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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Overview 
This report addresses the capacity of the University of Washington to nourish interdisciplinary 
activity on its campuses.  Beginning with a year-long study of 17 interdisciplinary graduate 
degree and certificate programs managed by the University of Washington’s (UW) Graduate 
School, the purpose of the study is to identify additional opportunities for engaging in 
interdisciplinary research, teaching, and training at UW, as well as to pinpoint structural barriers 
that need to be overcome.  The object of both the study and this report is to imagine the next 
generation of policies and practices required to seed, support, and sustain interdisciplinary 
activity. 

The study was undertaken by the Associate Dean for Academic Programs, Gail Dubrow, with the 
assistance of Jennifer Harris, a Postdoctoral Research Associate during the 2004 – 2005 
academic year—a time when the need to promote interdisciplinary initiatives was receiving 
enhanced national attention.  In November 2004, the National Academies released its well-
received report, Facilitating Interdisciplinary Research, which reviewed the state of 
interdisciplinary research and education in science and engineering.  In no uncertain terms, the 
report encourages individual higher education institutions to critically examine their structures 
for supporting interdisciplinary research: 

Whatever format characterizes a given IDR [interdisciplinary research] project, 
especially in academic institutions, it must operate in the context of a larger, 
overarching institutional framework that in many ways defines and constrains it.  
It is important, therefore, to examine institutional organizations and traditions 
critically and to ask what kinds of changes are possible and helpful for IDR.  
(2005, p. 172) 

This study both tests the National Academies’ findings on interdisciplinary research as they 
apply to the University of Washington and reaches beyond them to address the experiences of 
faculty and students in interdisciplinary education and training programs at the graduate level. 
Our approach to assessing the climate for interdisciplinary initiatives at UW was twofold: we 
conducted discrete evaluation activities, while simultaneously mobilizing and enhancing 
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communication among Graduate School programs, as well as in the larger University.  
Evaluation activities included a series of in-depth discussions with directors and administrators 
from each of the 17 interdisciplinary graduate degree and certificate programs, plus surveys and 
focus groups with their graduate students and faculty. The formation of the Network of 
Interdisciplinary Initiatives (NII) was critical to the project since it provided a venue for 
comparing the experiences of interdisciplinary initiatives and a means to receive feedback on the 
study at several critical stages.  Communications activities included meetings of the larger NII 
and its smaller Working Group.  

Based on these activities, a series of ten recommendations were developed for seeding, 
supporting, and sustaining interdisciplinary initiatives at the University of Washington.  These 
are: 

1. Encourage upper-level administrative leadership to better seed, support, and sustain 
interdisciplinary initiatives. 

2. Organize interdisciplinary programs for advocacy and get their needs placed on the 
institutional agenda. 

3. Clarify options for administrative homes and structures for interdisciplinary 
initiatives. 

4. Reexamine institutional research policies and practices related to budgeting and 
indirect cost returns for interdisciplinary programs.  

5. Reexamine academic policies and practices regarding faculty appointments, tenure, 
and promotion to facilitate and reward interdisciplinary activity. 

6. Develop policies and practices that promote the intellectual mobility of faculty over 
the course of their academic careers, such as allowing them to commit part of their 
appointment or move their primary appointment to other units, including 
interdisciplinary initiatives. 

7. Identify and disseminate best practices related to the student experience in 
interdisciplinary programs. 

8. Identify appropriate additional investments in interdisciplinary program budgets. 
9. Conduct additional research to better understand interdisciplinary faculty and student 

experiences. 
10. Affirm the shared responsibility of the Graduate School and academic units to prepare 

future faculty and professionals to cross disciplinary boundaries in pursuit of knowledge 
and solutions to pressing societal problems. 

 
These recommendations are intended to serve as a springboard for action by which UW faculty 
and administrators can make structural adjustments to improve the environment for 
interdisciplinary initiatives that ensure their sustainability. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A recently released report by the National Academies explains that “in recent decades, the 
growth of scientific and technical knowledge has prompted scientists, engineers, social scientists, 
and humanists to join in addressing complex problems that must be attacked simultaneously with 
deep knowledge from different perspectives” (2005, p. 17).  Further, the report reveals that 
students are increasingly drawn to interdisciplinary research (IDR) for its potential to solve 
problems of global importance such as disease prevention, economic development, social 
inequality, and global climate change.  However, as the National Academies study explains, the 
promise of interdisciplinary research, teaching, and training continues to be obstructed by 
structural barriers and policy disincentives within institutions of higher education.  Moreover, 
they note the pervasive forms that these barriers assume: 

Some of [these barriers] take the form of personal communication or ‘culture’ barriers; 
others are related to the tradition in academic institutions of organizing research and 
teaching activities by discipline-based departments—a tradition that is commonly 
mirrored in funding organizations, professional societies, and journals.  (National 
Academies, 2005, p. 1). 

Recognizing the need to develop new mechanisms that seed, support, and sustain 
interdisciplinary programs at the University of Washington (UW), in autumn 2004 the Graduate 
School established the Network of Interdisciplinary Initiatives (NII), a campus-wide focused 
interdisciplinary advocacy group.  Beginning with 17 interdisciplinary graduate degree and 
certificate programs that are administratively housed in the Graduate School, Gail Dubrow, 
Associate Dean for Academic Programs, and Postdoctoral Research Associate Jennifer Harris 
sought to understand structural barriers and opportunities for advancing interdisciplinary 
research, teaching, and training programs at the University.   
Based on these activities, a series of ten recommendations were developed for seeding, 
supporting, and sustaining interdisciplinary initiatives at the University of Washington.  These 
are: 

1. Encourage upper-level administrative leadership to better seed, support, and sustain 
interdisciplinary initiatives. 

2. Organize interdisciplinary programs for advocacy and get their needs placed on the 
institutional agenda. 

3. Clarify options for administrative homes and structures for interdisciplinary 
initiatives. 

4. Reexamine institutional research policies and practices related to budgeting and 
indirect cost returns.  

5. Reexamine academic policies and practices regarding faculty appointments, tenure, 
and promotion to reward interdisciplinary activity. 

6. Develop policies and practices that promote the intellectual mobility of faculty over 
the course of their academic careers, such as allowing them to commit part of their 
appointment or move their primary appointment to other units, including 
interdisciplinary initiatives. 
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7. Identify and disseminate best practices related to the student experience in 
interdisciplinary programs. 

8. Identify appropriate additional investments in interdisciplinary program budgets. 
9. Conduct additional research to better understand interdisciplinary faculty and student 

experiences. 
10. Affirm the shared responsibility of the Graduate School and academic units to prepare 

future faculty and professionals to cross disciplinary boundaries in pursuit of knowledge 
and solutions to pressing societal problems. 

The recommendations have served as a starting point toward building an active constituency on 
campus aimed at reforming policies and practices to better serve interdisciplinary initiatives. 

Report Format 
After providing a brief background on the study and information on the 17 interdisciplinary 
graduate programs administratively located within the Graduate School, each self-study activity 
undertaken during the 2004 – 2005 academic year will be described, including methods, 
emergent themes, and key findings from the activity. 
In assessing the landscape of interdisciplinary research, teaching, and training programs at the 
University of Washington, it is also useful to draw connections to national trends.  To situate our 
findings in a national context, we compare them with findings from the National Academies’ 
report. 
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BACKGROUND 

The University of Washington is home to more interdisciplinary research, teaching and training 
initiatives than it is possible to count with precision, though efforts currently are underway to 
inventory them.  Over the past four decades, the number of interdisciplinary graduate degree and 
certificate-offering programs that have chosen the University of Washington Graduate School as 
their administrative home has grown to 17 (See Figure 1).  Three programs began in the late 
1960s, two during the 1970s, two during the 1980s, seven during the 1990s, and three so far in 
this decade. 

Figure 1: Interdisciplinary graduate degree and certificate programs administered by the 
University of Washington’s Graduate School. 

Interdisciplinary Graduate Degree and Certificate Programs Administered by the 
University of Washington’s Graduate School 

Biology for Teachers MS Program 

Biomolecular Structure and Design PhD 
Gateway Program 

Computational Finance PhD Certificate 
Program 

Environmental Management Certificate 
Program 

Global and Environmental Chemistry 
Certificate Program 

Global Trade and Transportation Logistics 
Certificate Program 

Health Services Administration MHA 
Program 

Individual PhD Program 

Molecular and Cellular Biology PhD Program 

Museology/Museum Studies MA and 
Certificate Programs 

Near and Middle Eastern Studies PhD Program 

Neurobiology and Behavior PhD Program 

Nutritional Science MS and PhD Programs 

Policy Dimensions of Earth Sciences PhD 
Gateway Program 

Public Health Genetics PhD and Certificate 
Programs 

Quantitative Ecology and Resource 
Management MS and PhD Programs 

Urban Design and Planning PhD Program 

 

The programs housed in the Graduate School represent a wide range of interdisciplinary fields, 
offer a variety of interdisciplinary graduate degree and certificate options, operate with varied 
funding levels and budgeting structures, and differ in size, ranging from two to 35 affiliate 
faculty and five to 135 students.  These 17 interdisciplinary programs in the Graduate School, 
along with those administered across campus more broadly, serve as engines of institutional 
innovation and vitality by encouraging students and faculty members to pursue intellectual 
projects that cross conventional disciplinary boundaries.   
 
However, as units that lie outside of the formal framework of college and departmentally-based 
state budgets, most interdisciplinary programs operate under severe resource constraints and lack 
the institutional framework for advocacy ordinarily provided by deans and department chairs.  
The Graduate School’s Associate Dean for Academic Programs set out to address this issue by 
embarking on a year of intensive study of the needs of these programs, which resulted in a 
clearer understanding of the changes needed to more effectively seed, support, and sustain 
interdisciplinary initiatives. 
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SELF-STUDY ACTIVITIES 

From November 2004 through June 2005, Associate Dean Dubrow and Postdoctoral Research 
Associate Harris engaged in a variety of activities aimed at better understanding the climate for 
interdisciplinary programs on campus, including: conversations with interdisciplinary program 
directors and key staff, and focus groups with, and surveys of, interdisciplinary faculty and 
students.  A description of the methods, emergent themes, and findings follows for each of these 
self-study activities. 

 

CONVERSATIONS WITH INTERDISCIPLINARY 
PROGRAM DIRECTORS AND ADMINISTRATORS 

Methods 

Between November 2004 and January 2005, Gail Dubrow, Associate Dean of the Graduate 
School, and Jennifer Harris, Postdoctoral Research Associate, met with directors and staff 
members from each of the 17 interdisciplinary graduate degree and certificate programs 
administered by the Graduate School.  These semi-structured interviews, which focused on 
identifying structural barriers and supports for interdisciplinary initiatives, were conducted at the 
offices of the interdisciplinary programs whenever possible.  Each conversation lasted 
approximately one hour.  The Associate Dean led the discussion and the Postdoctoral Research 
Associate served as the primary note-taker. 

The Postdoctoral Research Associate transcribed the notes after each meeting and coded the data 
using Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) guidelines for open coding.  Notes were analyzed inductively 
and substantive categories and themes were developed from the data.  All participant quotes 
included in this report are paraphrases, since conversations were not audio-taped.  Preliminary 
findings were presented to participants at the inaugural meeting of the Network of 
Interdisciplinary Initiatives (NII) on February 15, 2005 and feedback was solicited from 
participants to ensure that emerging findings were consistent with the perceptions of 
interdisciplinary program staff and directors. 

Emergent Themes 

During the data analysis process, five themes emerged as significant issues for interdisciplinary 
programs.  These were policies and practices related to: 1) administrative organization; 2) faculty 
participation; 3) building intellectual community among students and faculty; 4) finance, 
funding, and budgeting, and 5) stewardship, leadership, and advocacy.  Each theme is described 
below, with findings bolded and supporting quotes from participants presented where possible. 

1. Administrative Organization 

Unlike academic departments, which are located in collegiate units, the 17 programs that are the 
focus of this study are housed in UW’s Graduate School.  While this situation offers some 
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distinct advantages—i.e., they are poised at the interstices of departments affording them 
intellectual mobility and flexible program development—interdisciplinary program 
administrators and staff often expressed ambivalent feelings about their administrative location 
because greater benefits flow to academic departments under the existing budgetary structure.  
Findings under this theme are outlined below.   

1.1. Within existing institutional structures, interdisciplinary programs, particularly 
those that cross college boundaries, face difficulty finding appropriate 
administrative homes. 

Although all of the programs we spoke with are administratively housed under the Graduate 
School, there were a variety of responses to this arrangement ranging from very satisfied to 
feeling that the program would be better served if organized as a department.  For example, 
one administrator commented that she preferred the “looser control” of the Graduate School 
over being placed under a department or college dean: “[We] like the idea of being housed in 
the Graduate School.  Programs like this need looser control.  You can be the most open dean 
in the world but the program would still be your thing.” However, another stated, “I’d really 
like to be a department.  [We’re] now functioning as a department without the power.” 

Institutional location is a critical issue that has serious implications for advocacy and funding 
of interdisciplinary programs.  Finding 1.2 below elaborates on the need for increased 
advocacy and support for interdisciplinary programs that operate between administrative 
units. 

1.2. Some interdisciplinary programs remain tenuously positioned within the institution 
because no one source can provide the full spectrum of resources they need to 
thrive.  For example, colleges and departments have access to physical space and 
the Graduate School provides limited programmatic funding, but no one 
administrative unit has all of the resources needed to support interdisciplinary 
initiatives. 

Several programs felt that they were charged with responsibilities similar to those of a 
department without the administrative support usually afforded to departments.  One 
administrator stated, “[There’s] a small percentage of faculty, myself, and a [staff person] out 
front, but we have to handle budget and curriculum.  We operate like a mini-department 
without the support.” 

The National Academies report addresses these issues related to precarious administrative 
support for interdisciplinary programs that operate within this “third space” on university 
campuses by recommending that institutions “develop equitable and flexible budgetary and cost-
sharing policies and practices that support interdisciplinary research (IDR),” including that they 
can move from the current situation—in which resources are allocated solely within 
departmental and school boundaries—toward supporting the infrastructure of interdisciplinary 
programs that cross these institutional lines.  Toward this end, they advocate that institutions 
“deploy a substantial fraction of flexible resources—such as seed money, support staff, and 
space—in support of IDR (National Academies, 2005, p. 113).”  This subject is discussed at 
greater length in Section 5, when we turn to the common finance, funding, and budget issues of 
interdisciplinary programs. 
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2. Faculty Participation 

Program administrators explained that faculty who are attracted to interdisciplinary initiatives 
encounter obstacles to participation because their principal responsibilities and rewards continue 
to be vested in their primary budgetary and tenure unit.  The following findings address the 
reasons why faculty are drawn to interdisciplinary endeavors and how the institution can make 
structural adjustments to support faculty involvement in them. 

2.1. Faculty are attracted to the innovative and exciting qualities of interdisciplinary 
teaching and research initiatives, and derive substantial benefits from working with 
interdisciplinary students. 

In one exchange, the Associate Dean asked an interdisciplinary program administrator, 
“What keeps you engaged?” He replied simply, “My interest in teaching.”  Another 
interdisciplinary program administrator commented, “We do have strong continuing 
relationships [with affiliated faculty]—partly because they like our students.” 
2.2. Faculty involvement in interdisciplinary programs needs to be supported through 

institutional policies and practices at the university, college/school, and department 
levels. 

A keen awareness of the impact of unsupportive policies and practices can be seen in one 
faculty administrator’s comments:  “[My department] is not supportive of [my co-faculty 
member’s] work with [the interdisciplinary Program].”  Another director explained, 
“Departments never bought into this program; individual faculty did, but not [their] 
departments.” 
2.3. Interdisciplinary programs are constrained by their inability to create dedicated 

faculty lines, a privilege that academic departments enjoy. 
One administrator explained, “There’s only one faculty line associated with [the program].  
We rely on voluntary contributions by faculty.” 
2.4. Interdisciplinary program directors’ energies’ are likely to be “stretched thin,” 

since they often volunteer their time and energy above and beyond the actual 
compensation for the position and service requirements of their home departments. 

“I’ve drained myself with steering committees,” commented another interdisciplinary 
program director. 

Other findings address the need for coherent institutional policy to support faculty participation 
in interdisciplinary endeavors by providing rewards and remuneration, and identify problems 
specific to junior faculty participation in interdisciplinary activities. 

2.5. Coherent institutional policy is needed to normalize support for faculty 
participation in interdisciplinary work that currently varies according to the 
predilections of individual department chairs. 

2.6. Rewards, remuneration, and relief from responsibilities in their primary unit are 
needed for faculty who choose to take on interdisciplinary program involvement in 
addition to home department duties. 
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Support for these findings include the report by one interdisciplinary program administrator 
that interdisciplinary activity frequently was allowed but not encouraged by department 
chairs, and took a back seat to departmental responsibilities of participating faculty: 
“Department cooperation runs the gamut from non-supportive chairs to fully supportive.  
More common is an in-between state defined by ‘You can participate in interdisciplinary 
programs as long as you satisfy your other departmental duties.’” 
A lack of departmental support for faculty engagement in interdisciplinary activities is a 
recurring theme in this study; as one faculty member commented, “When faculty are doing 
interdisciplinary work, [they] also have to be a good citizens in their home departments.”  
Another faculty administrator shared that the “[Co-faculty member] and I have taken on 
teaching as overloads, understandably because the [interdisciplinary] program is not viewed 
as central [by our chairs].” 

2.7. It is particularly difficult to recruit junior faculty into interdisciplinary programs 
because departmental demands govern faculty success in tenure, merit, and 
promotion processes.  Yet many junior faculty are eager to cross disciplinary 
boundaries in pursuit of knowledge. 

One administrator commented that the faculty of his interdisciplinary program had 
“discussed whether it’s even okay for junior faculty to participate.”  Another offered, “We’re 
at the mercy of each department’s requirements for merit increases and promotion.  [We] 
have matched other departments’ [salary increases] but don’t have funding for this and end 
up taking it out of other areas.” 

These findings point to the need to develop institutional policies and practices that remedy the 
inconsistent quality of departmental support for faculty involvement in interdisciplinary 
initiatives.  Clearly the rewards system must be redesigned to account for faculty contributions 
beyond the intellectual domain of home departments that benefit the wider university. These 
conclusions echo the findings of the National Academies with regard to faculty involvement in 
interdisciplinary research (IDR).  The National Academies recommends that institutions’ 
“traditional policies and norms in hiring of faculty and in making tenure decisions should be 
revised to take into account more fully the values inherent in IDR activities (p. 205).”  They also 
call for institutions to build in flexibility to their promotion and tenure procedures, “recognizing 
that the contributions of a person in IDR may need to be evaluated differently from those of a 
person in a single-discipline project” (p. 195).  Importantly, the National Academies also points 
out the difficulties of junior faculty involvement in IDR since they are often saddled with 
“double duty” in their home departments: 

Many universities and departments appreciate the value of IDR but expect interdisciplinary 
faculty members to do ‘double duty’: to first meet the usual obligations of disciplinary and 
departmental activity—including publications, teaching, and service—and then find 
additional time for IDR.  (National Academies, 2005, p. 72) 

3. Building Intellectual Community: Best Practices for Students 

Fostering a vibrant intellectual community is critical to graduate student success.  
Interdisciplinary academic programs present unique opportunities and face some distinct 
challenges, since they are often funded at levels that do not support common core activities such 
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as integrative classes, colloquia, or social events.  While interdisciplinary programs often gather 
relevant faculty and classes from multiple disciplines under a common umbrella, the 
development of new academic offerings that synthesize, integrate and transform knowledge 
across the disciplines requires an infusion of funding and faculty time beyond the minimal 
allocations made available in the past to most interdisciplinary programs.   

Findings under this theme were illustrative of best practices for encouraging intellectual 
community among interdisciplinary students, pointing to the institutional reforms and 
substantially increased funding needed for the success of academic programs that cross 
disciplinary boundaries. 

3.1. While establishing intellectual community is an important issue for all academic 
programs, interdisciplinary programs face greater challenges in this effort due to 
dispersed faculty and students beyond departmental or college boundaries and 
curricula assembled from multiple academic units without a guarantee of 
integration or intellectual synthesis.  Thus, interdisciplinary programs may require 
greater assistance in establishing a common core and sense of intellectual 
community for their faculty and students than traditional single-discipline 
programs. 

3.2. Interdisciplinary programs that are more successful in fostering a positive cohort 
experience employ “best practice” strategies such as: providing a shared course 
experience, allocating dedicated student space, organizing speaker series, providing 
forums for student presentations, and organizing social gatherings. 

3.3. Interdisciplinary academic programs frequently are not budgeted at levels that 
support these best practices. 

One administrator commented, “There’s not much of a community among students. . . . We 
would like to have a dedicated course offered in the evening with mandatory attendance.”  
Another lamented, “There is no shared space for our students. . . . This also affects student 
identity.”  In contrast, another interdisciplinary program director explained, “We foster 
student culture by hosting events, conducting a seminar for PhD students, email, having a 
half-time student services person, hosting a welcome dinner, and sponsoring a summer 
event.” 

Our findings on the subject of building intellectual community for students in interdisciplinary 
programs extend beyond the scope of the National Academies’ study.  While the National 
Academies’ report suggests that all students, both undergraduates and graduates, require greater 
opportunities to engage in interdisciplinary research, their findings fail to address the importance 
of building intellectual community among students.  Although robust intellectual community is a 
hallmark of success throughout graduate education, including within individual disciplines, our 
study highlighted the importance of nurturing a sense of community in interdisciplinary 
programs that draw faculty, students, and courses from several fields.   

4. Building Intellectual Community: Best Practices for Faculty 

Building a sense of community is also of critical importance for faculty who are involved in 
interdisciplinary programs.  Our findings suggest that regular meetings are one means by which 
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intellectual community can be strengthened for those engaged in interdisciplinary research and 
teaching.   

4.1. Faculty meetings—both formal and informal—can help foster collegiality and 
engagement in interdisciplinary program development. 

4.2. However, programs need to be able to provide faculty with additional incentives 
and/or reduced responsibilities in their primary unit to participate in a second set 
of meetings related to academic program governance outside their home 
department.  

One interdisciplinary program director explained, “Faculty meetings are very important [to 
maintain program morale].  It is an amazing group and they have very lively and engaging 
meetings.”  However, another commented, “[I’m] not sure that faculty will want meetings 
when they volunteer time and won’t get more resources.” 

Though important, faculty meetings are only one of many ways to foster intellectual community 
within interdisciplinary programs.  The same community-building practices that benefit students, 
such as hosting social events, offering seminar series, and providing shared space, also benefit 
faculty.  The underlying issue is that interdisciplinary programs are rarely budgeted with the 
kinds of discretionary funding that allow for these types of program enhancements and space 
assignments largely are controlled by individual colleges and academic departments.  Fiscal 
issues such as these, affecting the success and vitality of interdisciplinary programs, are 
examined more closely in the next section. 

5. Finance, Funding, and Budgeting 

At the center of many concerns about implementing best practices within interdisciplinary 
programs lurk difficult finance, funding, and budgetary issues.  At a time of sharply diminished 
public investment in higher education, resource constraints are acutely felt by most programs.  
But beyond the current crisis in financing higher education, interdisciplinary programs are 
inordinately disadvantaged by the conventional organization and fiscal structure of institutions of 
higher education which route funding from collegiate units to academic departments, leaving 
those that cross departmental or college lines outside established channels, frequently reduced to 
soliciting contributions to their budget from partners on an annual basis.  When these budgets 
have been regularized, for example with on-going support from The Graduate School, resource 
constraints have resulted in base budgets set at a level few academic programs would consider to 
be adequate. 

Some interdisciplinary programs, particularly in the sciences, benefited from major investments 
from upper administration that have provided sustained funding at a level that supported the 
development of a common core.  Others exist at the margins without the programmatic funding 
necessary to go beyond assembling a curriculum out of the relevant offerings of constituent 
departments.  Constructed as an overlay on the traditional collegiate and departmental structure 
of academic institutions, most interdisciplinary initiatives are forced to cobble together funding 
from multiple sources on an annual basis and lack institutional venues for securing sustained 
funding, even when they have demonstrated success on an on-going basis.  Sustaining 
interdisciplinary initiatives depends upon designing mechanisms that return funding generated by 
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interdisciplinary research projects to collaborative research groups and on developing new 
mechanisms for directing recurring funds to interdisciplinary academic initiatives that show 
signs of excellence.  The next set of sub-themes elaborates on these points. 

5.1. Interdisciplinary programs, particularly those with a strong research focus that 
generates significant funding, would benefit from having a portion of indirect cost 
returns remit to the programs themselves, rather than the Principal Investigator’s 
home department. 

One faculty member’s frustration with this situation was obvious as he quipped, “Resources 
get diverted to %*#@# departments!”  Rather than functioning within a spirit of cooperative 
intellectual inquiry, such comments reflect an underlying tension between the departments 
that are the exclusive budgetary homes of faculty and interdisciplinary programs, which 
support the intellectual interests of many university faculty and nurture collaborative 
practices that advance faculty research programs. 

However, there were also several positive findings regarding innovative practices employed by 
interdisciplinary programs in the areas of finance, funding, and budgetary structure.  These 
include: 

5.2. Some interdisciplinary programs are quite entrepreneurial, including fee-based 
and executive certificate programs in addition to state-funded programs. 

5.3. Several interdisciplinary programs show strong development potential but have yet 
to be connected with or assigned development officers either in the colleges they 
straddle or in central administration. 

The National Academies’ report strongly advocates for changes in finance, funding, and 
budgetary structures, noting that “institutions should develop equitable and flexible budgetary 
and cost-sharing policies that support IDR,” including the suggestion that institutions should 
“credit a percentage of a project’s indirect cost to support the infrastructure of research activities 
that cross departmental and school boundaries (National Academies, 2005, pp. 112-113).”  The 
report goes on to make the case that “allocation of resources from high-level administration to 
interdisciplinary units, to further their formation and continued operation, should be considered 
in addition to resource allocations of discipline-driven departments and colleges (p. 204).”  Their 
findings closely match our understanding of what is needed to foster interdisciplinary initiatives 
at the University of Washington. 

6. Stewardship, Leadership, and Advocacy 

The findings in this category are intended to foster stewardship, leadership, and advocacy for 
interdisciplinary programs. 

6.1. Interdisciplinary programs need access to comparative information on different 
organizational models (e.g., cluster and gateway programs) to consider optimal 
designs for program development. 

6.2. Interdisciplinary programs need effective advocates beyond their immediate 
faculty and staff. 
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6.3. Many interdisciplinary programs would benefit from central advocacy to provide 
them with access to development opportunities and other resources. 

6.4. Interdisciplinary program faculty and administrators need communication 
mechanisms and forums that allow them to come together with other 
interdisciplinary programs for the purposes of idea sharing.  Issues identified for 
future discussion include: better organization and use of steering committees, 
alternative funding structures, and mechanisms for tracking students, among 
others. 

One administrator commented, “If [funding agencies like NIH] are now insisting on 
interdisciplinary research, then we need a mechanism within the University that allows 
people to come together.”  And another summarized the importance of group advocacy 
noting, “Each of us is a small piece of a department, but collectively we’re something else!” 

Additional findings included: 
6.5. Interdisciplinary faculty directors are highly politically savvy.  They are by 

necessity sensitive to maintaining a balance of interests—from turf issues, to 
keeping various constituents happy, to the importance of not competing directly 
with departments for resources. 

Said one faculty director, “We have to keep a number of participating departments happy.”  
And another commented, “As director I have to maintain program morale.” 
6.6. Leadership transitions are a critical issue for many interdisciplinary programs, 

which need to be planned for and managed more effectively. 
One administrator explained, “Over the next ten years, several faculty will be retiring . . . and 
there is dwindling state support.”  Managing leadership transitions is especially critical for 
sustaining interdisciplinary initiatives, since they are inordinately dependent on voluntary 
commitments of faculty effort in contrast to the structural supports enjoyed by departmental 
and collegiate units that help them to weather transitions. 

Our findings demonstrate that enhanced stewardship, leadership, and advocacy for 
interdisciplinary programs is required at the highest levels of academic administration.  As the 
National Academies’ report notes, “Promoting IDR often begins with the central administration.  
Presidents, provosts, vice presidents for research, and other leaders have high visibility and good 
access to resources (2005, p. 103).”  Moreover, our findings begin to articulate the advanced 
management skills that interdisciplinary program directors employ to help negotiate their unique, 
and sometimes precarious, institutional status.   
Still, despite finding remarkable skills among the leaders of interdisciplinary initiatives, our 
study suggests that greater institutional effort could be devoted to the goal of developing 
leadership training relevant to them, since they do not necessarily enjoy the same level of access 
to professional development programs as deans and department chairs.  Similarly, successful 
directors of interdisciplinary initiatives have much to share with the leaders of colleges and 
academic departments, both to sensitize them to the needs of interdisciplinary programs and to 
share their expertise in collaborating across college and departmental boundaries.  Coaching 
academic leaders at all levels in the skills needed to foster interdisciplinarity will help to move 
the University of Washington to the forefront of higher education institutions in the 21st century. 
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Key Findings 
Preliminary conversations with interdisciplinary program administrators and staff conducted 
between November 2004 and January 2005 helped us to identify key themes that organized their 
experiences into a coherent picture of opportunities and challenges.  These include the findings 
that: 

• Current institutional structures, policies, and practices, which were designed for 
traditional academic departments, can compromise the health and vitality of 
interdisciplinary programs. 

• Faculty involvement in interdisciplinary programs needs to be supported by coherent 
institutional policies and practices that allow: 

o recurring appointments to interdisciplinary initiatives 
o relief from responsibilities in their primary unit accompanied by remuneration and 

rewards for their contributions to interdisciplinary endeavors 
o involvement of junior faculty in interdisciplinary programs 

• Interdisciplinary programs tend to have a difficult time fostering intellectual community 
since they often draw from various campus departments without the resources needed to 
sustain a common intellectual core.  They would benefit from an infusion of new 
resources to support the development of shared course experiences, dedicated space, 
speaker series, forums for student presentations, social gatherings, and additional 
incentives for interdisciplinary faculty meetings. 

• Interdisciplinary programs are disadvantaged by the standard organizational and fiscal 
structure of higher education institutions which route funding from collegiate units to 
academic departments.  Sustaining interdisciplinarity depends upon finding mechanisms 
to return funding generated from collaborative research to interdisciplinary academic 
programs, such as remitting a portion of indirect cost returns to the programs themselves 
rather than solely to the Principal Investigator’s home department, acknowledging and 
communicating the successes of interdisciplinary programs, and providing collegiate as 
well as central support for those interdisciplinary initiatives that are well-positioned for 
entrepreneurial and development activity. 

• Although many interdisciplinary program directors are politically savvy by necessity, 
most programs would benefit from enhanced stewardship.  Supports should include: 
communication mechanisms and forums that allow for exchanging ideas among 
interdisciplinary programs; central advocacy for development resources; and participation 
in leadership training programs.  

Findings from our conversations with the directors and staff of interdisciplinary programs 
presented striking parallels with the National Academies’ report, further encouraging us to 
formulate eight preliminary recommendations (later expanded to ten) for ways to help seed, 
support, and sustain interdisciplinary activities.  At that time, our final recommendation was to 
“conduct additional research to better understand interdisciplinary faculty and student 
experiences at UW” (now Recommendation 9).  We set out to accomplish this in our next phase 
of study by arranging focus groups and conducting surveys with interdisciplinary faculty and 
graduate students.



FOCUS GROUPS WITH INTERDISCIPLINARY PROGRAM 
FACULTY AND GRADUATE STUDENTS 

Methods 

Once the first phase of our study established the need for greater insight into faculty and student 
experiences in interdisciplinary programs, we sent out a call to each of the 17 programs inviting 
their faculty and students to participate in focus groups.  Separate focus groups for faculty and 
students were scheduled for May 2, 2005.  In each group, Associate Dean Dubrow facilitated the 
discussion and Postdoctoral Research Associate Harris served primarily as a note-taker.  (See 
Appendix A for focus group questions.) 

The faculty focus group consisted of 13 participants from the following programs: Biomolecular 
Structure and Design (BMSD); Global Trade and Transportation Logistics (GTTL); Molecular 
and Cellular Biology (MCB); Near and Middle Eastern Studies; Neurobiology and Behavior; 
Nutritional Science; Public Health Genetics; and Quantitative Ecology and Resource 
Management (QERM). 

The student focus group consisted of 15 participants representing GTTL; QERM; the Individual 
PhD Program; Public Health Genetics; Neurobiology and Behavior; MCB; and the Urban Design 
and Planning PhD Program. 

Faculty Focus Group Findings 

Findings from the faculty focus group are bolded and bulleted below with selected supporting 
quotes. 

• Faculty comments generally reinforced findings from prior conversations with the 17 
interdisciplinary programs under the administrative umbrella of the Graduate School 
and resonated with the ten recommendations. 

• Faculty concerns revolved around Recommendation 5, the need to: “Reexamine 
academic policies and practices regarding faculty appointments, tenure, and promotion 
to reward interdisciplinary activity,” but also provided more detailed information 
about institutional rewards and disincentives, as described below. 

Faculty discussed the difficulty of communicating the significance of their interdisciplinary 
research to home department peers and pointed to the negative consequences this can have on 
tenure and promotion.  One faculty member explained, “The challenge for me is in educating 
faculty.  [I am a] junior faculty [member] up for tenure next fall.  Nobody is doing what I’m 
doing.”  Consequently, she has found it difficult to secure informed assessments of her most 
significant publications (in interdisciplinary venues) from faculty in her home department. 

The perceived value of unconventional publication venues—that lie outside the flagship journals 
associated with the discipline of the appointing department—directly affects the tenure and 
promotion cases of faculty whose work crosses disciplinary boundaries.  Interdisciplinary faculty 
often publish in different journals than their home department peers, sometimes in styles that 



 19 

diverge from disciplinary norms.  One faculty member shared, “With some disciplines, there’s a 
problem with publishing expectations. . . . There’s a different style in an interdisciplinary 
program.  The goal is to [communicate to] a different audience as opposed to [using] disciplinary 
jargon.” 

• Faculty encounter uneven levels of acceptance of interdisciplinary work, and differing 
practices, across the many areas of inquiry represented at the university.  Some 
programs in the sciences are more accustomed to interdisciplinary practices than 
others.  The humanities’ tradition of single authorship has favored individual boundary 
crossings across the disciplines and small group research initiatives, while inhibiting the 
development of collaborative projects at a scale routinely undertaken in the sciences.  

Promoting interdisciplinary activity requires consistent policies and practices across academic 
units, while accounting for differences in the development of interdisciplinarity across fields of 
inquiry.  However, faculty comments indicated that they do not have access to the benefits of 
systemic policies and consistent practices that facilitate interdisciplinary activity.  One faculty 
member remarked that he experienced ample support for his interdisciplinary work in his home 
department: “I’m in one of the basic science programs . . . . The tension [regarding 
interdisciplinary activity] is non-existent.  Students want interdisciplinarity.  It’s the way you do 
business as a program.”  However, another faculty member shared a potentially devastating 
consequence of the departmentally-based tenure and promotion system for one of his 
interdisciplinary colleagues: “A home department gave [a faculty member] ones and zeros 
[during tenure evaluation] because of involvement in the interdisciplinary program.” 

• Interdisciplinary faculty report that their intellectual home is distinct from their 
departmental home. 

Remarked one faculty member, “We have always been doing fun . . . intellectual work [outside 
of the] departments.”  When asked a follow-up question by the focus group facilitator, “Aren’t 
departments supposed to [faculty members’] intellectual home?” another faculty explained, “The 
discipline is interdisciplinary.  We do intellectual activity with friends.”  Clearly these close 
friends and colleagues sometimes reside outside of the discipline and the department. 

• When asked about the changes needed to free faculty to participate more fully in 
interdisciplinary activity, suggestions included: 

o have resources follow interdisciplinary students 
o assign development officers to interdisciplinary programs to provide faculty 

with development assistance 
o design mechanisms for valuing and rewarding interdisciplinary activity in 

promotion and tenure decisions 
o provide leadership training for department chairs and collegiate deans to 

promote the value of interdisciplinary programs in attracting and retaining 
high-quality students and faculty 
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For example, one focus group participant commented on the importance of “protecting the 
faculty member by providing mechanisms for who constitutes the review committee.”  She 
added that currently, the “chair of the department constitutes the review committee with us trying 
to reach out but [this is] not necessarily prescriptive [or] a guarantee.” 

Another faculty member responded that we “need to make deans understand—[interdisciplinary 
activities] attract better students [and] more faculty.” Similarly, the National Academies’ report 
emphasizes the advantages of creating robust interdisciplinary programs:  

Another indirect impact of interdisciplinary research efforts and curricula is enhancement 
of an institution’s reputation by establishing programs of high quality in cutting-edge 
niche fields.  That, in turn can strengthen an institution’s ability to attract outstanding 
graduate students, faculty, and postdoctoral scholars.  (National Academies, 2005, p. 158) 

The benefits of fostering interdisciplinarity may go beyond attracting the brightest and the best to 
our institutions.  Public research universities face special difficulties in retaining their most 
outstanding faculty in the face of competitive pressures from private institutions.  Active 
engagement in vibrant intellectual communities that transcend home disciplines, departments, 
and colleges may play an important role in persuading our best faculty that career success is best 
attained by remaining in place, rather than moving as a free agent to a new institution.  Likewise, 
the most effective recruiting pitches not only emphasize increased personal compensation but 
opportunities to work with clusters of faculty and students who share one’s intellectual interests.  
For all of these reasons, fostering interdisciplinarity is not only a means by which institutions can 
stimulate the development of knowledge, and solve societal problems that lie outside the reach of 
single-disciplinary solutions, but also recruit and retain talent in a highly competitive 
environment. 
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Graduate Student Focus Group Findings 

 

Findings from the graduate student focus group are bolded and bulleted below with selected 
supporting quotes. 

• Interdisciplinary students tend to be highly intellectually engaged, self-determined, and 
insightful. 

One student was able to reflect on the trajectory of his intellectual development through the 
interdisciplinary program, explaining that “Having matured through the program, [I] conceive of 
it through three phases: 1) Where was my home?; 2) What do I prioritize? (i.e., devote time to 
disciplinary requirements [vs. interdisciplinary program]); and 3) How do I sell it and where?” 

• Interdisciplinary students are conscious of the existence of multiple epistemologies and 
prioritize learning to communicate across disciplinary boundaries. 

One student remarked, “Here we talk about paradigms all the time.”  Another student described 
the development of cross-disciplinary communication skills over time: “A tool was learning to 
sit down and establish common vocabulary.  By year three [in the interdisciplinary program], it 
was easy to work in a group and establish interdisciplinary norms.” 

• Interdisciplinary students have valuable ideas about best practices for building 
intellectual community—some of which require only modest fiscal and programmatic 
investments. 

One student explained how the social community previously established within her 
interdisciplinary program broke down after students were separated by their lab placements: 
“Once students pick a lab they’re scattered.  [There are] not enough social opportunities, 
oversight, and milestones.” 

Other students articulated the strategies their programs employ to foster connections among 
those enrolled in interdisciplinary academic programs.  One commented, “[My interdisciplinary 
program] has worked to keep a community feeling.  We meet every week for lunch, talk to the 
[program] coordinator and administrators.”  Another noted that “[Two interdisciplinary 
programs] have established a weekly colloquium/one-credit seminar and take turns leading it.” 

• Interdisciplinary students are self-directed, serving as partners in designing 
educationally innovative programs. 

Remarked one student, “No one is going to drag me along.  I have an advisor with multiple other 
advisors.”  Another student explained the value of being self-directed, particularly in seeking out 
advice: “I chose a committee that spans disciplines.  I have to seek it out, but am getting the 
advice that I need.” 
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• Interdisciplinary students work at the cutting edge of best practices in graduate 
education. 

For example, students articulated an understanding that mentor relationships can extend beyond 
departmental confines and even beyond the university. As one student explained, “Some of my 
best mentors are around the country, not UW.”  Moreover, she suggested, “It would be great if 
this relationship was more formalized.” 

• Interdisciplinary students, more than students of a single discipline, envision their 
future careers taking shape in several venues—including academe, private sector, and 
government employment. 

• Several students enrolled in interdisciplinary graduate programs who had not 
previously considered a career in academe have revisited their future goals and are now 
considering careers in the professoriate (though not without reservations). 

Remarked one student, “Initially, I didn’t want to run around like my advisor but now I’m 
interested in the education side.”  Another student explained that while enrolled in her program, 
a successful team-teaching experience led her to reconsider a faculty career: “In [my program] I 
designed and team taught an undergraduate course.  It was one of the best experiences I’ve had 
here.  I’m now reconsidering teaching.” 

However, like graduate students nationally, many interdisciplinary students at the University of 
Washington remain wary of pursuing a faculty career as they perceive their own mentors and 
advisors to be overworked and under-compensated.  Explained one student, “I came from 
business . . . [but] want to stay on an academic path.  One concern is that this is like saying you 
want to be the UW football coach. . . . I see the faculty experience as somewhere between 
indentured servant and total abuse.  I will give it five years.” 

• Students appreciate the intellectual flexibility afforded by interdisciplinary programs. 

Remarked one student, “Being in an interdisciplinary program, I have had the freedom to be in 
my own personal think tank.”  Another concurred stating, “[The interdisciplinary program] gave 
me access to faculty working in other departments.  It allowed me to explore and provided 
flexibility.” 

• At times this intellectual openness proves daunting as interdisciplinary students plot 
their future career trajectories. 

It is no surprise that the broad training and multiple options provided by interdisciplinary 
graduate programs can engender trepidation as well as excitement.  One student grew animated 
and exclaimed, “Faculty say ‘The world is your oyster!’ like it’s some great thing and not a 
source of anxiety.” 
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Key Findings 

Observations from faculty and student focus groups confirmed original findings from 
conversations with individual program directors and staff, and helped us to elaborate upon 
previous recommendations.   

Faculty Focus Group 

Key findings regarding faculty participation in interdisciplinary programs included: 

• Faculty are understandably concerned with policies and practices related to academic 
appointments, tenure, merit, and promotion processes and are eager for systemic reforms that 
recognize and reward their involvement in interdisciplinary research, teaching, and training 
programs.  In addition, faculty discussed the challenges they face in communicating the value 
of their work to home department peers.  In particular, the issue of assessing the quality and 
value of research and publications across interdisciplinary lines for the purposes of tenure 
and promotion decisions is a key concern of faculty engaged in interdisciplinary initiatives. 

The National Academies’ report similarly addresses the issue of publishing as it relates to tenure 
and promotion for faculty engaged in IDR.  The report found that “publications and other 
activities not recognized as being in the home department’s discipline may be considered 
valuable but not sufficient for tenure (National Academies, 2005, p. 73).” 

• While the work of some interdisciplinary faculty is well-regarded by their home departments, 
particularly in areas that are more accustomed to interdisciplinarity (i.e., the sciences), other 
faculty struggle with varying levels of acceptance for their work in their home departments. 

• Regardless of whether they are supported in their home departments, interdisciplinary faculty 
report that their intellectual home is often distinct from their departmental home. 

• Engaging interdisciplinary faculty in discussions of institutional policy and practice is key to 
designing institutional systems that foster and sustain interdisciplinary activity. They have 
ideas for changes that would free faculty to more fully participate in interdisciplinary 
endeavors.  Some ideas voiced in the focus group include having resources follow 
interdisciplinary students; providing faculty with development assistance; taking 
interdisciplinary activity into account in promotion and tenure decisions; and helping 
administrators understand that interdisciplinary programs benefit the institution by attracting 
high-quality students and retaining productive faculty. 

As mentioned previously in Section 2.7, findings regarding lack of departmental support for 
faculty involvement in interdisciplinary academic programs echo those of the National 
Academies with regard to faculty involvement in IDR.  The National Academies 
recommends that institutions’ “traditional policies and norms in hiring of faculty and in 
making tenure decisions should be revised to take into account more fully the values inherent 
in IDR activities (p. 205).”  The National Academies also calls for institutions to build 
flexibility into promotion and tenure procedures, “recognizing that the contributions of a 
person in IDR may need to be evaluated differently from those of a person in a single-
discipline project” (p. 195).  Importantly, the National Academies’ study also points out the 
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difficulties of junior faculty involvement in IDR, since they are saddled with “double duty” 
in their home departments without the protections afforded by having achieved tenure. 

Graduate Student Focus Group 

Key findings from listening to the experiences of students enrolled in interdisciplinary graduate 
programs include: 

• Interdisciplinary graduate programs attract and develop the talents of highly capable students.  
The students that we spoke with demonstrated high levels of intellectually engagement, self-
direction, and the capacity for productive critical reflection on their educational experience.  
Moreover, students enrolled in interdisciplinary graduate programs are conscious of the 
existence of multiple epistemologies across disciplines and place a high priority on learning 
to communicate across disciplinary boundaries to facilitate collaborative research and 
learning.  Within highly decentralized university structures, interdisciplinary students are 
developing wide-reaching appreciation for the academic enterprise—serving as models for 
liberating intellectual energy through a cooperative rather than competitive ethos. 

• Engaging interdisciplinary students in discussions of institutional policy and practice is key 
to designing institutional systems that foster and sustain interdisciplinary activity.  They have 
practical ideas for action that will strengthen intellectual community—some of which require 
only modest fiscal and programmatic investments, such as the importance of ongoing social 
opportunities, providing oversight and benchmarks, colloquiums, lunches, and venues for 
ongoing communication with program administrators and connection with faculty. 

• Interdisciplinary work is at the cutting edge of best practices in graduate education and 
training.  Not only are students forging connections and developing communication skills 
across disciplines, but they are cultivating relationships with mentors beyond the university 
in which they are enrolled.  In some cases this includes building international research 
connections and collaborations, in keeping with the broader institutional goal of globalizing 
University education.  Innovative practices within interdisciplinary education and training 
programs have untapped potential to transform all of graduate education. 

• Students in interdisciplinary programs appreciate the intellectual flexibility afforded by their 
programs.  They are intrepid explorers, seeking out faculty connections in other departments 
and envisioning their future career paths in several venues including academe, the private 
sector, and government employment.  However, this broad range of opportunities sometimes 
can be disconcerting as students actually face career decisions.  They could benefit from 
increased attention to mentoring and professional development to support the transition from 
school to employment after graduation. 

Our findings about the graduate student experience in interdisciplinary programs extend beyond 
the scope of the National Academies’ study.  While the National Academies’ report recommends 
that both undergraduate and graduate students have greater opportunities to engage in 
interdisciplinary research and notes that interdisciplinary programs attract high quality students, 
their findings do not identify the unique skills and perspectives that are the fruits of 
interdisciplinary graduate education.  
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Findings from faculty and student focus groups increased our confidence in the validity of our 
preliminary recommendations.  However, as the landscape of interdisciplinary activity on 
campus became clearer, we felt the need for more detailed study of the experiences and views of 
faculty and students.  Thus the next step in the study was to design comprehensive surveys for 
distribution to graduate students and faculty participants in interdisciplinary academic programs. 

 

SURVEYS OF GRADUATE STUDENTS AND FACULTY 

During spring 2005, the Graduate School’s Office of Academic Programs launched two online 
surveys, one for graduate students enrolled in interdisciplinary programs and the other for faculty 
affiliated with them.  The purpose of both surveys was to gain a better understanding of graduate 
student and faculty experiences within interdisciplinary research, teaching, and training 
programs.  Launched in May 2005, the graduate student survey was distributed to approximately 
440 students enrolled in the 17 interdisciplinary graduate degree and certificate programs 
managed by the Graduate School.  The faculty survey, distributed one month later, sought to 
move beyond Graduate School programs to inquire into the experiences of over 1,000 faculty 
members with multiple appointments on UW’s three campuses: Bothell, Seattle, and Tacoma.  
Accounting for the total number of faculty on these three campuses,1 faculty with multiple 
appointments comprised nearly 25% of the total.  Thus, the faculty survey was exploratory in 
nature, helping us to understand issues of interdisciplinarity for faculty with multiple 
appointments at UW.  It also pointed to the need for future inquiry into faculty who define their 
work as interdisciplinary, without necessarily holding appointments in more than one academic 
unit, a project far broader in scope than the initial study of 17 interdisciplinary programs.  

Methods 

Graduate Student Survey 
In May 2005, Associate Dean Gail Dubrow and Postdoctoral Research Associate Jennifer Harris 
launched an online survey of students enrolled in the 17 interdisciplinary graduate and certificate 
programs managed by the Graduate School.  The survey URL, along with a description of its 
purpose, was sent to program administrators for distribution to their students.   

Interdisciplinary program administrators reported that they distributed the survey to 
approximately 440 students, 110 of whom completed the survey, for a response rate of 25%.  
The Postdoctoral Research Associate analyzed the responses, tallying the number of responses 
and percentage rates for all forced choice items.  Responses to open-ended questions were coded 
thematically and tallied accordingly. 
Bulleted findings for select responses are included below with supporting evidence.  Related 
ideas are indicated in italicized frames.  All responses, including data tables, are included in 
Appendix B. 

                                                
1 According to the UW website, http://www.washington.edu/newsroom/profile/faculty.html, “The UW has 
approximately 3,500 faculty members assigned to the regular instructional program and an additional 600 faculty 
positions funded from research grants and contracts.” 
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Faculty Survey 

In June 2005, Associate Dean Gail Dubrow and Postdoctoral Research Associate Jennifer Harris 
launched an online survey of the over 1,000 faculty across UW’s campuses who had 
appointments in more than one academic unit (See Appendix B).  The faculty information was 
based on a customized extract of appointment data from Human Resource records that was 
performed by the Director of the Graduate School’s Computing and Information Resources 
Office.  The survey was addressed to faculty with multiple appointments who participate in 
interdisciplinary research, teaching, or training programs.  Faculty were asked to fill out the 
survey if it applied to them or decline to participate by checking to the box stating, “Although I 
have multiple faculty appointments, I do not participate in any interdisciplinary research, 
teaching, or training programs.”  The survey remained open from June through August, with two 
reminders sent encouraging faculty to complete it. 

Three hundred and thirty-nine (339) faculty responded to the survey, yielding a response rate of 
approximately 34%.  The Postdoctoral Research Associate analyzed the responses, tallying the 
number of responses and percentage rates for all forced choice items. Responses to open-ended 
questions were coded thematically and tallied accordingly. 

Bulleted findings for select responses are included below with supporting evidence.  Related 
ideas are indicated in italicized frames.  All responses, including data tables, are included in 
Appendix C. 

Graduate Student Survey Results 

Of those interdisciplinary graduate students who responded to the survey, 45% (n=49) indicated 
that they were masters students, 28% (n=31) indicated that they were doctoral students, PhD 
candidates, 26% (n=29) responded that they were doctoral, pre-PhD candidates, and only one 
(1%) responded that he or she was a graduate certificate program student (Item 1).  For the 
program affiliations of respondents, see Appendix B, Item 2. 
 Interdisciplinary graduate students were more likely to choose their programs based on 

intellectual passion over professional credentialing requirements, desire for career 
advancement, or encouragement from others (Item 3).   

When asked about why they chose their current program, most students responded that it was 
simply a good fit for their interests, with 73% (n=80) indicating that this was “very important.”  
Reasons included, “It was a necessary credential for my desired position” and “I did not find a 
single-discipline program that suited my interests and career goals” tied for a distant second 
place with 26% (n=29) indicating that these were “very important” motivating factors.  Fewer 
students responded that they were “encouraged by a mentor, faculty member, friend, or advisor 
to do so,” with 12% (n=13) of respondents indicating that this was a “very important” factor in 
their decision to study in their current interdisciplinary program. 

 Interdisciplinary graduate students are largely building upon an area of emphasis in 
their undergraduate studies, but taking their work in new, and perhaps broader, 
directions (Item 4).   

When asked, “To what extent did your undergraduate studies provide grounding for your current 
interdisciplinary work?” 58% (n=64) of respondents indicated that their undergraduate major 
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comprised one of the fields of their current studies.  Twenty-four percent (24%, n=26) indicated 
that they had experience in an interdisciplinary undergraduate program and the same proportion 
indicated that their current field is completely distinct from the past focus of their undergraduate 
studies. 

It is possible that in coming years, the number of interdisciplinary graduate students who have 
experience with interdisciplinary undergraduate work will increase as more interdisciplinary 
undergraduate programs develop or as stronger connections between graduate and 
undergraduate education are established. 

 Although interdisciplinary students are gaining valuable experience both attending and 
presenting at research conferences, our findings indicate that they are not receiving 
comparable opportunities to gain experience by teaching in interdisciplinary settings 
(Item 5)2.   

When asked about teaching and conference presentation experience acquired during their 
graduate education, approximately two-thirds of interdisciplinary graduate student respondents 
reported having experience attending research conferences (66%, n=73) and presenting papers or 
research in their field (68%, n=75).  However, fewer respondents indicated having had teaching 
experience, with 28% (n=31) responding that they had experience “teaching one or more courses 
in a single disciplinary field.”  Moreover, fewer responded that they had taught in more than one 
disciplinary field (12%, n=13) or had taught interdisciplinary courses (13%, n=14), and only a 
small number (13%, n=14) had experience teaching courses as part of interdisciplinary teams. 

Interdisciplinary programs may successfully assemble teaching opportunities for their graduate 
students, but not necessarily in interdisciplinary venues because they rarely have robust 
interdisciplinary undergraduate programs to provide a base of graduate teaching opportunities.   

 Interdisciplinary graduate students are more likely to envision their future careers 
taking shape outside of academe (Item 6)3. 

When asked about their goals and plans after obtaining their degree, most common responses 
were that students planned to “find a job outside of academia” (59%, n=65), followed by plans to 
“obtain a postdoctoral research position” (38%, n=42), “obtain a faculty position” (27%, n=30), 
or “continue [their] formal education in a degree program” (13%, n=14). 

                                                
2 Responses do not add up to 100% since participants were able to check multiple responses. 
3 Responses do not add up to 100% since participants were able to check multiple responses. 
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It is worth to reflecting on potential connections between responses to Items 5 and 6.  More 
specifically, are we training students to be interdisciplinary researchers without providing 
sufficient teaching opportunities that would encourage them to see a place for themselves in 
academe?  Furthermore, does a career in the professorate appear to be a poor option since 
universities remain dominated by disciplinary employment options? 

When asked about program support and opportunities (Item 9), interdisciplinary students are 
cognizant that their educational experience is quite distinct from that of single-discipline students 
(73%, n=804).  They are taking advantage of coursework across disciplines (80%, n=88) and 
engaging in interdisciplinary research (78%, n=86).  However, respondents’ perceptions about 
access to sufficient financial support (55%, n=61) and teaching opportunities (52%, n=57) were 
less enthusiastic, factors which affect their ability to engage on a deeper level with the academic 
enterprise. 
 Although interdisciplinary programs provide a warm intellectual home for students, 

the vast majority lack physical spaces to gather that would help to “foster community 
or collegiality (Item 10).”  

The space needs of students enrolled in interdisciplinary programs was sharply highlighted by 
the finding that only 11% (n=12) strongly agreed with the statement “My program provides a 
home space for students that helps foster community or collegiality.”  
 Most interdisciplinary students are not engaged in program governance or policy 

creation within their programs (Item 10). 
Although few graduate students enrolled in interdisciplinary programs reported that they felt 
isolated in their programs (8%, n=9), students reported a lack of engagement in program 
governance and policy creation, with only 3% (n=3) strongly agreeing with a statement that they 
did so. 

Low levels of student engagement in program governance and policy creation suggest that 
interdisciplinary programs are neither educating their students in some aspects of the unwritten 
curriculum needed to prepare future faculty, nor are they fully benefiting from student insights 
and perceptions in decision making. 

 Interdisciplinary students are developing the capacity to integrate disciplines, apply 
multiple research methodologies, and to work effectively in cross-disciplinary teams to 
address complex research questions (Item 11). 

Interdisciplinary students report that they are receiving first-rate training enabling them to 
integrate disciplines to address complex research questions (88%, n=97) 5, in applying multiple 
methodologies in their research (75%, n=83), and in working effectively in cross-disciplinary 
teams (75%, n=82). 
                                                
4 On a scale of 1 (strongly disagree with statement) to 4 (strongly agree with statement), we added responses 3 and 4 
to clarify agreement and 1 and 2 to indicate disagreement totals. 
5 On a scale of 1 (strongly disagree with statement) to 4 (strongly agree with statement), we added responses 3 and 4 
to clarify agreement and 1 and 2 to indicate disagreement totals. 
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 Interdisciplinary students would benefit from career development programs that go 
beyond what is currently offered in their academic programs or via central services 
such as the UW Graduate School’s Preparing Future Faculty program (Item 12).   

Lowest response ratings were received for the statement, “My program has prepared me for my 
desired career,” with 27% (n=30) responding “strongly agree.”  Slightly more students (39%, 
n=43) “strongly agreed” that the faculty they work with are capable of assessing their 
interdisciplinary work, and highest ratings were received for the statement, “upon completion of 
[the] program, [they would] receive appropriate recognition of [their] accomplishments in the 
form of a degree or other recognized credential,” with 49% (n=43) in strong agreement. 
 Although faculty involved in interdisciplinary programs typically have obligations to 

multiple departments, students reported high satisfaction with the support and 
attention they receive from them (Item 13).   

When asked to rate statements regarding their relationship with their mentor, advisor, or faculty 
members, respondents reported favorably on several aspects.  Ninety percent (90%) of 
respondents (n=99) felt they had “adequate access to [their] advisor/mentor.”  Another 85% 
(n=93) of respondents felt that they had “received appropriate and timely feedback on [their] 
work” and that faculty they work with are “capable of assessing [their] work.”  Moreover, 83% 
of respondents (n=91) reported that they had “adequate access to other faculty members beyond 
[their] advisor/mentor.”  In addition, 64% of respondents (n=81) of respondents reported that 
they had “been able to effectively balance and integrate feedback from advisors/mentors in the 
different fields that [their] work crosses.” 
 Interdisciplinary graduate students would benefit from increased attention to 

professional development, such as conference attendance and collaborative publications 
with faculty. 

As demonstrated by lower ratings received by the following statements: 
• Just under half of the respondents (48%, n=53) reported having “attended conferences 

with [their] advisor/mentor.” 
• 43% of respondents (n=47) reported having “worked on publishing research or articles 

with [their] advisor/mentor” with 35% (n=38) disagreeing with the statement. 
• Only 25% of respondents (n=27) reported having “worked on publishing research or 

articles with other faculty beyond my advisor/mentor,” with nearly half of respondents 
(49%, n=54) disagreeing with that statement. 

These responses indicate that although students report they have adequate access to their 
advisor, mentor, and other faculty members, and are satisfied with the feedback they receive on 
their work, and the quality of faculty assessment, only one-fourth of students who responded to 
the survey are actively collaborating with faculty on publications stemming from research.  
Certainly, publishing research with faculty members requires a higher level of skill and 
collaboration than is currently in evidence.  The great concern is that low levels of faculty-
student collaboration may be evidence of lack of student interest in or serious preparation for 
the professorate (See Item 6). 
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Items 14 -18: Responses to open-ended questions were coded thematically and are included in 
the tables below.  Exemplary quotes for the most frequently appearing themes follow each table. 

14. Why did you choose to enroll in an interdisciplinary program over a disciplinary one? 

Response Theme # of Responses 
Program was a closer fit with research interests; provided breadth that allowed 
linking disciplines; flexibility and freedom to explore 

 
41 

Program provides more faculty and research options; exposure to different labs 
and research methodologies 

 
23 

Interdisciplinarity was not a factor in program selection 13 
To aid transition from one field to another; good career preparation 11 
For interdisciplinary aspect; answers to problems require interdisciplinary 
work; learn to communicate across disciplines 

 
9 

Program choice was in addition to disciplinary program, not instead of 4 
 
One student commented that her program choice “was by default; [my] program just happens to 
be interdisciplinary.”  However, she added, “That said, I am attracted to the idea of applying 
different methodologies and perspectives in order to gain as holistic [an] education as possible.” 
 
Another student responded, “I wanted to learn about urban planning while maintaining ties with 
epistemologies and methodologies in civil engineering.” 
 
Additional responses included: 
 
•  “I liked the options it afforded me.  The [program] granted me more access to the labs and 

resources at Fred Hutchinson [Cancer Research Center].” 
• “I liked having access to a broad range of faculty that participate in the program.” 

• “I had a strong interest in integrating quantitative skills with my knowledge of biological 
systems.  Interdisciplinary seemed the best way to go.” 

• “Freedom from departmental limitations in choosing a line of research.” 
 
15. How has enrolling in this interdisciplinary graduate program benefited you both 

intellectually and professionally? 

Response Theme # of Responses 
Exposure to wide variety of topics and research options; able to specialize; 
broadened my perspective; broadened skills; better understanding of field/s; 
lab of choice 

 
 

37 
Positive impact (professional) 14 
Interaction with students/people from diverse backgrounds; exposure to a 
variety of professionals; faculty 

 
13 

Positive impact (intellectual) 9 
Recognized program in industry; expanded professional contacts 9 
Positive impact (general) 8 
Professionally it hasn’t; not yet; don’t know yet 6 
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One student remarked, “I have gained a better understanding of other fields within Public Health, 
and feel I am better able to relate to other fields.” 
Another commented, “This graduate program has introduced me to people and ideas from a 
variety of disciplines, thus expanding my professional contacts and my options for addressing 
problems.” 

Additional responses included: 
• “I have been able to further pursue my interests through a specialization while also 

learning the basic professional standards and practices that all of my peers are learning as 
well.” 

• “I have been exposed to all sides of research from basic to clinical.  I have also recently 
started an interdisciplinary project with two mentors.” 

• “It has allowed me to tailor my needs specifically to my research interests—to find 
guidance/mentorship across the campus, and learn to bridge differences between different 
academic approaches/disciplines.” 

• “I have been exposed to a greater diversity of students, faculty, research topics and 
methodologies than if I had been in only one discipline.” 

16. What challenges have you faced in your program? 

Response Theme # of Responses 
Curricular Concerns: course scheduling difficulties; heavy, restrictive, or 
unclear credit requirements; steep learning curve; some fields within 
interdisciplinary program are over- or under-represented; lack of student 
feedback in curriculum development; structuring research topic 

 
 
 

24 

Community & Communication: connection to other students; research 
somewhat isolated; getting to know faculty and students; student 
communication; communicating to diverse audiences; coordinating schedules 
for group projects 

 
 
 

19 

Funding:  funding (general); funding for students; meeting full-time enrollment 
requirement for financial aid eligibility; funding for program; resources w/in 
program 

15 

Advising: advisor quality; locating advisor; faculty members lack time to 
devote to interdisciplinary program students; need more faculty in program; 
access to faculty outside program 

11 

Nothing; going well; normal challenges 7 

Time management 3 

Finding teaching opportunities; publishing 3 
Older student; transitioning from professional to graduate student 2 
 

Responded one student, “Faculty members that are not ‘on board’ with the [Program] and treat 
the . . . students as less important or not as smart as the [other Program] students.  My advisor 
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and thesis committee are very busy and unable to provide much direction or mentoring.  The 
statistics needed for most thesis projects are not provided in the general course we are required to 
take.  There is essentially no room for elective courses in the [Program] track.” 
Another student stated, “My particular interdisciplinary interests within the program are unique, 
and my advisor and the program itself often do not have the research, teaching, and internship 
opportunities that are most appropriate for me readily available.  I have been able to pioneer this 
path, however, and with the support of my advisor, future students in this program may be able 
to benefit from the connections I am making.” 

Additional comments included: 
• “Assimilation into the group since I began my curriculum while enrolled in another 

Master’s program in the same department.” 
• “The biggest challenge has been that in such a large interdisciplinary program . . . it is 

harder to get to know faculty and other students and there is less of a sense of 
community.” 

• “Lack of adequate funding.  Not enough peers with similar research interests.” 
 

18. Are there ways that the program or institution could contribute to your educational 
experience? 

 
Response Theme # of Responses 
Faculty Participation: more funding for program; funding for mentor and 
faculty time; insufficient access to faculty and mentors;; hire more faculty; 
formalize and incentivize the roles of departmental faculty in the program.; 
provide more choices of faculty members to work with; stress ID focus across 
disciplines; cooperation from faculty outside of program; train faculty to 
participate in ID PhD committees; collaborating with other departments to 
assist student with research and publishing 

 
 
 
 
 
 

12 
Funding: Increase student funding; increase grant and scholarship offerings 12 
No; Continue—great program; N/A 10 
Coursework: Time for elective courses, make it easier to register for courses 
outside department; flexibility; provide more classes within program 

 
5 

Career guidance: Provide internship opportunities; professional training; 
provide consistent departmental teaching opportunities 

 
5 

Have regular lab meetings where students present their work; clearer 
expectations for new students (e.g., that by joining a lab, would become a 
member of their mentor’s department) 

 
 

2 
Provide more support for ethnic minority students, particularly for those 
seeking master’s degrees. 

 
1 

One student responded, “Provide funds for mentor/time for advisors to advise.  Allow time in the 
curriculum for elective courses—there is not enough time for other public health courses with the 
exception of those that are required.” 
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Another student added, “Formalize and incentivize the roles of departmental faculty in 
interdisciplinary programs.  Provide consistent departmental teaching opportunities to 
interdisciplinary students.” 
Other comments included: 

• “More funding for [the Program]!!” 
• “There needs to be more support for ethnic minority students, particularly for those 

seeking Master’s degrees.  There seems to be more available for Ph.D. students.” 
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Faculty Survey Results 

 
 A significant portion of UW faculty identify themselves as having interdisciplinary 

affiliations and commitments, as demonstrated by the fact that the majority of 
respondents felt the survey applied to them (i.e., they consider themselves to be 
interdisciplinary faculty) (Item 1). 

The survey included an opening item to confirm its relevance to the survey respondents.  
Responses to Item 1 indicated that over 83% of respondents felt that the survey applied to them.   
However, 55 faculty members (16%) checked the pre-exit statement, “Although I have multiple 
faculty appointments, I do not participate in any interdisciplinary research, teaching, or training 
programs.”  There are several possible explanations for their response.  Firstly, the term 
“interdisciplinary” was kept deliberately undefined for the purposes of this survey.  We wanted 
to explore the campus terrain for interdisciplinarity, not impose a structure upon it.  The 55 
respondents above may have held an alternate understanding of the term in which they did not 
see themselves.  Secondly, it could be that several of these faculty members practice 
interdisciplinary research within their own scholarship rather than as a collaborative activity.  
While much interdisciplinary work in the sciences is collaborative, work in other fields (e.g., 
social sciences and humanities) can be a solitary activity.  And finally, there may be no single 
discipline at UW that matches the exact field faculty were trained in.  Therefore, faculty could 
have multiple appointments by necessity yet not consider themselves to be engaged in 
interdisciplinary work that matches their intellectual identity. 

 Most faculty respondents reported that they had two appointments, with decreasing 
frequency of reports of three or more appointments (Item 2).  

When asked, “In how many units do you have appointments?” over half of respondents (56%, 
n=189) indicated that they had two appointments, 20% of respondents (n=67) had three 
appointments, 7% (n=23) of respondents indicated four appointments, and 5 respondents (1%) 
indicated that they had five appointments. 

It is important to note that the term “unit” was undefined for the purposes of this question.  
Approximately 6% of respondents answered this question unreliably.  Of those, 19 respondents 
reported that they had appointments in only one unit, a self-report that is at odds with records 
maintained by Human Resources. 

 Tenured faculty at the rank of full or associate professor comprised the majority of 
respondents to our survey (65%, n=220) (Item 3).   

Some possible reasons for this finding include: 
• Junior faculty are counseled to avoid multiple appointments prior to tenure. 

• It is only over time that faculty are able to cultivate relationships with peers in other 
academic units that lead to multiple appointments. 

• The demographics of UW include more senior faculty.
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 The majority of faculty with multiple appointments held them in a single school or 

college (Items 4a – 8a).  The principal colleges and schools were Arts & Sciences and 
Medicine.  These large colleges/schools offer a wide range of possible affiliations among 
fields with related areas of inquiry.  Processes for securing multiple appointments may 
be simpler within a single college than across college lines.  Arranging appointments 
across the wider University, particularly in novel combinations of fields, may require 
new policies and procedures, including facilitation by college administrators.    

Of the 184 faculty who reported having two appointments, 41 had both appointments in Arts & 
Sciences, 40 had both appointments in Medicine, 7 had both in Engineering, 3 had both in Public 
Health, 3 had both in Dentistry, 2 had both in Forest Resources, and 1 faculty member had both 
appointments in Architecture and Urban Planning (97/184 = 53%). 

In addition, several more faculty had both appointments in closely related colleges or schools: 
• 11 had their 1st appointment in Medicine and 2nd appointment in Public Health 

• 4 had their 1st appointment in Public Health and 2nd appointment in Medicine 
• 2 had 1st appointments in Nursing and 2nd in Public Health 

• 2 had 1st appointment in Nursing and 2nd in Medicine 
• 1 had 1st appointment in Public Health and 2nd in Nursing 

• 1 had 1st appointment in Pharmacy and 2nd in Public Health 
• 1 had 1st appointment in Pharmacy and 2nd appointment in Medicine 

• 1 had 1st appointment in Public Health and 2nd appointment in Pharmacy 
Thus, of the 184 faculty who reported having two appointments, 65% were either in the same or 
closely related colleges or schools (97 in same colleges or schools + 23 in closely related 
colleges or schools = 120/184 = 65%). 

Of the 75 faculty who reported having three appointments, 17 had all three appointments in Arts 
& Sciences, 8 had all three appointments in Medicine, and 2 had all three in Engineering (27/75 
= 36%). 
Several other faculty members had all three appointments in closely related colleges or schools: 

• 4 had 1st and 2nd appointment in Medicine and 3rd in Public Health 
• 2 had 1st and 3rd appointment in Medicine and 2nd in Public Health 

• 1 had 1st and 3rd appointment in Public Health and 2nd in Dentistry 
• 1 had 1st appointment in Medicine and 2nd and 3rd appointment in Public Health 

• 1 had 1st and 2nd appointment in Public Health and 3rd appointment in Medicine 
Thus, of the 75 faculty who reported having three appointments, nearly half (48%) were either in 
the same or similar colleges or schools (27 in the same colleges or schools + 9 in similar colleges 
or schools = 36/75 = 48%). 



The question remains whether faculty who pursue interdisciplinary work encounter barriers to 
trans-collegiate appointment or are not working in ways that make appointments between 
colleges relevant. 

 The majority of faculty with dual appointments enjoy limited privileges in secondary 
units, serving in adjunct positions which by their very nature confer less stability and 
involvement in governance than joint appointments (Items 4c – 8c).   

Although due to survey error, there is no data available for faculty members’ third appointment, 
the breakdown of the type of appointment for first and second appointments reveals some 
interesting issues.  The data shows that of the total faculty survey respondents, 84% (n=286) of 
faculty members reported that their first appointments are primary appointments, with 3% (n=11) 
of faculty having a joint appointment as their first appointment, and only one respondent 
reporting a first appointment that is an adjunct position.  However, when we look at faculty 
members’ second appointments, only 2% (n=6) had a primary appointment as their second 
appointment, with 58% (n=198) reporting their second appointment to be an adjunct 
appointment, and 21% (n=72) reporting that their second appointment is a joint appointment.  
Joint appointments with equal privileges are relatively rare at University of Washington, as the 
normative practice for recognizing interdisciplinary affiliation is the adjunct position, with lacks 
governance and voting privileges.  

This finding becomes more significant when we consider the definitions for adjunct and joint 
appointments included in the University of Washington Handbook:6 

An adjunct appointment is made only to a faculty member (including one in a research 
professorial rank) already holding a primary appointment in another department. This 
title recognizes the contributions of a member of the faculty to a secondary department. 
Adjunct appointments do not confer governance or voting privileges or eligibility for 
tenure in the secondary department. These appointments are annual; the question of their 
renewal shall be considered each year by the faculty of the secondary department. 

A joint appointment recognizes a faculty member's long-term commitment to, and 
participation in, two or more departments. A joint appointment may be discontinued only 
with the concurrence of the faculty member and the appointing departments. One 
department shall be designated the primary department and the others secondary, and this 
designation can be changed only with the concurrence of the faculty member and the 
appointing departments. Personnel determinations (salaries, promotions, leave, etc.) 
originate with the primary department, but may be proposed by the secondary 
department(s), and all actions must have the concurrence of the secondary department(s). 
A faculty member who has the privilege of participation in governance and voting in the 
primary department may arrange with the secondary department(s) either to participate or 
not to participate in governance and voting in the secondary department(s). This 

                                                

6 University of Washington Handbook, Volume 2, Section 13-31, April 16, 1956; S-A 23, February 22, 1959; S- A 
32, May 8, 1967; S-A 33, June 13, 1967; S-A 37, February 8, 1971; S-A 64, May 29, 1981; S-A 78, December 14, 
1988; S-A 81, January 30, 1990; S-A 94, October 24, 1995; S-A 97, January 10, 1997: S-A 103; March 6, 2001; S-A 
108, June 21, 2002; S-A 109, June 5, 2003: all with Presidential approval. 
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agreement must be in writing and will be used for determining the quorum for faculty 
votes. The agreement can be revised with the concurrence of the faculty member and the 
department involved. 

The definitions above highlight marked differences between the two types of appointments.  In 
contrast to joint appointments, adjunct positions confer less stability, permanence, and 
governance involvement for faculty.  Thus, interdisciplinary faculty who often carry adjunct 
appointments are likely to lack agency within the multiple departments in which they are 
situated. 

 Work funded by the myriad centers on campus tends to be interdisciplinary but the full 
scope of interdisciplinary work occurring on campus is not publicly visible, routinely 
inventoried, or coherently presented as a comparative strength of the University of 
Washington.  In particular, project-based interdisciplinary work funded by institutes 
and centers is not tracked as part of the larger fabric of the University’s 
interdisciplinary initiatives (Items 9 – 12).  

Only 35% (n=120) reported involvement in formal graduate programs and graduate 
interdisciplinary groups (Item 9), though they clearly were involved in other sorts of 
interdisciplinary activity, including project-based interdisciplinary work funded by the 
University’s myriad institutes and centers. 

In addition, faculty were asked to indicate their involvement in any UW NSF-funded IGERTs 
(Integrative Graduate Education and Research Traineeships) (Item 10).  Three percent of 
respondents (3%, n=11) indicated involvement in the Nanotechnology IGERT; 1% (n=5) were 
involved in Astrobiology; 1% (n=5) indicated involvement in the Multinational Collaborations in 
Challenges to the Environment IGERT; and 1% (n=4) were involved in the Urban Ecology 
IGERT.  Thus, a total of 7% (n=25) respondents reported IGERT involvement, while another 4% 
of respondents (n=12) indicated current involvement in an IGERT proposal (Item 11). 
Almost half of the survey respondents (47%, n=160) indicated that they were involved in other 
research, teaching, or training groups that were not included in the formal programs listed in 
Items 9 – 11 (Item 12).  Future surveys could be framed in ways that identify the multiple 
locations of interdisciplinary activity within the University, and in collaboration with other 
institutions nationally and internationally, reaching beyond this study’s limited focus on 
interdisciplinary graduate programs, groups, and training initiatives at UW. 

These data from Items 9 – 12 support the development of a University-wide network of 
interdisciplinary initiatives, and ongoing inventory of interdisciplinary activity, since the 
majority of respondents are engaged in interdisciplinary initiatives outside the Graduate School. 

 While faculty already involved in interdisciplinary programs report that they feel 
supported by their department chairs, they also feel that interdisciplinary activity is not 
sufficiently accounted for or valued in tenure/promotion decisions and is largely 
considered a voluntary pursuit carried out over and above required department duties 
(Item 13). 

When asked to rate statements regarding support received and challenges encountered within 
their home departments, 70% of faculty members’ responses (n=236) agreed or strongly agreed 
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with the statement, “My home department chair supports my involvement in the interdisciplinary 
program (Item 13).”  While positive, we must remember that those surveyed already had secured 
multiple appointments that required the support of their chairs.  Are there other UW faculty who 
have an untapped desire to engage in interdisciplinary activity but have been discouraged from 
pursuing the opportunity, either by the department chair or faculty senior in rank?  This study’s 
focus on faculty with multiple appointments lacked the capacity to answer this important 
question, though lower levels of junior faculty participation in multiple appointments suggest it 
may be an issue. 

Lowest ratings were received for the statement, “My interdisciplinary involvement positively 
impacts my tenure/promotion” with only 44% of responses (n=150) agreeing or strongly 
agreeing with the statement.  Respondents appeared mildly enthusiastic regarding the support 
they receive from colleagues, with 56% of responses (n=190) indicating agreement or strong 
agreement with the statement, “Colleagues in my home department(s) and in my discipline 
support my interdisciplinary work.”   

Another more troubling finding was that 60% of respondents (n=202) agreed or strongly agreed 
with the statement, “My participation in the interdisciplinary program is considered a voluntary 
pursuit carried out on top of my departmental responsibilities.” 

Thus, while it is laudable that many home department chairs support faculty involvement in 
interdisciplinary endeavors, what is the message communicated at UW regarding the value 
placed on this work when our policies and practices relegate it to the sidelines rather than 
establishing it as a valued activity, even a priority, within the academic enterprise? 

 Interdisciplinary faculty operate at the forefront of best pedagogical practices, 
including engagement in team teaching and use of a wider range of conceptual and 
methodological approaches than are found in a single discipline (Items 14 and 15). 

When asked, “Have you ever team taught an interdisciplinary course and do you wish to do so in 
the future?” the majority of participants had a positive response (70%, n=236).  Fourty-four 
percent (44%, n=150) of respondents indicated, “Yes, and I would like to do so again” and 25% 
(n=86) responded “No, but I would like to”.  Only 4% of respondents (n=14) answered, “Yes, 
but I do not wish to do so again” and only 12% (n=39) indicated, “No, but I do not wish to do 
so.” 

The National Academies recommends that educators facilitate IDR by providing educational and 
training opportunities for undergraduates, graduate students, and postdoctoral scholars.  They 
suggest that we “create more opportunities for students to learn how research disciplines 
complement one another by,” among other ideas, “developing policies that support team teaching 
of interdisciplinary courses by faculty members in diverse departments and colleges” (National 
Academies, 2005, p. 195).  Currently the Graduate School does not offer specialized training for 
faculty, graduate students, or teaching assistants that focuses on the unique set of skills necessary 
for teaching interdisciplinary courses, but this might be helpful in the future. 

Sixty-three percent of respondents (63%, n=213) stated that their participation in 
interdisciplinary programs has “expanded [their] conceptual and methodological tools.”  Twenty-
one percent (21%, n=71) of respondents indicated that they use “the same methodological and 
conceptual tools in [their] home department(s)” that they use in their interdisciplinary program 
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and only one respondent reported utilizing fewer conceptual and methodological tools in the 
interdisciplinary program than in the home department. 

When asked to explain their response to Item 15, 51% (n=172) attributed their access to 
expanded intellectual resources (e.g., a broader conceptual and methodological tool set) to their 
involvement in interdisciplinary programs (Item 16).  For example, one faculty member noted, 
“My hypothesis and ideas are both tested and informed by input from colleagues who are experts 
(often world class) in fields of which I have little formal training.”  Another faculty member 
stated, “Cross-disciplinary exposure can’t help but expand perspectives and tools.  How could it 
be otherwise?”  “I have to develop new statistical skills to help answer problems in the research,” 
reported another faculty member. 

 While some interdisciplinary faculty report that they participate in program 
governance and/or leadership activities within their programs, faculty involvement in 
these areas leaves room for improvement (Item 17). 

 
When asked to check the various ways the faculty participate in program governance and 
leadership activities, respondents reported the following7: 

• 35% (n=119) have participated in the admissions process by reviewing applications or 
recruiting students. 

• Close to 35% (n=117) have served on a program steering committee. 
• 24% (n=82) reported that they have administered or directed an interdisciplinary 

program. 
• 18% (n=62) have mentored faculty in the program. 

• 16% (n=55) indicated that they participate in other program governance or leadership 
activities. 

However, 20% (n=69) of respondents stated that they had never participated in program 
governance or leadership activities. 

 Over time, interdisciplinary faculty report that they devote slightly less time and energy 
to the home department and more to interdisciplinary programs (Item 18). 

 
Not surprisingly, faculty devote significantly more time and energy to their home departments 
than to interdisciplinary programs.  However, faculty responses indicate that this trend decreases 
over time, with slightly more time devoted to interdisciplinary programs and less to the home 
department.  When we compare past, present, and future disposition of time and energy, 63% 
(n=213)8 of respondents indicated that they devoted more time to their home departments 
compared to 60% (n=202) devoting more time and energy at present, and 58% (n=197) 
anticipate devoting more time and energy to their home department in the future.  When we 
examine responses that indicate more time and energy devoted to the interdisciplinary 
program(s), in the past and present, 7% (n=24) of respondents report that they devote more time 

                                                
7 Responses do not add up to 100% since participants were able to check multiple responses. 
8 For clarity, responses of “almost all” and “slightly more” is devoted to home department(s) and responses of 
“almost all” and “slightly more” is devoted to the interdisciplinary program(s) are combined. 
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and energy to their interdisciplinary involvement, with 9% (n=32) anticipating that they will 
devote more time and energy to these initiatives in the future. 
 
 When asked to rate the importance of the nine (at that time) recommendations for 

strengthening support for interdisciplinary initiatives at UW, respondents resoundingly 
supported recommendations for institutional change to support interdisciplinary 
research and teaching (Item 19). 

 
Responses to recommendations posed by the Graduate School are indicated below in descending 
order of importance. 
 

• 72% (n=244) of respondents rated felt it was important to “encourage upper-level UW 
administrative leaders to better seed, support, and sustain ID initiatives” 
(Recommendation 1).9 

• 67% (n=226) of respondents felt it important to “develop policies that promote the 
intellectual mobility of faculty over the course of their academic careers, such as allowing 
them to commit part of their appointment or move their primary appointment to other 
units, including interdisciplinary initiatives” (Recommendation 6). 

• 64% (n=218) of faculty respondents felt it was important to “reexamine academic 
policies regarding faculty appointments, tenure, and promotion to reward 
interdisciplinary activity (Recommendation 5). 

• Respondents rated Recommendations 8 and 3: to “identify appropriate additional 
investments in interdisciplinary program budgets” and to “clarify options for 
administrative homes and structures for interdisciplinary initiatives” as important, with 
63% (n=212) and 62% (n=211) respectively. 

• 60% (n=202) felt it important to “reexamine institutional policies related to budgeting 
and indirect cost returns” (Recommendation 4) 10 and 59% (n=198) rated the 
recommendations to “organize ID programs for advocacy and get their needs placed on 
the UW institutional agenda” (Recommendation 2) as important. 

• Slightly lower response rates were received for Recommendations 7 and 9: to “identify 
and disseminate best practices related to the student experience in interdisciplinary 
programs” and to “conduct additional research to better understand interdisciplinary 
faculty and student experiences at the UW,” with 51% (n=175) and 43% (n=146) 
indicating that these were important respectively. 

High levels of faculty concurrence with the recommendations of this study provide a solid base 
of support for changes in institutional policy and practice. 

                                                
9 For clarity, responses of “important” and “very important” are combined and referred to simply as “important.” 
10 Recommendation 4 has since been revised to include “Reexamine institutional research policies and practices 
related to budgeting and indirect cost returns for interdisciplinary programs.” 
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Items 20 – 25: Responses to open-ended items were coded thematically and are included in the 
tables below.  Exemplary quotes for the most frequently reported themes follow each table. 

20. What factors have influenced your decisions about your involvement with the 
interdisciplinary program? 

 
Response Theme # of Responses 
Interdisciplinary program serves as a vibrant intellectual home (e.g., 
intellectual stimulation of faculty and/or students; program attracts higher 
quality students; valuable interactions, collaboration; expertise; perspective/s; 
synergy; faculty think differently than home department; intellectual renewal, 
curiosity; marginalized in home dept) 

120 

Research/program interdisciplinary by nature/research not fit traditional mold; 
research/methodological resources; big research problems; social relevance 

65 

Lack of release time from home department/lack of rewards; ID activity not 
acknowledged by home department; indirect costs not received 

16 

Student benefits (e.g., better training, resources) 11 
General/misc. positive 11 
General/misc. negative 7 
Hindered promotion; hard to get dept to hire ID faculty 3 
 
One faculty member responded that a positive climate for interdisciplinary activity was what 
drew her to UW: “It was the reason I came to UW.  ID [Interdisciplinary] programs work here 
period.  I have been to many other universities and have never seen this level of cooperation and 
support between departments.”  “It is my primary reason for being at, and staying at, UW.”  
However, another faculty member disparaged current departmental structures for not keeping 
pace with innovation in his field:  

“Interdisciplinary work will be the main growth area for biomedical research in the next 
1-2 decades.  NIH is promoting translation of the major findings of the last 20 years into 
practical applications such as diagnosis or therapy. Our current departmental-based 
division of the medical school is based on centuries-old understandings of how the 
human body works.” 

Additional responses included: 

• “If you want to make discoveries beyond the narrow discipline in which you were 
originally trained, and influence students across a variety of fields, then you really have 
to participate in ID programs.  It’s the best, perhaps the only way, to intellectually stretch 
yourself.” 

• “The most innovative research is done at the interfaces between disciplines.  
Interdisciplinary programs take advantage of this and provide the most interesting 
students to work with.” 

• “My research is by nature interdisciplinary.  My training was interdisciplinary . . . and I 
found the experience positive.  The research and post-education employment 
opportunities for my students are greatly expanded by research opportunities.  My 
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funding opportunities are greatly expanded when the odds of success are increased when 
my grants are interdisciplinary in nature.” 

• “Departmental boundaries, “turf possession” issues, etc. have limited my enthusiasm for 
any programs/departments outside of my own.” 

 
21. What kinds of social and intellectual community do you find available to your in the 

interdisciplinary program you are affiliated with versus you home department? 

Response Theme # of Responses 
Better intellectual support and/or alignment 117 
Both ID program and department helpful/ valuable; same 33 
Diverse discipline students; high-quality students; student opportunities 16 
More in home department; home department is ID 9 
General positive 8 
None; not enough in both 7 
 
Responded one faculty member, “The interdisciplinary program provides the opportunity to 
work with people who have similar interests yet different ways of approaching these interests. 
This stimulates openness in looking at issues and in working together for solutions. The faculty 
and staff I have worked with are bright, creative and supportive.”  Another explained, 
“Opportunities for social and intellectual interaction are actually more explicitly encouraged and 
assisted within the context of the ID program compared to within my home department. The ID 
programs are essential for my research program.”  Yet another faculty member stated simply, 
“Friendships, colleagues, mentorship.”  Another faculty member remarked that he had to 
abandon his interdisciplinary community because he was tired of contending with issues of 
“territory, funding, and governance:” “I am not active in a program, but was.  [I] enjoyed it . . . 
found territory explored interesting. But, seems I have more freedom within one department—
not always in balancing act relative to territory, funding, and governance.”  
 
Additional comments included: 
 

• “I appreciate having strong contacts across campus. It gives both a larger sense of 
community and an appreciation for ways things are done differently in different 
departments (some of which can be brought home to my department). My students and 
post-docs have more options available -- for example to apply for post-doc and faculty 
positions in multiple disciplines.”   

• “ID initiatives tend to be much more geared toward problem-solving, and this suits my 
attitude about a better role for academia.” 

• “Considerably more diverse in the interdisciplinary programs, with consideration of the 
social sciences, policy issues, and the like.”   

• “I note that our department is thoroughly interdisciplinary itself. Outside of our 
department, my interdisciplinary interactions provide me with access to other doctoral 
students, graduate students, and research opportunities.” 
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• “The slightly different perspective that other disciplines bring is critical for professional 
growth. It really could be the strength of this university.” 

• “The two are very different. I enjoy the repartee [and] collaboration across disciplines 
tremendously. In my primary position the work is more individualized.”   

• “I find that the interdisciplinary community is more forward thinking and more 
entrepreneurial.”   

• “For me the interdisciplinary involvement has been essential to my career satisfaction. In 
a clinical department, the opportunities for creative teaching and research are greatly 
enhanced by the affiliations.”   

• “I enjoy immersing myself in new fields, and seeing the world through the eyes of 
disciplines I have not mastered.”   

• “Communities with cutting edge research in my field, ability to attract the best graduate 
student, postdoc and faculty applicants to the UW.” 

 
22. What changes in institutional policy and practice would support your involvement in 

interdisciplinary initiatives? 

Response Theme # of Responses 
Develop policies and practices that promote investment or reinvestment in 
interdisciplinary programs (e.g., more funding, help with development 
fundraising, mechanisms to return indirect costs directly to programs, seed 
grants, space) 

62 

Rewards, recognition of effort, value; merit/promotion/tenure 50 
Misc.—admin support, too late, none, don’t know, unsure 29 

More support (general) 22 
Flexible  appointments; not having appt tied to dept.; help covering 
departmental admin and teaching duties to 

23 

Leadership; good seeding at UW but needs to sustain once programs get going; 
policy clarification; governance; clear relationships between departments and 
ID programs. 

16 

 

Faculty members offered a variety of ideas for changes in institutional policy and practice that 
would support their involvement in interdisciplinary initiatives.  One faculty member advocated 
additional support and recognition of interdisciplinary work: “More support for faculty in 
interdisciplinary programs and recognition that such involvement usually means more work 
(meetings, student advising, exam participation) than a single appointment requires. An 
occasional course release (one in 3 years perhaps) might achieve this. Some research support 
would also be helpful.”  Similarly, another stated, “Assistance from the administration to my 
home department to help cover administrative and teaching duties that I would forgo in order to 
be more involved in ID initiatives. My home department understands why in theory it would be 
good for me to have greater ID involvement, but they don't have the flexibility to loose my 
contribution to teaching and departmental duties.” 
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Others were angry at what they perceived to be a critical lack of support for interdisciplinary 
endeavors from upper-level University administration: “Closer match of UW rhetoric (“we value 
ID programs”) with support ($$, direction and rewards to departments that foster such activities). 
Currently, NO leadership from administration—just words, press releases, and surveys (like this 
one). How is that supposed to make a difference?”  Another faculty member commented, “I have 
found the repeated calls for interdisciplinary work coming from the administration to be empty 
rhetoric. That is not always the case, but usually it is. It would help to have some administrators 
who actually are major figures involved in interdisciplinary work. (The situation may [be] quite 
different for the natural sciences, but I’m not speaking about those.)” 
Additional responses included: 

• “Rewards for working with graduate students outside of one’s field; recognition of this 
work for merit/promotion; better funding.”  

• “Allowing ID programs that are not departments to receive indirects from grants that are 
related to the ID program; addressing funding challenges affecting the ID program related 
to medical leave by ID faculty.” 

• “1. Joint appointments 2. Recognition and value of interdisciplinary research within 
tenure and promotion system 3. Clarity on tuition, faculty lines, and FTE distribution in 
interdisciplinary teaching. 

• “With no staff support whatsoever (the current situation), we faculty end up having to put 
considerable time in to things like scheduling meetings (which is particularly difficult 
when the meetings involved faculty from four different departments) and updating the 
group’s web site.” 

• “Changes in reward structures and how faculty are judged for work outside their home 
dept. The University needs significant reorganization and that’s beyond what dept heads 
or deans can do when programs or interests cross college lines.”   

• “Better attitudes to ID activities which combine Science and Humanities such as e.g. 
Physics and Music, or Physics and Political Science (as contrasted to the ‘traditional’ ID 
involving just different branches of Sciences such as e.g. Physics and Chemistry, or 
different branches of Humanities such as e.g. Music and Drama) would be much 
appreciated.”  

• “It would be desirable to have support for the interdisciplinary programs (a new 
initiatives program) and for fundraising for endowment.”  

• “A more fair approach to sharing indirects from grants would be a critical first step. 
Consider a new award(s) for faculty who contribute to the development of 
interdisciplinary programs. The interdisciplinary programs of today may become the 
departments of tomorrow. This is how Universities evolve over time in response to new 
knowledge discovery!!!!!” 

• “A policy on budgeting and indirect costs that would not put my home unit in conflict 
with another unit where I might want to run a grant.” 

• “Distribution of indirect costs that reflects the effort expended by individual units rather 
than the PI’s unit alone.” 
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• “Explicit valuing of work done in other departments. Currently, it appears to be viewed 
as a “hobby” activity, not worthy of academic consideration.”  

• “It’s important to make clear to chairs and tenure/promotion committees that such 
involvement is as valuable as to the home department.” 

• “Greater institutional recognition and funding of such programs, and keeping 
departments from seeing them as being in competition for resources (though that’s 
inevitably the case), would make it easier to work in this area.”  

• “Administrators (e.g. Deans) need to be judged not only on how they advance their units, 
but on how well they foster interdisciplinary, cross-campus collaboration involving their 
units.”  

• “I would like to see: (1) A publicized list of whom to contact in each department to have 
your work advertised to the grad students in that department. (2) and (3) A centralized, 
searchable, UW seminar listing. (4) Institutional innovations in order to make strong 
interdisciplinary hires. Although I do not expect it to be possible to make 
interdisciplinary hires more easily or quickly than other hires on campus, it should not be 
harder! At the moment, it is nearly impossible and very discouraging. (5) Suppose I’m a 
grad student at UW... how do I find out what research is going on here? Each 
department’s website is completely different. It is often very difficult to figure out who 
does what. Again, it takes heroic personal effort to do something very simple. (6) 
Suppose I want to bring an excellent, interdisciplinary speaker to campus... who pays for 
it? . . . Maybe there could be a fund for interdisciplinary speakers... even a few per year 
would be a start.” 

• “The interdisciplinary program needs common space that would help people interact 
more.” 

• “The institutional issue is that Deans of Colleges have no mechanism for handling the 
appointment of some one who is, for example ¼ physicist, ¼ bio-physical chemist, and ¼ 
applied mathematician, and ¼ computer scientist: the Dean(s) looks to one of these 
departments to offer up a full position (which they might not even have), and they are 
highly unmotivated to do so...not so surprisingly.  Here is where ‘change’ is needed.” 

• “Personally, keeping the lines of communication open so that I am aware of the 
possibilities. For junior faculty, the general feeling is that it can be detrimental to one’s 
promotion to be involved in ID programs. There is a need for especially the deans and 
department chairs to change this attitude.”  

• “Without a clear path to tenure and promotion for faculty involved in ID programs, as 
well as reasonably competitive access to resources (money/space/administrative 
support/student aid), I have advised young faculty to approach ID programs very 
carefully. It just does not seem worth the risk for the average young faculty member to 
jeopardize their academic career in favor of ID programs.” 

• “I like the idea of allowing all faculty to be appointed with some percentage of their 
appointment committed to the University at large. This makes a clear statement to both 
the Chairs of the departments and the faculty that they have a commitment to the 
institution at large and allows them the freedom and flexibility to pursue interdisciplinary 
ideas and scholarship.”  
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• “1. I want my department to receive funds for students that I teach. 2. I want it to be easy 
for me to submit proposals with members of other depts. 3. I want a formula set up that is 
standard for overhead. I do not want to be in the middle of each school fighting over who 
is going to get the overhead.”   

• “Stronger infrastructure support, including staffing support. The ID programs bring 
enormous visibility to the UW and substantial funding dollars. However, they are often 
run at the "expense" of departments with departmental staff and faculty time "donated" 
by the participating units.” 

• “My department needs to acknowledge and better support my involvement in this group. 
I was told by my chair that my collaborative interdisciplinary publication would not 
count toward promotion. I consider this a shortcoming in my department's understanding 
of the importance of this work.” 

 
23. The Graduate School is currently considering a policy that would allow collaborative 

theses and dissertations at the discretion of the advisor/department (i.e., more than one 
student could jointly file a thesis or dissertation).  Do you have any feedback or 
concerns about such a policy? 

 

Response Theme # of Responses 
Bad idea (with or without reasons) 49 

Great/good idea 43 
Skeptical (with or without reasons) 32 

Okay with clear guidelines; okay for Masters students only; in rare cases 31 
No comment; interesting 23 

Positive response with reason (e.g., UW finally catching up to real world; 
collaboration good) 

16 

Many details would need to be worked out first; need cultural change 16 

 

The learning objectives of some interdisciplinary graduate training programs at the University of 
Washington include collaboration in research and publication.  Theses and dissertations, which 
ordinarily are produced by single authors, present largely unexplored opportunities for 
interdisciplinary collaboration.  To gauge faculty opinion about whether more than one student 
might be allowed to collaborate on the production of a thesis or dissertation, this question was 
included in the survey.   

Faculty opinion was divided about whether students, as a matter of policy, should be allowed to 
collaborate on theses and dissertations.  Negative responses included the remark by one faculty 
member, “I don't like the idea. A thesis should be an independent piece of work by an individual. 
This sounds like a further erosion of academic standards.”  Another felt that collaboration should 
be limited to publications, not dissertations: “This would probably lead to considerable abuse and 
water down PhD requirements. Graduate students, however, should certainly be encouraged to 
work on publications together.”  Yet another stated, “That is not how people get hired. They get 



 47 

hired mostly in traditional academic departments. Creating interdisciplinary PhDs is a recipe for 
unemployed doctors.” 

Positive responses included, “[We’re] finally catching up with the real world. Very few of our 
research projects are mono-disciplinary and we deal with multidisciplinary collaboration in 
annual/promotion reviews all the time, so it's not hard to parse contributions. I think it would 
make a huge contribution to the quality of these projects.”  “I think this is a very good idea and I 
strongly support it. It will require some new kinds of work on the part of advising - which would 
be fine; I think the payoffs in terms of depth, interdisciplinary prospects, timeliness and value 
would far exceed the start up costs,” commented another faculty member.   
A number of respondents were wary of, though not necessarily opposed to such a policy.  One 
faculty member stated, “Much research in the sciences and social sciences is collaborative, so I 
understand the need here. But I fear that it would be hard to judge the contribution of individual 
students, and a thesis/dissertation is, after all, a way of judging whether an individual is ready to 
receive a degree.”  Several faculty members commented that clear guidelines would be needed to 
implement the policy effectively.  For example, “Be sure that guidelines are developed and 
require candidates to have had at least one prior experience with collaboration in a course” 
offered another faculty member. 
Additional responses included: 

• “One student - one thesis - one degree.”  
• “Great idea, necessary in today's environment.” 

• “I think it could be very exciting. It would certainly be preparation for a well recognized 
professional practice.”  

• “I see no problem with students working together on a collaborative project, but no more 
than 1-2 chapters (e.g. experimental methods, a joint paper) should be jointly written. The 
bulk of the thesis should highlight the student's particular piece of the puzzle from the 
student's point of view.” 

• “This needs faculty support to work. I have participated in joint faculty supervision of a 
single student doing graduate thesis work and found on all occasion it was beneficial to 
the student as well as to me as a faculty member. I am less sanguine about prospects for 
two or more students working jointly on an interdisciplinary or multi-disciplinary thesis 
topic. However, that being said, I think it is definitely worth exploring and would be 
interested in doing so as long as I continue with the University.”  

• “That will take some major experimentation to get right—I just have no experience with 
evaluating work at that level where I can't identify the contribution of individuals. I think 
it is worth trying, though.” 
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24. If the UW created a policy that enabled faculty (on a temporary basis) to dedicate 25% 

(or 50%) of their appointment to any interdisciplinary initiative, would you do so?  If 
so, what interdisciplinary initiative would you wish to be involved with? 

 
Response Theme # of Responses 
Yes (with ideas for where to put energy); can do/ am doing this already 87 
N/A 27 
Yes (general) 27 
No (general); too difficult 26 
Would need . . .  (e.g., resources, reduced departmental workload) 18 
Don’t know; possibly; need more information 17 
Not now; not in my current position  7 
 

Responses to Item 25 were resoundingly positive.  Many faculty would support a policy that 
enabled temporary reallocation of their appointment to an interdisciplinary initiative and some 
report that they do so already.  One faculty member responded, “Yes -- I would love to re-engage 
in the world of infant mental health. I also think that opportunities for such interdisciplinary 
initiatives should seek to tap expertise from all three campuses.”  Others pointed out the need for 
institutional cooperation to ensure the success of these arrangements: “Presently, my 
appointment is divided in such a manner on a permanent basis. I think that having such 
arrangements on a temporary basis is a very good idea, although it might be somewhat confusing 
in implementation. Chairs would have to cooperate!” 
Additional responses included: 

• “YES, in a heartbeat. I would love to teach in the Graduate Conservation Biology effort 
(whatever it would get named). I also have interest in some existing programs, 
particularly with respect to international development.”  

• “I would be interested in an interdisciplinary initiative that had as its focus the resolution 
of racial/ethnic health and social disparities.”  

• “Yes definitely. One that concerned international health.”  

• “If a good opportunity came up I would be interested in this. At this point my 
commitment in my home department is more than ‘fulltime’.” 

• “Not right now. This early in my career, I still have a lot of things I want to learn within 
my discipline. I enjoy ID interactions, so they are valuable to how I feel about UW, but 
the core of my research will remain disciplinary for some time.” 

• “YES!!!”  

• “Yes. I recommend a proportion that goes by 20s, so faculty could distribute their time by 
days of the week. The policy would have to mesh with Chap. 24 negotiations between 
faculty and their chairs. That is, the policy would have to allow that a certain percentage 
of time could be officially agreed upon for ID activities and that this would be evaluated 
as part of merit review.” 
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• “Yes, I would be more involved teaching and evaluating the effectiveness of 
interdisciplinary approaches to teaching and learning.” 

25. Where are you currently in the promotion/tenure process?  How does your involvement 
in the interdisciplinary program help or hinder your opportunities for promotion and 
tenure (if applicable)? 

Response Theme # of Responses 
full professor (with or without tenure); professor; done; already have tenure 117 
not yet promoted or soon to be; tenured but not promoted; not yet tenured; 
promoted to associate 

 
56 

don’t know; unclear; N/A 36 
no effect; neutral; + and – impact 34 
expect that ID involvement will help or did help tenure, merit, and/or 
promotion processes 

 
40 

tenured but problem with promotion; ID activity can cause problems with 
tenure and merit; had to go through 2 review processes with joint appointment; 
longer/delayed process; tenure, merit, promotion process was harder as ID 
faculty but valuable (1) 

 
 
 

33 
 

Responses to Item 25 were particularly troubling and suggest the need for policies that value 
interdisciplinary program involvement as a positive factor in tenure, merit, and promotion 
processes.  Stated one faculty member, “I am tenured since 1984.  I would certainly not be here 
today if at the time of the tenure decision I was involved in the interdisciplinary activities I am 
doing now.”  Another responded, “I’ve been a full professor since 1980.  Over the years, 
however, I have repeatedly been told that being associated with two departments makes it harder 
to get raises.”  Lamented another faculty member, “I am a professor (WOT).  The WOT tenure 
part is a critical issue for those in interdisciplinary programs because of lack of support from 
home departments for funding those who work at the nexus of several departments.  I don’t see 
how this issue will be solved without a critical change in the structure of the power of 
departments (i.e., the chairs) themselves.” 
Additional comments included: 

• “Not applicable, as I am tenured.  Risky for younger untenured faculty given current 
administration and departmental policies.” 

• “I have tenure and am working toward promotion to full professor.  Involvement in 
interdisciplinary programs is time consuming and might slow my work towards that 
goal.” 

• “Full professor.  Previously, it hindered my promotion since my departmental chair 
thought it was a waste of my time.” 

• “Going up [for tenure] this year, adds some complexity, my home department does not 
know the field as well as I would like.” 

• “I am a full professor . . . . My participation in interdisciplinary activities had little or no 
effect on my promotions and tenure.  In addition, at this time my interdisciplinary 
activities have an adverse effect on my salary adjustments as well as my overall 
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impression of the administrative support for interdisciplinary work at the University of 
Washington.” 

• “I’m a full professor, but I worry that young faculty who are housed in an ID unit . . . are 
virtually ‘unseen’ by their departments, and that it harms them.  Departments are very 
narrowly tuned, and there is a sense of competition between ID units and departments.  
This needs to change.” 

• “Full professor.  Salary impacts due to peer review solely by home department faculty.” 
• “Yes.  It’s viewed in a positive light, provided I also manage to publish the number of 

journal papers and bring in the number of research dollars that is expected of anyone who 
is not involved in an interdisciplinary program.” 
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Key Findings 
 

Faculty and Graduate Student Surveys 
 
The decision to survey only faculty who hold appointments in more than one academic unit is 
critical to interpreting the findings.  Respondents share the characteristic of having successfully 
navigated some aspects of interdisciplinary activity across departmental lines, as evidenced by 
having secured at least adjunct appointments and in some cases joint appointments with 
secondary units, and in some cases more.  Nevertheless, the faculty who were surveyed are well-
positioned to identify the structural barriers that persist for those who engage in interdisciplinary 
research, teaching and training initiatives.  The survey revealed the high level of interdisciplinary 
affiliations and engagement among UW’s faculty; emphasized the continuing difficulties of 
securing affiliations across collegiate lines; reinforced the findings elsewhere that 
interdisciplinary activity is inconsistently valued in tenure and promotion decisions; and 
highlighted the need to make the full scope of interdisciplinary activity on UW’s campuses more 
visible. 
 
Developing new institutional strategies for freeing faculty from some departmental 
responsibilities, so that they can commit time to interdisciplinary programs, would be consistent 
with the expressed desires of many faculty.  Greater involvement in leadership and governance 
of interdisciplinary programs depends, as well, on these sorts of changes in institutional policy 
and practice. 
 
Both students and faculty engaged in interdisciplinary programs operate at the forefront of best 
educational practices and benefit from access to a broader conceptual and methodological toolkit 
than is ordinarily found in single disciplines.  The high quality of graduate students found in 
interdisciplinary programs was a striking finding of the focus groups as well as the survey.  Their 
intelligence, insights into their education, and wide range of career options suggested that 
interdisciplinary programs are already implementing known best practices in graduate education, 
and have the potential to serve as a base for the reform of graduate education more broadly at the 
UW. 
 
Graduate students surveyed report high levels of satisfaction with mentoring despite the 
voluntary nature of faculty contributions.  They would benefit, however, from increased 
opportunities to teach in interdisciplinary settings, to collaborate with faculty on publications, 
and to participate in professional development programs relevant to the careers of those trained 
in interdisciplinary programs. 
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STRATEGIES FOR IMPLEMENTATION 

Implementation of the recommendation from this study requires multi-step processes to enable 
faculty, staff, administrators, and students to mobilize for institutional change.  Several of these 
steps are described below.  

Formation of the Network of Interdisciplinary Initiatives 

The Network of Interdisciplinary Initiatives (NII) was formed under the umbrella of the 
Graduate School to mobilize interdisciplinary programs for information sharing and advocacy.  
Seeded with a nucleus of the 17 programs housed under the Graduate School, the NII provides a 
vehicle for interdisciplinary programs to voice their concerns, share information, and create 
connections with other interdisciplinary initiatives beyond their individual programs, including 
initiatives whose institutional base lies outside of the Graduate School.  To support the NII, and 
facilitate communication, the Graduate School launched a website in March of 2005 that 
includes information on its interdisciplinary programs, reports on NII activities and meetings, 
and an archive of related documents.  The URL is located at 
http://grad.washington.edu/Acad/interdisc_network/InterdisNetwork.htm.  The Graduate School 
has made a continuing commitment to staffing the NII through the Office of Academic 
Programs, now under the leadership of the Associate Dean Melissa Austin. 

Presentation of Preliminary Findings and Inaugural NII Event 

On February 15, 2005, the Graduate School hosted the inaugural event for the Network of 
Interdisciplinary Initiatives (Visit 
http://grad.washington.edu/Acad/interdisc_network/InterdisNetwork_15Feb_Event.htm for a 
copy of the meeting program.).  Program administrators, faculty, and upper-level UW 
administrators came together to listen to preliminary findings from our study and provide 
feedback.  The event was attended by representatives of interdisciplinary programs housed in the 
Graduate School, as well as representatives from the Graduate School and the Office of the 
Provost.  

Subsequently, preliminary findings also were presented to upper-level administration groups, 
including the Graduate School Council, Associate Dean’s Network, and Provost’s Staff Meeting. 

Formation of the Network of Interdisciplinary Initiatives Working Group 

In April of 2005, we established a smaller Working Group of the NII to help guide future 
activities of the organization, including efforts to advance the recommendations for policy and 
practice that emerged as preliminary findings from the study.  Ten UW administrators and 
interdisciplinary program directors were invited to take part in the first Working Group meeting 
on April 19, 2005.  At the first meeting of the NII Working Group, participants reviewed, 
discussed, and elaborated upon the recommendations.  Meeting participants focused on how the 
NII could transform these recommendations into a concrete action plan that would advance the 
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University’s support for interdisciplinary initiatives through cooperative and creative approaches 
within existing institutional structures. 

End-of-Year Event 

On June 1, 2005 the Graduate School hosted an end-of-year meeting of the NII.  The 
approximately 30 attendees included representatives from the 17 interdisciplinary programs 
housed in the Graduate School, including graduate students and faculty who had participated in 
our May 2 focus groups. 

During this meeting, representatives of the NII Working Group presented briefing papers on 
three priority recommendations: 1) Encouraging recruitment, promotion and tenure, and 
awarding merit to interdisciplinary faculty (Kathy Woodward); 2) Supporting an 
interdisciplinary research infrastructure (Marina Alberti); and 3) Facilitating intellectual mobility 
over the course of faculty careers (Gail Dubrow).  (Visit 
http://grad.washington.edu/Acad/interdisc_network/InterdisNetwork_1-June-05_Event.htm for 
copies of the briefing papers.)  The faculty, staff, and students present at the meeting then 
participated in a lively exchange about the substance of these briefing papers, including 
discussion of the institutional barriers and opportunities for strengthening support of 
interdisciplinary research, teaching, and training programs on the UW’s three campuses.  

Activities for the 2005 – 2006 Academic Year 

The Graduate School has made a commitment to staffing the NII in the immediate future through 
the Office of Academic Programs, now under the leadership of the Associate Dean Melissa 
Austin.  Activities for the NII planned for the 2005-2006 academic year include: 

• Convening a second meeting of the NII Working Group to review the report and develop 
specific action items. 

• Hosting an NII event on January 17, 2006, to develop policy recommendations for 
implementing the action items. 

• Follow-up activities, in collaboration with the Provost’s office, to advance key policy 
recommendations. 
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CONCLUSION 

The extraordinary range of interdisciplinary initiatives that have emerged across the entire 
landscape of higher education, and their vitality, have led some to question whether there is in 
fact a problem that needs to be solved.  The University of Washington is no exception to these 
trends, as the home to a wide range of interdisciplinary research, teaching, and training initiatives 
that have developed over the course of several decades.  These initiatives have been propelled by 
the boundless energy of faculty and students whose pursuit of knowledge has taken them across 
disciplinary boundaries to address intellectual and societal problems that are not readily solved 
using the conceptual frameworks, methodological tools, or approaches of a single discipline. 

Listening to the voices of the faculty, students, and administrators on the front lines of 
interdisciplinary inquiry, one is struck by the continuing vitality of their work, but also by the 
unnecessary impediments to success that persist in institutions of higher education that were long 
ago organized along collegiate and departmental lines.  Institutional investments in 
interdisciplinary initiatives have waxed and waned, with seed money and patchwork supports 
more readily available than sustained funding for proven enterprises.  The result has been uneven 
development of interdisciplinary programs over time.  Some programs have been the 
beneficiaries of major institutional investment, while others have operated on the margins with 
little hope of becoming funded at an adequate level on a recurring basis, even when they have 
demonstrated excellence.  

For interdisciplinary initiatives to thrive in the vital areas of research, teaching, and training, the 
University of Washington’s leadership needs to embrace and promote it as an institutional value, 
develop policies and practices – particularly in the critical areas of appointments, tenure, 
promotion, and merit—that reward faculty involvement in interdisciplinary activity, fund 
interdisciplinary academic programs at levels that support the best educational practices, and 
reexamine the existing research infrastructure to more effectively support programs and projects 
that cross departmental and collegiate lines.  In the long run, institutional success depends on 
creating a climate that fosters innovation in the research and educational enterprises.  
Interdisciplinary initiatives are at the heart of knowledge creation in the 21st century.  The 
question ahead is whether we will ask faculty and students to persist in their pursuit of 
knowledge across disciplinary lines despite the obstacles, or whether we will listen to their call to 
remove unnecessary impediments to success once and for all.  

The ten recommendations, below, are intended advance the University of Washington’s efforts to 
seed, support and sustain interdisciplinary initiatives.  They are intended to serve as a 
springboard for action by which UW faculty and administrators can make structural adjustments 
to improve the environment for interdisciplinarity and ensure the sustainability of 
interdisciplinary initiatives.  These recommendations include: 

1. Encourage upper-level administrative leadership to better seed, support, and sustain 
interdisciplinary initiatives. 

2. Organize interdisciplinary programs for advocacy and get their needs placed on the 
institutional agenda. 
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3. Clarify options for administrative homes and structures for interdisciplinary 
initiatives. 

4. Reexamine institutional research policies and practices related to budgeting and 
indirect cost returns for interdisciplinary programs.  

5. Reexamine academic policies and practices regarding faculty appointments, tenure, 
and promotion to facilitate and reward interdisciplinary activity. 

6. Develop policies and practices that promote the intellectual mobility of faculty over 
the course of their academic careers, such as allowing them to commit part of their 
appointment or move their primary appointment to other units, including 
interdisciplinary initiatives. 

7. Identify and disseminate best practices related to the student experience in 
interdisciplinary programs. 

8. Identify appropriate additional investments in interdisciplinary program budgets. 
9. Conduct additional research to better understand interdisciplinary faculty and student 

experiences. 
10. Affirm the shared responsibility of the Graduate School and academic units to prepare 

future faculty and professionals to cross disciplinary boundaries in pursuit of knowledge 
and solutions to pressing societal problems. 

As stated earlier in this report, the National Academies advocates for institutional 
reflection and policy innovation to strengthen support of interdisciplinary activity: 

Whatever format characterizes a given IDR [interdisciplinary research] project, 
especially in academic institutions, it must operate in the context of a larger, 
overarching institutional framework that in many ways defines and constrains it.  It is 
important, therefore, to examine institutional organizations and traditions critically 
and to ask what kinds of changes are possible and helpful for IDR.  (2005, p. 172) 

The University of Washington is favorably positioned to do just that. 
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APPENDIX A: 
 

QUESTIONS FOR FACULTY AND STUDENT FOCUS GROUPS 

 

 
UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON 

The Graduate School 
Office of Academic Programs 

 

 

May 2, 2005 
Questions for Interdisciplinary Faculty Focus Group 
 
1. Introductions: Where is your budgetary home and what is the range of your interdisciplinary 

affiliations?  Does your involvement largely involve working with individual students or do 
you have contact with a cohort?  If so, in what settings? 

2. What is the extent of your involvement with your home department versus the 
interdisciplinary unit? 

3. What are the tensions inherent in these multiple affiliations? 

4. In light of these, why do you choose to be involved in this interdisciplinary program (i.e., 
what are the benefits)? 

5. Has your participation with this program expanded your conceptual and methodological 
tools?  If so, how? 

6. What kinds of social and intellectual community do you find in your home department and 
the interdisciplinary program/s you are affiliated with? 

7. What institutional rewards/penalties attend your interdisciplinary involvements (e.g., 
tenure/merit/promotion, indirect cost returns, etc.)? 

8. Where are you in the promotion/tenure process?  Help us to understand how involvement in 
this ID program helps or hinders your opportunities for promotion and tenure (if applicable)? 

9. Are you involved in ID program governance/leadership?  What opportunities have been 
available to you? 

10. What changes would be needed to transform programs from being multidisciplinary to ones 
that are truly interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary in character (e.g., more common core 
courses, teamwork)? 

11. How do you imagine your involvement in the program to continue or change in the future? 
Are there ways that the program/institution could provide more support to enhance your 
involvement? 
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UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON 

The Graduate School 
Office of Academic Programs 

 

 

May 2, 2005 
 
Questions for Interdisciplinary Student Focus Group 
 
1. Introductions: program, year 

2. Why did you choose an interdisciplinary (ID) graduate program over a disciplinary one (and 
why this particular one)?  To the best of your knowledge, in what ways is the ID program 
structurally different from a disciplinary alternative (e.g., faculty appointments, funding 
packages, teaching opportunities, access to courses across disciplines)? 

3. What disciplinary tools, methods, etc. do you bring from your previous training and how 
have those capacities been expanded by being in an ID program?  How would you 
distinguish the skills and training needed to work effectively in an interdisciplinary learning, 
research or training environment from those required to work in disciplinary settings? 

4. What are the benefits and challenges of being a student in an interdisciplinary graduate 
program? 

5. To what extent has your involvement with the program been a solitary or collaborative 
experience? In what kinds of social and intellectual communities have you been a participant, 
both within the program and the wider University?  How could the sense of community be 
strengthened?  What about beyond the University—national orgs, conferences, etc? 

6. How are the functions of mentoring and advising (both formal and informal) addressed in 
your program?  Who do you go to with problems or concerns? 

7. What opportunities have you had to be involved in program governance?  
8. Are there ways that the program/institution could provide more support to enhance your 

educational experience? 
9. What do you see as your career options with this interdisciplinary training and degree?  What 

additional preparation will you need in order to realize your preferred career option? 
10.  How is the interdisciplinarity of the program likely to help or hinder you in your preferred 

career option? 
11. Would you enroll in this program again?  Under what conditions?  What advice would you 

give to prospective students who are considering this degree? 
12. Is there anything else you would like to share regarding your experiences in interdisciplinary 

graduate programs?



APPENDIX B: 
GRADUATE STUDENT SURVEY RESULTS 

N=110, response rate = ~25% 

1. I am a: 
 
 # of responses % of participants 
masters student. 49 44.55% 
doctoral student, pre-PhD 
candidate. 29 26.36% 

doctoral student, PhD 
candidate. 31 28.18% 

graduate certificate program 
student. 1 0.91% 

 
2. My graduate program is: 
 
 # of responses % of participants 
Biology for Teachers 4 3.64% 
Biomolecular Structure & 
Design (BMSD) 

14 12.73% 

Computational Finance 0 0.00% 
Environmental 
Management 

3 2.73% 

Global Trade, 
Transportation, and 
Logistics (GTTL) 

5 4.55% 

Health Services 
Administration 

9 8.18% 

Individual PhD 1 0.91% 
Molecular and Cellular 
Biology (MCB) 

9 8.18% 

Museology/Museum 
Studies 

13 11.82% 

Near and Middle Eastern 
Studies PhD 

1 0.91% 

Neurobiology and Behavior 10 9.09% 
Nutritional Sciences 15 13.64% 
Policy Dimensions of Earth 
Sciences 

0 0.00% 

Public Health Genetics 1 0.91% 
Quantitative Ecology and 
Resource Management 
(QERM) 

9 8.18% 

Urban Design and Planning 
PhD 

5 4.55% 

Other: 2 1.82% 
 



3. Program Selection: On a scale of 1=not important to 4=very important, please rate the 
importance of the following factors in your decision to study in your interdisciplinary 
program: 

 
 
 

1=not 
important 

2 3 4=very 
important 

# of responses  
% of participants 

31 27 23 29 It was a necessary 
credential for my 
desired position. 28.18% 24.55% 20.91% 26.36% 

0 1 29 80 The program was a 
good fit for my 
interests. 0.00% 0.91% 26.36% 72.73% 

42 25 30 13 I was encouraged by a 
mentor, faculty 
member, friend, or 
advisor to do so. 

38.18% 22.73% 27.27% 11.82% 

27 32 22 29 I did not find a single-
discipline program that 
suited my interests and 
career goals. 

24.55% 29.09% 20.00% 26.36% 

 

4. To what extent did your undergraduate studies provide grounding for your current 
interdisciplinary work (check all that apply)? 
 
 # of responses % of participants 
I had experience in an 
interdisciplinary 
undergraduate program. 

26 23.64% 

My undergraduate major is 
one of the fields of my 
current studies. 

64 58.18% 

It didn’t.  I now work in a 
completely different field. 26 23.64% 

Other: 10 9.09% 
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5. While enrolled in the program I have had experience (check all that apply):11 
 
 # of responses % of participants 
Teaching one or more 
courses in a single 
disciplinary field. 

31 28.18% 

Teaching one or more 
courses in more than one 
disciplinary field. 

13 11.82% 

Teaching interdisciplinary 
courses. 14 12.73% 

Team teaching a course(s) 14 12.73% 
Attending research 
conferences 

73 66.36% 

Presenting a paper/research 
in my field 

75 68.18% 

Presenting a paper/research 
in a field not my own 

21 19.09% 

 

6. My goals/plans after obtaining my degree are to (check all that apply):12 
 
 # of responses % of participants 
continue my formal 
education in a degree 
program. 

14 12.73% 

obtain a postdoctoral 
research position. 42 38.18% 

obtain a faculty position. 30 27.27% 
find a job outside of 
academia. 

65 59.09% 

Other: 11 10.00% 
 

                                                
11 Responses do not add up to 100% since respondents were able to check multiple items. 
12 Responses do not add up to 100% since respondents were able to check multiple items. 
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7. On a scale of 1=not important to 4=very important, please rate the importance of the 
following people as resources for intellectual support throughout your involvement with 
the program: 

 
 
 

1=not 
important 

2 3 4=very 
important 

# of responses  
% of participants 
5 19 37 49 Fellow students 
4.55% 17.27% 33.64% 44.55% 
11 16 46 37 Professional peers 
10.00% 14.55% 41.82% 33.64% 
7 18 31 54 Advisor 
6.36% 16.36% 28.18% 49.09% 
21 23 36 30 Mentor (not advisor) 
19.09% 20.91% 32.73% 27.27% 

 

8. On a scale of 1=not important to 4=very important, please rate the importance of the 
following people as resources for personal and emotional support throughout your 
involvement with the program: 

 
 
 

1=not 
important 

2 3 4=very 
important 

# of responses  
% of participants 
8 19 34 49 Fellow students 
7.27% 17.27% 30.91% 44.55% 
30 40 29 11 Professional peers 
27.27% 36.36% 26.36% 10.00% 
25 35 35 15 Advisor 
22.73% 31.82% 31.82% 13.64% 
39 25 28 18 Mentor (not advisor) 
35.45% 22.73% 25.45% 16.36% 
2 11 25 72 Family 
1.82% 10.00% 22.73% 65.45% 
3 8 25 74 Friends 
2.73% 7.27% 22.73% 67.27% 
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9. Program Support and Opportunities: Please rate the following statements on a scale of 
1=strongly disagree to 4=strongly agree, or N/A=not applicable. 

 
 
 

1=strongly 
disagree 

2 3 4=strongly 
agree 

5=N/A 

 # of responses 
 % of participants 

3 27 52 28 0 
My educational 
experience as an 
interdisciplinary 
student is very 
different from that of a 
single-discipline 
student. 

2.73% 24.55% 47.27% 25.45% 0.00% 

21 22 32 29 6 My interdisciplinary 
program provides 
funding for graduate 
students. 

19.09% 20.00% 29.09% 26.36% 5.45% 

20 20 36 21 13 I have had sufficient 
access to teaching 
opportunities through 
my program. 

18.18% 18.18% 32.73% 19.09% 11.82% 

4 15 28 58 5 I have had sufficient 
access to research 
opportunities through 
my program. 3.64% 13.64% 25.45% 52.73% 4.55% 

19 26 27 23 15 I have had to go 
outside of my program 
to secure funding 
and/or teaching and 
research opportunities. 

17.27% 23.64% 24.55% 20.91% 13.64% 

6 14 40 48 2 I have had sufficient 
access to courses 
across disciplines. 5.45% 12.73% 36.36% 43.64% 1.82% 

5 18 30 28 29 I have had sufficient 
access to laboratory 
space/facilities across 
disciplines. 4.55% 16.36% 27.27% 25.45% 26.36% 
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10. Program Satisfaction: Please rate the following statements on a scale of 1=strongly 
disagree to 4=strongly agree, or N/A=not applicable. 

 
 
 

1=strongly 
disagree 

2 3 4=strongly 
agree 

5=N/A 

 # of responses 
 % of participants 

1 20 58 31 0 Requirements in my 
program are clearly 
articulated. 0.91% 18.18% 52.73% 28.18% 0.00% 

5 35 48 21 1 Expectation of what 
students need in order 
to excel in the program 
are clearly 
communicated. 

4.55% 31.82% 43.64% 19.09% 0.91% 

17 42 37 12 2 My program provides 
a home space for 
students that helps 
foster community/ 
collegiality. 

15.45% 38.18% 33.64% 10.91% 1.82% 

16 61 23 9 1 I have felt generally 
isolated in my 
program. 14.55% 55.45% 20.91% 8.18% 0.91% 

15 33 51 3 8 Students in the 
program participate in 
its governance and 
policy creation. 13.64% 30.00% 46.36% 2.73% 7.27% 
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11. Interdisciplinary Skills: Please rate the following statements on a scale of 1=strongly 
disagree to 4=strongly agree, or N/A=not applicable. 

 
 
 

1=strongly 
disagree 

2 3 4=strongly 
agree 

5=N/A 

 # of responses 
 % of participants 

1 6 61 36 6 
In my program I have 
developed the ability 
to integrate more than 
one discipline in 
addressing complex 
research questions. 

0.91% 5.45% 55.45% 32.73% 5.45% 

1 17 46 37 9 
The program has 
effectively taught me 
to apply multiple 
methodologies in my 
research. 

0.91% 15.45% 41.82% 33.64% 8.18% 

4 16 46 36 8 
The program has 
trained me to work 
effectively in cross-
disciplinary teams. 3.64% 14.55% 41.82% 32.73% 7.27% 
 
12. Program Completion and Career Options: Please rate the following statements on a 

scale of 1=strongly disagree to 4=strongly agree, or N/A=not applicable. 
 

 
 

1=strongly 
disagree 

2 3 4=strongly 
agree 

5=N/A 

 # of responses 
 % of participants 

1 8 63 30 8 My program has 
prepared me for my 
desired career. 0.91% 7.27% 57.26% 27.27% 7.27% 

1 1 53 54 1 
Upon completion of 
my program, I will 
receive appropriate 
recognition of my 
accomplishments in 
the form of a degree or 
other recognized 
credential. 

0.91% 0.91% 48.18% 49.09% 0.91% 

0 7 53 43 7 Faculty I work with 
are capable of 
assessing my 
interdisciplinary work. 

0.00% 6.36% 48.18% 39.09% 6.36% 
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13. Relationship with Mentor/Advisor/Faculty: Please rate the following statements on a 
scale of 1=strongly disagree to 4=strongly agree, or N/A=not applicable. 

 
 
 

1=strongly 
disagree 

2 3 4=strongly 
agree 

5=N/A 

 # of responses 
 % of participants 

3 6 47 52 2 I have had adequate 
access to my 
advisor/mentor. 2.73% 5.45% 42.73% 47.27% 1.82% 

2 13 58 35 2 I have received 
appropriate and timely 
feedback on my work. 1.82% 11.82% 52.73% 31.82% 1.82% 

0 8 59 22 21 
I have been able to 
effectively balance and 
integrate feedback 
from advisors/mentors 
in the different fields 
that my work crosses. 

0.00% 7.27% 53.64% 10.00% 19.09% 

14 22 34 19 21 I have attended 
conferences with my 
advisor/mentor. 12.73% 20.00% 30.91% 17.27% 19.09% 

19 19 23 24 25 I have worked on 
publishing research or 
articles with my 
advisor/mentor. 17.27% 17.27% 20.91% 21.82% 22.73% 

24 30 18 9 29 I have worked on 
publishing research or 
articles with other 
faculty beyond my 
advisor/mentor. 

21.82% 27.27% 16.36% 8.18% 26.36% 

0 8 60 33 9 Faculty I work with 
are capable of 
assessing my 
interdisciplinary work. 0.00% 7.27% 54.55% 30.00% 8.18% 

1 15 59 32 3 I have had adequate 
access to other faculty 
members beyond my 
advisor/mentor. 0.91% 13.64 53.64% 29.09% 2.73% 
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APPENDIX C: 
FACULTY SURVEY RESULTS 

N=339, response rate = ~34% 

1. Please check the statement below if this survey does not apply to you. 
 
 # of responses % of participants 
Although I have multiple 
faculty appointments, I do 
not participate in any 
interdisciplinary research, 
teaching, or training 
programs. 

55 16.22% 

 
2. In how many units* do you have appointments?  Please include primary, joint, and 

adjunct appointments, but not affiliate appointments. 
 
 # of responses % of participants 
two 189 55.75% 
three 67 19.76% 
four 23 6.78% 
five 5 1.47% 
Other: 21 6.19%** 
 
*The term “unit” was undefined for the purposes of this question. 
 
**Approximately 6.19 % of respondents answered this question unreliably.  Of those, 19 
responses reported that they had appointments in only one unit. 
 
3. What is your rank? 
 
 # of responses % of participants 
Professor 157 46.31% 
Research Professor 2 0.59% 
Professor WOT 25 7.37% 
Associate Professor 63 18.58% 
Research Associate 
Professor 3 0.88% 

Associate Professor WOT: 18 5.31% 
Assistant Professor 23 6.78% 
Research Assistant 
Professor 1 0.29% 

Assistant Professor WOT 10 2.95% 
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4a – 8a. College/School/Campus of each appointment: 
 

 First 
appointment 

Second 
appointment 

Third 
appointment 

Fourth 
appointment 

Fifth 
appointment 

 # % # % # % # % # % 
Bothell 7 2.06% 0 0.00% 1 0.29% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
Business School 2 0.59% 1 0.29% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
College Arch & Urban Plan 6 1.77% 8 2.36% 4 1.18% 1 0.29% 1 0.29% 
College Arts & Sciences 85 25.07% 98 28.91% 33 9.73% 3 0.88% 2 0.59% 
College Ocean/Fishery Sci 5 1.47% 6 1.77% 2 0.59% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
College Forest Resources 6 1.77% 3 0.88% 2 0.59% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
College of Education 1 0.29% 2 0.59% 0 0.00% 1 0.29% 0 0.00% 
College of Engineering 24 7.08% 30 8.85% 9 2.65% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
Evans Sch of Public Affairs 3 0.88% 2 0.59% 2 0.59% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
Information School 1 0.29% 3 0.88% 1 0.29% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
School Pub Hlth/Comm 
Med 19 5.60% 27 7.96% 17 5.01% 4 1.18% 1 0.29% 

School of Dentistry 8 2.36% 10 2.95% 3 0.88% 5 1.47% 0 0.00% 
School of Law 1 0.29% 0 0.00% 1 0.29% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
School of Medicine 118 34.81% 86 25.37% 20 5.90% 7 2.06% 1 0.29% 
School of Nursing 11 3.24% 3 0.88% 2 0.59% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
School of Pharmacy 5 1.47% 2 0.59% 1 0.29% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
School of Social Work 1 0.29% 1 0.29% 0 0.00% 1 0.29% 0 0.00% 
Tacoma 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
Vice Provost-Research 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 0.29% 0 0.00% 

 
 
4c – 8c. Type of each appointment: 
 

 First 
Appointment 

Second 
Appointment 

Third 
appointment 

Fourth 
Appointment 

Fifth 
appointment 

 # % # % # % # % # % 
primary 286 84.37% 6 1.77% X X 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
joint 11 3.24% 72 21.24%   0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
adjunct 1 0.29% 198 58.41%   21 6.19% 5 1.47% 
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9. If you are involved in a formal interdisciplinary graduate program or graduate 
interdisciplinary group, please select from the list below. 

 
 # of responses % of participants 
Advanced Practice Nursing: 
Adult Psych. Mental Health 

1 0.29% 

Astrobiology 5 1.47% 
Bioengineering Future Faculty 
Training 1 0.29% 

Biomedical and Health 
Informatics 9 2.65% 

Biomolecular Structure & 
Design 5 1.47% 

Computational Finance 1 0.29% 
Global and Environmental 
Chemistry 3 0.88% 

Health Services Administration 6 1.77% 
Individual Ph.D. Program 10 2.95% 
Interdisciplinary Urban Design 
& Planning Group 4 1.18% 

International Development 
Policy and Management 1 0.29% 

Language and Society 2 0.59% 
Medieval and Renaissance 
Studies 

1 0.29% 

Molecular and Cellular Biology 23 6.78% 
Museology 1 0.29% 
Museum Studies 1 0.29% 
Music Theory 1 0.29% 
Near and Middle Eastern 
Studies 3 0.88% 

Neurobiology & Behavior 17 5.01% 
Nutritional Sciences 1 0.29% 
Philosophy and Medical Ethics 1 0.29% 
Public Health Genetics 7 2.06% 
Quantitative Ecology and 
Resource Management (QERM) 

5 1.47% 

Textual Studies 3 0.88% 
Theory and Criticism 7 2.06% 
Urban Design and Planning 1 0.29% 
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10. If you are involved in any UW IGERTs, please select from the list below. 
 
 # of responses % of participants 
Astrobiology 5 1.47% 
Multinational Collaborations in 
Challenges to the Environment 

5 1.47% 

Nanotechnology 11 3.24% 
Urban Ecology 4 1.18% 
 
11. If you are currently involved in an IGERT proposal, please indicate the collaboration 

below. 
 
 # of responses % of participants 
 12 3.54% 
 
12. Please list any other interdisciplinary research, teaching, or training groups you are 

involved with. 
 
 # of responses % of participants 
 160 47.20% 
 
 
13. Support/Challenges: On a scale of 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree, please 

indicate the extent that you agree/disagree with the following statements: 
 
 

1=strongly 
disagree 

2 3 4 5=strongly 
agree 

 # of responses 
 % of participants 

 
7 

 
11 

 
39 

 
100 

 
136 

My home department 
chair supports my 
involvement in the ID 
program. 

2.06% 3.24% 11.50% 29.50% 40.12% 
 
13 

 
36 

 
85 

 
86 

 
64 

My ID involvement 
positively impacts my 
tenure/promotion. 3.83% 10.62% 25.07% 25.37% 18.88% 

 
15 

 
27 

 
59 

 
100 

 
90 

Colleagues in my 
home department(s) 
and in my discipline 
support my ID work. 

4.42% 7.96% 17.40% 29.50% 26.55% 

 
 
13 

 
 
38 

 
 
39 

 
 
95 

 
 
107 

My participation in the 
ID program is 
considered a voluntary 
pursuit carried out on 
top of my 
departmental 
responsibilities. 

3.83% 11.21% 11.50% 28.02% 31.56% 

 



 80 

14. Have you ever team-taught an interdisciplinary course and do you wish to do so in the 
future? 

 
 # of responses % of participants 
Yes, and I would like to 
again. 

150 44.25% 

Yes, but I do not wish to do 
so again. 

14 4.13% 

No, but I would like to. 86 25.37% 
No, but I do not wish to do 
so. 39 11.50% 

 
15. How has your participation with the ID program expanded your conceptual and 

methodological tools? 
 
 # of responses % of participants 
It hasn’t.  I use the same 
methodological and 
conceptual tools in my ID 
work that I use in my home 
department(s). 

71 20.94% 

I have expanded my 
conceptual and 
methodological tools. 

213 62.83% 

I employ fewer conceptual 
and methodological tools in 
my ID program 
involvement than I utilize in 
my home department(s). 

1 0.29% 

 
16. Please explain your response to Item 15. 
 
 # of responses % of participants 

 172 50.74% 
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17. In what ways do you participate in governance and/or leadership of the ID program? 
(Check all that apply.) 
 
 # of responses % of participants 
I have never participated in 
program 
governance/leadership. 

69 20.35% 

I have served on a program 
steering committee. 117 34.51% 

I have participated in the 
admissions process by 
reviewing applications or 
recruiting students. 

119 35.10% 

I have mentored faculty in 
the program. 62 18.29% 

I have administered or 
directed an ID program. 82 24.19% 

Other: 55 16.22% 
 
18. On a scale of 1=home department to 5=interdisciplinary program, please indicate how 
much time/energy you devote to your home department(s) compared to your 
interdisciplinary program in the past, present, and anticipated future. 
 

 
Activity 

1=Almost all 
is devoted to 

home 
department(

s). 

2= Slightly 
more is 

devoted to 
home 

department(
s). 

3=Divided 
equally 
between 

home 
department(

s) and ID 
program(s). 

4=Slightly 
more is 

devoted to the 
ID 

program(s). 

5=Almost all is 
devoted to the 

ID 
program(s). 

 # of responses 
 % of participants 

144 69 44 18 6 PAST disposition of 
my time/energy: 

42.48% 20.35% 12.98% 5.31% 1.77% 

127 75 54 18 6 PRESENT disposition 
of my time/energy: 

37.46% 22.12% 15.93% 5.31% 1.77% 
 
105 

 
92 

 
49 

 
27 

 
5 ANTICIPATED 

FUTURE disposition 
of my time/energy: 30.97% 27.14% 14.45% 7.96% 1.47% 
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19. The following are Graduate School recommendations based on the research findings 
for strengthening support for interdisciplinary initiatives at UW.  Please rate the 
importance of each one. 

 
 

 
Recommendation 

NOT 
IMPORTANT 

(does not 
impact our 
program) 

 
SOMEWHAT 
IMPORTANT 
(may make a 
difference) 

 
IMPORTAN
T (it would 

be helpful to 
do this) 

 
VERY 

IMPORTANT 
(a critical issue) 

 
 

N/A (does 
not apply) 

 
8 

 
23 

 
71 

 
173 

 
4 

Encourage upper-level UW 
administrative leaders to better 
seed, support, and sustain ID 
initiatives. 2.36% 6.78% 20.94% 51.03% 1.18% 

 
18 

 
47 

 
87 

 
111 

 
13 

Organize ID programs for 
advocacy and get their needs 
placed on the UW institutional 
agenda. 5.31% 13.86% 25.66% 32.74% 3.83% 

18 38 101 110 11 Clarify options for administrative 
homes and structures for ID 
initiatives. 

5.31% 11.21% 29.79% 32.45% 3.24% 
 
11 

 
44 

 
69 

 
133 

 
19 

Reexamine institutional research 
policies related to budgeting and 
indirect cost returns. 3.24% 12.98% 20.35% 39.23% 5.60% 

 
16 

 
40 

 
75 

 
143 

 
4 

Reexamine academic policies 
regarding faculty appointments, 
tenure, and promotion to reward 
ID activity. 4.72% 11.80% 22.12% 42.18% 1.18% 

 
6 

 
39 

 
88 

 
138 

 
6 

Develop policies that promote the 
intellectual mobility of faculty over 
the course of their academic 
careers, such as allowing them to 
commit part of their appointment 
or move their primary 
appointment to other units, 
including ID initiatives. 

1.77% 11.50% 25.96% 40.71% 1.77% 

 
17 

 
72 

 
106 

 
69 

 
8 

Identify and disseminate best 
practices related to the student 
experience in ID programs. 5.01% 21.24% 31.27% 20.35% 2.36% 

 
7 

 
44 

 
116 

 
96 

 
9 

Identify appropriate additional 
investments in ID program 
budgets. 2.06% 12.98% 34.22% 28.32% 2.65% 

 
29 

 
90 

 
94 

 
52 

 
9 Conduct additional research to 

better understand ID faculty and 
student experiences at the UW. 

8.55% 26.55% 27.73% 15.34% 2.65% 

 


