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Moving Toward Convergence Learning while Addressing Institutional Barriers to Educational
Innovation

Abstract

While initiatives have been tried to enhance undergraduate education, we must do more to
culturally transform universities to support transdisciplinary teaching practices in an effort to
better prepare students for pushing boundaries in new/bigger ways. This is important as
humanity’s problems are not typically discipline specific and require the convergence of
competencies to lead to innovative thinking across fields of study. But, the rigidity of academic
units/disciplines make moving toward transdisciplinary learning around converging topics, such
as human-technology interactions or harnessing the data revolution, organizationally difficult. It
then seems necessary to develop a novel structure within higher education that enables
faculty/students/staff to more easily converge, accelerate bold new teaching practices, and
increase access to learning skills that are limited across academic boundaries. Therefore, this
innovation/ideation session will include practical models for convergence learning that spans
engineering/technology, liberal arts, and business disciplines as well as concepts for advancing
educational innovations.

Background and Significance

Higher education continues to be siloed which makes the authentic teaching of converging
topics, such as innovation or data science, difficult. Topics of convergence can be viewed as
complex contexts that center around societal needs and require the integration of knowledge,
practices, and expertise from different disciplines to explore. These topics then require a new
way of thinking when it comes to the structure of higher education to support the implementation
of transdisciplinary learning. Transdisciplinary learning, which focuses on supporting one to
think across, beyond, and through the academic disciplines to encompass all types of knowledge
about an idea, issue, or subject (Ertas et al. 2003), is problematic in undergraduate programs. For
example, cross-disciplinary approaches to co-teaching are instantly rejected by the university
systems that have been built upon longstanding traditions. This then limits innovations to
teaching and also hinders the sharing of important practices across disciplines. Accordingly, the
goal of our project was to develop/implement/test a transdisciplinary model focused on
democratizing the practice of innovation (involving co-teaching and co-learning from faculty and
students across different academic units/colleges spanning multiple semesters). A key focus of
this was to identify, as well as uncover ways to address, the institutional barriers toward creating
such a cross-college model at a research-intensive public university. The data collected through
this research project have highlighted the potential value of cross-college, or transdisciplinary
approaches to teaching, specifically regarding the practices of innovation across liberal arts,
engineering technology, and business management. But it was found that making headway for
broader changes to undergraduate education in this transdisciplinary manner was even more
challenging than expected. This challenge was evidenced in the barriers identified related to
scheduling courses across academic units, course ownership, faculty credit, and the academic
traditions from individual units regarding curriculum approvals, course types, and grading
policies. The academic rigidity of individual disciplines/colleges/departments has made adapting
to new collaborative teaching ideas daunting. While disciplinary expertise is necessary and one
of higher education’s strengths, the structures that come along with this can prevent
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modifications/improvements to the roles of academic units/disciplines that could better prepare
students for the future of both work and learning. The balancing of disciplinary structure with
transdisciplinary approaches to solving problems and learning is a challenge that must be
continually addressed. These institutional challenges will only continue to limit universities
seeking toward scaling transdisciplinary programs and experimenting with novel ways to
enhance the value of higher education for students and society. Accordingly, it seems necessary
to move toward a more novel structure within higher education that enables faculty/students/staff
to more easily converge, accelerate bold new teaching practices, and increase access to learning
skills that are limited across academic boundaries. This is where our project connects with the
literature related to Communities of Transformation (CoT). As a result, this innovation/ideation
session will leverage the project results and the CoT literature to introduce new ideas for a
university ecosystem necessary to bridge an academic units facilitate the adoption of new
educational structures.
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