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There is widespread agreement that interdisciplinary research, scholarship, and creative achievement is valued at UMBC.  In this report we use the term “research” to broadly include all activities involving research, scholarship, and creative achievements.  Overall, there were few reported overt barriers regarding interdisciplinary work.  In our review and discussions three themes emerged involving: 1) communication; 2) centers; 3) training.

Communication

1) What have we learned?
Locating collaborators locally (UMBC & University of Maryland System) can be a challenge: although this can be easier for senior faculty who have more contacts, it can be more tedious for newer faculty (junior faculty).  Areas of expertise of faculty do not always all appear in their profiles, and department web pages may be out of date. Overall, faculty do not have a good idea of research activities involving faculty members across campus and the larger UMD system.  There is an overwhelming desire for greater communication about the research activities and expertise across campus toward identifying potential collaborators.

In terms of campus communication systems for research, Harvard Profiles is a good example of a database to share faculty expertise.  These profiles gather more extensive information about investigators using automated searches of PubMed data from their publications (keywords, names of collaborators on joint publications). 

We learned that small research retreats and workgroups are also being organized between different departments within UMBC (e.g. Physics and Chemistry & Biochemistry), and between departments from UMBC and UMB (e.g. Chemistry & Biochemistry at UMBC and Pharmaceutical Sciences at UMB; Sociology & Anthropology at UMBC and Epidemiology & Public Health at UMB)

In terms of expectations, there is a disconnect between campus leaders and assistant professors about the expectations for junior faculty regarding interdisciplinary and collaborative research.  Some junior faculty express concern regarding the degree their interdisciplinary research activities will be acknowledged by the university.  Additionally, the language of P&T policy does not explicitly support or foster interdisciplinary research and publication.

2) What are the gaps in our knowledge?
We currently lack a mechanism for disseminating information about faculty research activities in a comprehensive way. There is a lack of awareness of the faculty expertise across campus that could be brought together in mutually productive ways.  UMBC needs to develop an effective communication strategy for making more easily available information about research activities of each faculty member on campus.

Furthermore, we need to know how we can best incubate interdisciplinary work.  The new UMBC-UMB Partnership grants are one innovative and substantive way that interdisciplinary work has been supported.  We need to know how successful this and other programs may be.     

      3)   What should be our next steps?  Summer tasks?  

We could investigate whether it is feasible to develop a UMBC database of faculty profiles through Digital Measures that are searchable by keyword. We could also look at replicating the Harvard Profiles database at UMBC.  We could also investigate the various formats of research retreats or related events at UMBC and their outcomes, to see if one model works better than others in generating sustainable collaborations.

Centers


1)
What have we learned?
UMBC is host to a number of large campus-wide centers & institutes was well as a number of smaller, department-based centers.  Considerable heterogeneity exists across these units in terms of their interdisciplinary mission, size, funding, and faculty/student involvement.  This heterogeneity creates some degree of confusion within the campus community regarding the role of centers.  Although there are exceptions, the majority of these centers appear somewhat tangentially connected to the research efforts of most faculty and graduate students and may serve a particular mission with very little interaction with the larger campus community.  Studying successful centers in other higher education institutions, we learned that such centers typically provide added value to faculty, whether it is space, instrumentation, management, knowledgeable staff, the ability to catalyze faculty discussions, pilot grant funds, and other benefits.  These benefits encourage collaboration, or the sharing of other non-monetary resources or expertise to further research efforts.  We conclude that centers may be a nexus, a natural location for conducting and developing interdisciplinary research.

Development of successful centers can be a crucial step in the effort to raise our research profile, through creating a critical mass in certain research areas and providing an active community of researchers with the foundation required to compete for new funding opportunities.  Competitive research proposals and projects on the national level increasingly require the collaboration of interdisciplinary teams of researchers and methods.  Centers may have a role in catalyzing interdisciplinary relationships and efforts.

The center directors see seed grants that support graduate students who work across departments as one of their most valuable tools.  These grants make faculty collaborations workable. We should recommend the careful crafting of the workload procedures resulting from these seed grants to protect faculty collaborators and their graduate students from having to meet multiple sets of expectations.


2) 
What are the gaps in our knowledge?
There are a number of outstanding issues regarding centers and interdisciplinarity including: 

i. How may we assess the value of the centers, their impact and their contribution to the formation of a tightly knit, collaborative, interdisciplinary research community? 
ii. If a center has been successful in achieving significant funding, what are the aspects of its development that have led to this success?  If we can identify these variables, can we use this knowledge to grow other centers?
iii. How can we develop an IT structure for routing collaborative grant proposals across multiple departments and centers?
iv. What should be the role is of centers with regard to the university’s emerging cluster hiring plans?

3) What should be our next steps?  Summer tasks?  (Please attach names to tasks, if possible.)
We need to learn from other institutions that have made substantial progress in elevating the profile of their research enterprise in the past 20 years. These institutions often made crucial decisions at some juncture that resulted in elevated research impact and funding.  This may include centers. The list of thriving institutions to study may include:  

Carneige Mellon University

The University of Michigan

The University of Delaware

North Carolina State University

To track the major decisions that have shaped their present image it may be necessary to study

their strategic plans for the time frame in question as well as metrics for measuring success.

Training

1) What have we learned?
While a welcoming climate exists for interdisciplinary research, scholarship, and creative achievement at UMBC, there are relatively few opportunities for learning how to do this type of activity well for faculty or students.  Typically interdisciplinary teams form on an ad hoc basis and those involved “make it up” as they go along without any awareness of “best practices” for interdisciplinary and team work.    We have learned that there are models of how to train researchers to work in interdisciplinary ways and collaboratively.  We discussed how the Center structure on campus contributes to training in interdisciplinary work, however, wide variability exists across the different types of Centers on campus regarding training and collaboration.

2) What are the gaps in our knowledge?
UMBC does not have systematic training opportunities to teach our faculty, staff, or students how to work effectively as part of interdisciplinary teams or to use interdisciplinary methods.  We do not have a lot of experience in training people to work together in an interdisciplinary environment.  The UMBC community is supportive of interdisciplinary activities, however, many lack the knowledge, skills, and support to benefit from this type of work.

3) What should be our next steps?  Summer tasks?  (Please attach names to tasks, if possible.)
We need to benchmark and identify candidate training programs or elements of interdisciplinary

team training programs that are applicable to our campus community.  Based on collecting a set

of these training materials we can consider how they may be applicable to UMBC.  The

university needs to focus on developing the skills necessary to succeed in conducting

interdisciplinary work.  The role of centers was suggested as one mechanism for implementing

training specific to the goals of the center.

