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scholarship.	The	Center	could	be	in	parallel	to	the	Center	for	Learning	and	
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initiative.	We	note	that	the	development	of	the	TAEs	has	been	the	subject	of	an	extensive	
review	by	the	Faculty	Senate.	It	is	not	our	intention	to	evaluate	the	TAE	process,	nor	was	
that	part	of	our	charge.		

The	TAEs	built	upon	a	long	history	of	interdisciplinary	and	transdisciplinary	scholarship	
and	teaching	that	has	been	a	hallmark	of	BU.	For	example,	the	Center	for	Medieval	and	
Renaissance	Studies	was	established	in	1966	to	foster	interdisciplinary	scholarship	across	
departments,	and	now	scholars	from	14	departments	at	Binghamton	engage	in	both	
teaching	and	scholarship	across	traditional	disciplinary	boundaries.	More	recently,	the	
Center	for	Collective	Dynamics	of	Complex	Systems	grew	from	an	informal	affiliation	to	an	
Organized	Research	Center,	with	more	than	11	department	and	4	schools	participating.	
Binghamton	University	
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•	How	we	might	better	balance	the	needs	of	departments	with	our	goal	of	facilitating	
transdisciplinary	and	interdisciplinary	collaboration.	
•	How	we	can	assure	that	our	tenure	and	promotion	guidelines	and	processes	promote	

collaborations	that	advance	interdisciplinary	and	transdisciplinary	research.	
•	How	we	might	open	more	opportunities	for	transdisciplinary	work	to	graduate	

students.	
•	How	we	might	provide	undergraduate	students	more	holistic,	transdisciplinary	

educational	experiences.	
•	Other	issues	that	the	task	force	identifies.”	

This	broad	agenda	was	addressed	by	a	14–member	committee	co-chaired	by	Peter	
Knuepfer	(Geological	Sciences	and	Environmental	Studies)	and	Elizabeth	Chilton	(Dean,	
Harpur	College	of	Arts	and	Sciences),	with	membership	as	noted	above.	We	are	grateful	to	
Kaitlin	Maynard	from	the	Harpur	Dean’s	office	for	taking	minutes	of	all	minutes	for	the	Task	
Force	and	to	Jennifer	Nolan	for	assistance	with	scheduling.	

Approach	

The	committee	met	on	October	10,	2017,	to	accept	the	charge	from	the	Provost	and	Faculty	
Senate,	and	then	bi-weekly	for	the	remainder	of	the	fall	semester	as	well	as	the	early	spring	
semester.	Given	the	wide	range	of	possible	topics	and	information	that	could	inform	the	
committee,	we	elected	to	focus	on	the	following	subtopics	in	turn:	

• Teaching	across	disciplines	and	departments.	
• Development	and	administration	of	inter-/transdisciplinary	degree	programs.	
• Tenure	home,	tenure	and	promotion	criteria.	
• Research	and	scholarship	across	disciplinary	boundaries.	
• Faculty	development.	
• Graduate	education,	facilitation	of	transdisciplinary	graduate	student	scholarship	.	

In	the	remainder	of	this	report	we	summarize	the	committee’s	assessment	of	some	of	the	
challenges	and	impediments	to	transdisciplinary	and	interdisciplinary	work	in	each	of	
these	areas,	informed	by	relevant	literature	and	experiences	at	other	institutions	along	
with	our	experiences	at	Binghamton.	We	also	offer	a	set	of	possible	solutions	for	
addressing	these	challenges.		
	

Teaching	

Transdisciplinary	and	interdisciplinary	teaching	is	the	development	and	delivery	of	
courses	that	range	across	traditional	departmental	boundaries,	whether	taught	by	an	
individual	or	team-taught	by	two	or	more	faculty.	The	emergence	of	interprofessional	



6 
 

education	in	the	health-science	fields	(as	exemplified	in	our	School	of	Pharmacy	and	
Pharmaceutical	Sciences,	Decker	School	of	Nursing,	and	Department	of	Social	Work	in	the	
College	of	Community	and	Public	Affairs)	is	one	such	recent	development.	But	Binghamton	
has	long	supported	transdisciplinary	and	interdisciplinary	teaching,	as	exemplified	by	the	
large	number	of	interdisciplinary	majors	and	programs,	not	to	mention	the	long	history	of	
cross-listing	courses	across	departments	and	programs.		

The	importance	of	interdisciplinary	curricula	and	transdisciplinary	learning	environments	
for	our	students	is	clear.	However,	there	are	a	number	of	challenges	and	impediments	that	
can	stand	in	the	way	of	transdisciplinary	and	interdisciplinary	teaching	and	course	
development,	including:	

1. How	should	transdisciplinary	teaching	be	“counted”	across	departments?		
Example:	class	jointly	taught	by	faculty	from	two	different	departments	or	(even	
more	complicated)	schools.	This	leads	to	a	series	of	practical	questions	of	concern	to	
departments	and	individual	instructors.	
o Who	is	credited	as	instructor,	and	which	department	is	“credited”	for	the	course?	
o How	much	of	a	faculty	member’s	teaching	obligation	is	covered?	
o Does	this	get	in	the	way	of	a	department’s	need	to	mount	its	curriculum?		
o How	are	contact	hours	allocated?	
o Who	supplies	TAs?	
To	some	extent,	these	questions	and	concerns	reflect	faculty	assumptions	that	hiring	
decisions,	support	for	departments	and	programs,	and	other	administrative	
decisions	are	based	on	explicit	monetizing	or	“crediting”	of	enrollments	to	
individual	departments.	There	is	also	the	recognition	that,	at	least	in	some	cases,	
department	chairs	consider	that	any	course	taught	by	a	faculty	member	“outside”	
the	department	should	be	done	as	an	elective	add-on	by	the	faculty	member	rather	
than	be	considered	part	of	her/his	“normal”	teaching	load.	

2. Faculty	are	concerned	that	there	is	little	recognition	that	the	development	of	a	true	
team-t
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8. 
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7. Expectations	for	meeting	graduate	enrollment	targets	can	discourage	the	
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Anthropology	or	Physics.	The	Colleges	of	Nanoscale	Science	and	Engineering	of	SUNY’s	
Polytechnic	Institute	organized	into	“ecosystems”	in	nanoscale	engineering	and	science,	
choosing	to	avoid	traditional	departments	in	favor	of	college-level	interdisciplinary	
structures.	Not	all	of	these	(or	similar)	efforts	have	been	successful,	but	they	offer	
alternatives	to	traditional	departmental	models	that	have	facilitated	development	of	
innovative	curricula	and	programs.	While	we	are	not	proposing	any	of	these	particular	
models	or	approaches,	we	recommend	the	exploration	of	means	to	mitigate	the	challenges	
of	our	current	structure	and	processes.	
	

Tenure	Home	and	Criteria	

Issues	of	tenure	and	promotion	are	probably	the	greatest	area	of	concern	about	the	
opportunity	and	fate	of	faculty	who	engage	in	transdisciplinary	and	interdisciplinary	
scholarship	and	teaching.	Indeed,	concerns	about	tenure	and	promotion	permeated	the	
committee’s	discussions	in	all	areas	that	we	considered.	In	particular,	we	identified	several	
significant	challenges.	

1. It	can	be	difficult	for	an	Initiating	Personnel	Committee	to	evaluate	scholarship	and	
teaching	that	stretch	across	departmental	boundaries,	even	in	diverse	departments	
where	faculty	hold	degrees	in	many	traditional	disciplines.	
o Some	areas	of	study	do	not	fit	comfortably	within	a	given	niche	or	traditional	

department-based	expectation	and	may	require	review	from	people	in	multiple	
or	peripheral	areas	of	study,	complicating	the	role	of	an	IPC	and	perhaps	
necessitating	the	development	of	a	special	IPC.	

o Departments	may	not	value	scholarly	work	that	does	not	coincide	with	typical	
scholarly	products	within	a	given	discipline.		
o For	example,	the	location	and	types	of	publications	that	an	individual	

pursues	may	be	difficult	to	reconcile	between	a	core	department	and	a	
candidate	with	interdisciplinary	interests.	

o 
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o A	mentor	would	ideally	include	colleagues	from	outside	of	the	tenure-home	
department	to	avoid	any	internal	issues.	
o The	disadvantage	may	be	that	an	outside	faculty	member	may	not	be	able	to	

tell	a	faculty	member	exactly	what	the	tenure-home	department	IPC	is	
looking	for,	but	could	extrapolate	on	the	general	practices	of	tenure	cases.	
They	may	not	be	able	to	help	a	faculty	member	understand:	
• How	to	defend	their	work.	
• What	questions	they	should	be	asking.	
• How	to	negotiate	with	a	chair	or	dean.	

o Ideally,	an	external	mentor	would	be	part	of	the	IPC	that	evaluates	the	
tenure/promotion	case.	

4. Mentoring	mid-career	faculty	as	they	progress	toward	promotion	to	professor	
should	follow	the	same	approach.	This	is	particularly	important	in	cases	where	a	
faculty	member	begins	to	engage	in	trans-	or	interdisciplinary	scholarship	and/or	
teaching	after	tenure.	

5. Reevaluate	how	much	weight	collaborative	and	interdisciplinary	efforts	carry	
towards	tenure.		
o Recognize	that	the	role	or	contribution	of	individual	scholars	in	interdisciplinary	

collaborations	and	multi-authored	papers	may	depart	from	the	way	these	are	
typically	attributed	within	a	discipline,	and	properly	reward	such	collaboration.		

o Establish	clearer	expectations/criteria	in	the	Procedures	for	Personnel	Cases	
(see	below).	

6. Provide	training	for	department	chairs	and	IPC	chairs	on	the	value	that	Binghamton	
places	on	interdisciplinary	and	transdisciplinary	scholarship,	and	methods	of	
evaluating	such	work..	

7. Codify	any	changes	in	faculty	requirements,	expectations	and	allowances.	
o Create	a	paper	trail	for	these	changes	to	ensure	they	are	recognized	and	upheld.	

Many	other	institutions	have	addressed	the	question	of	how	to	include	interdisciplinary	
and	transdisciplinary	work	in	tenure	and	promotion	decisions.	The	Association	of	
Interdisciplinary	Studies	(2016)	has	prepared	a	set	of	guidelines	to	help	institutions	
evaluate	interdisciplinary	scholars.	Michigan	Technical	University	undertook	a	cluster-
hiring	initiative	some	years	ago	and	developed	guidance	for	how	interdisciplinary	work	
should	be	included	in	the	tenure	and	promotion	processes.	Their	language	provides	a	
useful	model:		

“Interdisciplinary	scholarship	and	teaching	are	recognized	as	having	special	value	within	
the	Michigan	Tech	community.	The	University	acknowledges	that	additional	time	and	effort	
are	required	for	successful	interdisciplinary	collaboration	and	is	committed	to	rewarding	
these	efforts.	In	particular,	promotion	and	tenure	evaluations	shall	recognize	
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interdisciplinary	teaching	and	scholarship	as	indicators	of	leadership	in	going	beyond	
traditional	boundaries,	and	worthy	of	special	consideration.”	(Michigan	Technical	
University,	2016;	wording	adopted	in	1995).	
	

Research	and	Scholarship	Across	Disciplinary	Boundaries	

Transdisciplinary	and	interdisciplinary	research	and	scholarship	(TIR)	has	long	been	a	
hallmark	of	Binghamton	University.	The	TAEs	are	simply	the	latest	manifestation	of	an	
approach	that	has	included	long-term	organized	research	centers	that	generally	transcend	
disciplinary	structures	and	the	Interdisciplinary	Collaborative	Research	Grant	program,	
which	has	been	sponsored	by	the	Division	of	Research	for	many	years.	Yet	challenges	
remain	in	the	support	for	TIR.	The	committee	identified	a	number	of	issues.	

1. It	is	difficult	to	codify	methods	of	measuring	or	evaluating	trans	and	
interdisciplinary	work,	whether	in	tenure/promotion,	as	previously	noted,	or	in	
evaluating	research	productivity	and	significance.	
o Standards	of	evaluation	may	vary	in	different	areas	and	fields.	
o Difficult	to	measure	value	of	impact;	journals	focused	more	on	TIR	may	have	

lower	impact	factors.	
o The	approach	to	publication	that	is	typical	in	each	discipline	may	not	be	the	

same	when	moving	across	disciplines.	
o For	example,	how	authors	are	credited	or	listed	on	publications	varies	by	

discipline,	and	this	may	impact	how	the	contribution	of	one	author	is	
weighed.	

o Different	types	of	funding	are	available	in	different	areas	of	scholarship,	and	
some	funding	agencies	are	more	supportive	of	TIR	than	others.	However,	major	
Federal	funding	agencies	have	shifted	to	favor	interdisciplinary	teams	rather	
than	individual	researchers.	Pursuing	this	type	of	research	may	open	up	new,	
less	traditional	funding	opportunities.	

2. TIR	collaboration	takes	considerable	time	and	effort,	which	may	not	be	sustainable	
for	an	individual	faculty	member.	

3. There	often	is	a	lack	of	knowledge	and	training	on	how	to	establish	TIR	
collaboration.	

4. Currently	there	are	limited	tools	to	find	collaborators	outside	of	home	discipline.	
5. Depending	on	the	field,	collaborative	work	may	be	viewed	as	less	meritorious	than	

individual	research.	
o Junior	faculty	may	view	this	work	as	a	distraction	from	their	individual	work	and	

detrimental	to	their	tenure	case.	
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The	committee	recognizes	that	an	implementation	strategy	that	includes	top-down	
institutional	support	coupled	with	grass-roots	approaches	
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o Engage	in	dialogue	with	the	Road	Map	SP1	subcommittee	on	development	of	
best	metrics	to	measure	campus’	interdisciplinary	collaboration.	

Although	most	faculty	are	able	to	identify	potential	collaborators	through	disciplinary	
conferences,	it	can	often	be	more	challenging	to	identify	potential	collaborators	outside	of	
one’s	primary	discipline.	While	some	tools	exist	that	are	readily	available,	we	believe	that	
more	can	be	done	to	help	in	the	development	of	potential	TIR	collaborations.	Binghamton	
has	a	strong	base	in	terms	of	campus-based	ORCs	and	TAEs,	and	we	believe	that	modest	
additional	efforts	could	greatly	strengthen	BU’s	collaborations	and	recognition.	

	

Faculty	Development	

Many	of	the	items	already	cited	revolve	around	mechanisms	to	increase	access	of	faculty	to	
opportunities	for	transdisciplinary	and	interdisciplinary	work.	Here	we	consider	
opportunities	for	increasing	faculty	development	in	these	areas.	The	committee’s	
conversation	on	this	topic	overlapped	considerably	with	our	discussion	on	tenure	and	
promotion.	The	following	challenges	were	identified	as	particularly	significant	for	early-	
and	mid-career	faculty:	

1. 
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much	as	departmental	work	due	to	lack	of	understanding	or	their	own	pressures	
and	goals.	

Our	discussion	on	potential	solutions	to	these	issues	also	focused	on	mentoring	and	issues	
around	promotion	and	tenure.	We	note	here	those	initiatives	and	ideas	we	had	not	already	
considered	in	the	discussion	around	tenure	and	promotion.	

1. Develop	transparent	and	formalized	mentoring	models	at	the	college	and/or	
university	level.	The	model	may	be	different	for	faculty	who	have	a	transdisciplinary	
or	interdisciplinary	focus,	but	mentoring	is	important	for	all	faculty	across	the	
university.	
o Joint	and	interdisciplinary	appointments	could	have	multiple	mentors,	such	as	

one	mentor	in	each	department	(joint	appt),	or	one	mentor	from	the	tenure	
home,	one	from	a	different	department,	or	department-selected	mentor	and	
mentor	selected	by	individual.	

2. Establish	a	Center	for	Faculty	Development	to	be	broadly	focused	on	network-based	
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We	envision	that	such	an	approach	would	eliminate	the	evaluative	aspect	in	the	
mentor/mentee	relationship,	instead	providing	a	resource	to	junior	and	mid-
career	faculty	as	they	develop	transdisciplinary	or	interdisciplinary	scholarship.	

3. Develop	and	promote	a	culture	of	understanding	within	departments	about	how	to	
evaluate	interdisciplinary	colleagues	and	guidance	(established,	perhaps,	by	the	
aforementioned	Center	for	Faculty	Development)	on	how	to	consider	their	teaching,	
scholarship,	and	service	roles	across	departments	and	schools/colleges.	

4. Develop	strategies	to	assuage	fears	of	interdisciplinary	or	joint	appointment	faculty	
before	they	apply.	

We	view	effective	mentoring,	including	the	engagement	of	faculty	from	outside	an	
individual’s	area(s)	of	scholarship,	as	a	critical	element	in	the	faculty	development	for	all	
faculty,	but	especially	those	engaged	in	transdisciplinary	and	interdisciplinary	work,	
particularly	given	the	challenges	that	such	individuals	face	in	tenure	and	promotion.	
	

Transdisciplinary	Graduate	Education	and	Scholarship	

We	observe	national	trends	that	doctoral	students	are	blurring	disciplinary	boundaries	in	
their	own	scholarship,	and	that	masters	students	are	seeking	dual	degrees	across	
disciplines.	
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o Hiring	departments	want	candidates	who	can	step	in	to	teach	department	
courses	and	thus	are	more	comfortable	with	those	with	degrees	that	directly	
correspond	to	their	department.	

2. Traditional	discipline-based	doctoral	programs	may	limit	the	number	of	credits	
students	can	take	outside	of	their	degree	department.	
o Departments	encourage	students	to	take	classes	that	“count”	towards	their	

degree,	within	their	discipline.	
o Classes	may	be	limited	to	degree	students,	decreasing	opportunities	for	students	

to	take	classes	outside	their	discipline.	
o Departments	need	to	maintain	class	sizes	to	run	their	courses.	

o May	deny	students’	requests	to	take	outside	classes	to	maintain	enough	
students	to	fill	departmental	classes.	

3. Advising	graduate	students.	
o A	significant	portion	of	students	identify	as	having	done	interdisciplinary	work	

even	if	their	degrees	are	departmental;	do	these	students	have	access	to	advisors	
who	are	experienced	in	and	willing	to	advise	interdisciplinary	work?	

o Co-advisors	may	offer	students	differing	perspectives;	however	could	hinder	
students	if	they	are	caught	between	opposing	viewpoints.	

4. Publishing.	
o Departments	require	students	to	publish	in	top	publications,	usually	focused	on	

a	discipline.	
o Students	with	multiple	disciplines	may	be	expected	to	publish	in	more	than	one	

field.	
o This	would	require	students	to	master	multiple	areas	of	study	in	order	to	

claim	an	interdisciplinary	degree.	

This	focus	on	the	ability	of	departments	and	the	university	as	a	whole	to	provide	sufficient	
mentoring	to	graduate	students,	especially	doctoral	students,	whose	scholarship	
transcends	traditional	disciplinary	boundaries	leads	us	to	a	number	of	possible	solutions.	

1. Advising	
o Provide	access	to	capable	mentors	with	an	understanding	of	interdisciplinary	

study.	
o Formal	recognition	by	the	Graduate	School	of	co-dissertation	directors,	whether	

or	not	from	the	same	department.	
2. Increase	the	development	of	interdisciplinary	certificate	programs.	
3. Provide	incentives	for	faculty,	departments,	and	programs	to	allow	students	from	

other	programs	to	enroll	in	their	classes.		
4. Establish	criteria	for	interdisciplinary	dissertation	committees,	perhaps	parallel	to	

Special	IPCs	that	can	be	established	for	interdisciplinary	faculty.	
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o Committee	made	up	of	members	from	different	disciplines,	with	each	section	of	
research	overseen	by	members	who	specialize	in	the	corresponding	field.	

5. Establish	broad	interdisciplinary	majors/programs	with	specialized	focus.		
6. Guidance	for	students	upon	finishing	their	degree.	Students	need	a	clear	picture	of	

how	the	degree	can	be	utilized	to	advance	their	career.	
o Engage	the	Fleishman	Center	in	providing	services	for	students	upon	graduation,	

particularly	in	identifying	harder-to-find	interdisciplinary	opportunities.	
	

Concluding	Comments	

Binghamton	University	has	long	supported	transdisciplinary	and	interdisciplinary	inquiry	
and	teaching.	Yet	impediments	remain,	some	of	which	are	structural,	some	of	which	are	
cultural.	We	believe	that	strong	leadership	from	the	top,	recognizing	the	value	and	
importance	of	transdisciplinary	and	interdisciplinary	work,	remains	a	critical	component.	
Equally	important	is	recognition	at	the	faculty	level	that	the	important	problems	facing	
society	require	scholarship	that	transcends	our	traditional	disciplinary	and	departmental	
structures.	Our	principal	recommendations	are:	

• Establish	a	Center	for	Faculty	Development	to	be	focused	on	network-based	
mentoring,	with	a	special	focus	on	transdisciplinary	and	interdisciplinary	
scholarship	across	the	university.	
• Establish	clear	guidance	for	both	faculty	and	departments	on	the	consideration	of	

transdisciplinary	and	interdisciplinary	work	in	tenure	and	promotion	decisions.	
• Develop	new	and	improve	current	methods	for	facilitating	interdisciplinary	teaching	

and	degree	programs,	including	mechanisms	for	incentivizing	faculty,	departments,	
and	deans	to	contribute	to	interdisciplinary	offerings.	
• Establish	guidelines	and	procedures	for	mentoring	of	doctoral	students	across	

departments	and	colleges/schools.	
• Subscribe	to	technologies	and	software	that	facilitate	the	identification	and	

management	of	interdisciplinary	collaborations.	
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