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1
FA L S E  B O R D E R S

The Case for Integrative Learning

College students spend up to 90% of their time outside the classroom 
in residence halls, at internship sites, on athletic fields, and in part-
time or full-time employment. When they are not in the classroom, 

students lead busy lives, learning from student organizations, paid work, vol-
unteer service, sports, and spending time with family and friends. For part-
time or nontraditional students, this percentage may be even greater. So how 
does the learning that happens outside the classroom connect with what’s 
going on inside the classroom? Too often, it doesn’t, and college educators 
aren’t skilled in helping students make these connections across contexts.

The borders in higher education are well established and heavily guarded. 
What happens inside a classroom is considered distinct from what occurs 
outside a classroom, and often learning is synonymous with the classroom 
experience. The borders continue in the campus community: academic affairs 
is a separate world from student affairs, and in academic affairs, an assort-
ment of programs, departments, schools, and colleges further divide up the 
educational landscape and grant jurisdiction over specific content and credit. 
The content knowledge gained in the formal curriculum is compartmental-
ized, and typical classroom experiences fail to draw on students’ experiences 
outside class nor their personal background characteristics. Likewise, cocur-
ricular activities are often centered on events and outcomes in the real world 
apart from students’ majors or courses. These are self-imposed, false borders.

Such structural barriers in academe stand as obstacles to the very kind 
of learning we espouse to promote as college educators. To be explicit, this 
book has a dual audience: those who work in academic affairs and those 
who work in student affairs. To diminish these boundaries and highlight 
our common purpose in serving students, I use the term college educators 
broadly to include faculty, student affairs professionals, coaches, and other 
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10  how students integrate learning and why they must

administrators who work with students. Throughout this book, I provide 
examples from multiple contexts to speak to this bifurcated audience and 
to pull the curtain back a bit and show those in academic affairs the kind of 
work student affairs administrators do and vice versa. The way higher edu-
cation institutions are organized promotes isolation, and as a result we don’t 
often know how colleagues across campus (or across the hall) work with 
students on a day-to-day basis. We’re all in this together, and in this book, 
I speak to educators in academic affairs, student affairs, and everywhere in 
between.

Students come to college with (at least) 17 years of life experience but 
are often treated as blank slates when they arrive on campus. They are left 
to make connections across contexts on their own, if at all. This presents a 
challenge and an opportunity for college educators because the ability to 
integrate learning quickly, efficiently, and across divergent contexts is highly 
valued by employers. In fact, I believe that integration of learning is an essen-
tial outcome of higher education in the twenty-first century. In an era when 
the relevance of a college degree is debated in U.S. society, and the cost of 
financing higher education is increasingly shifting to individual students and 
families, integration of learning is a coveted skill that enables students to put 
the knowledge and skills gained in the college experience to immediate use 
in other contexts.

The knowledge economy and rapidly changing nature of work in 
today’s world require individuals to be adept at making learning connec-
tions across contexts. Many of the leading higher education and professional 
associations cite integration of learning as an essential learning outcome 
(e.g., Association of American Colleges & Universities, 2005, 2008, 2017; 
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018). 
Employer surveys also  demonstrate the desire for college graduates to enter 
the workforce with the ability to apply what they learned in the college set-
ting in the real world after graduation. 

Without the ability to integrate learning, graduates are at a severe dis-
advantage in the knowledge economy of the twenty-first century. However, 
most college educators have not been trained to promote integration of 
learning, leaving students to make connections on their own, if at all.

My Own Connection

I became interested in integration of learning when I was a university admin-
istrator, working in areas such as student organization advising and residence 
life. In student affairs, I met regularly with undergraduates to discuss their 
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false borders  11

leadership roles, upcoming events, and (too often) the crises of the day. 
In these meetings with students, I witnessed them connect learning all the 
time, for example, using what they learned in their finance major to inform 
their role as treasurer of an organization or relating a lesson learned from 
family to addressing a relationship on campus. This kind of integration was 
common. I enjoyed seeing students make these links, and although I didn’t 
have a name for it or a systematic approach to developing it, I encouraged 
this type of learning.

As a doctoral student and aspiring faculty member, I was fortunate to 
work as a graduate researcher with the Wabash National Study of Liberal 
Arts Education (King et al., 2007; Pascarella & Blaich, 2013; Seifert et al., 
2010) and could finally could put a name to this idea: integration of learn-
ing. Integration of learning was one of seven educational outcomes in the 
study, along with leadership, well-being, inclination to inquire and lifelong 
learning, effective reasoning and problem-solving, moral character, and 
intercultural effectiveness. Integration of learning was the only outcome that 
was measured exclusively using qualitative methods.

The Wabash National Study is one of the largest qualitative studies of 
student learning and development undertaken. The research team collected 
924 interviews from 315 students over the course of 4 years (Baxter Magolda 
& King, 2012). More than 50 researchers have been involved in data collec-
tion and analysis over 15 years (2004–2019) and counting. Although data 
collection ended in 2008–2009, analysis continues as of 2020. The data 
collected are invaluable in the study of college student learning writ large 
(including integration of learning). I am grateful to have worked with the 
Wabash National Study team from the beginning. 

Through an analysis of nearly 200 in-depth interviews with undergradu-
ates (Barber, 2012), I developed the following definition for integration of 
learning:

Integration of learning is the demonstrated ability to connect, apply, and/
or synthesize information coherently from disparate contexts and per-
spectives, and make use of these new insights in multiple contexts. This 
includes the ability to connect the domain of ideas and philosophies to the 
everyday experience, from one field of study or discipline to another, from 
the past to the present, between campus and community life, from one part 
to the whole, from the abstract to the concrete, among multiple identity 
roles—and vice versa. (p. 593)

Three approaches to integrating learning—connection, application, 
and synthesis—form the heart of the integration of learning model that I 
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12  how students integrate learning and why they must

introduce in the next chapter. This model serves as a framework to think 
about how students make meaning and how educators can help them to do 
so better.

The world is changing around us at an unprecedented pace. The 
amount of information available to the average college student is far 
greater than it was a generation ago. We are constantly connected to this 
information and each other through the Internet and the ubiquitous smart 
devices we carry everywhere we go. It has become an expectation that we 
can quickly access information, interpret it, and integrate it with what we 
already know. 

How to Use This Book

I intend this book to be a guide for college educators to help students inte-
grate learning. I’m a boundary crosser in higher education. I have worked 
professionally in academic affairs as a faculty member and earlier in student 
affairs as an administrator. As a student affairs professional, I spent a great 
deal of time advising undergraduate students in one-on-one meetings and 
in larger organizations. In those meetings with student leaders, I often wit-
nessed students connecting what they learned in different contexts. When I 
left my full-time position to pursue a PhD in education, I was drawn to study 
this integration of learning. I saw how students linked formal and informal 
experiences in multiple areas during college and was eager to learn more 
about this type of learning. I was disappointed to find there was little litera-
ture about this process of learning. Plenty was written about the virtues of 
interdisciplinary work, liberal learning, and high-impact practices for higher 
education, but research on the process of integrating learning was scarce. I 
wanted to know more about how students integrated learning, and I set out 
to do so in my own research.

What I found in my analysis of interviews with students from the 
Wabash National Study was that students were integrating learning often 
in concrete and abstract ways. This was somewhat surprising, despite my 
personal experiences witnessing these moments of connection, because so 
much of the educational literature stressed the lack of integrated learning in 
college. However, in the vast majority of cases, students were integrating on 
their own or with their peers; students rarely mentioned a faculty member, 
student affairs professional, or other adult mentor. I designed this book to 
introduce the idea of integration of learning and provide a framework for 
how to promote and assess integration of learning.

Book 1.indb   12 9/29/2020   7:37:03 PM



false borders  13

Comments from the Wabash National Study participants illustrate 
concepts throughout the book to keep student voices centered. (Because of 
the longitudinal nature of the Wabash National Study, some of the quotes 
from student interviews have appeared in prior publications.) A full list of 
examples is included in Appendix B. Integration can be an abstract idea, 
and the examples from undergraduates’ experiences help make it tangible. 
For example, Fran, a first-year student at pseudonymous Hudson College, 
described connections that spanned long periods of time and bridged 
in-class and out-of-class experiences. In this excerpt, Fran talked about 
integrating learning by making connections among her courses as well as 
with her experience living abroad in Brazil as an exchange student in high 
school:

Just connecting two things in my classes that supposedly would have noth-
ing to do with each other. Like my literature class, that freshman year sym-
posium, what this essay’s for, and we’re reading Plato right now, and I’m 
taking another class called Race and Ethnicity in Brazil, and . . . we’re 
talking about Plato and . . . it just so happens that we just finished a book 
that had a section on that and now I’m able to connect that . . .“Oh, I can 
see how we got the idea from this and now I can write about them both in 
my paper.” It’s just like I never thought about that. Who would’ve thought 
Plato and I could connect those—I don’t know. That’s what I’m saying . . . 
the classes can go together. . . . I thought they were so unrelated, but they’re 
not. (Fran, Hudson College, Year 1)

In this example, Fran connected several experiences, studying Plato in 
two different classes in two semesters as well as connecting her class on Brazil 
to her experience living there as an exchange student later in the  conversation. 
The Wabash National Study interviews are replete with examples of integra-
tion of learning, and we meet several students and learn about their college 
experiences throughout this book.

Despite growing enthusiasm for integration of learning, college educa-
tors are not especially skilled at helping students integrate their learning. 
Most university faculty and student affairs administrators are trained to be 
experts in their specific areas and do not know how to help students integrate 
learning, leaving students to make those connections independently. Even so, 
it’s happening: Students are integrating learning all the time. However, col-
lege educators are missing a prime opportunity to help our students integrate 
sooner and gain lifelong habits of mind that enable them to intentionally 
integrate learning during college and beyond.
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14  how students integrate learning and why they must

Integrating Definitions

Part of the problem is that educators do not have a shared language about 
this kind of learning. Several terms commonly used to discuss the general 
concept—integrative, interdisciplinary, connected, experiential—are related to 
one another, and I next explain their subtleties and illustrate how they are 
positioned with respect to each other.

Since the 1990s, the term integration has gained popularity in U.S. higher 
education to describe the idea of making connections and applying learn-
ing in multiple contexts (Association of American Colleges & Universities, 
2002; Brown Leonard, 2007; Huber & Hutchings, 2004; Joint Task Force 
on Student Learning, 1998). However, the concept of making connections in 
learning is not new. Newman (1852) wrote, “I have said that all branches of 
knowledge are connected together, because the subject-matter of knowledge 
is intimately united in itself, as being the acts and the work of the Creator” 
(p. 99). More than 150 years later, the term integration was used increasingly 
to describe this idea of connected learning and has gained attention as an 
important outcome of a college education in the United States (Huber & 
Hutchings, 2004; Leskes, 2004).

The Association of American Colleges & Universities (AAC&U, 2002) 
called for higher education institutions to develop students as “integrative 
thinkers who can see connections in seemingly disparate information and 
draw on a wide range of knowledge to make decisions” (p. 21). Other edu-
cators suggested that integrative learning should one day “take its rightful 
place alongside breadth and depth as a hallmark of a quality undergraduate 
education” (Leskes, 2004, p. iv). Before we dive deeper into what integration 
of learning is and how we can help students do it better, we must first look at 
how it’s defined and discussed. 

Institutions, faculty, and students employ the language of integra-
tion inconsistently, which further complicates matters (DeZure, Babb, & 
Waldmann, 2005). This is not a new problem; Hopkins (1937) expressed 
much the same frustration with the lack of common terminology in 
education:

With increasing frequency and with expanding meaning, the noun integra-
tion, or one of its grammatical associates, has been used during the past 
ten years [1927–1937] to designate educational goals, processes, and out-
comes. . . . The result has led to confusion rather than to clarity of think-
ing on educational problems. That the word has met a need for which 
educators have been groping seems generally agreed. The problem now 
is to examine these divergent meanings and uses in light of accumulating 
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experiences so as to refine thinking in these areas, in order to better direct 
projected changes in present curriculum practices. (p. 1)

Integrative Practices

Despite the confusion created by a lack of common terminology of integra-
tion, convergence occurred in the late 1990s and 2000s on the word inte-
grative. The term connected learning was widely used in the early 1990s by 
the Association of American Colleges (AAC; 1991), now the AAC&U, to 
describe this same or a very similar concept:

There are two ways, by no means unrelated, in which the term “connected 
learning” may be employed. The first refers to the capacity for construct-
ing relationships among various modes of knowledge and curricular expe-
riences, the capacity for relating academic learning from one context to 
another. The second refers to the capacity for relating academic learning to 
the wider world, to public issues and personal experience. In either case, 
connected learning means generalizing learning: learning that extends 
beyond the necessary boundaries of any major and takes seriously its poten-
tial translation beyond the limits of a course or program. (p. 14)

One sign of the flux in use of this term is the variability of terms used, 
even within organizations. Specifically, the AAC&U has moved from con-
nected learning (AAC, 1991) to intentional learning (AAC&U, 2002), and 
then to integrative learning (AAC&U & Carnegie Foundation, 2004), which 
is defined as follows:

Integrative learning comes in many varieties: connecting skills and knowl-
edge from multiple sources and experiences; applying theory to practice in 
various settings; utilizing diverse and even contradictory points of view; 
and, understanding issues and positions contextually. Significant knowl-
edge within individual disciplines serves as the foundation, but integrative 
learning goes beyond academic boundaries. Indeed, integrative experiences 
often occur as learners address real-world problems, unscripted and suffi-
ciently broad to require multiple areas of knowledge and multiple modes of 
inquiry, offering multiple solutions and benefiting from multiple perspec-
tives. (para. 2)

Brown Leonard (2007) supported this positioning of integrative prac-
tices as an overarching term inclusive of many types of activities capturing “a 
variety of integrative forms such as interdisciplinary study, service-learning, 
experiential learning, cooperative learning, and the blending of in class and 
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16  how students integrate learning and why they must

out of class learning that could occur in almost any context (e.g., classrooms, 
student organizations, residence halls, work)” (p. 13). Thus, integrative 
practice is the broadest of these related terms (Klein, 2005) and serves as 
an umbrella term for structures, strategies, and activities that bridge various 
divides, such as high school and college, general education and the major, 
introductory and advanced levels, experiences inside and outside the class-
room, theory and practice, and disciplines and fields. 

Interdisciplinarity is a subset of integrative practices (see Figure 1.1) that 
fosters connections among disciplines and interdisciplinary fields (Klein, 
2005; Newell, 2007). Berger (1972) defined interdisciplinary as

an adjective describing the interaction among two or more different disci-
plines. This interaction may range from simple communication of ideas to 
the mutual integration of organizing concepts, methodology, procedures, 
epistemology, terminology, data, and organization of research and educa-
tion in a fairly large field. (pp. 25–26)

Therefore, an interdisciplinary group consists of people trained in differ-
ent fields of knowledge (disciplines) with different concepts, methods, and 

Umbrella term for structures, learning, strategies
and activities that bridge numberous divides

(also called “connected learning,”
“intentional learning”)

Intradisciplinarity—subset of
integrative practices that fosters
connections within a discipline

Integration of Learning—
an educational outcome;
ability; a holistic
interpretation of integrative
learning

Intercontextual—subset of
integrative practices that fosters
connections among contexts: e.g.,
service-learning, internships,
student organizations, home/school

Interdisciplinarity—subset of
integrative practices that fosters
connections within a discipline
and interdisciplinary fields

Integrative Practices

Figure 1.1. Positioning of definitions related to integration of learning as a 
collegiate educational outcome.

Note. From Barber (2009, p. 5).
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data and terms organized to address a common problem with continuous 
intercommunication among the participants from the various disciplines. 
Interdisciplinarity is just one type of many possible subsets of integrative 
practices, each with differing levels of interaction between disciplines and 
actors (Haynes, 2005; Klein, 2005; Lattuca, 2001). 

Another common variation is intradisciplinarity, which is contained 
within one discipline. Other variations include adisciplinarity, which 
describes a theme (e.g., thirst or time) that does not refer to disciplines in a 
traditional sense; multidisciplinarity, which describes the juxtaposition of var-
ious disciplines, sometimes without a connection between them; pluridisci-
plinarity, which includes the juxtaposition of disciplines assumed to be more 
or less related; and transdisciplinarity, which involves establishing a common 
system of axioms for a set of disciplines (Berger, 1972).

Like Berger (1972), Lattuca (2001) eliminated integration from her defi-
nition of interdisciplinarity altogether, opting to define this term instead as 
“the interaction of different disciplines” (p. 78). She reasoned that although 
integration is a goal of interdisciplinarity, measuring the level of integration 
in a course or project is difficult if not impossible to accomplish, so it’s a 
challenging construct to use. She pointed out that some forms of integra-
tive practice, such as transdisciplinarity, are more concerned with transcend-
ing disciplines than integrating them, and thus integration should not be a 
defining characteristic of interdisciplinarity. Based on her national study of 
interdisciplinary curricula, Lattuca focused on the types of questions asked, 
rather than the level of integration, to define interdisciplinarity. It is clear in 
this conceptualization that integration and interaction are not equivalent. 
In this light, interdisciplinary work is an interaction, whereas integration of 
learning suggests something more intimate, where individuals or ideas come 
together (integrate) rather than simply interact. 

Fischer’s (1980) skill theory presented a framework for understanding 
the increasing cognitive complexity indicative of integration of learning. This 
theory suggested that as people develop into adulthood, they have an escalat-
ing number of ways to make connections among the discrete facts that make 
up their knowledge base and lived experience. The increasing complexity of 
Fischer’s skill theory has been illustrated by Kitchener and Fischer (1990) 
in a series of drawings progressing from a single dot, representing concrete 
concepts, to a line drawn between two dots to a square formed with four lines 
to a cube connecting six squares, and so on as the level of abstraction among 
the connections increases.

Just as there are many routes for connecting the dots in Fischer’s (1980) 
theory as the level of abstraction increases, there are multiple potential 
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18  how students integrate learning and why they must

pathways to integration of learning. Interdisciplinarity suggests one mech-
anism, employing two distinct disciplines to solve a problem rather than 
a synthesis of two or more areas or fields (e.g., biology and chemistry, as 
opposed to biochemistry), for achieving integration of learning. King and 
VanHecke (2006) applied Fischer’s skill theory to student development and 
clarified that “cocurricular as well as curricular learning contexts offer many 
rich opportunities for students to learn and practice skills associated with 
making connections. . . . Developing these skills improves students’ capac-
ity to function in a complex world” (p. 16). This statement emphasized the 
point that the study of integration of learning as a collegiate outcome should 
take into consideration student experiences broadly, investigating learning in 
the disciplines (Schwartz & Fischer, 2006) and among disciplines (interdisci-
plinary), with a keen interest in the cocurriculum (intercontextual).

Transfer 

Transfer of learning as a body of knowledge is concerned with how individu-
als think about ideas, beliefs, and information; it is centered on how people 
know and apply knowledge. Many refer to it simply as transfer. This term is 
more prevalent in research involving K–12 education and learning than it is 
in the higher education literature.

I argue that the language and theoretical concepts that constitute the 
transfer literature can be applied to a holistic study of integration of learn-
ing. As King and Baxter Magolda (1996) noted, “How individuals construct 
knowledge and use their knowledge is closely tied to their sense of self ” 
(p. 166). That is, meaning-making (or how we see and make sense of the 
world) and identity (or how we see and present ourselves) are linked. For 
example, a person could apply what they have learned in one identity or role 
and apply it to another role, such as applying what a man has learned about 
being a supportive husband to being a supportive colleague. Conversely, an 
individual may find it difficult to progress to more complex ways of think-
ing about knowledge if their main priority is pleasing others or is fearful of 
others’ judgment. 

Despite the similar terminology, there is an important distinction 
between transfer and integration of learning: Transfer is applying the skills 
and knowledge from one context to another, whereas integration of learning 
involves connecting ideas and concepts and applying knowledge across con-
texts as well as synthesizing knowledge, making decisions about its relevance, 
and incorporating the selected skills and knowledge into one’s established 
belief system or perspective. As such, integration of learning is a more com-
plex, iterative version of transfer.
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Integrative Processes

The practices described here facilitate the process of integration of learning. I 
see integration of learning as a process and educational outcome, as opposed 
to a practice for achieving said outcome, based on the premise that intel-
lectual study should connect in meaningful ways to everyday life (AAC&U, 
2002; King et al., 2007). My interpretation is that this involves the ability to 
successfully connect, apply, and synthesize information gathered from multi-
ple sources and contexts over time for negotiating the everyday complexities 
of modern life. This construct includes the ability to integrate one’s learning 
into a larger framework and a frame of reference for making meaning from 
the information and knowledge one possesses. Douglas (1992) described this 
integrative framework as

the mucilage to hold together the information they [students] do possess. 
The framework is at one and the same time something that the student 
has created for himself or herself and a set of shared values, a disposition to 
understand, evaluate, and stand open to the ideas of others. (p. 197)

This ability, or outcome, has received much attention as of late and is 
also identified as a primary aim of a college education by the AAC&U and 
Carnegie Foundation (2004): “Fostering students’ abilities to integrate learn-
ing—over time, across courses, and between academic, personal, and com-
munity life—is one of the most important goals and challenges of higher 
education” (p. 1).

Historical Development of Integrative Practice in Education

The history of integrative practice in U.S. higher education is in fact a tale 
of gradual disintegration. Until the late 1800s, curricula in U.S. colleges and 
universities were more cohesive than today, with most institutions favoring 
a common curriculum for students (AAC, 1991). The Yale Report of 1828 
defended the common curriculum of the time, stating,

But why, it is asked, should all the students in a college be required to tread 
in the same steps? Why should not each one be allowed to select those 
branches of study which are most to his taste, which are best adapted to his 
peculiar talents, and which are most nearly connected with his intended 
profession? To this we answer, that our prescribed course contains those 
subjects only which ought to be understood, as we think, by every one who 
aims at a thorough education. (Collegiate Way, 2016, p. 18)
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20  how students integrate learning and why they must

However, U.S. higher education largely went in a different direction, 
focusing on disciplines, majors, and credit hours. The major was first intro-
duced in U.S. institutions of higher education 50 years after the Yale Report 
(Collegiate Way, 2016), when Johns Hopkins University adopted majors as 
a means of allowing specialization in undergraduate studies in 1878 (AAC, 
1991). Just four years later, the University of Michigan was the first institu-
tion to end the use of common examinations for each class of students. In 
1882 the university discontinued its comprehensive exams in favor of test-
ing in each discipline under the jurisdiction of faculty members and depart-
ments. This was the beginning of an increasing trend toward specialization 
that characterizes most higher educational institutions in the United States 
today (Levine, 1998). Historian John Higham argued that the contempo-
rary academy is like “a house in which the inhabitants are leaning out of 
the many open windows gaily chatting with the neighbors, while the doors 
between the rooms stay closed” (AAC, 1991, p. 15). Ever since this trend 
toward specialization began, educators have been trying to reverse it in favor 
of a more holistic experience. Educational theorist Alfred Whitehead (1929) 
wrote extensively about the lack of integration in American education result-
ing from disciplinary divides. He suggested a unified curriculum, which he 
called simply “Life”:

The solution which I am urging, is to eradicate the fatal disconnection of 
subjects which kills the vitality of our modern curriculum. There is only 
one subject-matter for education, and that is Life in all its manifestations. 
Instead of this single unity, we offer children—Algebra, from which noth-
ing follows; Geometry, from which nothing follows; Science, from which 
nothing follows; a Couple of Languages, never mastered; and lastly, most 
dreary of all, Literature, represented by the plays of Shakespeare, with phil-
ological notes and short analyses of plot and character to be in substance 
committed to memory. (pp. 10–11)

Other likeminded educators and researchers over the years have sup-
ported this idea, including some of the most influential educational scholars 
and researchers of the past century. Famed educational reformer John Dewey 
(1938) was an advocate for experiential education:

A primary responsibility of educators is that they not only be aware of the 
general principle of the shaping of actual experience by environing condi-
tions, but that they also recognize in the concrete what surroundings are 
conducive to having experiences that lead to growth. Above all, they should 
know how to utilize the surroundings, physical and social, that exist so as 
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to extract from them all that they have to contribute to building up experi-
ences that are worthwhile. (p. 35)

The American Council on Education (1937) represented an early 
attempt by student affairs administrators to define their profession and role 
in student learning and positioned student affairs professionals as infor-
mation curators, assembling and distributing information to students, but 
stopping short of including them as educators in their own right (Barber & 
Bureau, 2012).

Freire (1970) shared Dewey’s progressive view of education and pur-
sued experiential learning in his own work as an educator and activist. 
Freire advanced the notion of education as a community activity, in which 
essential knowledge is transmitted through daily experience. He disavowed 
traditional education, which he called the “banking concept of educa-
tion” (p. 61) and regarded students as empty vessels into which knowledge 
should be deposited by the authority. Instead, he pressed for the student to 
be included as a cocreator of knowledge along with the teacher, acknowl-
edging the prior learning and experience of each student as valuable and 
worthy to be shared.

A half century later, Boyer (1987) called for an “integrated core” for 
undergraduate general education:

We conclude that general education urgently needs a new breath of life. 
More coherence is required to relate the core program to the lives of stu-
dents and to the world they are inheriting. There is a need for students 
to go beyond their separate interests and gain a more integrated view of 
knowledge and a more authentic view of life. (p. 90)

Boyer (1990) also called for the recognition of the scholarship of integration, 
which he defined as “making connections across disciplines, placing the spe-
cialties in larger context, illuminating data in a revealing way, often educating 
non-specialists, too” (p. 18).

The American College Personnel Association (1996), one of the largest 
student affairs professional organizations, released a document by a group of 
leaders in higher education and student affairs stating that personal develop-
ment, student development, and learning were intertwined and inseparable. 
The document was intended to spark discussion and debate about the role 
of student affairs professionals in undergraduate education and called on stu-
dent affairs professionals to “seize the present moment by affirming student 
learning and personal development as the primary goals of undergraduate 
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education” (p. 5). In fact, it rejected the dichotomy of student affairs and 
academic affairs as irrelevant to postcollege life and challenged student affairs 
professionals to strive for a seamless experience for students “by bridging 
organizational boundaries and forging collaborative partnerships with faculty 
and others to enhance student learning” (p. 3). This was one of the first pub-
lications to explicitly address assessment and the need for student affairs divi-
sions to collect data to document and improve student learning.

The National Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA), 
joined by the American College Personnel Association (ACPA), another 
leading student affairs professional organization, followed up in 2004 with 

an argument for the integrated use of all higher education’s resources in the 
education and preparation of the whole student. It is also an introduction 
to new ways of understanding and supporting learning and development as 
intertwined, inseparable elements of the student experience. (p. 1)

Separate but strikingly similar conversations occur on the academic 
affairs front. The AAC&U continues to be an advocate for strong under-
graduate liberal education and places integrative learning among it’s essential 
learning outcomes. The Liberal Education and America’s Promise project, 
launched in 2005, investigates the skills college graduates need to be success-
ful in twenty-first-century life and careers (AAC&U, n.d.). The AAC&U 
draws on data from employers to determine what skills are sought after in the 
marketplace and details the types of educational experiences that colleges and 
universities should provide to properly prepare students for the workforce. 
The AAC&U advocates for a liberal education that results in high-level skills 
such as communication, problem-solving, and evidence-based reasoning, 
which students can transfer across contexts.

In the sciences, an emerging field of study called team science is struc-
tured around the practice of integrating learning across disciplines. Team sci-
ence is the study of how to bring together experts from different disciplines 
to solve complex problems (National Research Council, 2015). This type of 
cross-disciplinary work is at its core integrative.

 Despite these parallel conversations in academic affairs and student 
affairs, a lack of coordination and cooperation among educators remains in 
these areas in efforts to support students’ integration of learning.

Summary

Integration of learning is an essential outcome of higher education. It is the 
ability to connect, apply, and synthesize knowledge and skills across contexts. 
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Despite increasing attention toward integrative learning, higher education 
institutions have not traditionally been organized to promote this type of 
learning. Instead, administrative and disciplinary boundaries often take 
precedence and promote a more compartmentalized experience for college 
students.

Recognition that the division of knowledge into disciplines is an inven-
tion of nineteenth-century higher education reinforces the notion of false 
borders and the importance of crossing those boundaries by integrating 
learning. Despite the structural evolution of higher education into a com-
partmentalized organization, undergraduates integrate learning more than 
most educators realize. In the next chapter, I introduce the integration of 
learning model, a framework I developed from research with the Wabash 
National Study and consider the ways that students use connection, applica-
tion, and synthesis as approaches to make meaning across contexts. 

Reflection Questions: Things to Think 
About in Your Educational Practice

Take a few minutes to read and reflect on the following questions. Jot down 
your thoughts on paper, your phone, your laptop, or wherever is convenient. 
Be as formal or informal as you like in how you respond; the important thing 
is that you give yourself time to reflect.

1. Think about your position in education. Where do you fit on the organi-
zational chart of your institution? What borders exist between you and 
other educators? Between you and your students?

2. How do you cross boundaries in your work as an educator?
3. Do you see integration of learning in your work? What terms do you and 

your colleagues use for this kind of learning?
4. Recall Fran’s comment about her experience abroad in Brazil and related 

coursework. Have you had a similar experience of connection?
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