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Interdisciplinary education—What is it? Why is it? And, in an age when knowledge
boundaries are crumbling, is it alive and well today?

This paper is written not as an elegy to a
dead movement, but as testimony to a lively
one. Three questions are considered: (a) Why
interdisciplinary education? (b) What is its his-
tory? (c) Where does it stand today? Finally, im-
plications and recommendations are set forth.

Why Interdisciplinary Education?

Education can be understood as a subset of
knowledge in general. Two developments in
knowledge-producing fields with potential appli-
cation to interdisciplinary education are Piaget’s
genetic epistemology and general systems theory.
Despite Piaget’s insistence that interdisciplinarity
is a condition of the growth of knowledge (Piaget,
1970/1973), his work has been used mainly to
bring monodisciplinary instruction into harmony
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with stages of child development. Swensen (1975)
suggests an application of Piaget’s work to the
design of interdisciplinary curriculum.

General systems theory is the culmination of
a movement that has turned scientific attention
from single entities to systems of interacting
units. This new synthesis generalizes qualities and
relations that are true of all systems. Boulding
(1968) argues for:

a general systems approach to education. . . . I
think of general systems not so much as a body of
doctrine as a way of looking at things which permits
the perception of the world as a totality and fosters
communication among the specialized disciplines (p.
1).

In the realms of scholarship and practical
affairs there is a growing trend toward interdis-
ciplinarity (Apostel, 1972; U.S. Government



Printing Office, 1970). Not only is more known
in each field today, but under the pressure of
increased data, disciplines combine, and new ones,
for example, biophysics, arise faster than ever
before. Disciplinary boundaries are temporary
and penetrable. Knowledge today is unstable in
the sense that it is undergoing an accelerated rate
of change. In order to feel at home on our planet,
every person needs to understand the process by
which new syntheses resolve crises in knowledge.
Such syntheses cannot be reflected in a compart-
mentalized curriculum.

What Is Its History?

Interdisciplinary education has developed in
close relationship to other aspects of society. In
our Colonial era:

There was really only one subject, Latin, so
handled that it looks in some ways like an integrated
curriculum around the single theme of language study
(Krug, 1960, p. 24).

This synoptic curriculum was intended
chiefly for future leaders. By the end of the
nineteenth century, when the principle of uni-
versal public education had taken hold, subject
organization was firmly established at all levels
(Rugg, 1941, pp. 332-33), paralleling division of
labor and efficiency studies in industry. High
school curriculum and schedules were structured
to fit neatly into college entrance requirements.
The resulting organization of the typical Ameri-
can high school into about a dozen departments
remains virtually unchanged to this day (Krug,
1960, p. 544).

Efforts to alter rigid modes of organization
took two forms, one involving changes within
the subject structure, the other requiring new
structures. The first form consisted of combining
related fields into a single subject, called fusion
or broad field. This form is familiar in such sub-
jects as problems of democracy, health and physi-
cal education, language arts, and social studies
(Smith, Stanley, and Shores, 1957, p. 257). What
appeared to be an interdisciplinary approach at
the moment when the separate areas of reading,
writing, literature, and grammar were being com-
bined later became an accepted conventional sub-
ject, language arts. Thus a covert, limited kind of
interdisciplinarity has flourished in the main-
stream.

The second change, calling for new struc-
tures, had its roots in the work of Ziller, who
advocated the concentration of all subjects on
one theme (Smith et al, 1957, p. 252). In the
Laboratory School for elementary grades, opened
by the Deweys at the University of Chicago in
1896, the area of concentration was the study of
occupations (Dewey, 1900/1963).

“Interdisciplinary education is very much
alive. In the covert form of broad fields it
retains wide institutional support, and
overt forms are nppvm'fng with accelerated

number and variety.”

This overt form of interdisciplinarity met
greater resistance, for it upset fundamental struc-
tures at every educational level. Accounts of
elementary curriculum wusually stress subject
categories (Goodlad and Anderson, 1959/1963).
However, the elementary school has been amen-
able to integrative methods. Children traditionally
spent the whole day with one teacher; materials
and subjects could be combined in space and time.
Interdisciplinary approaches such as activities
programs, the open classroom, and projects have
spread through the lower grades (Burden and
McAulay, 1971; Cremin, 1961/1964), as have
many new organizing themes, for example, ecol-
ogy and moral development (Wynn, De Young,
and Wynn, 1977).

In contrast, the tight schedules and fixed
boundaries of high school have been more resist-
ant to change (Rugg and Shumaker, 1928/1969).
But high unemployment rates during the 1930s
caused the Progressive Education Association
and others to focus on adolescents. Some felt that
the subject structure, however broad, hindered the
interdisciplinary thinking and action needed to
understand the crises of that era.

Core curriculum, the response to this dis-
satisfaction, took a quantum leap beyond broad
fields to a structure that disregarded subject
boundaries and drew upon diverse forms of
knowledge. Moreover, it treated the problems of
youth as an essential part of curriculum (Louns-

Novemser 1978 123



bury and Vars, 1978). The 1930s saw an expansion
of core programs. Paralleling, and often included
in them, was the thematic approach (Billings, in
Rugg, 1941).

The Eight-Year Study concluded that grad-
uates of core and other experimental programs
did as well as and sometimes better than their
conventionally prepared classmates (Rugg, 1947).
But these findings were powerless to stem the
well-documented countertrend of the 1940s and
1950s to restore narrow subject limits.

This countertrend was a reaction to the fact
that interdisciplinary education is not only a way
of knowing, but may also be a critical attitude.
Because core programs emphasized inquiry, they
conflicted with Cold War limits on free speech.
The dominant American response to Sputnik was
an intensified attack on interdisciplinary methods.
The Daughters of the American Revolution found
fusion unpatriotic and unsound:

prevent(ing) the students from acquiring a clear
concept of national boundaries or of the great and
cumulative differences of one civilization over another
(Textbook Study, 1958-59, n.d., p. 5).

The chauvinism implicit in the statement
above did not remain unchallenged. Struggles for
human rights of blacks, Hispanics, the poor, and
the young—which marked the 19505 and 1960s—
had an epistemological element. Youth:

are deeply concerned about problems of war,
race relations, . . . etc. They tend to feel that school
does not speak to these concerns, that learning is
organized in conventional subject matter boxes that
may or may not touch on significant problems (Task
Force on High School Redesign, 1971, p. 6).

Demands for ethnic and area studies, which
are interdisciplinary, show the relation of a struc-
ture of knowledge to social issues. Another re-
sponse to unrest was the establishment of alter-
native schools, which often used interdisciplinary
approaches.

The pressure of events also produced Federal
funding for such interdisciplinary programs as
humanities and problem-solving. Meanwhile,
leaders of the Curriculum Laboratory, founded
in 1965 at Goldsmiths’ College, London, were
developing the Fourfold Curriculum, the best
known aspect of which is Interdisciplinary En-
quiry and Making, or IDE/M (James, 1972;
Mason, 1973; Smith, 1978). A study sponsored
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by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development surveyed interdisciplinary
higher education in 12 countries (Apostel, 1972).

In this country, state departments of educa-
tion in California and New York have produced
interdisciplinary humanities curriculum materials,
and Ohio has developed certification requirements
for humanities teachers. Currently the National
Association for Core Curriculum disseminates in-
formation on core practices and has expanded its
scope to include “Humanities, Combined Studies,
and other Block-Time Programs” (The Core
Teacher, Fall 1977, p. 1).

In short, over the past century interdisci-
plinary programs have multiplied at every level
of education.

Where Does It Stand Today?

Interdisciplinary education is very much
alive. In the covert form of broad fields it retains
wide institutional support, and overt forms are
appearing with accelerated number and variety.
In contrast to the 1940s and 1950s, interdisci-
plinarity today is seen by nations and organiza-
tions throughout the political spectrum as a
weapon for survival (Apostel, 1972; General Sys-
tems, 1956-1976; U.S. Government Printing Of-
fice, 1970). This approach was once available
only in a few research projects on the frontiers
of knowledge and in scattered elementary and
secondary schools. Today, though far from
dominant, it is being ever more widely practiced.

Unfortunately, teacher education, with the
exceptions noted earlier, remained unprepared for
interdisciplinary proposals. As a result, the suc-
cesses of many interdisciplinary programs depend
on the ad hoc inventions of imaginative and dedi-
cated teachers, who must learn for themselves
how to be interdisciplinarians. Conspicuously
lacking is the institutionalizing of a unifying
language and of a broad conceptual framework
for interdisciplinary curriculum (Cohen, 1978).
Moreover, educational budget cuts resulting from
recent tax reductions are no doubt eroding in-
novative programs of all kinds.

Nevertheless, there is a contradiction that
must be resolved between an irreversible trend
to interdisciplinarity and the fragmentation of
curriculum structure and change. The resulting



dissonance may underlie the impulse to produce
this issue of Educational Leadership.

Implications and Recommendations

Educational practice is a reflection of social
and epistemological phenomena. Interdisciplinary
education is not a gimmick for making old ma-
terial more attractive, but an attitude as well as
a set of methods for posing problems that trans-
cend subject matter boundaries and may in fact
be created by them. For instance, it took inter-
disciplinary ecology to discover that DDT, a
chemical triumph, was a biological and social
disaster (Ozbekhan, 1973-74). Educators need to
keep in touch with the realms of scholarship and
practical affairs if they are to prepare youth for a
world that increasingly demands complex skills
of synthesis and teamwork.

The attitudes and methods described earlier
have limited scope in a separate interdisciplinary
program within a school. Such an arrangement
is a safety valve as much as an innovation. Be-
cause it is isolated, it can have little impact on
the mainstream. Also, it is a paradox in which
efforts to synthesize are a fragment of the school
day. Students may be confused when the distinc-
tive learning that occurs in the separate program
is ignored or negated in their other, convention-
ally organized, classes. It is recommended that a
whole school be regarded as the irreducible mini-
mum interdisciplinary setting.

Many groups practice or study various inter-
disciplinary approaches independently, sometimes
without being aware of other, similar efforts. All
might well benefit from a network that would
help prevent repetition and stimulate fresh ideas.

Conclusion

There can be no return to tight monodisci-
plinarity, for interdisciplinarity is a stage in the
development of new disciplines. Although teacher
training institutions continue to preserve tradi-
tional boundaries, it is widely recognized that the
problems society faces can no longer be solved
within narrow limits. To the extent that we
transcend such limits, we will prepare youth and
ourselves to understand and perhaps to shape
the world. ‘&
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