
Let me start by acknowledging my co-authors…Now then, I’m not sure if y’all are 
here because you were intrigued (or confused) by the title of my presentation.  Is 
that a typo…isn’t the trend in science toward INTERdisciplinary research?  
Hopefully this presentation will generate a bit of thought and discussion.  But its 
also quite possible that what I’m about to present is either common sense (and 
therefore a waste of time to even bring up), or completely ludicrous (in which case I 
hope you’ll challenge what I’m suggesting because truthfully, I could argue either 
side of the point)side of the point).
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Everyone does interdisciplinary research these days.  Why?  The cynic says its due 
to this third bullet.  However, at its best, interdisciplinary work brings together 
scientists from multiple disciplines each with a unique perspective of the problem.  
If the project is well crafted and the personnel mesh, a wonderful synergy is 
realized.  Right???  It leads to thinking outside the box.  Outside the box…what 
box?  Our respective disciplinary boxes?  I’d suggest that the problem may be a bit 
more insidious. 
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Interdisciplinary research helps us to think ‘outside the box’…when did we climb 
into this box?  We went to university to broaden our horizons, expand our 
perspectives, open our minds…and yet, most of the forces in academia work to 
develop highly specialized individuals. Training comes primarily from a single 
person, the dissertation advisor.  Detailed field study of various forest types 
or physiographic provinces is often limited to where we trained and where 
we work (sometime both are in the same location or region).  Even within 
our discipline we specialize carving out a niche so that we are moreour discipline we specialize, carving out a niche so that we are more 
competitive for grants and publication.  With each rung we climb on the 
career ladder, we tend to close ourselves more securely within our box.

“Overspecialization is a terrible thing, it cuts knowledge at a thousand points 
and leaves it bleeding.”  Hari Sheldon, Foundation Series by Issac Asimov.
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Add to this generic institutional pressure toward specialization, we then tend to have 
few opportunities that allow most of us to expand our perspective.  Time pressures 
and huge amounts of material make it rare for us to follow a broad array of 
disciplinary literature…but we know most of what is going on in our own focus 
area.  Same at conferences, we gravitate toward what we know or what we need to 
know so that we don’t fall behind in our narrow expertise (both in the selection of 
conferences themselves and in the choice among papers presented once we arrive).  
But worse yet is what I’ll call the ‘Baskin Robbins syndrome’ (explain the 31But worse yet is what I ll call the Baskin Robbins syndrome  (explain the 31 
flavors, ice cream shop).  In most of our Colleges or Departments, few have the 
luxury of hiring multiple faculty within a single discipline, so there is rarely anyone 
else close at hand to challenge our perspective.  There is no opportunity to hone our 
arguments with someone else with a similar perspective, there is no ‘cross 
pollination within the species (discipline), no obligate outcrossing.  Students are 
sent to the ecologist; the economist; the hydrologist; or the physiologist for the 
answer; who they talk to depends on the question they ask.  As the subject matter 
expert, we teach the only course within our discipline that our undergraduate 
students will be exposed to during their program. We spend all of our time looking 
through a microscope, but are expected to describe the entire landscape of our 
discipline to our students.  Are we generalist or specialist???
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I guess the appropriate answer is yes.  There is and probably should be a bit of 
schizophrenia within each of us.  But going back to my original point, which of 
these do we hone?  Therein lies the problem.  The academic pressures are toward 
specialization, but in order to teach the broad scope of our discipline and often to 
bring our disciplines’ unique perspective to interdisciplinary research, we have to 
become generalists.  How???  We need to think outside the box; within our box.  
Regular intradisciplinary meetings and discussions.  
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A great example of this, and one that has personally benefited me greatly is the 
silviculture instructors group.  We gather for an annual field tour immediately 
before the Society of American Foresters annual convention and the local 
silviculturist hosts a tour highlighting silvicultural practices common in that region.  
We get the chance to see and discuss silvicultural operations and forest types that 
we may never see within our region…
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Various site preparation methods…here in Alberta Canada, the biggest problem with 
obtaining sufficient natural regeneration is the large amount of organic matter.  
Extreme measures are required for site scarification to encourage germination.
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In Pennsylvania, the problem is deer browse, thus large exclusion fences must be 
errected.
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Prescribed burning is a common practice in many regions, but a drip torch so large 
as to require a helicopter???
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Double bedding.
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Root raking
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Windrowing
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Broadcast fire
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We also look at the various forest types and the effect of things like density 
management (or lack thereof).  Here is an overly dense southern pine plantation in 
dire need of thinning.
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An oak shelterwood.
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A selection thinning
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Another shelterwood but in western conifers.
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A natural longleaf pine stand with a wiregrass understory…maintained by periodic 
prescribed fire.
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An oak savanna, also maintained by regular prescribed fire.
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Natural Ponderosa pine in the Black Hills.
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Spruce aspen mixture in Canada.
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And of course, we discuss the research associated with many of the research stands 
in each region; the problems each of us are trying to address; our successes; and 
failures.
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Are these annual intradisciplinary meetings worth the cost?  Most definitely!  The 
question is who pays and who benefits.  In some cases, administrators recognize the 
value of such meetings and support faculty with resources to attend and release 
time.  Unfortunately, many of the attendees have to fund these trips out of 
increasingly scarce operating dollars and the time must be made up for somewhere, 
somehow over the rest of the year.

These meetings allow each of us to break out of our respective boxes as 
‘specialists’.  Our students vicariously obtain a much broader perspective of the 
discipline.  We develop an extended network of colleagues and friends that are able 
to help and collaborate with teaching and research problems.  As a group we take 
control of our discipline because there is a forum for discussion of issues and policy 
relating to our field.  Maybe most importantly, it is an opportunity to develop 
mentoring relationships with young faculty in the fieldmentoring relationships with young faculty in the field.
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