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Reviving the Interdisciplinary Curriculum

The fundamental issue of developing and reinvigorating the interdisciplinary curriculum of the college has emerged out of the work of the faculty in the Curricular Visions process of governance groups and DTF begun in the 2005-06 school year. This work reflects the continuing and necessary tension between interdisciplinary and disciplinary work at the college. It raises questions about the central role of the Planning Units as the primary engines of curriculum and hiring and reflects uneasiness with broader issues of professionalizing and formalizing of the curriculum. While this is clearly one of the areas where there will always be tension, one major issue that appears to need attention is finding a structural mechanism to strengthen inter-divisional work seems important. The current movement in the Curricular visions process of creating thematic groups and fields of study pose important variations to the current organization of planning units. Indeed thinking about different structures that might support interdisciplinary and inter-area work raises once again the opportunity for a discussion of the meaning and usefulness of the concept of interdisciplinarity for the college. Understanding that interdisciplinarity as it has operated at Evergreen is not simply an instrumental technique to more fully impart disciplinary knowledge, but is based on inquiry that develops, challenges and reforms our understandings of self and critical issues is crucial.

Advising, Courses, and Curricular Options

The third issue closely related to the reinvigoration of interdisciplinarity has to do with the question of full time study, the role of shorter and smaller pieces in the curriculum that at the very least raise questions about the assumptions we make about faculty student connection. The change in policy that urged two quarter programs followed by a one quarter program in the Long Range Curriculum DTF Model from 1995 which went into place with the 1997-98 school year and was reinforced by the General Education DTF conversation has expanded the number of pieces taught. The growth of course work within Evening and Weekend studies to the point where now there are more enrollments (but nowhere near the FTE) in evening weekend studies than in regular day time program registration. The policy decision to that allowed registration to 20 quarter hours has made the growth in course enrollments (not half-time time program enrollments) the largest location for growth on the Olympia Campus. (2006-07 Curriculum Overview-# of Enrollments) The increase in the number of single faculty, single quarter programs, the growing number of individual pieces that students register for all suggest a change from the original model of multi-faculty year long coordinated studies. The tension between the sustained inquiry in community that is the product of spending considerable time developing the skills to pursue a complex inquiry in a full-time year-long coordinated study and the flexibility, intensive focus, and distributive depth offered by shorter and smaller pieces of study that has existed from the earliest years of the college has important implications for our assumptions about advising, coherence, breadth and depth in student experience. The proliferation of pieces, the increasing array of options, especially course options, raises important questions about the role of advising by both faculty members and Student and Academic Support Services. Developing breadth is in some ways simpler in such a curriculum as less than full time work is required to find opportunities for mathematic, languages, or arts. But finding a coherent path though this work is an even greater challenge than when the options were fewer. Helping students recognize the power and distinctive worth of year long studies as well as the virtues of shorter more directly focused work is a tension that has to be worked out at both the level of the individual student and the curriculum as a whole. Not only are questions raised about advising, but there are also significant questions raised about whether the current distribution of work especially the proliferation of course work and the length and size of programs provides the optimal opportunity for a distinctively inquiry based educational experience.

