “finance, marketing and my major” in order to solve 

organizational problems.  Student 8 found it useful to apply concepts from sociology and 

economics to environmental problems in order to understand the “human aspect of it” in 

thinking about how to get people “to value nature more so that they preserve nature 
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more.”  In all these cases, students found it useful to apply interdisciplinary thinking to 

solving problems. 

Advancement through integration.  Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh 

(2007) in their framework for assessment of interdisciplinary work described 

advancement through integration as the following:  

The degree to which disciplinary insights are clearly integrated so as to advance 

student understanding–that is, using integrative devices such as conceptual 

frameworks, graphic representations, models, metaphors, complex explanations, 

or solutions that result in a more complex, effective, empirically grounded, or 

comprehensive accounts or products.   

The current study did not attempt to assess advancement through integration in specific 

student work, instead asking students to describe a time in university when they gained a 

new perspective, insight, or solution by combining ideas from more than one class or 

discipline.  The purpose of this question was to have students describe their perceptions 

of their own interdisciplinary learning and whether that learning involved achieving 

advanced understanding through integrative thinking. 

Although interviewees, for the most part, spoke easily in general terms about the 

usefulness of making connections among classes and between disciplines, the students 

seemed to struggle with providing concrete and specific examples in answering this 

question: “Describe a time in university when you gained a new perspective, insight, or 

solution by combining ideas from more than one class or discipline.”  All students 

discussed times when they thought they had used integrative thinking to advance 
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understanding, but answers to this question varied in degree of relevance and specificity. 

Table 3 summarizes the types of integration each student discussed. 

Table 3 
Advancement Through Integration 
  Type of Integrative Application 
 
Participant 

 
Type of Major 

 
Public Policy 

Communication 
 and Learning 

Problem 
Solving 

Multiple Contexts/Perspectives 

Student01 Human Development X   X 
Student02 Education  X   
Student03 Science     X 
Student04 Liberal Arts  X  X 
Student05 Information Systems   X X 
Student06 Education  X   
Student07 Science X   X 
Student08 Science/Policy  X   X 
Student09 Human Services X   X 
Student10 Liberal Arts  X   
Student11 Business     X 
Student12 Business  X   X 
Student13 Business   X X 

 

Several themes, as seen in Table 3, emerged from student answers.  Two students 

applied multiple perspectives to solve a work-related problem.  Four students applied 

some sort of integration to a communication or learning problem.  Five students applied 

integration of disciplinary perspectives in order to understand a public policy issue.  The 

majority of interviewees, ten in all, described applying multiple perspectives to give 

context to an issue or area of knowledge.  As seen in Table 3, the two students who 

applied integration to problem solving had more applied majors (business and 

information systems).  Those who applied integration to communication and/or learning 

activities all majored in areas within education or liberal arts.  Those who applied 

integration to policy issues were in business (one student), human services and human 

development (one student each), and science-related fields (two students).  In each of 

these areas, the type of integration seemed to have been affected by the type of major. 

However, students across all types of majors brought multiple contexts or perspectives to 
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bear in their integrations.  Key examples of the integrations students discussed are 

summarized below. 

Problem-solving.  The two students who discussed using integrated approaches to 

problem solving had applied rather than academic majors.  Student 5, a management 

information systems major, discussed solving a problem with a business system that 

required integrating systems knowledge with user perspectives and requirements.  

Student 5 was able to discuss the process of bringing multiple perspectives to bear to 

solve a complex real world problem.  Student 13, who works at a college, described using 

interdisciplinary thinking in designing a new student intake process.  Student 13 found it 

useful to combine technical knowledge with communication skills and social knowledge 

in order to engage in problem solving around a complex process.  The applications 

discussed by these two students involved applying multiple perspectives although not all 

those perspectives were clearly from different disciplines.  

Communication and learning.  The students who discussed applying 

interdisciplinary thinking to communication and/or teaching and learning problems were 

all education or liberal arts majors.  Student 2 described how applying the process of 

mapping to the process of writing had helped develop a deeper understanding of essay 

structure and communication: 

It was the idea that you could take a map, like a physical map, and do the same 

thing with writing.  You could change someone’s perspective that’s reading your 

writing. […]  You’re going to start with what they already think and then you’re 

going to walk them through these steps until you get them to what you’re 

thinking, trying to convince them along the way. 
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When asked about the insight the student gained from applying this process, Student 2 

stated: 

I think it just helped me with essay writing overall. […] We were also talking 

about being able to write in a more of a social platform instead of writing this stiff 

academic essay.  It was trying to remove that barrier between the reader and the 

writer.  

Student 4, a psychology major with an English minor, discussed how making connections 

between English and social psychology helped in working with children with autism:  

It was interesting because I was able to like correlate the two [poetry and 

psychology] almost because social psychology talks a lot about the ways that we 

interact with each other and like communication. […] Most of the children I work 

with have autism, and so a lot of it is helping them to better interact with their 

environments.  

Student 6, an education major, discussed the interdisciplinary nature of music and how 

music could be used to teach students about other disciplines, like science, through the 

use of song.  Student 10 discussed listening to music to help in learning a foreign 

language.  The applications described by this group of students were general in nature, 

but they did show a relationship to interdisciplinary learning in a general sense.  

Public policy.  The public policy applications of interdisciplinary thinking also 

involved applying multiple perspectives but tended to be more clearly interdisciplinary 

than the previously discussed types of integration.  Student 1 described coming to a new 

understanding in a public policy class regarding the issue of whether teens should be 

charged as adults for certain crimes.  The student described the process largely in terms 
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of considering multiple points of view; those points of view included ethical, legal, and 

psychological perspectives.  Student 7, a biology and biochemistry major, gained a 

deeper understanding of issues surrounding vaccines by combining disciplinary 

perspectives from several classes: 

You have to make sure that the science is sound with the vaccines so that it 

doesn’t pose any risk and you have to understand why it’s important, but then you 

also have to understand sociologically the idea of I guess more freedoms, too. 

Student 8, a natural resource policy and management major, discussed how biology and 

sociology courses could provide context for one another:  “You start putting these things 

in place and going, “Oh, now I get the issue.” I can actually form an opinion.”  Student 9, 

a human services major, discussed coming to a deeper understanding of public policy 

issues through interdisciplinary thinking: 

A lot of the human service focuses on different levels of systems, the 

interpersonal small group, community and so forth, and kind of understanding 

how all of those play into how people go about themselves, how they need help.  

Student 9 went on to state that it was important to look at both “interpersonal systems and 

personal systems” and combine knowledge from psychology, biology, and neurobiology 

when thinking about public policies.  Student 9 stated that adopting a “systems” point of 

view involved “starting from the personal experience and then out to how do global 

issues, socio-economics, essentially affect the individual.”  Student 12, who majored in 

business administration and accounting, found that looking at the human context of 

public policy issues was important when taking a course on families in poverty:  
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Before, I just didn’t really know how the whole welfare system works or why 

people got food stamps. I just had no idea, really. I became more aware of what 

the poverty level is […] so it kind of gave me a perspective of what they could be 

going through.  

Student 12 found that combining accounting and financial knowledge with a sociological 

context allowed for a new and deeper understanding of the welfare system.  In each of 

these cases students were able to come to a more holistic understanding of a policy 

question by applying multiple and interdisciplinary perspectives. 

Multiple contexts/perspectives.  The examples of advancement through 

integration above involved combining multiple contexts or perspectives to reach a deeper 

understanding in the service of some form of problem solving (either in work, 

communication, or policy), but some students also commented on using multiple 

perspectives to come to a deeper understanding of concepts or issues without an emphasis 

on problem solving.  Students 4 and 9 discussed applying multiple contexts and 

perspectives to their work in the sciences.  Student 3, a molecular biology major, 

described connections among the biology, chemistry and physics: 

You get a different explanation in the three divisions of science. In physics you 

get more of a, “These are the laws,” but then you’ll see how they’re differently 

applied in biology and chemistry. I think it does deepen the understanding, 

because you get three different viewpoints and explanations for it.	  

Student 3 discussed the importance of balancing science with the perspectives of other 

disciplines:  
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Even the ethics of it. Is it right or wrong? In science you’ll say, “Well, this is what 

we could possibly get out of it. This is how we do it.” We don’t really talk about, 

“Should we be doing this?”  

Student 8 described how combining a GIS (Geographic Information System) class with 

biology helped with understanding of the effect of environmental degradation on food 

chains in Yellowstone National Park: 

I remember looking at the map data, at the GIS data […] You could see if that 

wolf or that wolf point that you thought always correlated with the fox point that 

always moved, and how they were using that type of data to track the effect of the 

wolves, because everybody thought the wolves did this, this and this.  The data 

said no, actually the elk decline in Yellowstone has been mostly caused by the 

introduction of lake trout in Yellowstone Lake.  

Student 8 used the process of mapping and a variety of perspectives to see the issues 

surrounding wolves in Yellowstone in a more complex way.  In each of these cases, 

students applied multiple perspectives to come to a deeper understanding of a concept or 

issue. 

In summary, although some students did not discuss the process or insights they 

achieved in detail, most students interviewed provided at least one example of a time 

when they felt that they had combined disciplinary perspectives to come to some new and 

deeper understanding of a problem, issue, or concept.  

Critical awareness.  Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh (2007) in their 

framework for assessment of interdisciplinary work define critical awareness as the 

following:  
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The degree to which the work exhibits a clear sense of purpose, reflectiveness and 

self-critique–that is framing problems in ways that invite interdisciplinary 

approaches and exhibiting awareness of distinct disciplinary contributions, how 

the overall integration “works” and the limitations of the integration.  

In “Targeted Assessment Rubric: An Empirically Grounded Rubric for Interdisciplinary 

Writing,” Boix Mansilla et al. further described critical awareness as students’ “capacity 

to take a meta-disciplinary perspective on their interdisciplinary work and reflect 

explicitly about the craft of weaving disciplines together,” including the ability to 

articulate “the limitations and benefits of the contributing disciplines and how the 

disciplines intertwine” (2009).  In order to determine the degree to which students were 

able to exhibit critical awareness, this study asked students to describe a project or 

problem where they thought they took an interdisciplinary approach, including an 

explanation of why they took the approach, what they did, and what they thought the 

strengths and limitations of their approach was.  This question was designed to give 

students the opportunity to reflect on their interdisciplinary thought processes in order to 

display the degree of critical awareness they had developed. 

In answering this question, students were able to speak in general terms about 

applying interdisciplinary perspectives to classes, life, and work, and were able to 

articulate some strengths and limitations to their approaches.  

Application to social issues.  Six students described themselves applying multiple 

perspectives to social issues brought up by the popular media, class, and/or work. For 

instance, Student 1 described spending time analyzing social issues brought up by reality 

television and the news to reach “a deeper perspective” on the issues involved.   Student 
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3 discussed a similar process in applying critical thinking to the issue of end of life care.  

Student 6 discussed applying interdisciplinary thinking to the legal drinking age by 

applying knowledge of brain development to the social issue.  Student 7 discussed 

applying integrative thinking to the issue of vaccines, which the student considered to be 

“a very multifaceted thing”: 

You have to understand the science side of why he wants it but also that there 

could be physiological risks and then more of a sociological idea of personal 

freedoms and independence and just seeing how learning about these different 

things is going to have a very real consequence in our lives.  

Student 7 also applied these lessons to voting in the presidential election:  

I definitely want to look at that from a multidisciplinary approach and that I want 

to see more of the logical scientific side of it but I also want to see how it’s going 

to have a social effect.  I want to look at philosophically if it’s ethical or not and a 

bunch of other different things historically, what kind of effect this might have in 

the future and decide where I stand on all of those so that when I make my 

decision for who I want to vote for as the leader of my country, it will be 

something that I believe will be the most beneficial for how it’s going to affect 

everything. 

These answers stressed students’ awareness of the importance of critical thinking through 

considering multiple perspectives in attempting to understand these issues. 

Application to work-related issues.  Nine students discussed applied multiple 

perspectives to situations related to their work.  For instance, Student 2 discussed 

applying lessons from English courses to being a piano accompanist:   
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I’m combining my ideas about, just things I’ve learned about social interaction 

through my literature degree with the idea of just communicating through music 

together. […] Say I have a person that’s singing and I’m accompanying them, we 

have to have this kind of unspoken communication between each other.  

Student 8 described a Land Trust project in which applying multiple perspectives helped 

solve a complex problem involving balancing out commercial land uses with preservation 

by combining knowledge from “Bio, Natural Resources and Society, Society and Leisure, 

and the organisms and my GIS class.”  Student 10 discussed applying knowledge of art 

and psychology to a job as a cook where he used that knowledge to present food in an 

appealing way that also made customers think the portions were bigger than they were.  

Each of these students applied more than one discipline in the service of solving a work-

related problem.  

Articulating strengths.  Students articulated several strengths of their 

interdisciplinary approaches to issues outside the classroom.  The most common strengths 

they articulated were applying multiple perspectives and critical thinking.  Other 

strengths included recognizing similarities and connections between disciplines, being 

able to strengthen skill or memory through making interdisciplinary connections, and 

being able to recognize the appropriateness of an application of disciplinary knowledge.  

Strengths identified by students were usually general in nature.  For example, Student 1 

stated,  “I think it’s important to at least be able to step down and maybe try and see 

more.  I think if you don’t then you’re just going to allow yourself to be consumed by one 

side.”  Student 3 observed,  “It’s nice to see biases in different perspectives, too, to get 

both sides of each argument.”  Student 13 commented, “The strengths of […] getting 
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other people’s perspectives and doing all that research, the strengths of that is that the 

product is stronger, I would hope.”  In answering the interview questions, students did 

not describe in detail the “benefits of the contributing disciplines and how the disciplines 

intertwine” (Boix Mansilla et al., 2009), but they all clearly articulated the strengths and 

importance of bringing multiple perspectives to bear.  

Articulating limitations.  In reflecting on possible limitations of interdisciplinary 

approaches, students discussed the ideas that interdisciplinary connections through 

comparison might be limited if the comparison being made was not a strong one, that 

limited knowledge or experience in a discipline can adversely affects one’s ability to 

make appropriate interdisciplinary connections, that there can be disconnects between 

theory and practice, and that bringing too many perspectives to bear may result in less 

rather than more clarity and understanding. 

Limited comparison.  Four students identified the appropriateness of the 

integration as a limitation to interdisciplinary thinking.  For instance, in discussing the 

application of writing principles to music, Student 2 commented that the analogy was 

limited because writing allows for revision whereas music is live.  Student 4 noted that 

some interdisciplinary approaches are more relevant than others, stating that sometimes 

“you’re faced with like problems like in the real world and you’re like well no, like this 

principle doesn’t apply here.”  In these cases, the limitation involved the appropriate 

application of multiple perspectives. 

Limited knowledge.  Three students commented that the level of one’s expertise in 

a subject or discipline could limit the effectiveness of the interdisciplinary approach.  For 

instance, Student 3 stated that a limitation to applying cultural knowledge to solving a 
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problem for a customer in a shop was that “I don’t know everything about her culture.” 

Speaking in general terms about integrating political science and scientific points of view 

when developing public policy approaches, Student 3 stated, “There’s still limitations 

because scientists and political scientists generally don’t know anything about each 

other.”  In these cases, the limitations had to do with the potential limitations of an 

individual’s knowledge rather than the limitations of the interdisciplinary approach itself. 

Limitations of theory vs. practice.  Three students talked in general terms about 

the need to balance out theoretical thinking with real world application.  For instance, 

Student 4 observed:  

It’s interesting because you learn certain things in like communication classes and 

psychology, even in English that kind of contradict themselves. You’re faced with 

like problems like in the real world and you’re like well no, like this principle 

doesn’t apply here.   

Student 7 stated:  

You have your expected outcome and then the real one and that is something that 

we do in calculations all the time and it’s applied to real world as well. You have 

what you think might happen but realistically, it’s very different. 

Although these students saw the idea that real world outcomes might not match up with 

theoretical approaches as a limitation, the need to model and test outcomes could be seen 

as part of an overall interdisciplinary approach to problem solving. 

Limitation of applying too many perspectives.  Three students discussed the idea 

that engaging multiple perspectives might make decision-making difficult.  Student 3 
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noted that disciplinary perspectives can be at odds with each other and a synthesis or 

resolution might not be easy to reach:  

Something could be scientifically correct, and then I could think about it and be 

like, “Well, legally, that’s a very bad idea.” […] My political science opinion and 

my scientific opinion can be at odds sometimes. […] I don’t know. It’s kind of 

hard.  Can you side with one?  Because then there’s always the struggle. 

Student 8 discussed the idea that applying too many perspectives might lead to inaction, 

but overall saw the ability to synthesize perspectives as a strength:  

It’s probably easy to say, “Oh yeah,” to sort of list off this perspective, this 

perspective, this perspective, and not do the synthesis work to say these are how 

these things can go together and actually make sense. […] If you come at 

something with too many perspectives, you definitely risk that jumble.  

Student 13 commented that incorporating all perspectives is not always possible and that 

some perspectives need to be prioritized over others depending on the context.  For 

instance, “If you’re a business person, money is usually the most important because 

you’re there for your shareholders and that’s what business is about.”  These students all 

stressed the idea that interdisciplinary approaches need to be strategically and 

appropriately applied within context if a conclusion or action is desired.  

Overall, in answering the series of questions regarding critical awareness, students 

were able to discuss situations in which they adopted interdisciplinary approaches, the 

reasoning behind these applications, and the general strengths and limitations of the 

approaches, although the degree to which they were able to articulate “a meta-
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disciplinary perspective on their interdisciplinary work and reflect explicitly about the 

craft of weaving disciplines together” (Boix Mansilla et al., 2009) varied. 

Summary 

 Thirteen students were interviewed about the perceived effects that taking 

interdisciplinary courses at a two-year college had on their experiences at a four-year 

transfer institution.  The 13 students took a total of 24 interdisciplinary classes at 

community college that included both team-taught learning communities and stand-alone 

interdisciplinary courses taught by one instructor.  Half of these courses combined 

English with disciplinary course content. 

The degree of successful integration varied among the courses. Some courses 

were truly integrated while others were taught as two separate classes, sometimes 

meeting in separate rooms.  The success of team-taught interdisciplinary courses often 

seemed to depend on the success of the working relationship between the instructors. 

Course approaches and activities varied, with the greatest number of courses 

involving writing about a discipline and/or applying one discipline to another in order to 

illuminate a theme or issue. Specific learning activities, other than writing, included 

debates, research, group work, presentations, and creative activities.  

Effect on community college learning.  Most students indicated that they found 

the interdisciplinary courses they took useful to their learning in community college. The 

following themes emerged from student comments about what they found useful or 

valuable in these courses: 

• combining two disciplines helped with engagement, especially in subjects about 

which students were less familiar or interested; 
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•  learning in these courses seemed more real-to-life or immediate; and 

• contextualization and application in these classes helped with retention of course 

material. 

Effect on four-year program experience.   Students generally found that taking 

interdisciplinary courses at community college had a positive effect on their experiences 

in their four-year programs, though the nature and degree of these effects varied.  The 

following themes emerged from student comments on the value of the interdisciplinary 

courses to their four-year experiences: 

• the classes helped plant the idea of interdisciplinary learning as a value; 

• interdisciplinary connections were helpful in four-year program coursework; 

• interdisciplinary thinking helped open students’ minds to a greater diversity of 

subjects at university and encouraged students to engage subjects outside their 

normal interests; 

• students found that interdisciplinary courses provided a strong foundation in 

general skills like writing and communication, critical thinking, and research; and 

• some students found the interdisciplinary learning at the community college to be 

directly applicable to their eventual majors. 

Although the majority of students commented that the effects of the community 

college interdisciplinary courses on their learning during their four-year programs were 

positive, a few students expressed the following: 

• the interdisciplinary courses at community college did not have much of an 

impact one way or another on their university experience; and 
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• the interdisciplinary courses at community college were not relevant to their 

eventual majors. 

Disciplinary grounding.  Student responses regarding how taking 

interdisciplinary courses at the two-year college affected their disciplinary knowledge at 

their four-year programs were mixed.  Most students found that interdisciplinary courses 

at community college provided only superficial help with disciplinary knowledge at 

university in part because of the general nature of these courses.  Three students 

discussed interdisciplinary courses that they felt provided strong disciplinary grounding.  

Making connections among classes.  All students interviewed said they made 

interdisciplinary connections between classes while at university, though the degree and 

mode of the connections varied.  The following themes emerged from student answers 

about making connections among courses: 

• connections were sometimes described as natural or almost instinctive, especially 

in cases where students had declared majors that they saw as interdisciplinary in 

nature; 

• applying disciplinary knowledge or context from one course to another could help 

deepen understanding; 

• concepts applied from one discipline to another could be used to solve a problem 

or issue; 

• skills or processes from one discipline or course could be applied to skills or 

processes in another discipline or course. 

Advancement through integration.  All students provided at least one example 

of a time when they felt that they had combined disciplinary perspectives to come to 
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some new understanding, but the level to which they described these deepened 

understandings and the processes they used to arrive at them varied.  

Critical awareness.  Students were able to discuss situations in which they 

adopted interdisciplinary approaches, the reasoning behind these applications, and the 

general strengths and limitations of the approaches, although the degree to which they 

were able to articulate “a meta-disciplinary perspective on their interdisciplinary work 

and reflect explicitly about the craft of weaving disciplines together” (Boix Mansilla et 

al., 2009) varied. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Introduction 

This phenomenological study looked at the experiences of students who 

participated in SVC’s interdisciplinary AAUCT degree program once those students 

transferred to a four-year program.  The following question drove the research: How do 

students who participated in a community college interdisciplinary program perceive 

their learning and educational experiences at a four-year program after transfer?  This 

chapter will discuss the findings, implications, and conclusions of this study organized 

around the following three themes: 

1. The structure and effect of interdisciplinary learning at the community college, 

including its relationship to general education requirements.  

2. The effect community college interdisciplinary experiences had on students once 

they transferred. 

3. The degree to which interdisciplinary courses at community college prepared 

students for further interdisciplinary thinking. 

The chapter will also discuss limitations of the current study findings and will make 

suggestions for further research. 

Structure and Effect of the Community College Program 

Implementation.  According to interview responses, courses offered under Skagit 

Valley College’s (SVC) interdisciplinary requirement ranged in structure and 

interdisciplinary approach.  Some courses used integrated approaches to study complex 

themes and problems, as the literature recommends (Lardner & Malnarich, 2008; 

Kleinberg, 2008; Moss et al., 2008a; Newell 2010).  Other courses were more 
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multidisciplinary in approach, combining two topics in a less fully integrated way.  In 

addition, courses combining English with another discipline focused on contextualizing 

writing and research activities.  The literature recommended a programmatic approach to 

interdisciplinary learning, including a vision for how all courses fit together with each 

other to lead “to a more comprehensive and cumulative design for the undergraduate 

experience” (Schneider, 2003, p.5).  Although SVC uses an interdisciplinary rubric that 

includes assessment areas that deal with disciplinary grounding, integration, and critical 

awareness (M. Pettitt, personal communication, February 13, 2013), student comments 

indicated that SVC’s interdisciplinary courses were individualized and dependent on the 

skills and approaches of individual instructors.  Also, because some students were 

allowed to make course substitutions for their degree requirements, not all graduates had 

equal interdisciplinary experiences.  Despite these inconsistencies in the way the degree 

requirement was implemented, student comments indicated that their experiences with 

these courses were positive and useful. 

To address issues of consistency, future community college interdisciplinary 

programs might benefit from an approach to interdisciplinary learning that includes the 

following:  

• clear alignment between course and program outcomes so that all courses offered 

to students support the same general interdisciplinary learning outcomes; 

• assessment of those outcomes at both the program and course level; 

• consistent enforcement of interdisciplinary requirements so that all students 

receive the same quantity and quality of interdisciplinary instruction; and  
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• ongoing professional development in interdisciplinary teaching methods to ensure 

that teaching methods align to the model and outcomes. 

Challenges to achieving the approach outlined above would be obtaining the 

resources for additional program design and professional development, building a 

schedule of courses that would be flexible enough to meet student needs and still achieve 

sustainable levels of enrollment, and developing a mechanism for more consistent 

assessment and self-assessment processes across the program. 

Effect on learning.  Several themes about the value of interdisciplinary courses 

emerged from student interviews.  Student answers to interview questions indicated that 

taking interdisciplinary courses helped engage them in college-level coursework, 

especially when a subject with which they were comfortable was combined with one that 

students found more challenging or less interesting.  Some students also found that 

having more than one instructor voice in the classroom enhanced their engagement in the 

course material.  Students indicated that they valued the real-life or immediate 

application of course material that was a component of some of these courses.  Students 

also stated that applying one subject to another sometimes helped with retention of 

material.  Applying interdisciplinary coursework to common themes or problems was 

said by some students to deepen understanding.  These student answers were consistent 

with the literature: engaging students in general education coursework by connecting the 

courses to student interests (Czechowski, 2003; Wehlburg, 2010), engaging students in 

learning through real life applications (Brown, 2008; Hursh, 1983; Schneider, 2003), 

helping students with retention of knowledge through making interdisciplinary 

connections (Lattuca, Voigt, & Fath, 2004), and developing deeper student 
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understandings through integration (Boix Mansilla & Dawes Duraisingh, 2007; Newell, 

2010) were all benefits of interdisciplinary learning described by other researchers.  

Implications for general education.  Interdisciplinary courses offered by SVC 

often met general education degree requirements, and the general benefits listed above 

indicate that students, for the most part, found taking these courses at the community 

college valuable.  Student comments about valuing the way these courses engaged them 

and about valuing the real life applications in these courses support suggestions in the 

literature that integrative approaches might be used to revitalize general education 

requirements.  While the interdisciplinary model would need to be revised to more 

strategically and purposefully contextualize and integrate general education requirements, 

student comments indicate there is potential in this area.  Interdisciplinary approaches 

might be used more overtly to help students make connections among their general 

education classes and to tie this coursework more purposefully to preparation for major 

and career.  Such an approach was suggested in the literature (Czechowski, 2003; 

Handstedt, 2012; Wehlburg, 2010) and is consistent with recommendations regarding the 

need to align community college coursework to a student’s overall degree and career 

pathway made in the recent book Redesigning America’s Community Colleges by Bailey, 

Smith Jaggars, and Jenkins (2015).  

Interdisciplinary assessment at the community college.  As previously stated, 

SVC used an interdisciplinary rubric designed around the Boix Mansilla and Dawes 

Duraisingh (2007) interdisciplinary framework, but it was unclear from student interview 

responses how consistently the rubric was used across interdisciplinary courses at SVC 

and how consistently interdisciplinary habits were developed and reinforced over time.  
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Although student interview responses demonstrated the general value of the SVC 

interdisciplinary experience and that is was successful in developing interdisciplinary 

habits of mind, students were inconsistent in the levels of disciplinary grounding, 

advancement through integration, and critical awareness expressed through their 

interview answers.  In order to more fully develop these skills, future community college 

interdisciplinary programs could be designed to more systemically support these 

interdisciplinary outcomes on both the course and program levels.  

Effects on University Experience 

General effects.  Most students found some value in and application of 

interdisciplinary learning once they transferred to a four-year program.  Students valued 

the idea of making connections among classes and disciplines and of applying learning to 

real-world problems.  In some cases, students found that interdisciplinary approaches had 

opened them up to subjects about which they had no previous knowledge or interest. 

Although the degree to which students found interdisciplinary approaches at university 

useful varied, most students found that interdisciplinary courses helped them with 

foundational academic skills in writing, communication, critical thinking, and research.  

All students said that they made connections among classes and/or disciplines at 

university and all seemed to find making such connections useful.  More than half the 

students found that courses within their majors were naturally integrated and that making 

connections among them was thus easy and useful to do.  Students said they made 

connections back to previous courses to reinforce understanding, to provide context, 

and/or to apply theory, knowledge, or processes from one course or discipline to another.  

Though the degree to which these connections were truly interdisciplinary and the depth 
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with which students were able to describe them varied, the fact that students were making 

these connections on their own and found that they enhanced learning supports the idea 

that developing the skill to make interdisciplinary connections at the community college 

can be useful once students progress to upper level course work. There are several 

possible implications of these findings.  

First, interdisciplinary approaches of the kind implemented by SVC might be an 

effective approach to engaging students and helping to develop their critical thinking and 

communication skills.  Indeed, Szostak (2006) suggested that interdisciplinary 

approaches would be a good way to enhance critical thinking, and in their earlier study on 

SVC students in the AA degree program, Dunlap and Pettitt (2008) had found positive 

results regarding students’ critical thinking skills.  

Second, the applicability of interdisciplinary approaches going forward in 

university might be somewhat dependent on a student’s major.  Education and Liberal 

Arts majors seemed to tend toward making thematic connections among the disciplines, 

while more applied majors (like business) tended more toward problem-solving.  The two 

science majors (Students 4 and 9) sometimes described using two or more scientific 

disciplines to come to a deeper or new understanding of natural processes.  These 

findings seem to align with Nikitina’s (2006) identification of contextualizing, 

conceptualizing, and problem-solving as the three key interdisciplinary approaches, with 

contextualizing lending itself to the humanities, conceptualizing to the sciences, and 

problem-solving to more applied areas of study.  In the present study, the type of 

interdisciplinary applications and the sophistication of the interdisciplinary applications 

seemed generally to correlate to the kind of upper division work students were doing.  
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Wehlburg (2010) and Handstedt (2012) both argued that interdisciplinary coursework 

should be aligned to students’ major courses of study.  The findings of the present study 

support the idea that students with different majors may find different kinds of 

interdisciplinary applications useful. 

Third, because the degree of interdisciplinary thinking varied by student 

experience and seemed dependent on both the major and the overall approach of the four-

year institution, it would appear that interdisciplinary approaches at the two-year college 

might be most relevant when they are consciously aligned with the transfer institution 

and its programs.  As already stated, Schneider (2003) pointed out the need for “a more 

comprehensive and cumulative design for the undergraduate experience” (p. 5) while 

Gaff (2003), in discussing general education requirements, stressed the need to think of 

the program as a whole and the overall student experience when designing course 

requirements and approaches to the curriculum.  Since students from a community 

college may transfer into multiple majors at multiple universities, this sort of program 

integration is not easily accomplished.  A community college might work with its 

primary transfer institutions to collaboratively develop program alignments, but this 

would require a level of coordination that is rare.  Another approach would be to align the 

community college interdisciplinary general education coursework to different majors 

and career pathways.  Galle and Galle (2010) discussed the need to align core university 

learning outcomes with general education outcomes, and Handstedt (2012) discussed the 

importance of aligning general education requirements to students’ eventual majors. 

Bailey et al. (2015) suggest aligning student program maps at the community college to 

their overall major and career pathways.  The literature thus supports exploration of this 
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kind of program alignment, and the findings of this study indicate such alignment might 

be beneficial to students. 

On the other hand, students appeared to experience benefits from the community 

college interdisciplinary program independently of the structure and content of the 

program to which they transferred.  All students saw some value in making connections 

among courses and disciplines, and most indicated that the interdisciplinary courses they 

took had had a positive effect on their thinking skills and views of the world outside 

class.  An interdisciplinary program at the community college might thus provide a strong 

foundation for upper division work, whether or not the transfer program was strongly 

aligned to the community college program.  The literature supports the idea that the skills 

and habits of mind students develop in a community college interdisciplinary program 

might be useful in upper division work.  Szostak (2006) argued that interdisciplinary 

approaches to general education requirements could help students make connections 

among classes and develop stronger critical thinking skills.  Schneider (2003) argued that 

integrative education could cultivate “inquiry skills and intellectual judgment” and foster 

“social responsibility and civic engagement” (pp. 6-7).  Dunlap and Pettit (2008) found 

that SVC students exhibited positive outcomes in active learning and engagement, 

intercultural sensitivity, and critical thinking.  In the current study, students commented 

positively about making connections among classes, developing their critical thinking 

skills, and applying knowledge to social problems outside of class.  It thus appears that 

community college interdisciplinary programs have the potential to develop these habits 

of mind and that students can benefit from these habits in upper division work. 
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Interdisciplinary framework and assessment.  Interview questions were 

designed to encourage students to reflect on their learning in the areas identified by the 

Boix Mansilla and Dawes Duraisingh (2007) framework.  Although this study was not 

intended to assess students’ interdisciplinary abilities directly, the interviews offer 

insights into students’ perceptions of their learning in the areas identified by the 

framework. 

Disciplinary grounding.  Student perceptions of the disciplinary grounding that 

they achieved through the interdisciplinary courses at SVC were mixed.  Students often 

described their interdisciplinary courses as being taught on the introductory level and 

geared toward promoting engagement in the disciplines and building communication and 

research skills.  Some students indicated that combining disciplines in a quarter-long 

theme-based class meant that material could be rushed.  Some students indicated that 

most of their true disciplinary grounding occurred as part of their major courses of study 

and not through their general education requirements, which the interdisciplinary courses 

were designed to fulfill.  However, for many of the students, the interdisciplinary 

coursework made the general education requirements more palatable or interesting, and 

most students found these courses helped build useful general habits of mind and skills 

even if they did not provide deep grounding in a particular discipline.   

A case could be made that interdisciplinary courses at the community college 

level should do exactly what SVC’s learning communities appeared to do: build critical 

thinking and communication skills and develop and broaden interest in the disciplines, 

with the understanding that students would later go more into depth in disciplines 

relevant to their majors.  Students consistently said they found value in making 



 104 

connections between classes and found that such connections made learning seem more 

relevant, engaging, and/or real to life; these outcomes appear to provide a strong 

foundation for further learning. 

Advancement through integration.  In describing a time in university when they 

gained an advanced understanding through integration, most students discussed the value 

of applying multiple perspectives to understanding a problem or issue.  As stated in 

Chapter 4, a student’s major seemed to have some bearing on the type of integration in 

which the student engaged.  Those who applied integration to communication and/or 

learning activities all majored in areas within education or liberal arts.  The two students 

who applied integration to problem solving had more applied majors (business and 

information systems).  Those who applied integration to policy issues were in business 

(one student), human services and human development (one student each), and science-

related fields (two students).  These results seem to support the work of Nikitina (2006) 

who found that different disciplines tend toward different kinds of interdisciplinary 

application.  Aligning appropriate interdisciplinary applications to a major course of 

study might thus be a useful teaching approach.  

All students found the idea of making connections among courses and disciplines 

useful, even if the degree and depth to which they could apply interdisciplinary 

connections to achieve a new understanding varied.  In order to promote greater 

advancement through integration, a case could be made for more sustained and explicit 

instruction in interdisciplinary approaches at both community college and university.  

Ivanitskaya et al. (2002) found that interdisciplinary learning occurs in stages, while 

Orillion (2009) found that students need time and structures to develop interdisciplinary 
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skills.  Galle and Galle (2010) and Handstedt (2012) stressed the importance of overall 

program design and integration.  Though students engaged in integrative approaches and 

found them useful, more purposeful and structured approaches to developing these skills 

over time might enhance student abilities to achieve advanced understandings through 

integration. 

Critical awareness. The final interview question asked students if they ever 

consciously tried to apply interdisciplinary approaches to issues outside class.  The 

question also asked students to describe their thinking processes and the strengths and 

limitations of their approaches.  There were two broad areas where students applied 

interdisciplinary thinking: social/political issues and work problems.  Those who said 

they applied interdisciplinary thinking to social or political issues seemed to find it a 

valuable way to engage the world and develop their perspectives on issues of importance 

to them.  Those who applied interdisciplinary thinking to work-related issues were 

primarily engaged in problem-solving.  The most in depth answers came from students 

(Students 9 and 14) who had encountered a work problem that was complex, that 

required an interdisciplinary approach, and that involved the student taking a lead role.  

This finding reinforces the idea that interdisciplinary approaches have real world value 

and that their development can facilitate the development of world views and job skills.  

In most cases, applying diverse perspectives–whether thinking about an issue from 

someone else’s point of view, applying art and psychology to cooking, or applying 

economics and community planning to an environmental issue–led to changed 

perspectives and/or creative solutions.  
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Students talked about strengths in terms of reaching a stronger conclusion due to 

applying multiple perspectives and gaining deeper understandings through recognizing 

similarities and appropriate connections between disciplines.  Limitations articulated by 

students were generally the inverse of these strengths: that applying too many 

perspectives could lead to indecision and/or inconclusiveness and that limits in 

knowledge could affect the effectiveness or appropriateness of interdisciplinary 

applications.  While most answers about strengths and limitations were not specific to the 

interdisciplinary application the student had just described, the answers show that 

students had a basic grasp of two key concepts: the idea that combining perspectives is 

often needed when dealing with a complex problem or issue and the idea that one’s 

ability to engage in interdisciplinary thinking can be limited by one’s disciplinary 

grounding and ability to engage in appropriate integrations. 

Conclusion 

Summary of findings and implications. The following is a summary of the 

major findings from the student interviews as discussed above: 

• Students found the interdisciplinary coursework at SVC useful for developing 

general skills like critical thinking and communication. 

• When well executed, interdisciplinary courses at community college enhanced 

student engagement in general education courses/topics. 

• Students generally found that having an interdisciplinary requirement at 

community college helped plant or reinforce the idea that making interdisciplinary 

connections is a valuable habit of mind. 
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• Students found making connections between classes and disciplines useful at 

university. 

• The degree and type of integration that students engaged in at university seemed 

to be partly dependent on a student’s major field of study. 

• The most useful learning from the interdisciplinary community college courses 

seemed to be in the areas of general skills like critical thinking, communication, 

and research. 

• Most students did not indicate that the community college interdisciplinary 

courses they took provided a strong grounding in individual disciplines, but they 

felt they developed this grounding in other courses, usually ones within their 

majors. 

• Students indicated that they had had experiences where making interdisciplinary 

connections and/or integrations allowed them to gain a deeper understanding but 

gave general rather than detailed descriptions of times when this occurred at 

university. 

• Although students all stated examples of times when they had applied multiple 

perspectives to real life problems and could give general strengths and limitations 

to these approaches, their explanations of these tended to be limited in scope. 

The implications of the findings are as follows: 

• Learning communities and interdisciplinary courses at the community college can 

be effectively used to develop thinking, communication, and research skills. 

• Interdisciplinary courses at the community college have the potential to engage 

students in general education learning by combining subjects (and thus allowing 
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students to access one discipline through the lens of the other) and by applying 

knowledge from the disciplines to “real life” problems, issues, or themes.  In 

order to leverage this potential, a college could design an interdisciplinary 

program with the specific goal of contextualizing general education requirements. 

• To strengthen the development of interdisciplinary outcomes at the community 

college, courses could be designed that explicitly build and assess 

interdisciplinary skills in stages over time.  

Suggestions for further research. There are several areas for further research 

suggested by the above discussion.  One of the problems with assessing interdisciplinary 

learning is that to do so effectively requires that a program be designed with 

interdisciplinary outcomes and interdisciplinary assessment instruments in mind.  While 

the SVC courses used an interdisciplinary rubric, the rubric was not used throughout all 

courses required for the AA degree, and the transfer institutions were not aligned to 

interdisciplinary outcomes. If a community college degree program were designed so that 

interdisciplinary outcomes were integrated throughout the degree and assessed regularly, 

a better assessment of student interdisciplinary learning could be conducted.  If such a 

program were also aligned to a specific university program, students could be assessed at 

the end of their university work according to the interdisciplinary outcomes of both 

programs.  Since such programs may not yet exist, this research would be dependent on 

institutions creating pilot programs for the purpose of the study. 

Another area of research suggested by this study would be to look more closely at 

university majors to determine whether some might benefit more from an 

interdisciplinary approach than others and/or whether different sorts of interdisciplinary 



 109 

activities might be appropriate for different majors.  One way to do this would be to 

develop an interdisciplinary survey to be administered to graduating students from a 

university and to track these students by major.  If the survey instrument questioned 

students about their upper level work in their major and provided a scale for determining 

the level of interdisciplinary thinking involved in that work, the study might be able to 

explore the question of whether interdisciplinary approaches are more beneficial or 

relevant in some majors than in others.  Likewise, a survey administered to graduates in 

different career fields might help to determine the level of interdisciplinary thinking 

required in the work place with the goal of determining the kinds of interdisciplinary 

skills that might be built into major programs that feed those fields.  Such research would 

allow institutions to design with the end in mind–from career back to university major 

back to community college–so that all levels are aligned to the outcomes needed in the 

“real world.”  Studies are needed to test the assumptions that (1) interdisciplinary 

learning outcomes can be better achieved through more intentional design of 

interdisciplinary programs and (2) that achieving such outcomes has real world value.  

Further research might also be done on interdisciplinary work as it relates both to 

engagement and to general education requirements.  One might, for instance, do a study 

comparing retention and completion rates between similar interdisciplinary and non-

interdisciplinary programs to see if there is any correlation between program design and 

student success (retention and completion).  One might also look at student satisfaction 

surveys to see if students in one program have higher rates of satisfaction and 

engagement than in the other.  Similar comparative studies might be done to look at 

general education courses.  For instance, if an institution offered both stand-alone and 
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interdisciplinary versions of a general education course like Introduction to Psychology, a 

study could be done to look at engagement and achievement levels in the two classes to 

see if one was more effective and/or engaging than the other.  

In addition, a study might look at the achievement of disciplinary grounding by 

comparing the disciplinary knowledge of a group that took a stand-alone disciplinary 

course to the disciplinary knowledge of a group that took the same course in a learning 

community.  Since a finding suggested by this research is that interdisciplinary 

approaches might lead to better retention of knowledge because it has been 

contextualized or applied, a study might look at the same two groups of students a set 

time after graduation to see if there were any differences in the retention of disciplinary 

knowledge between the two groups. 

This study indicates that an interdisciplinary program like the one at SVC could 

have a positive effect on critical thinking, communication, and research skills.  Further 

studies would be needed to explore the possible correlation between learning 

communities/interdisciplinary courses like the ones at SVC and student aptitudes in these 

general academic skills.  Such research might look at community college graduates who 

took interdisciplinary courses and a control group that did not.  Standardized instruments 

testing critical thinking, writing, and/or information literacy upon graduation might be 

used to determine whether students in one group developed stronger skills than students 

in the other group.  Ideally, such a study would also include a pre-test at the beginning of 

the students’ college careers so that improvement as well as overall aptitude could be 

measured and compared. 
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Finally, further studies are needed on the feasibility of designing, implementing, 

and assessing interdisciplinary programs at the community college.  This study indicates 

that such programs should be systemically designed and supported, including integrating 

the courses in degree program work, aligning courses to student university and career 

pathways, supporting these courses through professional development for instructors, 

building in regular and effective assessment based on interdisciplinary outcomes, and 

enforcing the interdisciplinary requirements so that all students are required to meet the 

interdisciplinary outcomes. Challenges to achieving this model are both financial and 

structural. Interdisciplinary courses are potentially more expensive because they often 

involve team teaching (and thus paying two teachers instead of one). They are also 

potentially more difficult to schedule because of the longer class periods.  The work to 

align interdisciplinary work to the rest of the curriculum and future student pathways 

would be time consuming and difficult for most colleges, requiring both instructor buy in 

and probably compensation for the extra work (at least during the design and 

implementation stages).  Maintaining the model effectively would require ongoing 

professional development that might also be costly. Assessing such a program and its 

students in an integrated, systemic way rather than the usual class by class assessment 

would require rethinking and restructuring most colleges’ approaches to assessment. 

Further research would thus be required to explore practical and affordable ways to 

manage and achieve such changes. 

Concluding remarks.  This study indicates that students perceived that 

interdisciplinary approaches at community college benefited their learning at university, 

especially in the areas of critical thinking, writing, research, and making general 
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connections between classes.  It also indicates that interdisciplinary approaches at the 

community college can be used to engage students in general education requirements and 

that students find such approaches have real world, as well as academic, applications. 

While further research is needed on these benefits and on designing and implementing 

more effective interdisciplinary programs at community colleges, this research indicates 

that interdisciplinary learning is an approach that students find valuable and that it is thus 

worth further study and development. 
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