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Developing Faculty Capacity for Multidisciplinary Collaborations

Introduction/Need for Research
In 2009 the National Research Council published Transforming Agricultural Education for a Changing World. The report was a call to change how undergraduate programs in food, agriculture, and natural resources are delivered. Two prominent suggestions included globalizing the undergraduate experience and infusing more multidisciplinary experiences in to the curriculum. The National Research Council recognized that these efforts would take both changes to the curricula and professional development for faculty.

In 2009, funding was received from the USDA to teach a small cohort of faculty how to develop reusable learning objects (RLOs) that could be used to internationalize the undergraduate curriculum. A key component of the project was a capstone experience during which the cohort members traveled to Ecuador to gain exposure to their respective disciplines in an international context and gather information for their RLOs. The structure of the project forced participants to focus their RLOs into their narrow areas of expertise. Interviews with the participants following the project’s conclusion confirmed what the project leadership had observed (authors, 2014). Given the growing demand for faculty to work across disciplinary silos, a different structure was needed to maximize benefits of the project. Based on lessons learned in the original project, the authors were funded in 2011 for a follow-up project with a much clearer focus where all faculty worked on a single multidisciplinary focus: climate change.

Conceptual/Theoretical Framework
The Conceptual Framework for Studying Globally Integrated Education Activities (Roberts, Stedman, Harder, Gouldthorpe, & Coers, 2013) was used to focus this study to see how participation in the second USDA project impacted learner attributes and technical competence, as those related to multidisciplinary teams. The framework is based on experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984; Roberts, 2006), wherein the project participants experienced a globally integrated education activity, reflected on that experience, and then determined the meaning of that experience for future actions. Outcomes of the framework are organized by changes in knowledge, attitudes, skills, and aspirations (Rockwell & Bennett, 2004) within the dimensions of intercultural competence, technical competence, and critical thinking.

Methods
One year after the experience, semi-structured interviews were held with all participants except one, a student who had graduated and was unreachable. Interviews ranged in length from 10-30 minutes and were recorded. Data were analyzed using the constant comparative method (Merriam, 1998) to identify themes related to multidisciplinary teams. Data trustworthiness was enhanced through member checking with respondents and peer debriefing within the project team (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).


Results
Participants were overwhelmingly positive about the benefits of multidisciplinary teams. The trip itself reaffirmed the belief that all fields are connected (R11) and that working with faculty from other disciplines helped individuals enhance their understanding of their own field by better explaining the larger picture (R04, R05, R08). Additionally, multidisciplinary collaboration helped participants understand some fields they did not fully understand beforehand (R05).

However, participants were split on how the project affected their personal orientation towards multidisciplinary collaboration. Several respondents (R01, R08, R09, R11) believed the project led them to be more focused on multidisciplinary work (R04, R07, R10). “It’s definitely made me more intentional about cultivating those relationships,” asserted R07. In contrast, some respondents believed they were already focused on multidisciplinary work even before the project. “Most faculty want to do that anyway,” explained R03. As a result, the project did not change those participants’ views on multidisciplinary teams (R05, R12). One respondent even felt the project structure limited collaboration. “We all had our own separate orbits,” explained R13. “We talked, but it wasn’t because we had to.”

Participants cited how the project led to present and future collaboration between cohort members that would not have happened otherwise (R01, R08, R10). This was largely due to personal and professional relationships developed during the trip (R06, R07, R08, R11). “It creates avenues for future interaction,” explained R09. Example collaborations between cohort members included: partnering on funding proposals (R01, R03, R05, R07), gathering support for professional fellowships (R01), and inviting cohort members to do guest lectures (R09). In regards to a multidisciplinary proposal mentioned above, R05 stated “I would never have done that if we hadn’t been together.” Only a small number of respondents were not currently working with members of the cohort due to time constraints and limitations of individual research foci (R04, R08), although R14 did not envision working with cohort members again

Conclusions
In the first project participants all worked on their own issues individually. In the second project participants all worked on the same issue (climate change) in pairs with their graduate students. Although the second project facilitated more multidisciplinary discussions around the common issue of climate change, collaboration on creating project deliverables (RLOs) was primarily disciplinary based between the faculty member and his/her graduate student. Consequently, the individual RLOs typically had a disciplinary focus and the set of RLOs did not collectively address the complexities of such an issue. Based on the conceptual model used to frame the study (Roberts et al., 2013), participants exhibited changes in attitudes and aspirations related to multidisciplinary teams. 

Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession
Future projects should implement strategies, such as case study methodologies, to allow participants from multiple disciplines to collaborate on individual RLOs that infuse a variety of disciplinary perspectives. This would increase the potential for changes in technical competence and critical thinking (Roberts et al., 2013), as well as skills related to working in multidisciplinary teams. Ultimately, this should translate to faculty providing more multidisciplinary activities and global experiences for students, thus meeting the call issued by the National Research Council (2009).
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