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Report and Recommendations of the  
Interdisciplinary Task Force 

 
Introduction and Summary 
In response to a commitment made in the proposal of the new LAS core 
curriculum, Cheryl Johnson-Odim, Dean of the School of Liberal Arts and 
Sciences (LAS), established the Interdisciplinary Task Force on October 31st 2005. 
The committee was charged with exploring interdisciplinary experiences at 
Columbia College and other institutions, and to develop a report that would 
make recommendations as to how better to encourage and foster interdisciplinary 
work at Columbia College while also consider what obstacles might inhibit such 
work.  
 
The Task Force met seven times during the academic year 2005-06. In its meetings, 
the Task Force aimed to: 
o Develop a working definition of interdisciplinarity and delineate its benefits to 

faculty and students; 
o Catalogue interdisciplinary experiences that are currently offered at Columbia 

College; 
o Investigate what other institutions do with interdisciplinary work, and 

identify institutions that have achieved the most success in doing so; 
o Suggest what kinds of interdisciplinary experiences would be most successful 

at Columbia College; and 
o Identify difficulties that may hinder the pursuit of interdisciplinary 

experiences at Columbia. 
 
In order to better promote and support interdisciplinary experiences for faculty 
and students at Columbia College, while also striving to remove the barriers to 
such success, the Interdisciplinary Task Force recommends that a unit be established 
under the auspices of the Office of the Provost to promote and coordinate interdisciplinary 
experiences at the College.  
 
Such a unit will: 
o EXPAND on existing interdisciplinary efforts and undertake the design, 

promotion, and support of a series of pilot interdisciplinary experiences for 
the spring of 2007 (e.g., courses, exhibits, speakers, panel discussions, etc.) that 
will involve and engage faculty and students from many departments as well 
as other units of the college, particularly the research centers; 

o PROVIDE financial support for the development of ongoing interdisciplinary 
experiences by faculty and departments that wish to participate; 

o PROMOTE and support new ways by which faculty can interact more 
productively with each other for a rich cross-pollination of ideas and 
collaborative efforts.  

o EXPLORE and find ways by which the interdisciplinary efforts of faculty be 
recognized and rewarded in the official department and college evaluations of 
faculty.   
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In addition, the Task Force recommends that 
o the brochures and catalogues of the College contain an appropriate statement 

about the educational value of interdisciplinary experiences as well as the 
many different opportunities for such at the College; and 

o hiring procedures for faculty include preference for candidates with 
experience and interest in interdisciplinarity. 

 

What is Interdisciplinarity? 
The Task Force developed the following definition of interdisciplinarity: 
 

Interdisciplinary studies and experiences promote collaborative 
knowledge between and among diverse academic and artistic 
disciplines. By asking new questions that bridge established modes of 
inquiry and expression, faculty and students transcend the limitations of 
any single traditional discipline by forging meaningful connections and 
discovering new perspectives and possibilities for creative and 
intellectual endeavor. Interdisciplinary experiences explore the dynamic 
relationships between the disciplines, providing new interpretive 
frameworks; new resources for scholarship and the arts; and new, 
innovative and inventive forms of expression. 

 

Interdisciplinary Experiences at Columbia College 
Columbia College already has in place a number of courses, programs and 
individual events that contain elements of the interdisciplinary experience. The 
following are some of the examples:  
 
o Critical Encounters 
o New Millennium Studies: The First-Year Seminar 
o Cultural Studies major, particularly its capstone experience 
o Sharing Cultures program (run by the English Department) 
o Special workshops and lecture series held across the College (Arts Speak, 

Intersections, etc.) 
o Special seminars and panel discussions on various topics (e.g., The 

Weatherman film panel)  
o Special art exhibits (Center for Book and Paper Arts, Museum of 

Contemporary Photography, etc.) 
o Exhibits of student artwork expressing their learning experience in Literature, 

Science & Mathematics, etc. 
o Trips abroad for students and/or faculty  
o Existing Courses (e.g., Space, Time & the Arts, or The Vietnam War in History, 

Literature, and the Arts) 
o Professional Development Grants and Technology Fellow Grants encourage 

interdisciplinarity  
 
These experiences are not managed, organized, or promoted in a systematically 
College-wide manner. Among the many results of this dispersed management is 
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that the interdisciplinary elements in all these experiences often fail to be 
recognized and appreciated. 
 

Lessons Learned From Other Institutions 
In order to get a clearer picture of the scope and variety of interdisciplinary 
activities undertaken at other colleges and universities, the Task Force researched 
a diverse group of institutions.1 The research yielded a number of commonalities 
among successful interdisciplinary programs.  
 
In general, institutions with successful interdisciplinary experiences reduce the 
barriers to such activity, and provide incentives for both faculty and students to 
engage in interdisciplinarity. More specifically, the most successful 
interdisciplinary experiences: 
 
o are organized, coordinated, and institutionalized; 
o are an integral part of students’ First-Year Experience; 
o serve as a draw for prospective faculty and students; 
o appeal to the best faculty from all disciplines; 
o encourage students, under the supervision of faculty, to discover and forge 

meaningful connections among disciplines and skills; and 
o present opportunities for outside funding from donors or sponsors interested 

in funding specific activities or an entire program. 
 
Less successful programs lacked a coherent rationale or goal, or were relegated to 
the periphery of the institutional structure; such marginalization seemed to occur 
most often through a lack of significant financial support or because the benefits 
and goals of genuine interdisciplinarity were not integrated into the institutional 
culture. 
 
Even institutions with successful interdisciplinary experiences, however, continue 
to face administrative and cultural barriers to collaboration. Junior faculty often shy 
away from interdisciplinary work because of fear that it will not be recognized or 
appreciated during their tenure review. Some faculty even fear that their peers will 
penalize them, either explicitly or implicitly, for their efforts at interdisciplinarity. 
Faculty and administrators at the institutions with the most successful 
interdisciplinary programs strive to provide real recognition of, and cultural and 
financial support for, interdisciplinary activities. 
 
 

Possible Obstacles to Interdisciplinarity at Columbia College 

                                                
1 Alverno College; Association of Integrative Studies (AIS); Carnegie Foundation; 
Dartmouth College; Emerson College; Emory University; Evergreen College; 
George Mason University; Hampshire College; Hunter College; National 
Endowment for the Humanities (NEH); New College of the University of South 
Florida; School of Visual Arts (New York); University of Michigan. 
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Conditions that may hinder the implementation of an interdisciplinary experience 
at Columbia College include:  
 
o the trend in the past several decades throughout higher education toward 

increased academic and artistic specialization; 
o lack of a central coordinating unit that organizes, celebrates, and promotes the 

interdisciplinary experience;  
o rigid and/or unclear policies that make team teaching and collaboration 

difficult (for instance, crediting course hours); 
o until recently, lack of concrete and specific support from top administrative 

levels;  
o an unintentional departmental tendency towards isolation and insularity; 
o a geographically dispersed urban campus;  
o tenure and five-year review policies that seldom acknowledge the value of 

interdisciplinary work, resulting in faculty who have little incentive to take the 
time and risk that venturing into new territory involves;  

o lack of language in college documents that articulates for students, parents, 
faculty, and other constituencies the benefits of an interdisciplinary experience. 

 

Respectfully submitted by the undersigned members of the Interdisciplinary Task 
Force.  
 
Jaafar Aksikas   Liberal Education  
Vickie Brown   Early Childhood Education 
Terence Brunk   English  
Peter Cook    ASL-English Interpretation 
Carmelo Esterrich    Liberal Education 
Robert Lagueux   New Millennium Studies: The First-Year Seminar 
Sarah  Odishoo  English  
Dominic Pacyga   Liberal Education 
Pan Papacosta (Chair)  Science & Math 
Teresa Prados-Torreira  Liberal Education  
Brendan Riley   English  
Heather Minges Wols  Science & Math  
 

Ex-officio  
David Krause   Center for Teaching Excellence  
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