
Provost’s Task Force on Interdisciplinary Activities

Meeting Summary

Monday, September 16th, 2:30pm - 4:00pm

In attendance: 

Philip Rous, Carole McCann, Rachel Carter, Claudia Galindo, Constantine Vaporis, Matthias Gobbert, Andy Miller, Theo Gougousi, Karl Steiner, Jason Loviglio, Steve Freeland, Diane Lee, John Schumacher, Tulay Adali, Marie-Christine Daniel-Onuta.

The Charge

Provost Rous began the meeting by providing context and background to the formation of the task force.  He described the conversations he began having with administrators and faculty members across campus after assuming the role of Provost.  He was interested in learning what we are actually doing about interdisciplinarity that helps us move forward.  Provost Rous then provided the Charge and discussed each of the five levels of investigation and response required of the task force.  He highlighted the importance of gathering information not currently collected into a central and retrievable format.  He also discussed some of the barriers to capturing this information, such as the promotion and tenure procedures which specify that faculty members are “judged by the national standards of the discipline.”  Finally, he stressed the importance of maximizing our institutional strengths.

Questions from task force members

How does the task force fit into our current strategic planning exercise?

Provost Rous responded that our group could inform and work in parallel with the planning process.  He also mentioned that our group could act as a resource for all strategic planning work groups.

Are we focused on interdisciplinary research, teaching, curriculum, or service?
Provost Rous responded that he would like us to focus on each of these activities and any more that we identify in the course of our investigation.

Member introductions

The Provost left the room, and task force members each took approximately 2 minutes to describe their involvement with interdisciplinary activities.

During these introductions, Dr. McCann observed that at least two different definitions of interdisciplinarity arose: 1) an individual whose work is interdisciplinary in the tools they employ in their own research and teaching, and 2) those working in collaborative groups that are interdisciplinary in composition.  She suggested we be conscious of this distinction as we investigate and discuss the activities we identify. 

The work-plan

Dr. McCann reviewed the task force timeline and work-plan.  We are looking at a three-semester time frame in order to parallel the timeline of the strategic planning work groups.

Dr. McCann briefly noted that, based on the early information gathering Rachel has done, there do not seem to be any systems in place to capture interdisciplinary research, curriculum, teaching, or other activities on campus  The exception is the external funding report from the Office of Sponsored Programs.

There were several questions that followed the overview of the work-plan timeline:

Do we need to think about the definition of interdisciplinary? 

It was noted that this question will be an important element of our early work and that we may want to develop more than one word to describe what we are doing. 

A question came about the role of the Ex Officio members.
Dr. McCann noted that these members represent offices that have responsibilities for areas within the task force’s Charge and will therefore be a resource to the group.

Why are we not making use of the summer to continue our work?

Dr. McCann stated that faculty are nine month employees who use the summer for conducting their research.

The earlier discussion of the definition of interdisciplinarity then continued in which several key points were made:

For some members the concept of interdisicplinarity involves a critical relationship of the interdisciplines to the disciplinary silos.  That is, the interdisciplines question and critique the power relationship and knowledge production within the disciplines.

It was also noted that there are different stages of interdisciplinarity and different histories of interdisciplinarity across campus, suggesting the importance of thinking of a continuum of interdisciplinarity.  

There was some discussion of the need to differentiate between interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary, and cross-disciplinary, the way that language differences within the disciplines can act as a barrier to talking across disciplines, and the need to balance depth and breadth. This suggests the importance of developing flexible structures that allow people to frame their work differently for different audiences.

There was also discussion of the way differences in research culture and pedagogy in different departments and colleges may shape how interdisciplinary activities are conducted, recognized, and rewarded.  We should be cautious to tailor recommendations to fit this variety of activities.

Logistics

It was decided that we would develop a UMBC Group, where we will post meeting summaries, and a UMBC Box for document sharing and development.  We will use a Doodle poll to set up subsequent meetings.

Initial issues for consideration and investigation

Dr. McCann asked task force members to begin to identify the issues we will need to explore as we carry out our Charge.  Some of the items raised where:

· the external environmental push for interdisciplinarity, often as a cost-saving mechanism to respond to scarcity
· an organizational structure that puts emphasis on departments
· cultural differences between the three colleges on campus
· the metrics of reward
· the way we classify our units
We will take up these and other issues at our October meeting.  The date, time, and location for this next meeting will be confirmed following collection of Doodle poll responses.

