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Terminology Relating to Interdisciplinarity

Basic Terms

A discipline is “perhaps best characterized as a socio-political organization which concentrates on a historically linked set of problems. … Disciplines are also distinguished from one another by the questions they ask about the world, by their perspective or world view, by the set of assumptions they employ, and by the methods which they use to build up a body of knowledge (facts, concepts, theories) around a certain subject matter” (Newell and Green).

Adisciplinarity posits the view that disciplines are fundamentally misguided and should be abandoned. Adisciplinary courses often address a general theme such as hunger or time, but there is no self-conscious discussions of disciplinary insights that contribute to understanding that theme.

Transdisciplinarity takes as an article of faith the underlying unity of all knowledge. This typically leads to a search for a superdiscipline (e.g., systems theory, Marxism). Transdisciplinary courses are often theoretical and are focused on creating a holistic understanding of the world, nature, or society.

Multidisciplinarity generally focuses on the separate contributions that selected disciplines make to a problem or issue. Multidisciplinary thinkers are not concerned with integrating disciplinary insights; they often arrange courses so that the separate disciplines are presented in serial fashion.

Cross-disciplinary inquiries usually entail one discipline having hegemony over the other in such a fashion that the second discipline becomes a passive object of study rather than an active system of thought. An example is the art department offering a course in art history or a physics professor describing the physics of music.

Interdisciplinarity pushes for the integration of the contributions of several disciplines to a problem or issue. It has been defined as a “process of answering a question, solving a problem, or addressing a topic that is too broad or complex to be dealt with adequately by a single discipline or profession. . . . IDS draws on disciplinary perspectives and integrates their insights through the construction of a more comprehensive perspective” (Klein and Newell). Interdisciplinary courses typically address a focused problem or question and incorporate disciplines self-consciously to advance an understanding of the problem or question.

Narrow interdisciplinarity involves interaction between disciplines with the same paradigms and methods. Thus disciplinary outputs can be easily integrated. There are few disciplines involved which simplifies communication. The representatives of the disciplines are located in the same organization and from the same culture.

Broad interdisciplinarity involves interaction between disciplines with different paradigms or methods. Many disciplines may be involved; and representatives from the disciplines may come from different organizations and cultures.

Other Definitions of Interdisciplinarity

“Enterprise that requires more or less integration and even modification of the disciplinary contributions while the inquiry or teaching is proceeding” (Stember).

“The attempt to connect the explanatory approaches of the different [disciplines] with one another, with the goal of explaining a specific phenomenon in its totality” (Hubenthal).

“Integrative thinking means not just bringing together diverse data, diverse disciplinary perspectives in order to reach an overarching synthesis but also using and testing such a synthesis in relation to the more specific and concrete. . . Thus, the process and goal may also be … to break down a synthesis” (Seabury).

Interdisciplinary work “gets done by moving across the vertical plane of depth and the horizontal plane of breadth. Breadth connotes a comprehensive approach based in multiple variables and perspectives. Depth connotes competence in pertinent disciplinary, professional and interdisciplinary approaches. Synthesis

connotes creation of an interdisciplinary outcome through a series of integrative actions” (Klein, Crossing Boundaries).

“In addition to seeking a full, self-consciously integrated understanding of the topic, what “interests us most is that which happens inside the [learner] . . .healing, creating new opportunities, building self esteem, recognizing unsuspected abilities and interests, developing new views of the world and new commitment” (Wentworth and Davis).

Interdisciplinary teaching and learning “is concerned primarily with fostering . . .a sense of self authorship and a situated, partial and perspectival notion of knowledge that [learners] can use to respond to complex questions, issues or problems. . . It is a complicated interpersonal, intrapersonal and cognitive process” (Haynes).

