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Chapter 4
Interdisciplinary Projects

ABSTRACT

This chapter addresses meaning of interdisciplinarity that draws a discussion
on how to facilitate interdisciplinarity in problem-solving process in project
groups. A case on development of a student satellite project at Aalborg
University will be introduced that shows how interdisciplinarity is integrated
into PBL in Denmark. This leads to a strategy of diverse levels of PBL
models in Chinese universities. This further facilitates Chinese educators to
rethink some implications for how to design interdisciplinary projects, how to
develop effective self-managed groups, and how to develop interdisciplinary
supervision.

INTRODUCTION

In 1930s, the Social Science Research Council in United States of America
started to manage different issues of collaboration between more than two
professional societies. This gave birth to the concept of interdisciplinary
research (Klein, 1996). Inlater studies, Geertz (1980) did contributions to bring
the concept of interdisciplinarity into the scientific discourse, which stated
there were needs of developing ‘genre mixing’ in two domains of humanities
and social sciences. Recently, interdisciplinarity has been suggested much
as one of popular educational models (Klein, 2004; Zhou, 2012). According
to Lattuca (2002), a definition that provides insights from a socio-cultural
perspective to academic work is the following:
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Interdisciplinary Projects

Interdisciplinarity - an adjective describing the interaction among two or more
different disciplines. This interaction may range from simple communication
of ideas to the mutual integration of organizing concepts, methodology,
procedures, epistemology, terminology, data, and organization of research
and education in a fairly large field. An interdisciplinary group consists of
persons trained in different fields of knowledge (disciplines) with different
concepts, methods, and data and terms organized into a common effort on a
common problem with continuous intercommunication among the participants
from the different disciplines.

From this definition, we may know that interdisciplinarity integrates
disciplinary contributions and thus obscures the separate contributions of
individual disciplines. The process of achieving integration reportedly requires
identifying, evaluating, and rectifying differences between disciplinary insights
to achieve a new understanding. Such cognitive achievement is not possible
without integration of synthesis of disciplinary methods, knowledge, or
insights into something new (Marquezetal.,2011). This involves the informal
communication of ideas, such as might occur in a conversation between
colleagues from different disciplines; it also involves formal collaboration,
such as research or teaching teams comprised of one or more faculty from
different disciplines (Hansson, 1999).

Accordingly, interdisciplinarity leads to the expectation thatinterdisciplinary
learning will develop the learner’s cognitive skills, including high-order
thinking (Zhou, 2012). As Mansilla (2010) addressed, interdisciplinary
learning is a process by which individuals and group integrate infights and
modes of thinking from two or more disciplines or established fields, to advance
their fundamental or practical understanding of a subject that stands beyond
the scope of a single discipline. So challenging interdisciplinary learning
often demands collaboration. Research on group learning has addressed
dimensions that range from leadership to group composition, from dilemmas
of power to the nature of tasks, from the construction of trust to challenges of
communication. However, studies on interdisciplinary pedagogy suggest that
interdisciplinary teaching and learning requires a host of powerful pedagogies
to inspire and enable teachers and students to grapple effectively with the
complexity of problems we face in current society. This work is challenging
for students, but in many ways, it is even more challenging for faculty who
will be crossing borders and charting new terrain in higher education, leaving
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