
To:
 Provost Rous

From: 
Carole McCann, Chair, Task Force on Interdisciplinary Activities

Re:
Interim Report, AY 2013-2014

Overview

The Task Force has had a productive first year.  As you know, we spent the Fall 2013 semester identifying the larger categories of concern that require action to better support and grow the interdisciplinary activities at UMBC.  Following our earliest discussions, the Task Force developed three sub group work committees.  They are: Faculty Recognition & Reward, Curriculum & Pedagogy, and Research & Creative Activities.  This structure has allowed Task Force members to more deeply investigate both the barriers and opportunities to the smooth functioning of our interdisciplinary work.  Below we will outline our most significant findings.

In the Spring 2014 semester, we met with groups of Department Chairs across campus to gain their perspective on the opportunities and barriers for interdisciplinary work they find within their departments.  These conversations provided the Task Force with a rich source of information with concrete examples for some of the issues previously identified, while also adding new categories of concern and opportunity for us to investigate.  

As you know, we are currently following-up these conversations with an inventory that was sent out in mid-June to all Department Chairs and several Center Directors.  Inventory data will provide us with a list of courses, research and creative projects, and faculty members involved in interdisciplinary research and teaching, allowing us to map these activities across campus.  We hope to have all inventory responses submitted by October.

During the Summer 2014, several work group members were involved in research tasks to gather additional information regarding areas of interest and concern identified by their work groups and to locate exemplars of interdisciplinary organization and management found at other institutions.  We expect to have a preliminary report of their summer findings early in the Fall 2014 semester.

Findings

Thus far, we have learned that the campus-wide and departmental structures to support interdisciplinary activities at UMBC lag behind the robust interdisciplinary engagement across campus.  Not only does this create challenges to those doing this work, but it also works to hide these activities from view, allowing them to go unrecognized and unrewarded.  This further dampens the motivation to develop further interdisciplinary teaching and research.  

Structural concerns center on the areas of policy, communication, and engagement.

Policy

As Dean Casper stated during our meeting with him, a focus on interdisciplinarity has been at the root of UMBC’s growth.  It has allowed us to develop unique and innovative programs and centers, moving us out of the shadows of UMCP.  This is especially true with our graduate programming.  However, the policies we currently have in place still see our work through disciplinary lenses, which is generally treated as synonymous with the department as academic units.  So on one hand, our P&T policy speaks directly to the work “in the discipline.”  This lack of recognition has often led to a breakdown in communication.  For instance, the Department Chairs report they are sending the message to junior faculty members that interdisciplinary work is valued.  However, junior faculty report they are receiving the message that it is safer to contain their teaching and research within the discipline in order to achieve tenure.  Then, upon receiving tenure, faculty are expected to quickly switch gears and engage in interdisciplinary work, but without a visible support structure for making this switch.  Since none of these expectations are explicit, it creates confusion.  On the other hand, conflating departments with disciplines obscures the interdisciplinary configuration of many of our departments.  At the intermediate organizational level we generally refer to the disciplines as the Arts; Humanities; Social, Natural, and Mathematical Sciences; and Engineering.  Rarely do we mention Interdisciplines.  But of greater importance our structures of reward and recognition, grounded in departments, colleges, and representational committees, do not include interdisciplinary units as such.  You will find this issue covered in greater detail in the report that follows from the Faculty Recognition & Reward work group.

The Curriculum & Pedagogy work group has observed that interdisciplinarity is very much valued in research at UMBC.  However, this support does not always translate to interdisciplinary teaching and curriculum development.  Part of the breakdown may be the lack of incentives for interdisciplinary teaching, a lack of internal and external marketing of our interdisciplinary activities, and a lack of recognition for these teaching activities within our P&T policies.  Additionally, our faculty evaluation process does not place teaching at the center.  This work group has also uncovered a lack of policy for marketing interdisciplinary teaching and curriculum, both within the university as current students are advised or outside the university to potential students.  Finally, they have identified a lack of policy to pave the way for how FTEs, degrees, and other credentials are represented on the diploma, and how credit is assigned to units for interdisciplinary and collaborative teaching.

Communication

Overall, the university community needs to strength across-campus and across-unit communication to provide the structures to support interdisciplinary activities as well as to share the results of successful activities.

As identified in each of the three work group reports, we have uncovered a strong desire for a comprehensive database of faculty profiles, listing expertise and areas of both teaching and research focus, that would be available to the entire UMBC community and searchable by keyword.  This database could go a long way toward helping faculty members, both new and established, make connections with other faculty members across campus who have related research or teaching interests.  Thus, this database could be a tool for incubating interdisciplinary teaching and research activities. It has been suggested that Digital Measures may provide an avenue for creating this database.  The Task Force will investigate this option further in the coming semester.
Engagement

However, since our structures do not explicitly recognize and reward interdisciplinarity, we would also need to have a mechanism within the budget process to allocate resources for the incubation of these activities and to train faculty to work within interdisciplinary structures.  You will find greater detail on the issue of faculty training for interdisciplinary activities and the potential of the Centers for incubating these activities within the Research & Creative Activities work group report.

Next steps

During the Fall 2014 semester, the three work groups will continue to gather information and articulate the results of their research tasks (as identified in the work group reports) as we begin to draft our final report and recommendations.  We anticipate submitting our final report in February 2015 in order to align with the timeline of the strategic planning committees.  


