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TRANSDISCIPLINARITY 
 
Recommendations of the task force on definitions and dashboard metrics – Bill Attenweiler, Jon Garon, Kevin 
Kirby, and Alar Lipping – as reviewed by the Deans’ Council on 12/12/13. 
 

1. What is it? 
 
The core attributes of transdisciplinary work common to nearly all 
definitions are: 
 

1. Transcends disciplinary boundaries. 
2. Engages with real-world practice in the community; is never 

purely theoretical. 
3. Pulls together researchers, creators, and practitioners around 

a large idea, problem, or theme. 
4. Complements but does not replace disciplinary work. 

 
Most definitions take the attributes above to be necessary but not 
sufficient. However, there is no agreement in the literature on what the 
additional characteristics needed to complete the definition should be.1   
 
We believe that the most useful approach for NKU as it launches its 
Strategic Plan is to emphasize the four core characteristics above, 
rather than adopting one specific definition from one school of thought. 
We encourage continuing conversations that elaborate this bare notion 
of transdisciplinarity in a way that is meaningful, valuable and 
transformative at NKU. This is the motivation for our slide (right). 
 

 

2. How do we track it? 
 

We believe associating numerical dashboard metrics with transdisciplinarity is not useful for a variety of 
reasons; we list these reasons in an Appendix (next page). Nevertheless, it is essential to ascertain the extent to 
which the university is on track in supporting, encouraging, and achieving transdisciplinarity.  
 
A direct way to do this is to have Academic Affairs issue a concise, structured annual report on the state of 
transdisciplinarity at NKU, signed off on by the provost. This report would subsume reports collected from each 
of the colleges and other programs in the division (e.g. the Honors, First Year Programs, etc.).  The reports would 
outline progress, cite numbers where meaningful, and set specific goals for the succeeding year(s) that 
transcend mere numerical targets. This fits well with NKU’s Weave planning software, through which 
departmental level objectives, measures, targets, and findings on transdisciplinarity can feed in to the report.  
Reports would indicate both the investments in encouraging transdisciplinarity (which will shift as the university 
moves more deeply into it), as well as results.  The exact foundational measures reported on at the various 
levels should be worked out during the first year of the plan, and the first annual report will define the pattern 
for subsequent reports.  

                                                           
1 Here is a sampling of various additional features that some authors have included as part of their definitions of transdisciplinarity (they 
are not all consistent with each other):  has a social justice component; mutually transforms the disciplines that are interacting; creates 
shared conceptual models; emphasizes the holism of knowledge; involves interaction across traditionally distant disciplines, e.g. 
humanities and science; crosses international boundaries; is not the work of a single faculty member or single student; is inherently 
transcultural; questions the notion of objectivity. 
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APPENDIX 

On Dashboard Metrics for Transdisciplinarity 

Our overarching goal is to make transdisciplinarity work at NKU.  We argue here that setting numerical metrics and targets 
at this time may hinder progress in this effort. 
 
It is not difficult to imagine some numerical measures associated with transdisciplinarity. For example, one could: 
 

A1. Tag course sections and experiential learning units2 that have a significant transdisciplinary component and 
track the number of students successfully completing them in them each year, as recorded in SAP/myNKU. 
 
A2. Have faculty members tag any peer-reviewed scholarly and creative work, or industry / public sector work, that 
has significant transdisciplinary components when they record it in Digital Measures.  

 
Here significant transdisciplinary component could mean – for example– that the course/experience/work has core 
attributes 1-4 on the previous page (and possibly additional characteristics drawn from the list of features that are 
footnoted there). The university cannot easily set useful absolute targets, due to the complex interplay of disciplinary and 
transdisciplinary work. It is somewhat easier to propose  growth targets; for example, aiming for  +100% and +50%, 
respectively, over the five year period of the plan “sounds nice”, but it is hard to put these targets on a rational foundation.  
 
However: There are at least three difficulties with the dashboard metric approach. 
 

First, one can argue that transdisciplinarity is in effect a value, and that quantifying it for the purpose of dashboard 
metrics would be akin to quantifying other values in the plan, such as collegiality or integrity.  The numbers would 
be so wildly imprecise and subjective that they would give a false sense of precision. This would in turn propagate 
rather than diminish the skepticism that already exists in certain quarters, and this could undermine the lively and 
creative culture of transdisciplinarity that the university wants to grow.   
 
Second, insofar as numerical measures can be associated with transdisciplinarity, these indicate the means for the 
university to achieve its goals, whereas true dashboard metrics should measure the ends rather than the means. 
(Ends include most of the metrics already there, e.g. graduation rates, retention rates, diversity measures.) 
 
Third, locking in measures such as A1 and A2 (above) would freeze in one approach to transdisciplinarity very 
early, rather than letting the notion be enriched over time with experience and deep conversations.  

 
_______________ 

 

Addendum.  The task force wished to share some of the ideas that emerged in its discussions, recommendations 
for efforts that would help advance the state of transdisciplinarity at NKU: 
 

 Create attractive physical spaces that foster cross-college faculty mixing and informal chats to encourage serendipitous connections. 

 Make clear that high quality disciplinary work is not diminished in status. 

 Make service learning explicitly transdisciplinary where possible. 

 Superimpose a shared identity on cross-disciplinary project teams. 

 Tell the story of transdisciplinarity: leverage affective hubs, positioning the most likeable strategically. 

 Encourage faculty to link with external partners, whether from industry or from other universities worldwide to broaden 
transdisciplinary teams beyond NKU’s own native expertise. 

 Encourage innovation and experimentation to inform future priority setting. 

 Build capacity to re-marshal faculty around emerging priorities. 

  

                                                           
2 There is a parallel task force working to define what units to count for experiential learning. It is likely to include co-ops (traditional and 
“virtual”), internships, practica, undergraduate research, study abroad, etc.  If this is done by assigning these experiences course numbers 
for record-keeping purposes (possibly bearing zero credit hours), then designating some of these as “transdisciplinary” could be 
formalized. 


