Weaving an interdisciplinary education 

Cross-disciplinary courses give students a sampling of academic theory and ease them into university life. 

By Bridget Murray 
Monitor staff 
No longer do Portland State University freshmen take the typical basic composition and 101 classes you find at most universities. 

Instead, students sign up for courses that blend as many as five basic subjects in any number of combinations. Among their options this year is the ongoing freshman course, "Life's labors: work and play," a mix of psychology, theatre, literature and composition. In it, they learn about writing, debate and Greek plays from drama and English instructors, and record their daily activities for a time-management experiment directed by a psychologist. 

Last fall, students could opt for the sophomore-level course, "Morality," which taught them to distinguish between the psychological study of moral behavior and thoughts and philosophical questions about what makes acts right or wrong. 

And the fall before, students rushed to take a freshman course called, "The age of Einstein," which melded a physics professor's explanation of light and motion with a drama teacher's demonstration of body movement and theatrical lighting. Meanwhile, a psychologist and an historian related historical debates about science ethics--using humans in experiments, for example, and building the atomic bomb--to current debates about genetic technology and cloning. 

Portland launched this "inquiry-based" approach five years ago to put academic disciplines in context and ease students into university life. Yves Labissiere, PhD, the psychologist on the Einstein team, is one of its biggest fans. 

"It helps students make connections they might not necessarily make with a discipline-bound curriculum," says Labissiere, who says the approach has pushed his own disciplinary boundaries. "I've had to learn new things about history and physics, and now I've got whole new ways of presenting and talking about psychology." 

That kind of enthusiasm for interdisciplinary instruction is infectious, it seems. A number of institutions, including Sonoma State University, Wake Forest University, Indiana University Purdue University Indianapolis (IUPUI), Temple University and Trinity College in Hartford, Conn., are providing it in a range of forms. In general though, the notion is not new. 

Trinity, for example, a small, liberal arts college, has offered interdisciplinary instruction for years. But the approach is a newcomer to the larger university, where teaching has recently come under closer scrutiny. The blended curriculum, with its typical emphasis on university orientation and skills for academic inquiry, has proven a potent means of retaining students at big, public, commuter-oriented universities, among them Portland State, Temple and IUPUI. 

The interdisciplinary notion is not without its critics. Some faculty claim it shortchanges students of basic instruction and confuses them. Others complain that planning such courses is too time-consuming and leads to irresolvable turf battles. Evidence of that is the demise last year of a proposal for interdisciplinary general education at Rice University. Faculty there felt their subjects weren't properly represented. 

The story is a different one at Portland State, however. There a faculty committee rejected the old set of general requirements and proposed an overhaul. 

An experiment 

The committee replaced the old system with University Studies, a complex experiment that fuses the latest educational theories. Not only are the courses interdisciplinary, but the program features peer mentors, who help students with assignments and computer work outside of class, and capstone courses that emphasize community service. 

Each year, University Studies offers six, year-long freshman inquiry courses and 25 quarter-long sophomore inquiry courses. Students must take one freshman inquiry course, usually taught by three or more instructors, and three sophomore inquiry courses, usually taught by one or two instructors. Sophomore inquiry courses introduce students to "clusters"--a set of courses in one topic area, such as medieval, African or family studies. Students take three courses from one cluster in their junior and senior years. 

Finally, they finish with the service-oriented capstone. But the major focus of University Studies is the freshman year. That's when it's critical to involve students in university life, says Candyce Reynolds, PhD, the psychologist who teaches "Life's Labors." She uses the class to familiarize students with group work, word processing, web pages and decision-making. In fact, the major aim of University Studies is to help students: 

* Build writing and communication skills. 

* Understand the human experience and its many perspectives. 

* Develop an understanding of social and ethical responsibilities. 

* Hone critical thinking and inquiry skills. 

The Einstein course, for example, requires students to write papers comparing scientists' ethical perspectives, build course-related web pages and put on a play about famous scientists. Instructors take turns teaching and also attend one another's classes. Not all interdisciplinary programs rely on team teaching, however. 

Linking viewpoints 

Other universities take a less comprehensive approach. In Trinity College's long-standing "First-Year" program--which offers freshmen their choice of semester-long, interdisciplinary seminars--usually one faculty member teaches but draws from cross-disciplinary sources. 

A case in point is a seminar taught by psychologist David Reuman, PhD, on school desegregation. Reuman's students read books by journalists, social scientists, and educational and political theorists, among others. And he also blends perspectives, incorporating an historian's interpretation of the "white flight" phenomenon, and a psychologist's theory of prejudice. 

Wake Forest University uses a similar approach with freshman seminars it began offering recently. In one course on America's drug war, the psychologist instructor explains drugs' physiological effects and brings in guest lecturers to cover legal and economic aspects. 

Still other universities, among them Temple and Sonoma State, link courses in different disciplines by theme. In a model being tried at Sonoma, for example, one group of first-year students takes introductory psychology, English, philosophy and an orientation to college under the theme, "Self and Society." This "learning community" approach, as it's typically called, is meant to cement connections between students as well as between subjects, and prevent alienation from college. 

Strengths and pitfalls 

A feeling of community is also what Portland State aims for with its University Studies program. That's why its freshman inquiry course lasts one year, an aspect enjoyed by Lindsay Johnson, a student in Reynolds's "Life's Labors" course. 

"The course gave me a safe haven when I came here from high school and didn't know anyone," she says. "That's especially a big deal at a commuter school where there's no dorm life and people drop out." 

Johnson also says the course has improved her debating and writing skills. And Jon Snyder, a business student who took the "Morality" course, says University Studies exposes him to fascinating subjects he'd otherwise never encounter. 

But, he says, the program also has its weaknesses. 

Sometimes faculty try teaching disciplines they know nothing about, he explains. (An English professor took an ill-fated stab at teaching statistics his freshman year.) 

Also problematic is the fact that students often find interdisciplinary teaching confusing and esoteric, says Snyder. 

Some students wish for the simpler days of single-discipline courses. 

Cathleen Smith, PhD, the psychologist who co-taught Snyder's course, acknowledges such concerns. Her students often struggle to discern the similarities and differences between psychological and philosophical outlooks on morality. Indeed, some faculty at Portland, and elsewhere, argue that undergraduates aren't ready for multidisciplinary understanding. 

"We've had division of opinion on this," says Reuman of Trinity. "Some faculty think, in principle, that it doesn't make sense for students to learn academic ideas in an interdisciplinary way until they have a substantial foundation in separate disciplines." 

Yet another impediment is the formidable amount of work that goes into interdisciplinary teaching. Smith and her teaching partner, philosophy professor Byron Haines, PhD, say they're still working out the glitches after four years of teaching about morality. 

First they had to learn one another's subjects, then they had to agree on the course content, and they're still hashing out nuances. 

One such unresolved area is Lawrence Kohlberg's moral development theory, which includes both psychology and philosophy. 

But there's another issue they agree on completely, says Haines. 

"There's value in teaching these subjects together, but you can't teach a full introduction to each," he says. "We've grown to recognize that this is the general theoretical introduction, and that if students are interested, they will have to go on and do the more intensive work."



For more information on Portland State's inquiry-based courses, visit the University Studies web page at www.ous.pdx.edu/main.html.
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