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        Everything I want to explore in this evaluation circulates around our assertion that we are an interdisciplinary college.  I want to treat that phrase as an idea and linguistic symbol that has evolved from a meaningful description of pedagogical intent at the founding of the college to a symbol that now may function to obscure, if not pose a barrier, to our ability to talk with one another about our teaching.  In the end, I hope to understand better what it is we are actually aspiring to do in our teaching and learning, and how it is I should spend my last year as a dean.

What is the story we tell ourselves about ourselves?

          Anthropologist Clifford Geertz urged us to both notice and then look beyond the stories we tell “ourselves about ourselves.”
 Through our stories, he argued, we narrate intentions and public values and, in doing so, stories formalize - embed for institutional purposes - organizational priorities. Day-to-day we also make judgments and take action. It is our day-to-day behavior, and the meaning and intentions embedded in our words and actions, that reveals what is cultural in our life and work at the college. 

      All these elements - our stories, practices and meaning - must be understood as interlocked and not judged as contradictory (as they so often appear). When duality or contradiction is present, our most fruitful response is to understand the “competing goods” that underlie it. Erving Goffman provides a useful image to understand this interlocked reality;  he describes formal organizational practices and articulations as on the “front stage” while the day-to-day practices and judgments occupy the “back stage.”
 There is a difference between the two while they are also interlocked. To understand our story we have to be able to see and hear both stages.


Our “front stage” story, the college’s mission statement, reads as follows: 

As the nation’s leading public interdisciplinary liberal arts college, Evergreen’s mission is to sustain a vibrant academic community and offer students an education that will help them excel in their intellectual, creative, professional and community service goals. 

The story goes on, 

Since its founding, Evergreen has attained a distinctive niche in the higher education community – an experimental college with an impressive record of student success and interdisciplinary teaching and learning within learning communities, anchored by a vibrant community of scholars committed to remaining affordable to Washington residents and non residents alike, and to serving under-represented and non-traditional students.”

What do we forget?


In October of this year, Terry Tempest Williams spoke to a large audience in Olympia about the challenges of global warming. Her most startling message was captured in her question, what do we forget? She told the story of the women imprisoned in Wyoming arrested for drug crimes in communities surrounding the newly developed oil industry there. She asked us to stretch our vision from the immediate problem of global warming – and the limited dialogue going on around that – to look more broadly into the lives of those entangled in the industries producing carbon-based products. It is of a whole, she urged.

      What do we forget here at Evergreen? What is going on “back stage”?
I realize that I haven’t been in a very interdisciplinary program for a long time… I have been in a few coordinated studies programs but we were all literature teachers. 

I had no idea there were such enormous gaps between fields. It makes me realize how little I have taught with people from other disciplines. 

I don’t think any of us budged in an interdisciplinary way; we just all did our thing. It was coherent…

I don’t believe in interdisciplinary

We are having disciplines bump up against each other…it is better than [a previous program] with three literary teachers sitting around pretending to do philosophy. It is a lot better than that. But I wouldn’t say we are striking interdisciplinary sparks. 

I don’t feel like I have taught interdisciplinary. Teaching with two natural historians is more interdisciplinary than when I taught with a faculty member [from another area]. 
I haven’t done any interdisciplinary programs.
 
    In a planning institute discussion this last summer one of our colleagues laid out a taxonomy or continuum of interdisciplinary. At one end of the scale were jellybeans. In this version of interdisciplinary, each discipline is distinct and eaten separately. The continuum goes through salad; here there are different and distinct vegetables blended in a common dressing. The other end of the continuum was bread that begins with separate ingredients, all of which get blended and are indistinguishable as dough, but then are further transformed through baking.

       The faculty in the room recognized these distinctions for interdisciplinary study. The distinctions were familiar, reflecting our everyday working understanding of what we mean by interdisciplinary. At the conclusion of our discussion a number of faculty members said, ruefully, they came to Evergreen to make bread and at best now prepare salads. I suspect the continuum and characterizations of its different versions offers a pretty authentic insight into how we tend to think about and practice interdisciplinary. In that sense it is our our local or “traditional knowledge.”

         In a later discussion in the summer, faculty members raised another kind of concern – what one called the “corruption” of disciplines. Using a variety of expressions, these faculty colleagues were calling for “transcending disciplines.” They expressed concerns about the methodological and content boundaries of disciplines, and an interest in putting disciplines aside altogether. 

     One colleague defined interdisciplinary and then challenged others to provide evidence that we do such teaching:

Interdisciplinary means, in its clearest formulation, a kind of inquiry that looks into the structure and internal logic of the various disciplines and seeks to transcend them in the interest of knowledge through inquiry that is believed to be superior to disciplinary-based inquiry. Those disciplinary-based inquiries are socially conditioned by the structure of educational institutions, departments and the professionalization of disciplines. 

If that is what it means, then I would like to see the evidence that we do that, or even some small version of that. Evidence is difficult to come up with; there isn’t a lot to work with. But we do have some of it. Anecdotal evidence, and a whole lot of talk. Can we even talk sensibly about what we have done under this rubric? I tend to think, based on what I have done and seen, that a more accurate description is multidisciplinary. A yearlong program with a biologist, two in humanities teaching for a year together. And those various faculty bring to bear their expertise and education on some set of questions, themes. We want to call that interdisciplinary. When they are good programs, we shout even louder that it was interdisciplinary. But the term looses it meaning. It doesn’t describe what we did in that program. We need a different description for what we actually did. But the reason we hold to the term is that it is part of the national discourse, it has a cache.
         These quotes help bring into focus a tension among us:  interdisciplinary continues to rest on an acceptance of disciplines and there is a growing uneasiness, for some faculty members, with the epistemological and ethical constraints disciplines pose. This tension is manifest in a number of ways. In our everyday conversations with each other we talk about being “in” and “out” of our disciplines, or making “bridges” between disciplines.  In our efforts for relevant assessment tools, some argue that we can’t assess interdisciplinary learning without measures of “mastery” of disciplinary knowledge and methodology.  Such thinking takes place from within disciplines; interdisciplinary, then, involves bringing these entities together – overlapped or linked. As such,  interdisciplinary is accomplished through planning; it is a curricular phenomenon, synchronized  with traditional divisions and disciplines. 

       The sites where the tension is most dramatic is in curriculum planning (held in place structurally with planning units) and hiring. The positions that originate in planning units and eventually emerge from Hiring Priorities tend to be discipline specific, with notable exceptions like “sustainability.” The tension continues to play itself out throughout the hiring process, and right into the decisions made about new faculty members’ first years of teaching. A very similar tension runs through decisions about curriculum.  In order to make the curriculum more comprehensible to students, we have adopted traditional, discipline-specific “pathways” and areas of study. Our web page includes language about “majors” and students are directed to programs through discipline-described portals. We never considered taking on the task of making clear what we actually hope to achieve in our programs. In effect, we keep what we actually do “back stage” and fill the “front stage” with disciplinary language and structures.  I fear the effect on us of repeatedly disaggregating the substance and intent of our teaching into familiar discipline-oriented language.

     Ironically, our innovation appears to be tied to the very constraints the innovation was meant to overcome, namely the static and set state of disciplinary knowledge and methodology. The complicated twist, in this regard, is that while we are aware of these assumptions (hence able to criticize disciplines) we still submit to the authority and relations of power (invested in academic departments, funding sources, professional organizations, requirements for graduate study) that are the institutional manifestations of disciplines. The point of reference, then, whether one is promoting traditional or innovative teaching, remains with disciplines.

      I am trying to make a cultural observation here and that requires something like stereoscopic vision. Two images have to be super imposed in order to achieve a depth of vision to see what is in play for us: first, the formal, institutionalized representation and machinations of disciplines; and, second, the cultural  (formal and informal) mechanisms that guarantee the persistence of the discipline as a way to assure other practices and interests dependent on disciplines. Our science faculty struggle with this larger reality all the time. They are well educated in their disciplines; they are also conscious of the flaws and constraints of their disciplines. But many continue to teach within the traditional parameters of the disciplines as a way to assure that students are prepared for graduate school and that we are seen as legitimate by funding agencies.

        “Disciplines,” understood in this way, can be likened to Thomas Kuhn’s concept of “paradigm.” Margaret Masterman, in a careful reading of Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, found 21 qualities associated with paradigm
; for example, she noted the explicit knowledge embedded in a paradigm, academic departments that certify that knowledge, publishing companies that select books based on that knowledge, approaches to teaching that knowledge that ends up attracting or discouraging students from pursuing that study, funding sources for research that promote current knowledge, etc. 

       To approach disciplines as paradigms signals a cultural and historic investigation of the forces shaping discipline-based knowledge and the prescribed methods of acquiring it. Being credentialed in a discipline, as all faculty members have been, makes the hold of such paradigms pervasive and often invisible; simultaneously they are the basis of what we know and how we tend to approach learning as well as being elements of our identity, status and livelihood. In other words, when viewed as paradigms, academic disciplines are deeply entrenched in both institutional practice and individual psyches (cognitive as well as emotional).  

           Michel Foucault’s linguistic symbol knowledge/power helps get at what is so problematic with academic disciplines understood as paradigms. Knowledge, organized into disciplines, is not neutral; knowledge, in what is conveyed publicly and what not, is historic and functional (it has effect and furthers interests). The “canon wars” are a good example of this principle; some works of fiction are promoted and others not, and then generalizations made like “British literature,” “African-American Literature,” and “Literary Criticism.” Whole departments, professional organizations, funding sources, etc. support and sustain those generalizations. Every academic area struggles with this dynamic; within the field of psychology, there is still little room for what some call “extra sensory perception.”

         Considering disciplines as paradigms provides perspective to reconsider interests shaping not only how we teach but also how we describe our teaching. As a faculty we have tended to avoid such inquiry. In fact, we tend to accept the exclusivity assumed in disciplines (what does a chemist have to say to an historian?) finding that we have little of real substance to talk about.  We have developed structures at the college that solidify the primacy of disciplines. Our current planning units mirror the traditional divisions in the liberal arts; within planning units faculty have created subunits that move them closer to disciplines.  Disciplines, as mechanisms to disintegrate knowledge, constrain inquiry and control professional access, seem to me structurally embedded at Evergreen.

Coming to our senses

        Uwe Poerksen would call interdisciplinary a “plastic word.” It began as a meaningful linguistic symbol of our resistance to academic practice in the 1960s, but has lost its meaningfulness and transformed its function. It may be, as Poerksen warns, that it no longer serves to describe what we do and value but has become a meaning-less term within which we are forced now to confine our thinking and discussion.
  To drain meaning from language, where the functional exchange of words 
becomes our work, shifts the impact of our interactions from substance to a mechanistic working out of organizational structures, within and beyond the college.

         One of the most pernicious elements of disciplines is the assumption of experts and non-experts.  In spite of our rhetoric of interdisciplinary, this core assumption affects us as a faculty as much as at other colleges. We are able to discuss educational matters up to the point where we encounter real academic and artistic substance. Then we tend to back down and honor disciplinary expertise. This has set a limit to the principle
 that the “faculty are responsible for the curriculum”; the work we are willing to share and the agreements we make end up being those that are the most tangential to the academic life of the college. The barrier we all honor makes it almost impossible to move beyond talk of methods and technique to the critical matters of knowledge, ethics and analysis. Most important, it tends to keep us doing discipline-based teaching; until we can bring the dynamics and assumptions of disciplines more squarely into our deliberations, we may well stay constrained by them. 

     The point I hope to have made through these previous paragraphs is that our discipline-based, interdisciplinary curriculum may have left us at odds with one another. First, we are unwilling (not unable) to function as a faculty; while we formally reject disciplinary narrowness, we have not freed ourselves from the institutionalized, cultural and psychological hold of disciplines. As such, we have constrained the common work we might be able to do with one another. As Richard Sennett notes, "Groups tend to hold together through keeping to the surface of things; shared superficiality keeps people together by avoiding difficult, divisive, personal questions. Teamwork might seem to be just another example, therefore, of the bonds of group conformity." 

            As important and related, we, as a faculty, are not doing the hard, historical and reflexive thinking necessary to understand the epistemological and political forces in our disciplines that is essential before we can ever teach and do research freed of those constraints.
 I am swayed by colleagues
 who say interdisciplinary teaching and learning begins with the transcendence of disciplines, a re-view and reintegration of knowledge. This is not an argument to abandon disciplines, but rather, like anthropologists, to establish a more critical relationship by being both “participant” and “observer/critic” – fluent and knowledgeable, with an informed understanding of disciplines as paradigms.

         I am convinced that we are more likely to achieve the interdisciplinary teaching and learning we aspire towards if we can escape the hold of disciplines. - not the content but the cognitive and institutional constraints. As with any other reification or ideology, we have to be able to “see” the biases and partialities, the logic and assumptions, which define and constrain our fields of study. 

       I am alarmed.  I hold very idealistic hopes for the college. I also feel compelled to make sense, to “come to my senses,” about the tensions we have created in our work at the college. To do otherwise - given the scope of suffering and injustice in the world, and our potential to address those problems by equipping people with the conceptual and moral tools to respond- would be a tragedy.

          What if we were willing to put ourselves in an uneasy relationship with our disciplines – to strike a balance between being informed and literate of the content and methodology of our fields but also historically informed, as good skeptics, of their development and biases?. 

So what?

     If there is any new insight in what I have written, the worst conclusion I could draw would be to simply conclude that we are in a morbid state of contradiction or denial. Rather, I would like to think further, and with others, about the organizational conditions within which we work and what we are aspiring to do in our teaching. I am drawn to three new questions: At the institutional and personal level, what purpose is being served by the persistence of the use of interdisciplinary?  What do we want it to mean? And what are we doing, and aspiring to do, in our teaching that remains so powerful for faculty and students?

        What is our story today? What is it that many faculty aspire to that led one graduating senior to describe his time at the college in the following way?

But there’s something I really can’t account for, and I think that’s the most magical part of my education. I have this sense of duty but any time I try to take it up with an epistemological or philosophical lens, I can’t give you an answer. And I think part of the magic lies in the very activity of study - and also being forced to conceive of myself as an agent in the world, over and over again under different lenses…But it all boils down to this turning inwards and this self-examination – the personal engagement with the world. 

      Why would these ideas matter to us?  My nagging suspicion is that our persistent, and exclusive, story of being an interdisciplinary college may actually be interfering with an emerging new narrative. I do believe that ours is an “enduring story” but like all such stories it has to be retold in the meaningful vernacular of our time and in the voices of our present storytellers.
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