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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this research was to determine whether tasks constructed for 

interdisciplinary classes reflect the teachers' understandings of the connections in 

their disciplines or remain the same as when they teach in their original 

disciplines. Secondary school teachers' perceptions of interdisciplinary teaching 

and academic tasks form the basis for this qualitative study. Teacher 

perceptions were gathered through a series of interviews with three teams 

currently teaching an interdisciplinary American Studies course. The exploration 

of interdisciplinary teaching and academic tasks in this study was used as a 

means of (a) discovering differences that teachers perceive between interdiscipli

nary teaching and teaching in their regular disciplines, (b) identifying the task 

elements inherent in the interdisciplinary tasks teachers describe, (c) identifying 

what tasks teachers perceive to be successful and unsuccessful, and 

(d) discovering how teachers interpret student performance on interdisciplinary 

tasks. Analyses of the subjects' responses revealed that successful 

interdisciplinary tasks seem to be related to the teachers' understanding of the 

connections in the disciplines and that unsuccessful tasks can be used frequently 

to identify gaps in a teacher's understanding. The findings of this study support 

the conclusion that interdisciplinary teaching is a complex task in which the 

teacher must display intellectual, management, and social skills. Teachers are 

. - ------.----
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challenged intellectually through the process of determining the connections in 

their subject matters and of creating materials to bring those connections to their 

students. Teachers' managerial skills are challenged as they learn to manipulate 

the double class, establish an appropriate pace, and provide engaging learning 

experiences. In addition, teachers face social challenges in the creation of a 

close working relationship with the other team member and a warm learning 

environment for a large group. The tasks that teachers structure carry the 

curriculum to their students and convey their present understanding of the 

combined discipline, one which is regarded as a new discipline by those in the 

study. As teachers continue to teach this "new discipline," their understandings 

become more complex and their assignments more truly interdisciplinary. 



10 

CHAPTER I 

THE PROBLEM 

Introduction 

Early in the 1900's two problems faced American secondary schools--the 

need to educate a much larger school population and the need to educate that 

population for a more complex world. Secondary school enrollment was 

dramatically increasing; the high school could no longer be designed exclusively 

as preparation for college. Faced with these challenges, educators began to 

consider curriculum adaptations that addressed the needs of students who were 

ending their education with high school and facing life in a far more complex 

world. Curriculum was viewed as a means of conveying more than factual 

information; the high school curriculum was expected to make students 

productive citizens in a democracy and good problem solvers (Kliebard, 1986). 

Educators, searching for a way to "ddre5s these societal needs, looked for 

curriculum innovations that could produce dedicated citizens and good problem 

solvers. To prepare a student to face and solve problems in an increasingly 

complex world, a belief emerged that the experiences of the school curriculum 
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should enable students to view knowledge as a whole, thus, allowing students to 

access a variety of disciplines when solving problems. 

One proposal that emerged was the core curriculum, an innovation that 

combined traditional subjects and was intended to allow a broader spectrum of 

students to access knowledge in a more realistic and meaningful way (Goodlad, 

1986; Harvill, 1954; Tyler, 1953). The core movement was constructed to modify 

student behavior so that students developed a better understanding of 

democratic life and learned how to function in a democratic environment 

(Bossing, 1955). Many devotees of core advocated a curriculum that emphasized 

the personal dimensions with the intent of increasing students' self-realization in 

a social setting (Butterweck, 1946) and establishing a curriculum based on social 

competence (Kessler, 1956). Though the core curriculum with its strong 

affective and civic functions was never widely adopted in the secondary school, 

the idea of looking at knowledge as a whole that is to be drawn upon in problem 

situations remains a popular way of thinking about knowledge and a strong goal 

for curriculum. 

Today, educators continue to recognize the need for a holistic and 

problem-solving curriculum. Brown, Collins, & Duguid (1989) discussed school 

knowledge as situated cognition, information that has value only in the school 

environment, and encouraged educators to find ways to make learning more 

realistic and useful for students. One approach that addresses the issues of a 
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holistic view, the needs of a complex world, and problem solving is 

interdisciplinary study, a method used in the core curriculum and one that has 

value today. Since the purpose of interdisciplinary study is to promote and 

develop a personally constructed understanding of content for both students and 

teachers, interdisdplinarity offers an opportunity for learning that is more 

holistic than the traditional study of separate disciplines. 

Interdisciplinary study in the secondary school is difficult because of the 

strong tradition of separate disciplines that is part of secondary schooling. 

Secondary teachers have a subject specialty that may restrict the scope of their 

curriculum in the sense that teachers feel they know only one field well. As a 

result, classes tend to fragment knowledge so that students frequently do not 

develop a sense of how knowledge is interrelated. A means for addressing the 

fragmentation is interdisciplinary teaching. In interdisciplinary teaching, teachers 

with varying subject specialties are given the opportunity to cross disciplinary 

lines and break the isolation of teaching (Clark & Clark, 1987); students are 

given the opportunity to see how knowledge is used in problem solving outside 

the artificial divisions of school knowledge. 

Interdisciplinary teaching focuses on the relatedness of disciplines and the 

unique methods of inquiry involved with each (Batts, 1985). The content of 

interdisciplinary teaching is built upon a concept, theme, or topic that crosses 

discipline boundaries. Well-structured interdisciplinary experiences allow 



students to grapple with and answer real life problems through the creation of 

products required in the adult/work world. Teaching done interdisciplinarily 

requires that a new discipline be created at the points where concepts, themes, 

topics, and discipline structures intersect. Content is at the center of modem 

interdisciplinarity rather than the affective concerns found in the core 

curriculum, though affective concerns are not ignored. 
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Interdisciplinary teaching, in its best form at the secondary level, is an 

organizational method of teaching that uses a team of subject matter experts to 

integrate the knowledge of individual disciplines into a larger discipline that 

poses new and different questions and problems. 

Purpose 

Though the heritage and purpose of interdisciplinary teaching are clear in 

theory, whether interdisciplinary teaching is enacted in secondary schools within 

the frame of that theory is not clear. The purpose of this research was to 

determine whether tasks constructed for interdisciplinary classes reflect the 

teachers' understandings of the connections in their disciplines or remain the 

same as when they teach in their original disciplines. Examining the academic 

tasks interdisciplinary teachers construct for their students was used as a way to 

expose how teachers structure their disciplines. Teachers' choices of tasks may 



indicate what theory of the content they have and determine whether and how 

the teachers have constructed a new discipline for interdisciplinary study. 
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Task was chosen as a focus of this study for several reasons. The importance 

of task is denoted in Doyle's (1983) belief that tasks are the basic treatment unit 

of the classroom. Tasks are important to understanding the teacher's theory and 

structure of the content because they are the markers that direct a learner's 

attention to particular aspects of content and because they specify ways of 

processing information. 

Task, according to Doyle and Carter (1984), is the term used to "designate 

the situational structures that organize and direct thought and action" (p. 130). 

Doyle and Carter viewed tasks as a way to organize learning because the task 

defines a goal and provides instructions for processing information in that 

setting. The three elements of a task that they identify are (a) the goal or 

product, (b) the resources or "givens" (such as models and other prompts) 

available in the situation, and (c) the operations that can be applied to the 

resources to reach the goal or generate the product. Doyle and Carter (1984) 

believe that focusing on task allows the researcher to look at the items that 

provide the central classroom structure and the items that govern how students 

process information. Thus, task descriptions should provide insight into how the 

curriculum is realized on a daily basis within classrooms. 
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The examination in this study was undertaken to explore (a) teachers' 

conceptions of the content that they selected for the interdisciplinary aspects of 

their courses, (b) tasks that students in their classes were asked to perform as 

part of the interdisciplinary aspect of the course, (c) definitions teachers have for 

interdisciplinary teaching, and (d) differences teachers perceive in teaching 

interdisciplinarily and in their subject matters. Data analysis was based on an 

interpretive paradigm. 

Statement of the Problem 

The interdisciplinary academic tasks that teachers construct for their students 

were identified and examined in this study. Tasks were used to expose the 

structures that teachers had created for the interdisciplinary classes they teach. 

Four research questions to be answered by this study are: 

1. In what ways do teachers perceive that interdisciplinary teaching is 
different from teaching in their regular disciplines? 

2. What elements of task do teachers use to describe interdisciplinary 
tasks? 

3. What interdisciplinary tasks do teachers perceive as most and least 
successful? 

4. How do teachers interpret student performance on interdisciplinary 
tasks? 
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Significance 

This study served four purposes. First, the results of this study can be 

added to the body of knowledge on interdisciplinary teaching. Second, the 

relationship that exists between task construction and the teacher's theory of the 

content can have practical implications in the construction of meaningful 

interdisciplinary assignments and exp~riences. Third, the results can serve as a 

resource for school districts contemplating interdisciplinary curriculum 

adaptations. Fourth, the results can have practical implications for teacher 

education programs and the experiences offered to preservice teachers. 

Assumptions of the Study 

The assumptions upon which this study depends are as follows: 

1. Tasks are a means of viewing the structure and process of student 
learning. 

2. Tasks provide a view of how curriculum is carried to students on a 
daily basis. 

3. Understanding of interdisciplinary tasks is related to an understanding 
of the content as it has been modified by the crossing of the two 
disciplines. 

4. The teacher's construction of the content and understanding of the 
content are revealed through the tasks in the classroom. 

5. The teachers who participated in the study did so voluntarily and 
provided honest answers to the best of their abilities. 



Limitations 

1. Self reports (interviews) were limited by the subjects' knowledge of 
content and task. 

2. The definition of task was limited by the subjects' interpretation of 
what constitutes a task in their classrooms. 
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3. The definition of content and its structure was influenced by the com
plexity of the subjects' understanding of their content. 

4. All subjects in the study were involved in an eleventh grade American 
Studies program within one high school district and results may not 
generalize to other grade levels, subject combinations, schools, or 
settings. 

5. Knowledge of task and content was demonstrated verbally and limited 
to information subjects considered most important at the time of the 
interview. The interviews, therefore, do not demonstrate the total 
knowledge of content and task a teacher may have. 

Definitions of Terms 

To provide clarity, the following terms are defined: 

Tasks--The assignments and/or experiences in which a student is required 

to participate or to complete. 

Task elements--The aspects that must be considered in the design of a 

task. For example, in Doyle's work (1986; 1990) elements include the goal or 

product, the resources, the operations applied to the resources, and the weight of 

the task in the accountability system. Additional elements are cited in other 

researchers' work. 



Interdisciplinary study--Study that is holistic and built upon the points 

where concepts, themes, topics, and discipline structures of individual school 

subjects intersect. 

Interdisciplinary teaching--Teaching that takes place within a setting 

where two or more disciplines are taught as a newly structured discipline that 

requires pedagogical adaptations (Clark and Clark, 1987). 

Summary 
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The process of interdisciplinary teaching is complex and intellectually 

demanding and requires the interweaving of content knowledge, knowledge of 

task, interpersonal relations, and a new way of structuring knowledge. To 

examine that complexity, the literature related to task and interdisciplinarity will 

be reviewed in chapter two. 

--_ ... --------------



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF UTERATURE 

Introduction 

Reviewing the essential literature surrounding academic tasks and 

interdisciplinary teaching requires pulling together diverse literature to form a 

logical whole so that the relationship between the two topics is clear. To 

provide a holistic review of these topics, the task material has been organized 

around the theoretical and research perspectives, and the interdisciplinary 

material has been organized around the areas of definition, curriculum, and 

research. 
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Task Literature 

Because the definition of task in this study is dependent on the theoreti

cal work and research of Doyle, all works cited as part of this review of task 

literature cite Doyle's work. Within the discussion of task, the theoretical work 

is reviewed first followed by a review of the research. The theoretical work is 

focused on Doyle's definition of task and the expansions and modifications of 

that work by Doyle and others. 

Looking at task as an indicator of teachers' understandings of their 

content is an outgrowth of accepting the ecological paradigm of classrooms 

advanced by Doyle (1978). As noted by Doyle, the ecological perspective views 
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the classroom as a set of overlapping task structures. Each task specifies a goal, 

implies or states the operations to meet that goal, and requires a behavior 

appropriate to the environment. Because the ecology paradigm of Doyle focuses 

on "mutual relations among environmental demands and human responses in 

natural settings" (p. 176), the data of importance are naturalistic and descriptive. 

In Doyle's view teachers influence student achievement "indirectly through the 

manner in which the teacher defines and manages the performance-grade 

exchange" (p. 187), not through directly observable behaviors or instructional 

materials. Hence, looking at the essential component in the performance-grade 

exchange, the tasks teachers ask students to perfoflil, and looking at how 

teachers evaluate the products generated from the tasks may enable the 

researcher to view the ideas that the teachers see as essential in conveying their 

contents. Tasks become the tool for capturing the curriculum in motion and the 

means through which curriculum becomes a concrete classroom event (Doyle, 

1990). The purpose of this research is to determine whether tasks constructed 

for interdisciplinary classes reflect the teachers' understandings of the 

connections in their disciplines or remain the same as when they teach in their 

original disciplines. 
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Theoretical Perspectives of Task 

A look at task within the ecological frame begins with the theoretical 

work of Doyle. The relationship between curriculum and academic tasks evolves 

as the student moves from the elementary to the secondary level. At the 

elementary level the emphasis of the curriculum is on the fundamental 

operations in reading and math; at the secondary level the emphasis shifts 

toward the content and tb,e methods of inquiry within an academic discipline 

(Doyle, 1983). The demands of academic work at any level are transmitted 

through the academic tasks that teachers structure for students. If tasks that 

teachers structure are related to the teachers' understandings of their discipline, 

then a look at task should provide a window into the teachers' views of the 

content and of the discipline(s) they teach. 

In Doyle's earlier work elements of task are identified as (a) the goal or 

product, (b) the resources or "givens" (such as models and other prompts) 

available in the situation, and (c) the operations that can be applied to the 

resources to reach the goal and generate the product (Doyle, 1983; Doyle & 

Carter, 1984). Later works of Doyle (1986; 1990) add the significance or weight 

of the task in the accountability system of a class to the elements of task. 

Within tasks (Doyle, 1984) categories are identified as follows: (a) memory tasks, 

(b) procedural or routine tasks; (c) comprehension or understanding tasks, and 

(d) opinion tasks. Doyle finds embedded in each of the task categories a varying 
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degree of risk with the greatest risk in comprehension and understanding tasks. 

Risk is threatening for students because of the evaluative climate in classrooms 

and the relationship of tasks to the reward structure, grades. Students frequently 

find tasks low in risk and ambiguity more comfortable than tasks that require 

higher level thinking and acceptance of ambiguity and risk. Doyle believes that 

students will attempt to negotiate risky and ambiguous tasks down to a level 

where they feel more confident of success. Meanwhile, teachers are facing two 

inter-related tasks in classrooms, the management task of establishing and 

maintaining order and the teaching task of representing and enacting curriculum. 

Teachers, concerned that class work will continue smoothly, frequently enter into 

negotiations with students to specify requirements and to reduce ambiguity, or 

they add surplus credit to offset the difficulty and risk. 

Within the frequently conflicting demands of management and teaching, 

the teacher plans and makes decisions that affect the learning of the students in 

their classrooms. Carter and Doyle (1987) stated that teachers plan and make 

decisions based upon what they know about teaching, learning, and curriculum 

and how these elements translate into classroom events. Concerns about all four 

of these elements operate simultaneously when a teacher plans and enacts a 

task. Unfortunately, the management concerns centered around the orderly flow 

of classroom events frequently displace the higher level learning tasks, those 

tasks that may lead a student toward an understanding of complex content and 
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the methods of inquiry within an academic discipline. Thus, curriculum exists in 

classrooms in the form of academic tasks and is represented to students as work 

that carries accountability and credit (Doyle, 1986). Within the classroom 

management system, work that seems to be most suitable is built upon discrete 

skills and procedures rather than a struggle for meaning. Content representation 

is, then, reduced to its lowest level. When interdisciplinary study becomes the 

focus of teaching, teachers enter into the process of representing a content that 

they may not have studied as part of their professional training. As they struggle 

to construct and represent the content, the tasks they create should pull away 

from the low level tasks associated with their individual disciplines and become 

more conceptual. However, the management functions of the class may force 

them to create new low level tasks to carry the work of the classroom forward. 

In addition to Doyle's theoretical work related to task, Berliner (1983) 

discussed the importance of decomposing classroom activities into sub-units so 

that the study of classroom teaching and learning can be done with more 

precision. Rather than using task as defined by Doyle, Berliner broadened the 

definition of task by looking at the sub-environments or the activity structures of 

classrooms. Berliner found that only a small number of activity structures have 

developed in classrooms and the few that have developed are common across 

classrooms. Within The Taxonomy of Activity Structures developed by Berliner, 

DeWitt, Rubin, and Fisher (Berliner, 1983) activity sub-units are identified as 



reading circle, seatwork, two-way presentation, one-way presentation, mediated 

presentation, silent reading, construction, games, play, transition, and 

housekeeping. The activity structures that Berliner and his associates note are 

tasks and formats typically used in elementary classrooms, but many remain 

visible in secondary classrooms. Like Doyle, Berliner believes that curriculum 

and classrooms are best understood by looking at the pieces that carry 

curriculum and management to the students. 
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Blumenfeld and Meece (1988), like Doyle, assume that students develop 

knowledge and skills by working on and completing tasks; however, they believe 

that the conception of task also includes format and social organization much 

like the items identified in the activity structures of Berliner. For example, 

participation demands on students are adjusted by the self-regulation required 

when students are in individualized or small group structures; whereas, lecture, 

recitation, and demonstration, forms of whole-group structure, place regulation 

upon the teacher. Blumenfeld and Meece view the classroom as a work place 

where socialization into the student role takes place. The press of social 

demands and work completion encourage students to resist tasks that are 

procedurally unfamiliar, unstructured, or cognitively demanding. In the work of 

Blumenfeld and Meece, the impact of socialization is an additional inhibitor to 

higher level thinking in the classroom. In Doyle's views, the socialization that 

students participate in frequently disrupts the flow of activity and leads to 
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management problems. In interdisciplinary classes, where class size is generally 

larger because of the assignment of two teachers, the potential for disruption is 

even greater as is inhibition of learning due to socialization concerns. 

Blumenfeld, Mergendoller, and Swarthout (1987) believe that content plus 

form must be considered in task because content objectives are embedded in 

and actualized using different types of task forms, and the forms house the 

academic content to be learned. The researchers argue that different task forms 

have identifiable effects on teacher and student behaviors and learning. Student 

reactions to content are not only cognitive, but based upon the subject matter's 

inherent appeal, difficulty, and familiarity. Form differs in the obviousness of 

purpose, the complexity of procedures, the social organization in which it is 

carried out, and the products that result. Students ask what they have to do, 

how they have to do it, whether they can do it, and if they want to do it. The 

researchers argue that the form of the task determines how these questions are 

answered by the students because form dictates what students are to do, how 

they do it, and with whom they do it. Thus, the focal point of their difference 

with Doyle is in the importance of the form, for Blumenfeld, Mergendoller, and 

Swarthout (1987) believe that task goes beyond cognitive objectives and their 

attainment. Task forms may have significant impact on interdisciplinary 

classrooms because traditional task forms that are associated with disciplines are 
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not firmly established by precedent. As a result the opportunity to vary the form 

of the tasks may be greater. 

Marx and Walsh (1988) identify three important aspects of task--task 

conditions, cognitive operations, and resultant products of students' efforts. Task 

conditions include amount of teacher control, allocation of time in terms of pace 

and student time on-task, and student engagement in thinking. The activities 

that students engage in are social in a broad sense, and the social configuration 

of the class should be recognized as an influence on students' participation in 

academic tasks. Marx and Walsh point out that Doyle does not distinguish tasks 

based on what students produce, task conditions, or the circumstances under 

which students solve tasks and produce products. Marx and Walsh believe that 

the products are secondary to the thinking students use, and instruction should 

center on exposing the plans students use in completing tasks. To develop 

students' skills in cognitive planning, the teacher must identify the plan to be 

used, model the plan, and evaluate the plan, as well as the product. When 

products are evaluated, teachers must recognize that the specificity of definition, 

the expectations, and the quality of the feedback influence the execution of the 

product and are part of the learning and the task. Thus, Marx and Walsh 

broaden Doyle's definition by adding task conditions and task products. 

Rohrkemper and Como (1988) discuss the importance of classroom tasks 

from a different perspective. They indicate that one purpose of tasks is to make 
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students adaptive learners. They recognize the stress of higher level learning 

that others have discussed and add the stress resulting from boredom. 

Rohrkemper and Como do not believe that either stressful situation can be 

eliminated from classrooms. They maintain that tasks inappropriately matched 

to ability and poorly structured tasks promote adaptive learning--the ability to 

cope with and modify stressful situations. Students who can respond flexibly and 

initiate tasks that challenge their own abilities assume control of their learning 

because they have developed a fundamental knowledge of classrooms. 

Successful students see tasks as malleable and recognize that most tasks can be 

accomplished in several different ways. Excessive or insufficient demands do not 

destroy students who can adapt, so Rohrkemper and Como add school 

knowledge and adaptability to the skills that they believe should be taught by 

tasks in classrooms. School knowledge plays an important role in adapting to an 

interdisciplinary experience because secondary students have not had as much 

experience in situations where disciplines are intertwined, and they may need to 

modify their environment and/or the tasks to be successful. 

Shavelson (1983) concurs that the basic structural unit of planning is the 

task. In task he identifies six elements: (a) content, the subject matter; 

(b) materials, items children can observe and/or manipulate; (c) activity, what 

the student and teacher will be doing; (d) the teacher's aim for the task, learning 

and/or affect; (e) students, their abilities, needs, and interests; (1) social-cultural 



context of instruction, the class and its sense of being a group. Shavelson's 

addition of the social-cultural context, the sense of being a group, may be 

important, as well as difficult, in a discussion of interdisciplinary teaching since 

large class sizes can result in students feeling they are in an impersonal 

environment. 
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The discussion of theories of classroom tasks began with Doyle's views 

that tasks are the embodiment of curriculum and the basic treatment unit of 

classrooms. Doyle looks at tasks as an indicator of cognitive activity and the 

interplay of management and teaching. Other experts widen the definition. 

Berliner equates tasks with activity structures, the sub-environments of the 

classroom that include cognitive activity, management, and method. Blumenfeld 

and Meece add socialization to the task process, and Blumenfeld, Mergendoller, 

and Swarthout focus on the form as well as the content of the task. Marx and 

Walsh add the concerns of task conditions and products to the analysis of task; 

Rohrkemper and Como address the students' needs to master, not only the task 

of learning, but also the tasks associated with school knowledge and the 

adaptability needed to function successfully in the school environment. 

Shavelson looks at task as a planning tool that pulls together all of the concerns 

reviewed and adds the development of group identity in the classroom. Thus, 

through an ever widening definition, tasks are seen as an amalgam of the 

content, process, and products of learning produced within the social setting of 
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the classroom. Looking at teachers' planned interdisciplinary tasks should open 

a window into the structure of their interdisciplinary content and the way they 

plan to convey that content to their students. 

Research Perspectives on Task 

Varying forms and interpretations of task are discussed in the research on 

task. Doyle and Carter (1984) focused on classroom tasks of teachers and 

students and the balances needed to sustain academic work in classrooms. The 

study was an intensive case analysis of academic tasks in two average-ability 

English classes and one high-ability English class at the junior high level. 

Thirty-three observations of each were made. Completed tasks were the focus of 

the study. 

Major tasks tended to be writing assignments. Major assignments 

required long initial explanation, student difficulty in getting started, and 

frequent student questions, which resulted in the teacher making the assignment 

more explicit. Work sessions on these assignments did not run smoothly and 

required greater teacher energy directed toward management than did minor 

tasks. Few students met the task requirements, and the teacher was not satisfied 

with the student performance. 

Minor tasks were generally accomplished in one period and were based 

upon recurring and routine procedures or familiar assignments. Instructions 



were brief and explicit and liitle teacher energy was used in directing the 

activity. The minor tasks followed a standardized and reliable formula or 

routine, and students were generally quite successful. (See Table 1 for a 

summary of task findings.) 

The lln'itable nature of higher-level tasks was noted in the research. 

When students were less comfortable with a task, the order of the class 

degenerated. The degeneration prompted the teacher to make the task more 

specific so that it became more standardized and routine like the minor tasks 

that, from a management perspective, worked so well. 

The unstable nature of higher-order tasks has implications for interdis

ciplinary tasks. Tasks that draw on two subject matters may tend to be more 

open ended and conceptual in nature and more threatening to management 

concerns. If this assumption is accurate, creating tasks that are truly interdis

ciplinary and successful will be difficult, and the result may be that major tasks 

in interdisciplinary classes are difficult and disappointing to the teachers. 

In a study by Anderson, Wilkinson, Mason, Shirey, and Wilson (1988), 
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149 third graders were studied through oral reading errors. Four lessons were 

studied--two lessons focused on the task of developing meaning and two lessons 

focused on the task of accurate, fluent reading. When meaning was the 

emphasis, prediction questions based on the plot were asked before each page of 



Table 1: Summary of Findings in Studies of Task 

Study Method of Inquiry Participants Subject Matter Principal Findings 

Doyle & Carter (1984) 

Anderson, et a1. (1988) 

Bennett & Dcsforges 
(1988) 

Nespor 
(1987) 

Mergendoller et al. 
(1988) 

Case analysis of task based upon 
33 class observations 

Microanalysis of four small
group reading lessons to focus 
on accurate and fluent oral 
reading and on understanding of 
material 

Observation of six children, 
teacher interviews prior to 
school, teacher and student 
interviews following task, notes 
of teacher'S task presentation 

Video tapes and interviews of 
seven experienced K-3 teachers 

Case study of three students 
following six weeks of 
observation 

Microanalysis of cognitive 
demands in 31 laboratory 
activities, 4S worksheets, and 31 
exams. 

Two average and one high ability 
Junior High classes 

149 Children from six third 
grade classes 

17 teachers of grades 2 and 3, 6 
children 

7 teachers 

11 th grade, middle track class, 27 
students, 3 highlighted 

Materials generated for an 11th 
grade class 

English 

Reading 

All 

All 

English 

Science 

Higher level tasks tend to be unstable. 
Task instability degenerates order, and to 
re-establish order, teachers tend to make 
tasks more standard and routine. 

Errors on oral reading and perhaps other 
tasks ought to help growth in reading; a 
creation of tension and resolution may 
improve reading. 

Forty percent of tasks arc well matched to 
student ability despite training of teachers. 
Teachers focused on products rather than 
how students worked out the task. 

Teachers mismatch to maintain emotional 
tone and momentum of classroom. 

Learning implications of a task arc defined 
by the task's relationship to previous tasks 
and task performanoes. Teachers need to 
know about tasks students have performed 
in the past and ones they may perform in 
the future. 

Materials did not require higher level 
thinking or cognitive challenge. Tasks 
required memorization and restricted use 
of verbal skill. 

w ..... 
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the reading. When the surface elements of accuracy and fluency were the 

emphasis, questions asked prior to each page had to do with elements such as 

phonics and word structure. The focus of the study was on the relationship of 

tension and the resolution of the tension to learning. Tension, as defined in the 

study, was created when materials, tasks, and problems were challenging. 

Therefore, when the emphasis was on surface errors, a tension was created when 

an oral reading mistake was made, and scores for turn-takers and 

non-tum-takers were improved. When students were reading for meaning, the 

error rate did not increase the tension for non-tum-takers, and scores on 

comprehension were not improved. 

Recognition of the importance of creating tension in the learning process 

is an important result of this study. A needed follow-up to this study of 

Anderson et. al. would be to apply the technique of creating tension to reading 

comprehension since increased understanding is the overall goal of reading 

instruction, and, in this respect, the study does not seem to go far enough. In 

addition, the idea of tension's effect on learning may be generalizable beyond 

the reading field to all learning and needs to be tested in other environments. 

In comparing the issue of tension to the findings of Doyle and Carter 

(1984), the tendency of students to negotiate assignments down to more 

standardized and familiar tasks also may reduce the opportunity for learning, not 



only because the task is easier, but also because the tension in the task is 

reduced. Thus, negotiation may reduce the tension that propels the learning. 
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The British studies of Bennett and Desforges (1988) were based upon the 

types of tasks teachers assign and how well the tasks match the students' 

motivation, confidence, and progress in learning. Seventeen teachers of grades 

two and three were involved in a training program to improve matching of 

students' abilities and tasks. In each teacher's classroom six children of varying 

abilities were selected for observation. Teachers were interviewed prior to the 

school day and detailed notes were made of the teacher's task presentation and 

the behaviors of the children in the study. Following the task, the target 

children were interviewed as were the teachers. Approximately 40% of the tasks 

were well matched. Teachers considered products only in responding to task 

and did not seem to care how the children had worked out the tasks. In the 

second stage of the study, teachers were given training in diagnostic interviewing. 

Despite training, the in-service failed to produce tangible improvements in 

matching teacher assignments with students' motivation, confidence, and progress 

in learning. The researchers hypothesized that failure to improve was due to 

problems posed by management rather than a teacher's skill or knowledge. To 

follow-up on this hypothesis, seven experienced teachers were videotaped in 

grades K-3. Prior to videotaping, interviews were conducted to establish the 

teacher's views on learning, teaching, particular children, and tasks. Interviews 
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were conducted with children after the completion of the tasks. Simulated-recall 

interviews were held during which teachers watched the videotapes and 

commented on their decisions. Sixty percent of the tasks assigned by the 

teachers were not well matched with student abilities. Interviews with teachers 

revealed that decisions the teacher made were not made because teachers were 

unaware of the problems of matching; decisions were made because of the 

multifaceted nature of classroom problems. Compromises were made to sustain 

the emotional tone of the interactions and the momentum of activity. 

The strength of the work of Bennett and Desforges is in its ongoing 

nature and the fact that questions posed in each phase of the study are explored 

in the next. For example, when Bennett and Desforges found that teachers were 

only evaluating student products, they initiated teacher training in diagnostic 

interviewing so that teachers could uncover how students were thinking as they 

created their products, a support of Marx and Walsh's (1988) broadening of task 

definition to include the importance of student thinking. When teachers failed 

to use the diagnostic interviewing technique in which they were trained, the 

researchers probed to find that, for teachers, concerns involving management 

outweighed concerns involving student thinking. The fact that management 

outweighs learning in teacher thinking is unfortunate, but a realistic concern of 

teachers is expressed in the finding when one looks at the large number of 

students in most classrooms. The substantiation of the tension that exists 
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between management and learning is an important finding that supports much of 

the theory of task literature discussed in the first section of the review. 

Like the studies of Anderson et al. (1988) and Doyle and Carter (1984) 

previously cited, the study of Bennett and Desforges establishes that tasks in 

classrooms are not easy to maintain within the management frame of the setting. 

Tasks also are difficult to match to the ability of the students. Teachers 

constantly make compromises so that the classroom system can continue to 

function. However, tasks continue to drive the learning that takes place within 2.. 

classroom; the social and management functions do little to facilitate cognitive 

growth. Tasks carry the curriculum to the students despite the competing factors 

within the system to which the teacher must attend. A look at the tasks teachers 

construct for the students should provide a view of the essential understandings 

teachers have of the content they teach and the elements they feel are needed 

for student understanding of that content. 

Nespor (1987) defines the academic task as "the social and cognitive 

processes involved in the production of academic products attached to or

ganizational rewards (e.g., grades)" (p.204). Tasks have three components--the 

student's version, the teacher's version, and the evaluative and retrospective 

interpretation. Nespor believes that attempts to make generalizations based 

upon tasks as in Doyle's ambiguity and risk and Bloom's taxonomy are heuristic 

and cannot provide clues about how and why students' understandings of tasks 



diverge. However, a weakness inherent in Nespor's idea that there are no 

commonalities in classroom tasks is that believing that there are no common 

threads among classroom tasks renders improving teaching difficult if not 

impossible. 
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Nespor's research setting was within an eleventh grade, middle-track 

English course of twenty seven students that was observed for a total of six 

weeks. The actual research reported was based upon one two week writing 

assignment within that time period. Since no other data were included, the 

observation period seems rather lengthy when compared to the results of the 

study. In addition to class observation, ten students were interviewed and the 

teacher's commentary on the graded assignments was read. The class obser

vations indicated that the teacher did little to direct instruction though he 

maintained that he was available for individual conferences while students 

worked on the assignment or a series of structured tasks that were related to the 

assignment. Nespor implied through the tone of her article that the teacher was 

inaccessible to the students because he was too engrossed in his own work. 

Nespor's findings show that the learning implications of a task are related 

to other tasks and task performances that the student has had. A teacher who 

has no idea of what experiences the student has had before entering the class or 

who has no idea what experiences the student may have in the future will have 

difficulty determining learning outcomes in a meaningful way. An alternative 
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hypotheses related to a teacher's knowledge of prior experiences may be 

appropriate. Since Nespor implied that the teacher spent conference time 

grading, she also implied that the teacher had time to ask students about their 

past experiences or survey them. Another implication was that the teacher really 

was not interested in students or their past experiences. A weakness of Nespor's 

article was her implicit disapproval of the teacher and how he managed his 

classes, an inappropriate tone for research and one which makes the reader 

wonder why the researcher spent weeks observing someone she felt acted 

inappropriately. Since N espor never directly comments on her disapproval, the 

reader is left wondering if the researcher believes that all teachers conduct 

classes inappropriately. 

Nespor cautions that "task perspective" could become a process-product 

indicator, with task structure replacing behavior as a variable, unless the teacher 

has a powerful theory relating tasks to learning. While this comment may be 

valid, it is unsupported by her research as reported, for she does not fully 

describe the teacher's learning theory and its relationship to the activities beyond 

broad, general statements. The statement conveys a personal comment rather 

than a report of research. However, since interdisciplinary study is an area in 

which few teachers are trained, Nespor's concern about the relationship of a 

teacher's learning theory to task structure may present a legitimate concern. 

Teachers of interdisciplinary subjects may have few theories about how their 



tasks relate to learning and may be giving tasks that are standardized and 

routine in the teacher's individual discipline and less meaningful in the 

interdisciplinary setting. 
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Mergendoller, Marchman, Mitman, and Packer (1988) analyzed the task 

demand placed on students through 31 laboratory activities, 45 worksheets, and 

31 exams given in eleventh grade life science classes during two instructional 

units. Task demand was determined by combining the difficulty of a task with 

the way a teacher held a student accountable for task completion. Generally, 

the lab requirements were for students to follow step-by-step instruction, and 

were not for discovery or write-ups in which hypotheses, data, results, and 

conclusions were stated. Tests and worksheets included few cognitive challenges. 

Many tasks required memorization and restricted use of verbal skills. Like 

Doyle, the researchers are concerned with tasks because little higher level 

learning is inherent in the school tasks they observed. 

Though a legitimate concern of Mergendoller et al. (1988) is identified 

within the finding that most tasks required little cognitive challenge, a weakness 

of the study is that the teacher's input is not visible, thus, the total ecology of the 

classroom is not evident. The possibility exists that much of the upper level 

questioning and thinking was done within teacher directed activities and are 

simply not visible in the paper and pencil tasks evaluated for the study. Many of 
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the researchers' concerns may have been addressed and are simply not visible in 

the study. 

Looking at tasks with an eye toward interdisciplinary study presents 

challenges for the teacher. Subject matter in an interdisciplinary setting is less 

standardized than in traditional disciplines because many times the teachers are 

forming their own theory of the content as they plan together. The teachers still 

face the management problems of other teachers, perhaps even magnified by 

large numbers resulting from two classes being combined, and have need for 

tasks that propel the work system forward. At the same time, interdisciplinary 

study is best served with tasks that are conceptual as outlined in the review of 

interdisciplinarity that follows. 

Literature of Interdisciplinary Study and Teaching 

When a review of interdisciplinary study and teaching is undertaken, the 

researcher is immediately struck by the unconventional form of the literature. 

Reports of empirical research in the interdisciplinary literature are infrequent, 

and most of tbe literature is concerned with definition, curriculum, and 

descriptive research related to methodology. The lack of empirical studies in the 

field indicates that the field is involved in coming to terms with what 

interdisciplinarity is and how to enact it and has not yet evolved to the point at 



which a study of its effectiveness is appropriate; thus, any review of 

interdisciplinary study and teaching must begin with definition. 

Definition 

The assumption that the term "interdisciplinary" is self-explanatory is 

questionable. The facts indicate confusion on the topic, and several valid but 

differing viewpoints have emerged. Each viewpoint adds to the definition of 

interdisciplinarity, but all do not verbally reflect the same processes and 

understandings. 
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In interdisciplinary study teachers, frequently treat disciplines as parallel 

lines that, at moments, converge but, ultimately, return to the original positions. 

Parallel study is arranged so that subject matter containing similarity is taught 

simultaneously in different disciplines (Rudvall, 1976). For example, students 

would study colonial literature in American Literature at the same time they 

were studying colonial history in American History. A similar concept is 

multidisciplinary teaching in which several subject areas are coordinated for 

study, but teachers continue to teach their subject specialties. For example, 

students would consider the literature of a particular area in English, would 

address the area's geography and history in social science, and would discuss the 

culture of the area in modern language (Klein, 1985; Petrie, 1976). The 

multidisciplinary approach unifies a student's learning by providing simultaneous, 

-- - ---------
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coordinated lessons and experiences, but multidisciplinary experiences do not 

integrate disciplines. Piaget (1972) notes that the multidisciplinary approach 

might be considered a lower level of interdisciplinarity, perhaps a first stage in 

transcending the traditional discipline approach and a stage that lasts a fairly 

long time. The problem is that, in many cases, the multidisciplinary process is 

termed interdisciplinary, and the interchangeable use of the term contributes to 

the existent confusion. 

Interdisciplinary teaching goes beyond the unity of multidisciplinary 

teaching. Interdisciplinarity illustrates the relatedness of the disciplines and the 

unique methods of inquiry involved with each (Batts, 1985). vVhen Schwab 

(1962) discusses the structure of the disciplines, he states that disciplines have 

widely different conceptual structures and ask different questions. A discipline's 

structure encompasses the investigated subject matter of an area of study, and 

the structure controls it inquiries. Structures change and are represented 

differently at different times and in different settings. No one structure exists 

that is appropriate in all endeavors. Doyle (1986) would term structure, as 

defined above, a teacher's content repi~sentaLion that is reflected in the tasks 

that teachers construct. The structure or content representation within 

interdisciplinarity is shown in curriculum built upon a concept, theme, or topic 

that crosses discipline boundaries. Well-planned, interdisciplinary studies build 

upon the central core of concept, theme, or topic by asking students to answer 
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real-life problems through the creation of products that are required in the 

adult/work world. Within the inquiries that surround interdisciplinary study, 

students are asked to focus on the connections among disciplines or the patterns 

that knowledge creates. 

Along with interdisciplinarity's concern with viewing knowledge as a 

whole is the concern for educating the whole child. The term interdisciplinary 

teaming as it is used at the middle level establishes affective priorities for 

interdisciplinary experiences. The emphasis on teams of teachers from different 

disciplines serving the same block of students and personalizing their school 

experiences is closely reiated to the affective ideals of the core curricula of the 

thirties, forties, and fifties. The current concern about the affective function of 

the interdisciplinary team at the middle level, where core achieved its greatest 

success (Bossing, 1956; Tyler, 1953), may be a derivative of the core heritage. 

Whatever its origins, adding the opportunity for personal growth to the academic 

challenges of the interdisciplinary process enhances the experience for teachers 

and students alike. Concern with affective aspects of a child's schooling should 

not be limited to one particular level; however, affective experiences should not 

overtake the cognitive function of the interdisciplinary educational experience. 

Within the definition of interdisciplinarity at the secondary level, attention 

also must be given to organization. Because teachers at the secor..dary level are 

trained most intensively in one discipline, teachers feel insecure when they are 
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asked to instruct in areas other than their majors. In the secondary school, 

teaming addresses the concern of the subject specialist. Teaming is important 

because each member provides an expertise; expecting one person to have the 

depth and breadth of knowledge in more than one discipline and the vision to 

identify the problem to be studied is unreasonable (Petrie, 1976). Since 

integration and connection are enhanced when several perspectives are 

considered, interdisciplinary planning is enriched when the activity is not solitary. 

Once the benefits of teaming are recognized, attention should be directed 

toward team members building an understanding of how the structures of their 

disciplines and their content could be integrated without negating the 

importance of personalized learning and teacher creativity. Each of these 

organizational aspects should be considered within a comprehensive definition of 

interdisciplinary study and teaching. 

In sum, interdisciplinary teaching is an organizational, as well as philo

sophical, method of teaching that uses a team of subject matter experts to 

integrate the knowledge of individual disciplines into a larger discipline in which 

new and different questions and problems are posed. In addition to highly 

interwoven content, use of the method requires that interpersonal relations be 

accentuated by both teachers and learners since problem solving for complex 

systems requires cooperation and creativity and an awareness of society's needs. 

In instances when subject integration is not intended and/or practiced and unity 



is the immediate goal, the term multidisciplinary should be adopted until the 

process actually reaches the interdisciplinary phase. Teachers should be 

encouraged to look upon interdisciplinary teaching as an evolutionary process; 

and, in fact, the process may be hierarchical in that one must learn the 

multidisciplinary process before attempting the interdisciplinary process. 

Curriculum 
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Among recently published examples of interdisciplinary curriculum for the 

middle school, high school, and college or university, few instances exist in which 

the content is truly interdisciplinary as defined above. Juxtaposition of 

disciplines is common, but integration is not. Dienes (1987), for example, 

discussed a lesson for middle school children which involved music, language, 

and mathematics by using each as a separate part of a lesson. At the college 

level, Labianca & Reeves (1987) used detective fiction in conjunction with 

chemistry, but the similarities of unraveling a mystery and a chemical compound 

were not central. In both lessons, the ways in which the structures of the 

disciplines are alike are not addressed; they are placed side by side, and the 

student is left to intuit the connections. When juxtapositions are made to entice 

students rather than show how the structures of knowledge within both fields are 

interwoven, the lesson may be clever, but it does not address one of the central 

... -- .-_ .. _._-------------



purposes of interdisciplinary study--helping the student see new ways to solve 

problems through making appropriate connections. 

Another familiar format for interdisciplinary study involves enrichment. 
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Enrichment makes the experience more interesting but, like the juxtaposition of 

disciplines, does not provide a schema for students to draw upon when looking 

at knowledge as a whole. Vanderhaeghe (1987), a fiction writer, discussed how 

literature allows students to discover the texture of life in the past, but he did 

not discuss how ways of looking at literature such as elements of character and 

setting transfer to history and become a way of understanding history. The 

literary work becomes a sugar coating for the historical undertaking. 

In another example of enrichment, Anderson and Lauderdale (1987) 

combined counseling and English. Students were given the Myers-Briggs Type 

Indicator, a test to establish each student's personality profile, and were asked to 

apply the same instrument to literary characters. Although the approach is 

unique, links that elaborate on the universal elements of literary character 

analysis and psychology do not appear to be provided for the students; thus, 

students may not be able to construct a framework for analysis of people in their 

lives. 

When those constructing interdisciplinary studies lose the focus of a 

discipline's structure and fail to create a new interdisciplinary structure, the 

replacement may become the values, philosophy, or politics of those constructing 
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the course. Fagan (1987) discussed how English and social science teachers 

need to teach technological literacy, but a strong antiscience overlay is evident in 

the works that are chosen for discussion, e.g., Carson's Silent Spring and 

Tomer's Future Shock. Dietrich and Letts (1986) presented the blending of 

science and religion in a course taught within a parochial school. Both the 

value-laden approach and the one of personal preference do not allow the 

students to make connections that they see as appropriate and do use the 

interdisciplinary classroom as a forum rather than a new way to structure 

knowledge. 

An interesting viewpoint for a lesson or series of lessons is presented in 

each of these approaches, but the carry-over of the lessons into areas of problem 

solving and critical thinking that cross the disciplines and provide structure for 

new ways of thinking is not clear. The lessons become parallel or 

multidisciplinary studies with the potential to be interdisciplinary studies if the 

crossovers become defined in terms of the disciplines involved. Until those 

adjustments are made, the lessons are dominated by the thinking of one 

discipline or viewpoint, and the added subject matter is not truly 

interdisciplinary. 

Another method labeled interdisciplinary consists of specialists creating 

materials, giving those materials to other teachers, and asking that the lessons be 

added to existing curriculum. In the New York City public schools, a one 
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semester economics course was dropped and economics materials were 

developed for use in American History (Dawson, 1982). Though initial tests 

indicated that students gained a better understanding of economics, the inclusion 

adds duties to the history teacher's agenda and places information on the surface 

of the discipline without affecting the ways that history teachers think about the 

structure of their discipline. 

Interdisciplinary materials that are compatible with a comprehensive 

definition do exist. An effective way for middle level students to study history 

through art was developed by Sunal and Hatcher (1986). Each thematic lesson 

incorporates both affective and cognitive objectives, and students are asked to 

look at works of art as primary source materials for historical study. The 

questions that structure history as a discipline are applied to the study of 

selected works of art. The infusion of the art adds a personal dimension to the 

sometimes impersonal aspects of historical study. 

An exemplary interdisciplinary program for academically gifted high 

school students is the comprehensive humanities program offered through the 

North Carolina Governor's School (Milner & Milner, 1986). The strength of the 

program is that students select and study one of ten disciplines, which include 

both arts and sciences. In addition to a selected field of academic interest, 

students must participate in an epistemology course that connects the disciplines. 

Each epistemological seminar has ten students, one from each academic area. 
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Paradigms for historical eras are discussed as they relate to science, art, music, 

literature, and social science. For instance, how was the paradigm of relativism 

shaped by Einstein, Picasso, Schoenberg, Faulkner, and Keynes? The structure 

of philosophy provides the framework in which students make their own 

connections among vastly different fields of study. 

At the college level, science programs that incorporate human aspects 

into the sciences are promising examples of interdisciplinary study (Larson, 1986; 

Adams & Baker, 1986). Adams and Baker (1986) identified an understanding of 

the major social and political issues of the present as the primary goal of a class 

blending science, technology, and ethics. The topics of science were structured 

by the discipline of social studies to create a new way of approaching this 

required undergraduate science course. 

Each of the truly interdisciplinary programs allows the structure of the 

new discipline to guide the teaching of the content. Issues that have personal or 

societal significance are not overlooked, and communication among the teachers 

and the students is accented as a valuable method for learning, but these 

affective aspects do not replace content. 

Research 

Dissertations comprise most of the current research on interdisciplinary 

studies and teaching; these studies mirror the difficulties inherent in the 
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definition. 1\vo recent dissertations are descriptive studies. Miller (1981) 

conducted research into the structure and philosophy of curriculum, 

disciplinarity, and interdisciplinarity by analyzing source materials of experts in 

each field. When looking at interdisciplinarity, Miller used the work of Heinz 

Heckhausen, Marcel Boisot, Erich Jantsch, and David S. Abbey as the basis for 

her conclusion that "the status of interdisciplinarity is scattered and diffuse, with 

no consensus as to what constitutes interdisciplinarity" (p. 51). Although Miller 

stated that there appears to be some agreement that interdisciplinarity involves 

interaction, interrelation, and combining or merging of disciplines, no consensus 

exists as to how these occur between or among disciplines, and no consensus has 

been reached on how to facilitate such integration. Miller stated that curricula 

for interdisciplinary studies are scattered and diffuse and fall within no set 

boundaries. The results of Miller's study may indicate that curriculum writers 

are not considering the underlying structures that could unite the 

interdisciplinary process. 

Thong (1984), using the definition of interdisciplinary study found in The 

Humanities Strand of Project SEARCH from the Albany site of the University 

of New York, developed a questionnaire to collect data about interdisciplinary 

teaching. He analyzed data on 33 units taught in grades 6 through 9. Thong 

found that 35% of~the lessons taught by teachers trained in an interdisciplinary 

teaching method were constructed using the simplest form of interdisciplinarity, 
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application of the concepts, methods, and procedures of more than one 

discipline to a selected topic. The method described by Thong in which a group 

of teachers jointly select a topic and handle that topic within their own 

classrooms, is what is identified in this review as multidisciplinary teaching. 

Two additional dissertations were used to study the need for models to 

aid teachers in constructing interdisciplinary studies. Kemp (1983) prepared 

models to aid teachers in content selection and process development. Incor

porated into the models was research on systems thinking. Kemp concluded that 

interdisciplinary studies lie somewhere between the original discipline and a new 

discipline, and the studies prepare students for problem-solving roles. The 

research indicated that interdisciplinarity represents a blend of content and 

process that cannot be separated and is situation specific. Hence, Kemp 

maintained that studies created for one situation cannot be transported directly 

to another situation; thus, the suggestion seems to be that in each situation 

where interdisciplinary study is practiced, new disciplinary structures must be 

created. 

Hayes-Jacobs developed a four-step model for curriculum development 

for her dissertation that is now offered commercially. The Interdisciplinary 

Concept Model (Hayes-Jacobs, 1989) is a step-by-step program for interdis

ciplinary curriculum construction. Within the Hayes-Jacobs model, the first step 

is selecting an organizing center to act as the focus for curriculum development. 

--- .-.-_. _._._ .. 
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Step two is a brainstorming activity; step three is establishing guiding questions 

to serve as a scope and sequence; step four is writing activities for 

implementation. The Hayes-Jacobs' method is an attempt to make the difficult 

task of creating interdisciplinary units more concrete. 

1\vo additional dissertations investigated the middle school concept of 

interdisciplinary teaming and the personal dynamics of the teacher teams. 

Schumacher (1986) reported that team meetings consisted of a great deal of 

administrative work and group maintenance. Plodzik (1986) reported that 

principals believed the most successful teams were composed of teachers who 

collaborated well and understood the nature of middle school students. Clearly 

the emphasis at the middle level is on the team as opposed to the disciplines' 

content. 

Dissertations seem to reflect the confusion in definition, attitudes about 

discipline structure, and interpersonal qualities and relations among successful 

teaching teams. Examples from current practice and research indicate a lack of 

focus for interdisciplinary studies; thus, no direction solidifies interdisciplinary 

study in such a way that practice can become more uniform and successful, 

though models such as the one offered by Hayes-Jacobs may be useful for better 

interdisciplinary curriculum development. 
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Summary 

The review of literature in this chapter has focused attention on the 

importance of task as a measure of a teacher's understanding of content and as a 

representation of how the teacher has resolved the complexity and difficulty of 

developing curriculum for interdisciplinary study. The connection of task to the 

structure of interdisciplinary understanding is important because as Piaget (1972) 

relates, "Only its [a structure's] manifestations are observable; as a system, it 

[structure] is grasped only by deduction, therefore its connections are not 

observable as such" (p. 128). Task conveys the content to the student and is a 

visible manifestation of the connections the teacher has made between 

disciplines. The task also provides the basic information that will lead to the 

student's understanding of the content. Task becomes important because the 

student's understanding is shaped by the tasks s/he performs to master the 

interdisciplinary content. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

Teachers' perceptions of interdisciplinary teaching and academic tasks 

form the basis for this descriptive study. The focus is on the teachers' ideas 

about interdisciplinary teaching and on whether tasks constructed for interdis-

ciplinary classes reflect the teachers' understandings of the connections in their 

disciplines or remain the same as when they teach in their original disciplines. 

An examination of the interdisciplinary academic tasks teachers construct for 

their students was used to explore how teachers have structured their disciplines 

and to determine whether and how the teachers have constructed a new 

discipline for interdisciplinary study. 

The exploration of interdisciplinary teaching and academic tasks in this 

study was used to answer the four research questions that follow: 

1. In what ways do teachers perceive that interdisciplinary teaching is 
different from teaching in their regular disciplines? 

2. What elements of task do teachers use to describe interdisciplinary 
tasks? 

3. What interdisciplinary tasks do teachers perceive as most and least 
successful? 

4. How do teachers interpret student performance on interdisciplinary 
tasks? 
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The study undertaken to answer these questions was qualitative and based 

upon a series of three interviews with three teams currently teaching an 

interdisciplinary course. The major design of the study was based upon 

Flanagan's Critical Incident Technique (1954; 1972). The Critical Incident 

Technique provided the format for the second and most essential interview and 

the method for the data analysis of that interview. Research questions two and 

three were addressed through interpretation of the data of interview two. 

General content analysis was used for the analysis of the other interviews and 

provided the results related to questions one and two. Within this chapter a 

discussion of the sample, the materials, and the procedure will focus the 

explanation of the methodology used in the study. 

Sample 

Interviews with interdisciplinary teaching teams were the basis of this 

study. Each team was composed of a history and an English teacher, and all 

were teaching American Studies, a combination of American History and 

American literature, to high school juniors in the suburbs of a large midwest 

metropolitan area. Students enrolled in American Studies were, generally, 

average students who have elected to take American Studies as a replacement 

for the required courses in American literature and American History at the 

junior level. 
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The teaching teams that were selected for the study were employees of a 

large midwest public high school district that operates five individual high 

schools. The teams were in three different high schools, but because all the 

teams were employed by the same district, they used the same goals and 

objectives for the American Studies courses they teach. Team members were 

asked to participate in the study, and participation was voluntary. 

Teams that were selected for the study represent varying degrees of 

experience in teaching the interdisciplinary course. A novice, intermediate, and 

expert team was selected from the American Studies teams in the district. For 

purposes of this study, a novice team is defined as a team in its first year of 

teaching the course; an intermediate team is a team with three to five years 

experience, and an experienced team is a team with over seven years of 

experience. Since teams were selected to represent varying degrees of 

experience, the ages of the participants vary from the late twenties to the late 

forties. The assumption was made that teachers would not be assigned or 

continue to be assigned to an interdisciplinary team unless their supervisors felt 

they had a sufficient understanding of their content and adequate management 

skills to be successful interdisciplinary teachers. 



Materials 

The three interviews used in the study were written and conducted by the 

researcher during the last quarter of the school year. Each interview was 

recorded for later transcription and analysis. 

The first interview was held with each individual involved in the study. 

The purpose of the interview was to allow the subjects to get acquainted with 

the researcher and to provide personal information about their educational 

background and teaching experience. In addition, the interview questions were 

structured to allow the researcher to explore and record how the teachers see 

their own disciplines and what roles they feel their disciplines play in the 

interdisciplinary course. During this interview, subjects were given instructions 

to prepare for the second interview by thinking about some of the 

interdisciplinary assignments that they give. If they had copies of those 

assignments, they were asked to bring copies with them to the interview. 

Teachers also were asked to think about examples of students' interdisciplinary 

products that they have evaluated as above and below average. If they had 

copies, they wer~, asked to bring the copies to the interview. 

In the second interview, the Critical Incident Technique of Flanagan 

(1954; 1974) was used, and the interview was held with both members of the 

team present so that team members could interact during the discussion. The 

focus of the interview was on the tasks the teachers use in the interdisciplinary 
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aspects of the course. Following Flanagan's approach, teachers were asked to 

recall in detail three interdisciplinary tasks that they felt went very well and 

three that they felt did not go well. When the teachers did not recall all of the 

detail needed within their narrative, the researcher asked probe questions. After 

the discussion of the interdisciplinary tasks, teachers were asked to discuss the 

student products that resulted from the interdisciplinary aspects of the course. 

The criteria they used for evaluation of the products was discussed. Prior to 

using interview two in the study, the interview was piloted with a teaching team 

not involved in the study. As a result of the pilot, a longer descriptive passage 

was added just prior to the beginning of the critical incident phase of the 

interview. (Copies of the pilot and the final interview can be found in 

Appendix A) 

The third interview was held with the team members individually. The 

focus of this interview was to explore and record how the teachers see the 

interdisciplinary aspect of the course. The teachers were asked to define 

interdisciplinary teaching and describe their feelings about it. In addition, 

teachers were asked to assume the role of an educational consultant and talk 

about what they would do to help teachers plan an interdisciplinary course as 

well as a course in their subject specialty. Elaboration on what the teachers' 

perceive as the differences in the two approaches was the focus of those 

questions. Additional questions focused on the personal aspects of teaching an 

~-~~--~---



interdisciplinary course--the frustrations, the advice they would give to a 

beginner, the feelings they had about teaching the course again. (Copies of all 

the interview questions and the teacher handout are in Appendix A) 

Procedures 
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Data analysis used in this study was based upon Flanagan's procedures for 

interpreting and reporting critical incidents. The critical incident technique is an 

outgrowth of studies in the Aviation Psychology Program of the United States 

Army Air Forces in World War II (Flanagan, 1974). Flanagan defines an 

incident as, " ... any observable human activity which is sufficiently complete in 

itself to permit inferences and predictions to be made about the person 

performing the act" (p. 56). Studies based upon critical incidents are made 

through observation and/or self-reports, which include interviews. Woolsey 

(1986) notes that the technique is valid and reliable in generating a 

comprehensive and detailed description of a content domain. Woolsey also 

notes that the technique is useful in early stages of research because information 

generated is both exploratory and theory or model-building and, as such, belongs 

to the discovery rather than the verification stage of research (Rice & 

Greenberg, 1984). 

One of the first studies, conducted in 1941, that used the critical incident 

technique was a study that focused on the specific reasons for eliminating 1000 
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pilot candidates from flight training schools. A series of flight studies that were 

performed during the war provided the foundation for the critical incident 

technique, but the technique was named and perfected by the psychologists who, 

after the war, formed the American Institute for Research, a non-profit scientific 

and educational organization (Flanagan, 1974). 

Flanagan (1974) describes studies taking place in the forties and fifties in 

which the technique has been used, and he includes ones for defining the critical 

requirements of air traffic controllers, factory employees, dentists, and college 

instructors, to cite a few. More recently, a literature search of the educational 

uses of the critical incident technique established that the technique is still used. 

A sampling of the citations obtained through the literature search are as follows: 

(a) a study to determine secondary teacher competencies in health occupations 

(ArIton, 1975), (b) a study to establish critical requirements for teaching 

shorthand (Ashby, 1976), (c) a study of the teaching and advising competencies 

of special education professors (Ingram & Blackhurst, 1975), (d) a study 

exploring high school counseling trends (Neely & Iburg, 1989), and (e) a study 

establishing the reasons for success and failure among university students 

(Schmelzer, Schmelzer, Figler & Brozo, 1987). Most notable in recent research 

is a study conducted by Flanagan (1978) in which the critical incident technique 

was used to determine how improvements in educational programs could have 

affected the quality of life for a sample of thirty, fifty, and seventy-year-olds. 
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The study is of note because Flanagan finds that clearer insight into the specific 

needs and interests of young people can improve curriculum planning. 

The procedures undertaken to analyze the portion of the data collected 

through the critical incident interview follow the summary of the sub-steps that 

Flanagan (1974) proposed: 

1. Select a general frame of reference. In making a decision on the 
general frame, the researcher keeps in mind the research questions of 
the study and how the data will be used. Other aspects for 
consideration when selecting a frame of reference are ease and 
accuracy of classification, relation to previously developed definitions 
or classification systems, and considerations of interpretation and 
reporting. 

2. Sort a sample of incidents into a few groups in accordance with the 
frame of reference selected. Develop a brief definition for each group 
and classify additional incidents into them. During the process 
redefine and develop new categories as needed. 

3. Formulate tentative headings for major areas. Headings should be 
clear-cut and logical and provide structure. All headings should be at 
the same level of importance and should be neutral statements. 

4. Sort additional incidents into these major areas, and create 
sub-categories as necessary. Decisions to create sub-categories must 
balance the advantages of specificity against the simplicity of a small 
number of headings. 

5. After a substantial portion of the incidents have been classified, 
prepare tentative definitions for major headings and generalize 
statements for each of the main categories of requirements. 

6. Make a tentative selection of the level of specificity-generality to be 
used in reporting and definition. Combine categories or separate into 
more categories based upon the specificity-generality determination 
made. 
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7. Redefine major areas and categories as necessary while incidents are 
being classified. Definitions may need to be made more inclusive or 
more specific depending on the researcher's use of 
speciflcitypgenerality. 

8. Mter all incidents have been classified, review the definitions and the 
contents of the cards. Revise definitions and individual classifications 
to maintain internal consistency. At this point definitions should 
clearly reflect the items classified under them and be inclusive of all 
the elements in the classification. 

9. Record the classification of each incident on the back of the card. 
The recorded classification should not interfere with another person's 
ability to classify the incidents in an unbiased manner. 

10. Have an independent check made on the classification of all incidents. 
In this step the reliability of the original classifications is checked. 
When disagreement exceeds ten percent of the total, raters should 
discuss the category, clarify the definition, and repeat the classification 
process. The discussion and classification must be repeated until the 
raters agree on at least 90% of the items to be classified. 

Summary 

The methodology described within this chapter includes the sample, 

materials, and procedures for a study of perceptions of teachers who are 

currently teaching interdisciplinary courses. The teachers' discussion of the 

concept of interdisciplinarity and the academic tasks they ask students to 

perform allowed the researcher to determine how these teachers view their 

subject matter and how they structure their subject matter for students. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

This qualitative stufi)' focused upon teachers' perceptions of interdisci-

plinary teaching and academic tasks. Teachers' ideas about interdisciplinary 

teaching and the tasks constructed for interdisciplinary classes were reported 

through interviews and analyzed as a reflection of the teachers' understandings 

of the connections in their disciplines. Examination of the interdisciplinary 

academic tasks teachers constructed for their students showed how teachers 

structured their interdisciplinary subject matter, and whether and how the 

teachers constructed a new discipline for interdisciplinary study. 

Within this chapter the results of the study are presented. The chapter 

will begin with a description of the teaching teams and the individual subjects in 

each. Following the description of the subjects, the chapter will be organized 

around the four research questions of the study: 

1) In what ways do teachers perceive that interdisciplinary teaching is 
different from teaching in their regular disciplines? 

2) What elements of task do teachers use to describe interdisciplinary 
tasks? 

3) What interdisciplinary tasks do teachers perceive as most and least 
successful? 

4) How do teachers interpret student performance on interdisciplinary 
tasks? 



Subjects 

Team A 

Team A was composed of two teachers, Subject One and Subject Two. 
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The team had been teaching together twenty years, and neither subject had ever 

taught the course with anyone other than the current partner. 

Subject One had been teaching for twenty-six years, twenty-one of the 

years in the current school district and the current building. The subject's 

undergraduate major was English and her minor was social science. She had a 

number of graduate hours in journalism and a master's degree in English. She 

had accumulated thirty hours since her master's degree in education and English. 

For one year early in her career and before she came to the current 

district, the subject had taught American History. She has taught American 

Literature as a separate course a number of times, but she was not teaching a 

separate American Literature course in the year of the study. During the year 

of the study, she taught American Literature through the American Studies class 

only. She was the only subject who had taught both of the subject areas of the 

interdisciplinary course separately. 

Subject One had taught on her current American Studies team for twenty 

years and had one partner only, her current one. She had never taught another 

interdisciplinary course and had no formal training in teaching interdisciplinarily. 



Subject Two had taught for twenty-o.ne years, all in the current district 

and building. Her undergraduate degree was in educatio.n with a majo.r in 

histo.ry and a mino.r in English. Her master's degree was in American Studies. 

Subject Two. was the only teacher in the study who. had fo.rmal educatio.n in an 

American Studies program. Since co.mpleting her master's degree, the subject 

had accumulated 40-50 ho.urs (she co.uldn't recall the exact number) in 

anthropo.lo.gy, po.litical science, so.cio.lo.gy, and eco.no.mics. 
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Subject Two. never had taught an American Literature co.urse as a 

separate co.urse. She had taught American Histo.ry as a separate co.urse, but she 

was no.t do.ing so. in the year o.f the study. 

Subject Two. had taught o.n her current American Studies team fo.r twenty 

years and had o.ne partner o.nly, her current partner. Fo.r o.ne year earlier in her 

career, subject two. had teamed with a science teacher to. teach So.cial 

Implicatio.ns o.f Bio.lo.gy, an interdisciplinary co.urse. The co.urse had no.t had the 

enro.llment necessary to. co.ntinue after its first year. Subject Two. repo.rted that 

the graduate pro.gram in American Studies in which she had studied was built 

upo.n interdisciplinary co.ntent, but that she had never been taught ho.w to. teach 

interdisciplinarily. 
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TeamB 

Team B was composed of two teachers, Subject Three and Subject Four. 

The team was in its first year together, and neither teacher had taught the 

course with any other partner. 

Subject Three had taught for five and one-half years. Five of the years 

had been in the current district and building. The subject's undergraduate major 

was in speech and her minor was in journalism. Her master's degree was in 

English. Subject Three was currently working on her plus thirty hours in writing 

and had a goal to work toward hours in psychology. 

Subject Three had taught American Literature as a separate course, but 

she was not doing so in the year of the study. She had never taught American 

History as a separate course. Subject Three was in her first year of teaching 

American Studies and had taught the interdisciplinary course only with her 

current partner. She had never taught another interdisciplinary course and had 

no formal interdisciplinary training. 

Subject Four had taught for twelve years. Her career had been inter

rupted to raise a family, and she had been back in teaching for five years in the 

current district and building, though two of those years were on a part-time 

basis. She had an undergraduate major in history and a minor in German. She 

had taken twenty-six hours beyond her bachelor's degree, most of which were in 

education and history. She noted that because of her heavy involvement with 



the yearbook production, she had not pursued a master's degree. The subject 

indicated that during the years she was raising her children, she had done a 

great deal of volunteer work that she felt had an impact on her teaching. 
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Subject Four had taught American History as a separate course and was 

doing so during the year of the study. She had never taught American 

literature as a separate course. Subject Four was teaching American Studies for 

the first time; thus, her current partner was her only partner. She had never 

taught another interdisciplinary course and had no formal training in 

interdisciplinary teaching. 

TeamC 

Team C was composed of two teachers, Subject Five and Subject Six. 

The team had been together for three years. One member of the team had 

taught the course with another partner. 

Subject Five had taught eight years. Her career had been interrupted to 

raise a family, and she had been back teaching for five years, all in the current 

district and building, though one of those years had been on a part time basis. 

She had an undergraduate major in English and a minor in journalism. 

Subject Five had taught American Literature as a separate course and 

was doing so during the year of the study. She had never taught American 

History as a separate course. 
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Subject Five had been teaching American Studies for three years and had 

only one partner during that time. Though she had never taught an interdis

ciplinary course before, she had taught in a core program at the junior high level 

before raising her family. She noted that she had no formal training in 

interdisciplinary teaching. 

Subject Six had been teaching for fifteen years. All of his experience had 

been in the current district, but he had taught in two bUildings. Subject Six had 

an undergraduate major in history education and a minor in coaching. He had 

two master's degrees. One of the master's degrees was in American History, and 

one was in administrative policy studies. 

Subject six had taught American History as a separate course and was 

doing so at the time of the study, though it was done under the special 

circumstances described below. He had never taught American Literature as a 

separate course. 

Subject Six had taught American Studies for four years. The first year he 

taught the course in another building and had another partner. He began the 

course in the other building, and he re-instituted the course in the current 

building three years ago. While teaching American Studies in the current 

building, he has had two partners. His current partner has taught with him three 

years, and he has another partner who has taught a second section of the course 

with him for two of the three years. In addition, Subject Six teaches American 



History in the junior level program for the gifted where he teaches 

interdisciplinary units about one quarter of the time with the American 

Literature teacher in that program. Two American Literature teachers have 

taught in the program for the gifted. Subject Six has taught interdisciplinarily 

with five different teachers and has had no formal interdisciplinary training. 

Question One--Differences 
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Question one of the study is, "In what ways do teachers perceive that 

interdisciplinary teaching is different from teaching in their regular disciplines?" 

Information relevant to this research question was collected during interview 

three. A content analysis of interview three consisted of condensing the content 

of the interview onto the summary sheet shown in Appendix B. Elements from 

the condensed interviews were placed on index cards and sorted thematically to 

reveal the major areas that the subjects identified and discussed. 

Elements of Interdisciplinarity 

As a means of identifying differences in teaching interdisciplinarily, 

elements that the subjects recognized in the process of interdisciplinary teaching 

needed to be identified. The responses to interview three were analyzed to 

determine the subjects' views of interdisciplinarity and provide a general 

overview of their thoughts on interdisciplinarity. One hundred and two elements 
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that projected the subjects' view of the demands and emotions associated with 

interdisciplinarity were identified and placed on index cards. The analysis 

revealed that in general discussions of interdisciplinarity the subjects focused on 

elements that clustered in three major areas: (a) what interdisciplinary teaching 

takes to be successful, (b) what interdisciplinary teaching gives to the teacher 

and to the students, and (c) what interdisciplinary teaching creates. In Table 2 

are presented examples of elements clustered within the categories. The 

categories are representations of the elements of interdisciplinarity as identified 

in the subjects' responses. From the elements the subjects' view of inter

disciplinarity was constructed. 

When the subjects talked about what the process of interdisciplinary 

teaching required, they talked most frequently about the process of working 

together. The subjects referred to the process of working together with the 

words sharing, giving, and sacrificing. One of the subjects commented that the 

interdisciplinary teacher had to remember "that there's nothing so sacred that 

you can't give a little bit." 

Subjects also stressed the importance of planning and organizing in the 

interdisciplinary teaching process. They noted that extra work and time had to 

be devoted to those processes, and that more planning was required than when 

... _ ... - -------------- --- ------.- .. -- ... ----



Table 2 
Areas of Interdisciplinary Teaching as Identified by Subjects 

Areas 

Elements of success 
Working together 
Planning and organizing 
Flexibility 
Executing and evaluating 

Elements of Reward 
Supportive Environment 
Social Atmosphere 
Intellectual Stimulation 
Freedom 
Excitement 

Elements of Creation 

Other 

Total 

New Subject Matter 
Variation of Structure 

No. Elements Identified 

28 
15 
8 
3 
2 

46 
12 
12 
11 
6 
5 

23 
10 
13 

5 

102 

Numbers in bold indicate the total for the category. Numbers in italics 
indicate the total for that subcategory. 

they planned their individual courses. A detailed discussion of those elements 

involved in organizing will appear in the discussion of planning that follows this 

overview. 

70 
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Subjects also talked about the need for a teacher to be flexible with both 

subject matter and time. The need for flexibility was stressed repeatedly as a 

prerequisite for teaching an interdisciplinary course. 

The elements of success mentioned less frequently were related to 

executing plans and evaluating student performance. Thus, in a general 

overview, the subjects stressed the importance of working together and the 

irrcreased need for planning and organizing. The more traditional aspects of 

executing the plans and evaluating student performances were mentioned 

infrequently. 

When the subjects talked about interdisciplinarity, they stressed the 

rewards of teaching in the interdisciplinary mode. Three areas of reward 

emerged as dominant--the supportive teaching environment, the social classroom 

atmosphere, and the intellectual stimulation. Though rewards were noted for 

both students and teachers, the data of interest in this study are those that apply 

to the teachers. 

Subjects discussed the support system afforded by a partner as a reward 

of the interdisciplinary process. One subject referred to a partner as a "net to 

catch you." Subjects discussed the relief of not having to be "all knowing" and of 

having a resource in the room. Subjects liked the sharing of experiences and 

expertise and having an adult with whom they could discuss individual students 

and critique lessons. 
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They discussed the social aspects of the interdisciplinary experience. 

They regarded their students as "better students" because they had chosen to 

take the class. They remarked about the students displaying positive attitudes 

and, at varying points in the interviews, five of the six subjects equated the 

interdisciplinary relationship to that of marriage or raising a family. The 

subjects commented that they knew their students came from average classes, 

but they also commented that they felt differently about the students in the 

interdisciplinary class than they did about those in the average classes they 

taught. They noted that a special spirit developed among the students and 

teachers, one they could not explain given the large class size of 50 to 70 

students. As one of the subjects responded when she was asked what kept her 

so enthusiastic about interdisciplinary teaching, "1 guess it's the feeling; the 

rapport you have. You know, to go back to this, you've got fifty some kids in 

this class ... and generally, if you had a regular class with fifty some kids you'd 

be beyond yourself, but you feel like you're very ummm ... that you're on very 

good terms with them. I mean, you feel as though you interact with them. And 

that's one of the things I ... for some reason that comes out. And I'm not sure 

why it does." 

In addition, subjects commented on the intellectual stimulation of 

learning from one another and the intellectual challenge of learning about 
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another discipline. One subject regarded the experience as "cooperative learning 

for teachers." 

Subjects also remarked about the feelings of freedom that resulted from 

teaching the interdisciplinary course. They stated that rigidity was gone, that no 

set quotient existed, that they were allowed to think in freer form. They 

remarked about the excitement and fun of teaching the course, even those who 

were teaching it for the twentieth time. 

Subjects referred to the process of creation. Subjects commented on the 

integration of disciplines and the creation of a new subject that was neither 

historical nor literary. One subject labelled the new area as humanism; another 

called it American Culture. Whatever the subjects called their creations, they 

agreed that the "sum was greater than the parts." They felt that students taking 

interdisciplinary American Studies came away with more than students who 

enrolled in the separate history and literature courses. The subjects felt that 

"history and literature had greater meaning when they were internalized 

together" and when students could relate information to knowledge they already 

had. Two subjects referred to the interdisciplinary approach to subject matter as 

"real world", and one explained "real world" with the statement that follows: 

I think people need to understand that you don't think in little boxes out 

in the real world. You think in big boxes. You look at Japanese groups. 

And if you look at what's going on in Motorola or outside IBM, they're 

--. -----._---_._---------- .- .. --- ---
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trying to [deal with] accountants and they're trying to [deal with] 

marketing people and they're putting people from different sections of the 

company together. And to me, that's interdisciplinary. You know, the 

guy that's an accountant has been looking at punching numbers. He's not 

going to be looking at the effect of his numbers on ... a marketing 

strategy. . .. The marketing guy comes in and says, "You know, we could 

use your statistics this way". It would be a way he never would have 

thought of. And to me, you begin to give up control over your numbers. 

You begin to give up control on marketing. And it's kind of like 

interdisciplinary. You begin to give up control. And to me, I think that's 

important. 

The subjects indicated that they were able to gain more time for added 

subject matter because they eliminated duplication in teaching. For instance, the 

English teacher taught the research paper so that the social science teacher had 

to spend no time on the mechanics of the research process. Juniors enrolled in 

the separate classes received research instruction twice, once in the history and 

once in the literature class. With the double period available for instruction, 

class time could have more variety and be spent more wisely. When both 

sections were together and an activity ended a few minutes before the bell, the 

other teacher could begin a lesson rather than wasting five to ten minutes. The 



gain from eliminating the waste and duplication provided the added time for 

experiential or "fun" activities. 
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When discussing the curriculum that they had designed, the subjects 

recognized that the interdisciplinary course had a structure or skeleton that was 

different from the discipline in which they were trained, though they generally 

did not verbalize directly what the new structure was. As they attempted to 

isolate the differences, one of the subjects noted that they were pursuing a 

broader objective. Others noted that the class required different assignments 

and "richer" experiences, which she interpreted as experiential activities. 

Overall, the subjects felt a great deal of ownership in the interdisciplinary 

courses and were positive about the experiences they described. 

Planning InterdisciplinaO' Courses 

Within interview three, the subjects were asked to take the role of an 

educational consultant who was asked to help teachers plan an interdisciplinary 

course. As the subjects responded to the role playing situation, they identified 

ninety-nine factors in interdisciplinary planning. The ninety-nine factors were 

placed on index cards and sorted into the steps that the subjects recommended 

for interdisciplinary planning. See Table 3 for the summary of these steps. 



Table 3 
Factors in Interdisciplinary Planning as Identified by Subjects 

Steps 

Selecting a Team 
Professional Attributes 
Personal Attributes 

Becoming a Team 
Professional Relationship 
Personal Relationship 

Creating the Environment 

Creating the Curriculum 

Executing and Evaluating 

Total 

No. Factors Identified 

16 
8 
8 

37 
16 
21 

9 

25 

12 

99 

Numbers in bold indicate the total for the category. Numbers in italics 
indicate the total for that subcategory. 

The subjects in the study regarded the first step in interdisciplinary 
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planning as selecting the team. As the subjects discussed the process of selecting 

a team, they listed an equal number of professional and personal attributes. The 

professional attributes stressed were the teacher's background, both formal 

education and personal interests, and the teacher's experience. One of the 

subjects stated that a teacher should have at least two years of teaching 



77 

experience and supported the requirement by citing the additional management 

demands associated with the large class size. In addition, the subjects felt 

prospective team members should have compatible educational philosophies and 

confidence in their professional abilities. One subject believed strongly that the 

prospective team members could not lack confidence in their teaching skills 

since much of the teaching in the interdisciplinary class is done in front of a 

peer. Last, the subjects stated that teachers must display a flexible attitude 

about their materials. Again, the idea first expressed in the overview "that 

there's nothing so sacred that you can't give a little bit" came through. 

Among the personal attributes the subjects identified as essential were a 

non-authoritarian personality, enthusiasm, a sense of humor, and a dedication to 

teaching. In addition, comments were directed toward selecting teachers who 

displayed a human side, a compassion and understanding of students--ones who 

liked students and got along well with them. 

Once the team members were selected, the second step of the interdis

ciplinary planning process was to become a team. The process of becoming a 

team, according to the subjects, required developing both a personal and a 

professional relationship. For a successful personal relationship to develop, the 

subjects felt that teachers had to become compatible. The development of 

compatibility required blending personalities through the give and take of an 

open, honest relationship. The subjects noted that interdisciplinary teams in the 
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early stages of development needed to get to know each other, get along, and 

develop a good rapport. According to the subjects, developing rapport required 

getting to lr.now each other through sharing time and ideas, talking to each other 

on a daily basis, giving input, and always recognizing that "there was room for 

improvement." Subjects stressed the need for team members to be willing to "go 

with the flow", that is, to be flexible and patient. When differences of opinions 

did arise between team members, subjects advocated that partners communicate 

and resolve the differences rather than remain quiet about them. Early in the 

teaming process, subjects believed that teachers should share their philosophies 

and pinpoint differences; in elaboration the subjects cited philosophy differences 

as differences in management or policy issues such as the handling of tests, late 

papers, and discipline. One subject noted that the team needed to be consistent, 

make decisions, and live with those decisions. Finally, one subject noted that 

team teachers needed to view their partners as valuable resources. 

One of the key factors subjects identified in discussing the development 

of a professional relationship was ''work.'' Subjects commented that interdis

ciplinary teaching required effort and no longer relying on what had always been 

done. They commented that the teams needed to spend time together planning 

and stated that they needed time with pay to prepare, all factors that require 

administrative support. Subjects also noted that teams needed to share teach;ng 

materials so that each teacher had a clear grasp of what the other was teaching, 
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even when it was not being done in the large group situation. Early in the year, 

especially the first year, subjects suggested spending a great deal of class time in 

the large group so that teachers could observe one another's teaching. During 

the discussion of building a professional relationship, subjects indirectly stated a 

set of team ethics that included supporting a partner's classroom decisions, never 

allowing students to talk about the partner, and referring to each other and each 

other's subject matter when teaching. Subjects regarded others who have team 

taught as valuable resources and suggested consulting with other teams. Many 

of the subjects referred to a professional organization for American Studies 

teachers, and two of the teams had leadership roles in the organization. The 

discussion with the subjects indicated that developing as a team required work 

early in their formation and work that continued on a daily basis during all the 

years of teaming. 

Subjects regarded the third step as creating a working and learning 

environment. Subjects placed emphasis on the necessity of a positive environ

ment and often related their concerns to the large size of the double class. Even 

though class size was double that of a regular class, the subjects felt that the 

interdisciplinary course should have student involvement as a goal. Subjects also 

indicated that the environment should be one in which students and teachers 

took risks, one in which students and teachers developed and shared knowledge, 

and one in which students were respected. In the subjects' views the 



development of a positive classroom environment and a positive discipline 

structure seemed to be an important prerequisite to achieving student 

involvement within the large groups. In addition, subjects talked about the 

importance of students learning organization, co-operation, flexibility, and 

responsibility, and subjects saw the environment of the classroom as one place 

where teachers could model those skills. 
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The fourth step of interdisciplinary planning that the subjects identified 

was the creation of the curriculum. One subject noted that individual teachers 

have the responsibility for developing the base skills of the individual disciplines 

in class time spent separately, but the team has the responsibility of creating the 

units that will be taught interdisciplinarily. Subjects indicated that the first steps 

in coordinating the disciplines are determinations of what material the teachers 

want to cover and which aspects of those materials will be covered in the 

disciplinary and interdisciplinary portions of the course. Subjects indicated that 

the interdisciplinary course should be designed to teach something beyond what 

is taught in the two disciplinary courses taken separately. Three subjects 

indicated that the team must select a "base discipline" or "lead discipline." One 

of the subjects noted that the base subject was most often the more factual of 

the two, in this case, history. The subject's hypothesis seemed to be supported 

by the fact that all the subjects regarded history as the subject upon which their 

planning was done, though what appeared to drive their determination was the 

-- --------- -----_. ----.- - -
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fact that chronology played an important role in their curriculum designs. In 

contrast, one subject indicated that interdisciplinary units work around a theme. 

Organizing was a concern that was mentioned frequently by all the 

subjects. Each advocated developing an agenda, calendar, or outline. The 

importance of the outline was expressed in the discussion of one subject who 

said, 

The teachers [need to] map out before the school year starts what 

they're covering at what time and how much time they're giving to 

different things. Because I'm ... fully convinced you can't ... assume 

that you're going to cover everything you want to cover by chance .... 

[Y]ou need to do your editing before you walk into the classroom because 

we all have to edit out a lot of things we would like to teach [that] we just 

don't have the time for. Do the editing before you start because 

otherwise ... part of your program ... [is] going to get heavily edited at 

the expense ... of the content that really needs to be there." 

Another subject indicted the importance of prep lanning, organizing, and 

preparing by explaining that the large number of students required all of the 

teachers' attention and left no time for reflecting or organizing while in the 

classroom. The importance of organizing was supported by the subject who 

indicated that accomplishing much of what was planned was essential. Though 

subjects talked frequently about freedom and "going with the flow", their 
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comments indicate that in the classroom the pace is quick, and the freedom they 

feel is achieved through the choices teams made when planning. 

Last, subjects chose the word create as they described interdisciplinary 

curriculum. One subject noted that the process is one of creation because no 

text exists. Another said that exams, if they were to be interdisciplinary, had to 

be created by the teachers. Others talked about the importance of creating 

assignments that bear on both disciplines, require students to view events from 

both viewpoints, and pull together the two disciplines. 

The final step that was touched upon by the subjects briefly was evaluat

ing the students. Subjects indicated a wide variety of materials, methods, and 

activities that should be considered in determining a student's graden-notebooks, 

field trips, experiential "fun" activities, group work, research, textbook 

assignments, presentations, writing assignments, discussion, class participation, 

and cooperative grouping. One subject discussed the importance of partners' 

communicating their grading criteria to each other and the students as 

specifically as possible. Subjects noted that a balance must be maintained in the 

impact of the disciplines on the students' grades. Still, only eleven of the 

ninety-nine planning factors identified by the subjects involved evaluating 

students, a total of approximately eleven percent. 

--- ----- - -------- --
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Plannin~ Disciplinary Courses 

As in the study of interdisciplinary planning in interview three, the 

subjects were asked to take the role of an educational consultant to help 

teachers plan a disciplinary course. As the subjects responded to the role

playing situation, they identified fifty-seven factors of disciplinary planning. The 

fifty-seven factors were placed on index cards and sorted into three steps that 

the subjects recommended for disciplinary planning. See Table 4 for the 

summary of the steps subjects identified. 

Again, subjects identified an equal number of personal and professional 

attributes in the selection of teachers. In the disciplinary planning discussion, 

ten comments fell into each category, while eight fell into each category in the 

interdisciplinary planning segment. The subjects again identified professional 

attributes of background and experience as important; however, one commented 

that since they were all subject trained, background might not be as important 

and that, when looking at experience, youth was an important factor because of 

the fresh viewpoint provided by young teachers. Three subjects commented on 

the teachers' content knowledge, a comment not included in the discussion of 

interdisciplinary planning. One subject remarked that the teacher had to work 

well with the age group, and another subject noted that disciplinary teachers 

needed a positive attitude toward their subject matter and the ability to 

personalize the subject matter. 
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Table 4 
Factors in Disciplinary Planning as Identified by Subjects 

Steps 

Staff Selection 
Professional Attributes 
Personal Attributes 

Course Development 

Evaluation 

Total 

No. of Factors Indicated 

20 
10 
10 

25 

12 

57 

Numbers in bold indicate the total for the category. Numbers in italics 
indicate the total for that subcategory. 

Among the personal factors, seven of the ten factors identified were 

generated by the members of the least experienced team, the one teaching the 

course for the first time. Only one member of an experienced team commented 

on personal qualities, and that one experienced subject accounted for the other 

three items in the category. No new attributes were added, and members of the 

novice team cited the same characteristics in both situations. Again character, 

sense of humor, flexibility, respect for students, and a non-authoritarian 

personality are attributes cited. 
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Topics identified under course development were organizing and prepar-

ing--agendas, calendars, and editing. Subjects indicated that teachers should 

determine the approach they wanted to take, determine the materials they 

wanted to cover, and allot time for each unit. Though the discussion of 

materials and time were similar to the items listed in interdisciplinary planning, 

shifts in emphasis emerged. While time was mentioned frequently in 

interdisciplinary planning, a number of the subjects in discussing disciplinary 

planning indicated they would suggest looking at the textbook and the materials 

available and selecting what they would teach from them. Once they had 

decided what they would teach, they suggested teachers contact other teachers 

for teaching materials such as questions and study guides. Though the subjects 

mentioned developing content assignments, they talked more about getting the 

materials they would use from other sources. 

Twelve of the fifty-seven factors (21%) in disciplinary planning were 

related to evaluating students in contrast to the 11 % mentioned in interdis

ciplinary planning. Comments about evaluation included setting policies that 

emphasized that grading should be based on the facts and that values should be 

determined for written work, tests, homework, and research. The subjects 

indicated they wanted to encourage discussion and class participation but did not 

connect those aspects to the accountability system that led to grades. One 

subject paused in the description of the disciplinary course to say, "I can see that 
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I am saying far more literary things than I would for American Studies, and I 

know that's the difference in me in American Studies and in a senior [literature] 

course." 

In summary, the subjects do indicate differences when they discuss 

interdisciplinary and disciplinary planning. The added concerns of the team 

relationship and the environment of the interdisciplinary classroom are most 

frequently noted. 

Summary of Differences 

The ways in which teachers perceive that interdisciplinary teaching is 

different from teaching in their regular disciplines are summarized in the areas 

of difference that result from the content analysis of interview three: 

1) Teacher attitudes. Subjects indicate that interdisciplinary teaching 

revitalizes and refreshes. Subjects enjoy the variety of teaching in a discipline 

that has a different form or structure and equate that structure with the "real 

world". Subjects also report feeling that the students in the interdisciplinary 

classes are more interested and involved and label them as "better kids." 

2) Teacher rewards. Subjects indicate that for students and teachers 

involved in interdisciplinary study "the sum of the whole is greater than the 

parts." Both students and teachers acquire more knowledge in the "real world" 

format of interdisciplinary problems. Subjects also found that interdisciplinary 
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teaching provided a social structure more like a family unit and, in so doing, 

broke the isolation of teaching, provided teachers with a safety net, and provided 

a more positive environment for students and teachers alike. 

3) Teacher demands. Subjects indicated that a price is extracted for the 

rewards of interdisciplinary teaching. The payment is made in added time and 

work involved in maintaining the interpersonal relationships of the team; 

planning, organizing, and creating; and managing the increased class size that 

results from the assignment of two teachers. 

Evidence of the personal commitment among those teaching interdis

ciplinarily is found in the fact that all of the subjects in the study will be teaching 

American Studies again, and each responded that slhe was looking forward to 

doing so. Each of the subjects viewed the interdisciplinary experience as special 

and an opportunity to have greater impact on the students they teach and, 

through those students, on the society in general. One subject best summarizes 

the teacher commitment to interdisciplinarity when she stated, 

If indeed, they [students] could learn to apply that holistic 

approach to things other than history and English, ... I would like to 

think that we would then be a country that turns out ... or an education 

system that turn[s] out engineers who pay some attention to the social 

consequences of their engineering work. That we would turn out doctors 

that would have some notion of ... ahhh, where illness fits in the total 



scheme of American life as opposed to just something that goes on in 

their office and in their hospitals . . .. I see any number of areas, 
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where ... we could take different segments of business perhaps, where 

people make decisions ... almost isolated from other things around them. 

I guess I'm a believer in the holistic approach to life. That's really what it 

comes down to. So that would be in the ideal. That some of this 

whole ... the holistic approach would ... would carry on. 

Question Two--Task Elements 

Question two of the study is, "What elements of task do teachers use to 

describe interdisciplinary tasks?" Information relevant to this research question 

was collected during interview two. Interview two, in which both team members 

participated, was designed to elicit information through questions based upon 

Flanagan's Critical Incident Technique (1954; 1972). (Copies of the final 

interview can be. found in Appendix A) The general method recommended by 

Flanagan and outlined in Chapter Three was used to analyze results. 

Specific Method 

The specific process used in analyzing the second interview began with 

selecting a frame of reference. The review of the literature suggested that task 

elements clustered around three areas of concern--management, cognition, and 
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socialization. The major categories for the study became the three areas of 

concern as identified in the literature. Task elements were identified in the 

transcripts of the interview and placed on index cards that were sorted into the 

categories and sub-categories explained below. 

Management concerns. 

Management concerns are prevalent in the literature. Management 

concerns identified within the works of Doyle (1983; 1986; 1990) are issues of 

accountability and negotiation. Management concerns also entail considerations 

about the tasks and task conditions (Marx and Walsh, 1988). Researchers also 

discuss organizational duties of tasks (Blumenfeld, Mergendoller & Swarthout, 

1987; Berliner, 1983). Using the task elements identified in the literature, four 

management sub-categories were identified: 

1) Accountability. Students are held accountable for success or failure in 
the classroom through the tasks teachers structure for them. In the 
literature accountability is closely related to the weight a task has in 
the evaluation system (Doyle, 1986; 1990) and refers to the 
relationship that exists between the tasks and the students' grades. 

2) Negotiation. According to Doyle (1983), students enter into negotia
tions with teachers over assignments. Generally, students wish to 
reduce the risk and ambiguity of a task (Doyle, 1983). Students bring 
about the reduction by asking questions that force the teacher to 
further specify the task. According to Doyle the specification usually 
results in making the task more routine and lowering the 
comprehension and understanding required of the student, a 
compromise the teacher will make to keep the class moving forward. 
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3) Task considerations. The items that a teacher must weigh in struc
turing a task are noted in the discussion of task conditions by Marx 
and Walsh (1988). Task conditions include teacher determinations of 
pace and time allotted for an activity. Task considerations also 
include, but are not limited to, teacher selections of the appropriate 
method, activity, or format of instruction (Shavelson, 1983). 

4) Organizational considerations of teaching. The importance of 
organizational concerns is acknowledged within the discussion of 
procedural complexities in different tasks by Blumenfeld, Mergendoller 
and Swarthout (1987). The housekeeping activity subunit identified by 
Berliner (1983) is used to acknowledge the importance of 
organizational functions in teaching. 

Cognitive concerns. 

Cognition concerns are identified in the task elements of Doyle (1984); 

Blumenfeld, MergendoIler, and Swarthout (1987); Shavelson (1983); and 

Blumenfeld and Meece (1988). The literature is used to generate the cognitive 

sub-categories that follow: 

1) Goals--The beginning step and an important task element is the goal 
the teacher has for the activity. Both Doyle (1983) and Shavelson 
(1983) note the importance of a teacher having a goal or aim. 

2) Content--The subject matter the teacher intends to convey also shapes 
the task. Shavelson (1983) identifies the subject matter or content to 
be learned as one of his six task elements. 

3) Task form--The form that a task will take influences the students' 
engagement in the task. Blumenfeld, Mergendoller, and Swarthout 
(1987) and Blumenfeld and Meece (1988) elaborate on the importance 
of the task form. 

4) Resources--The aids a student is given in the performance of a task 
also shape the task. Shavelson (1983) identifies materials and Doyle 
(1986; 1990) noted resources as elements of task. 
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5) Cognitive operations--How a student arrives at an answer and the 
quality of a student's thinking are elements of a task. Marx and Walsh 
(1988) focus on cognitive operations or evidence of student thinking. 

6) Student products--The product a student creates as the answer to the 
task problem is an important element of task. Marx and Walsh (1988) 
identify products that result from student efforts in their task elements. 

Socialization concerns. 

Socialization concerns are identified in the discussion of task elements 

presented in the work of Marx and Walsh (1988), Rohrkemper and Como 

(1988), Blumenfeld and Meece (1988), Shavelson (1983), and Blumenfeld, 

Mergendoller and Swarthout (1987). Though all of these theorists and 

researchers discuss socialization in a broad sense, few offer specific indicators of 

socialization that appear in tasks. As a result of the lack of specificity in the 

literature, the researcher arrived at specific indicators of socialization inductively 

through categorization of the elements reported in the subjects' descriptions of 

successful and unsuccessful tasks. The sub-categories were determined using the 

procedures suggested by Flanagan and outlined in Chapter Three. An initial set 

of sub-categories proved to be too specific and were replaced in the rating 

process. (The complete description of the rating process is included in the next 

section.) The final socialization sub-categories and an explanation of each 

sub-category's origin are as follows: 
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1) Working Together--The specific indicator of working together was 
arrived at inductively by the researcher and is supported by the general 
frame of socialization in the literature. 

2) Building of Self Esteem--The specific indicator of self esteem was 
arrived at inductively by the researcher and is supported by the general 
frame of socialization in the literature. 

3) Participation and Involvement--The specific indicator of working 
together was arrived at inductively by the researcher and is supported 
by the general frame of socialization in the literature. 

4) Socio-cultural context of instruction--The specific indicator of the 
importance of the socio-cultural context of instruction is based upon 
the writing of Shavelson (1983) who indicated that the class and its 
sense of being a group was an element of task. 

Analysis 

Task elements, identified in the responses to interview two, were placed 

on index cards and were sorted into the above categories and sub-categories by 

the researcher. Once the cards were sorted into the categories, focus questions 

were developed by the researcher that defined the content of each category. 

(See Appendix C for the focus questions used.) The focus questions were placed 

on worksheets, and the worksheets and the response cards were given to Rater 

B, a doctoral candidate in teacher education who is currently teaching high 

school science and math. Using the focus questions as a guide, Rater B sorted 

the cards. The agreement rate between Raters A and B for categories was 

calculated. For the agreement rate to be acceptable, the rate had to exceed 
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90%. (See Appendix D for the Classification of Task Categories by Raters A & 

B and A & C.) The initial rating of major categories by Rater B was 

unsatisfactory since the agreement rate was 85% (Appendix D-1). Examination 

of the discrepant responses showed that most of the disagreement was found in 

the management and cognitive categories. The categories were discussed, and 

the cards were rated again. The second classification resulted in an agreement 

rate of 96% (Appendix D-2). 

All responses were then classified by Rater A and Rater C, who has a 

doctorate in secondary education. The classification with Rater C resulted in an 

agreement rate of 96% (Appendix D-3). Responses about which the raters 

disagreed were excluded from later analysis. 

The analysis of the sub-categories for the cognitive, management, and 

socialization categories began with Rater A and Rater B. The initial clas

sification of cognitive sub-categories resulted in an unsatisfactory agreement 

level of 76.1 % (Appendix D-4). The sub-categories were discussed, and two 

areas were clarified. The second classification of cognitive sub-categories 

resulted in an agreement rate of 95.1% (Appendix D-5). 

Response cards for the cognitive sub-categories were then given to Rater 

C. The initial classification by Rater C resulted in an agreement rate of 86.7% 

(Appendix D-6). The content category was clarified, and the responses were 

classified again by both raters. The second classification of the cognitive 



sub-categories resulted in an agreement rate of 94.4% (Appendix D-7). 

Responses about which the raters disagreed were excluded from later analysis. 
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The initial classification of the management sub-categories was completed 

by Rater A and Rater B. The raters reached an agreement on 92.3% of the 

responses (Appendix D-8). The response cards were then given to Rater C. 

The initial classification of management sub-categories with Rater C resulted in 

an agreement rate of 92.3% (Appendix D-9). Responses about which the raters 

disagreed were excluded from later analysis. 

Rater A and Rater B then classified the socialization responses. Initially 

six categories were set up with focus questions for each. The agreement on the 

initial classification was only 58.5% (Appendix D-lO). The raters discussed the 

categories and determined that two of the categories were overlapping and 

should be collapsed into one more inclusive category. In addition, some 

responses seemed too individualistic to fit into any pre-established category, and 

a category of other was added. When Raters A and B classified the responses 

using the modified sub-categories, the agreement rate was 94.4% (Appendix 

D-ll). 

The responses were then given to Rater C. Using the modified 

sub-categories, Rater C initially classified with 84.4% agreement (Appendix 

D-12). The raters discussed the sub-categories and rated again. The result was 

that Rater A and Rater C agreed on the placement of 95.6% of the responses 



(Appendix D-13). Responses about which the raters disagreed were excluded 

from later analysis. 

Results 
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The classification of the cognitive cards indicated that items subjects 

discussed most frequently were Goals, Resources, and Task Forms (See Table 

5). In discussing goals, subjects were most concerned with students assimilating 

information. The subjects discussed the need for students to see American 

Studies as something more than history and literature. They were concerned 

that students be able to "tie together" the pieces of information they learned in 

the course so that a better understanding of being an American could be gained. 

Second, subjects were concerned that students learn about research as it related 

to the disciplines they incorporated. The subjects wanted students to understand 

the process of research and be concerned with the content as well. The subjects 

felt that students needed to develop in-depth knowledge in various aspects of the 

course. 

Resources or assists given to students fell into four categories. First were 

the traditional areas of teacher generated materials and source materials. The 

teacher generated materials included but were not limited to study guides, 

chapter questions, and teacher handouts. The sources subjects cited were the 

students' textbooks and the requirement of outside print resources. The less 
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Table 5 

Frequently Discussed Cognitive Responses 

Responses No. of Cards Percentage 

Goals 24 18% 

Content 8 6% 

Task Forms 50 38% 

Resources 26 20% 

Cognitive Operations 6 4% 

Products and Time 12 9% 

Other 7 5% 

Total 133 100% 

traditional areas centered around human resources. Subjects often used 

themselves as resources that went beyond their roles as information givers and 

discussion leaders. They talked about prompting students with reminders of 

what was to be done and a policy that required students to "check-in" with the 

teacher on a regular basis. Guest speakers, another of the human resources, 

were used to bring outside information to the students. The last human resource 
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mentioned was the students themselves. Subjects noted that students learn from 

the good models that other students provide. 

Task forms included a wide variety of learning experiences for the 

students and were focused around what the student needed to do or was asked 

to do. Subjects noted that students needed to create, think, and see varying 

viewpoints. The forms that were used to bring about these experiences included 

traditional tasks such as research papers, research assignments, study guides, and 

worksheets. The less traditional task forms that students were asked to perform 

included role playing, presenting through speech and media, participating in field 

trips, editing student work, and taking pictures. Also included in the subjects' 

discussions of task forms were skills that are not associated with a particular 

subject matter, but are associated with successful students--skills such as being 

organized, keeping up with assignments, completing tasks, meeting deadlines, 

and using time wisely. 

Subjects mentioned what they saw as evidence of a students' cognitive 

operations or thinking. Some examples included students learning from their 

mistakes, students recognizing different viewpoints and being willing to change 

their own viewpoints, and students asking more questions. 

The information subjects gave about student products and the time 

students spent preparing the products was analyzed following the same 

procedures, but the results were less conclusive. In several instances the subjects 



98 

could give no indication of how long they felt students spent on a product. They 

gave non-specific answers frequently, answers that varied from no outside class 

time to two hours or two days. When products were discussed, subjects used 

general terms such as creating a definition or writing a newspaper. Comments 

lacked the specificity required for a critical incident. 

The classification of management responses was centered around the four 

aspects of accountability, negotiation, task conditions, and organization (See 

Table 6) with each area contributing substantial information. 

On the issue of accountability subjects did discuss the weight of a grade 

for most of the tasks they gave the students. The unit of measurement assigned 

to a major grade was usually a test grade. Major assignments were most often "a 

test grade in both subjects" even when the format was not a test. The research 

paper was termed a "major, major grade" and explained as being worth "at least 

two test grades" in each discipline. Grades that were not major were equated to 

a participation grade, daily work, or homework, where completing or 

participating in the task was more important than the quality of the product. On 

three of the successful assignments no grade was assigned, but the assignments 

carried the weight of teacher expectation. For example, on one of the 

assignments described as having no grade, the subjects began the day by coming 



Responses 

Accountability 

Negotiation 

Task Conditions 

Organization 

Totals 

Table 6 

Frequently Discussed Management Responses 

No. of Cards Percentage 

33 29% 

23 

41 

17 

114 

20% 

36% 

15% 

100% 
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in costume and giving the first presentation, a clear message to the students that 

they viewed this assignment as important even though no grade was to be 

assigned. 

Students did enter into negotiations with subjects. Students attempted to 

reduce the risk of an assignment by asking for specificity through additional 

questions and asking for teacher guidance and reinforcement of their endeavors. 

Students used evasion as a form of negotiation by asking for deadlines to be 

adjusted, by requesting more time, or by restructuring a topic so that the topic 

was more in line with their interests. Occasionally, negotiation became rebellion 

with students refusing to do the assignment, failing to follow the rules of the 
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assignment, or resisting so strongly that the experience became so unpleasant for 

the subject that the subject gave up. Negotiations sometimes resulted in the 

students taking the task "one step further" by doing more than was expected. 

The students would raise the subjects' expectations by doing more note cards 

than required or coming in costume for what the subjects thought was a minor 

assignment. 

Task conditions were commented upon by the subjects. Issues such as 

when and where to present materials were interwoven into their discussions 

about the tasks they created. One condition discussed was the pace. One 

subject commented that they were able to cover the material of an entire unit in 

three days by adapting their method to use the histiodrama, a method in which 

students take responsibility for the learning by dramatizing an aspect of history. 

Pacing was also related to organization in the subjects' minds. The subjects 

indicated that by organizing efficiently, they could gain more time to do 

additional activities that the students and teachers enjoyed and ones that 

enriched the experience. Subjects in the study also enjoyed being able to vary 

student experiences through the manipulation of the two hour time block and 

large and small group experiences. The subjects also talked about the impact of 

the class location on the task. One group felt the task of reading a play had 

been made far more enjoyable by moving to the auditorium where students 

could experience better the theatrical aspects of drama. Other subjects talked 
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about the impact that trips to the library had on research tasks. Issues such as 

when and where to present materials also were woven into their discussions of 

the management issues associated with tasks. 

Subjects also were willing to talk about the "split units" they taught, those 

taught alone and within the bounds of their single discipline. When they 

discussed these discipline based units, the tasks they described were more often 

traditional--reading, quizzes, worksheets, and discussion. 

Also evident in the subjects' discussions of tasks was an aspect of 

reflection. The subjects talked freely about the changes they would make the 

next time they did the task. The changes subjects indicated they would like to 

make varied from changing handouts and test questions to talking about 

personal aspects of the presentation where they felt they had done poorly. 

Comments regarding tasks that had not gone well were, "I didn't explain it very 

well," and "I need to approach it totally differently." Subjects indicated that task 

failures were sometimes as related to the teaching as they were to the students. 

In the discussions of the tasks, the subjects frequently discussed the 

internal organization required for tasks to be completed. Though housekeeping 

duties have a place in all teaching situations, subjects in the study discussed them 

frequently and indicated that organizational tasks were critical in teaming. 

In the more experienced teams, roles were defined clearly. The subjects 

would state, "My partner is responsible for and I am responsible for 
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----" The delegation of duties was so complete that the subjects could 

recall details immediately, even seemingly minor duties such as who was 

responsible for ordering garbage cans and tables during a particular presenta

tion. In delegating duties subjects ac::knowledged their partners' interests, 

strengths, and personalities. In one of the experienced teams the partners 

acknowledged that one of the members took care of calendars and attendance 

because that team member was better at detail. Teams also talked about the 

contrasts in their personalities. One team acknowledged who the students would 

most frequently turn to if they needed reinforcement and clarification. The 

partners considered the differences in their personalities and styles an asset and 

were comfortable with the roles each had established. 

Subjects also talked about how they organized 50 to 60 students who were 

engaged in one project. Several teams taiked about generating topic lists. One 

of the teams talked about limiting the number of students who could select a 

topic so that demand would not be greater than materials available. The team 

that limited the topics had a lottery system in place to expedite the process. 

Subjects also talked about the difficulty and importance of keeping track of 

students in such a large group. The more experienced teams talked about how 

they used free minutes and informal contacts to insure that students were on 

task and did not need additional help. Overall, the total number of responses 



related to management was only slightly lower than the comments subjects 

directed toward the cognitive aspects of the course. 
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The classification of the socialization responses clustered around four 

areas--building self-esteem, working together, participation and involvement, and 

the socio-cultural context or group identity of the classroom (See Table 7). 

The number of response cards generated for the affective aspect of 

socialization is much smaller than the cognitive and management responses. 

Within the comments related to socialization, the response noted most 

frequently is related to the building of self-esteem. Subjects discussed the 

importance of providing tasks that allow students to develop pride in themselves 

and respect for others. One of the subjects, in discussing a task aimed at 

building self-esteem, stated that "A project like that doesn't come out of a 

discipline. Everybody makes a contribution that day. Everybody gets on his feet 

and talks about something rather personal ... [and] the presentations are well 

received--a great deal of respect goes on." Another team talked about past 

students who have kept projects for over two years and are still willing to share 

them with students currently enrolled in the class. The third team talked about 

creating writing experiences that were "good for kids" because they allowed 

students to excel in writing even though they generally were not strong writers. 

-- -- -------------- -- ----------



Table 7 

Frequently Discussed Socialization Responses 

Responses No. of Cards Percentage 

Self-Esteem 

Participation 

Working Together 

Context 

Other 

Totals 

11 

9 

9 

8 

15 

52 

21%% 

17% 

17% 

16% 

29% 

100% 
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Learning to work together was another skill that all of the teams felt was 

important, and the subjects frequently alluded to the importance of working 

together as they discussed the tasks they structured for their students. Each 

team stated working together was responsible for bringing kids together and 

allowing them to establish friendships. Each team discussed that learning to 

cooperate was an important function of the class. Subjects also noted that when 

students had a positive experience working together they had a more positive 

feeling about the class than they did when they worked individually. 

Each team regarded participation and involvement as essential in 

American Studies. Teams promoted participation by encouraging involvement 

------------------
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early in the year. Two teams discussed a trial early in the first quarter as an 

event in which everyone in the class participated. All of the teams insisted that 

the final event of the year be a project in which students added to the definition 

of an American as it had been constructed throughout the year. Subjects wanted 

the final memory of the course to be one in which students and teachers both 

had significant input. 

The final group of the socialization category is related to the 

socio-cultural context or group identity. Only one affective question was asked 

in the interview, and the question was related to a task's influence on group 

identity. Subjects responded that projects were the events that started the 

students feeling that they were one class, not two classes. One subject said that 

the team wanted the students to have a successful classroom experience and that 

they wanted to start the year with a project that bonded the students. In 

discussing the final projects of the year and the feelings that the class generated, 

one of the most experienced subjects stated, "We always leave the project feeling 

good about everything, and I think the kids do too. It's a nice way to end the 

year." 

Through analysis of the subjects' responses to the second interview of the 

study and through their descriptions of their classrooms, subjects provided a view 

of the tasks they structured for interdisciplinary teaching. The tasks described by 



the subjects included elements of management, cognition, and socialization 

within tasks. 

Question Three--Task Forms 
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Question three of the study was, "What interdisciplinary tasks do teachers 

perceive as most and least successful? Interview two, in which both team 

members participated, was designed to elicit information through questions 

based upon Flanagan's Critical Incident Technique (1954; 1972). (Copies of the 

final interview can be found in Appendix A) Analysis for this question was 

done using a modification of the general method recommended by Flanagan. 

The entire task description of each successful and unsuccessful task was 

condensed onto the Successful and Unsuccessful Task Summary Sheets shown in 

Appendix B. The frame of reference chosen for the analysis was task form, and 

the categories were generated from the task categories of Doyle (1984). Doyle 

categorizes tasks as (a) memory, (b) routine or procedural, (c) comprehension 

and understanding, or (d) opinion. Three raters (raters A, B, and C), who are 

described in the analysis of question two, read each summary and placed the 

task in one of the four categories. (See Appendix E for Classification of 

Successful and Unsuccessful Tasks.) All of the successful tasks were categorized 

the same on the first reading (Appendixes E-1 and E-2). When classifying the 

unsuccessful tasks, raters B and C differed with A on one task (Appendixes E-3 
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and E-4). A discussion of the task was held, and the task was rated again with 

all raters agreeing (Appendixes E-5 and E-6). 

Results 

The learning experiences that were successful included tasks that were 

aimed at producing understanding and comprehension. In each of the learning 

experiences the understanding went beyond history and literature, most often to 

an understanding of American life and culture. For example, two of the 

experiences described by the subjects included asking students, as individuals or 

small groups, to assimilate information about American life by presenting their 

conceptions of an American. The projects were presented at the end of the 

year, and the conceptions students presented were to incorporate what they had 

learned in the course. The restrictions on the products were few. The students 

had full control of the task format. The emphasis was on the thinking students 

incorporated. 

In two learning experiences students were asked to place themselves 

within a time period and use the knowledge they had gained through the history 

and literature of that time period to reach a decision. The format of the project 

was a trial. A literary character was placed on trial, and students were asked to 

determine guilt or innocence. The restrictions on the project were few. 

Students had control of the direction of the task. The emphasis was on having 



students use knowledge to construct a personal view of the time period being 

studied. 
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Two learning experiences were used to encourage students to look at 

content from differing viewpoints. The first experience described was the very 

traditional task of writing a research paper. What individuated the assignment 

was that the students were required to take the content of the informative paper 

they had written earlier, select a viewpoint, and with added research persuade 

the reader that the viewpoint they had selected was valid. The second 

experience that required differing viewpoints was one in which a newspaper was 

created for the civil war era. The task format was again traditional, but the fact 

that articles had to be written from the Southern and Northern viewpoints 

engaged the students. Both of the experiences incorporated what is most often a 

routine task, elevated the thinking, and gave students control of the content. 

Two learning experiences were used to encourage students to study the 

people and places of their school and neighborhood within a different context. 

In the first experience students were asked to view their classmates through the 

personal frame of their ethnic background. The task was structured to enable 

students to recognize the positive elements of ethnicity and to allow students to 

talk personally about their heritages. The second task was one in which students 

were encouraged to view their neighborhoods from an architectural viewpoint. 

The task demand was for students to look at the homes in their neighborhood 
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and identify the elements of colonial architecture incorporated in them. 

Students were to take pictures of the aspects they identified and label them. 

Both tasks were non-traditional and broadened the definition of the discipline of 

American Studies. Students' understandings of the American heritage were 

widened as they learned about the architecture of their neighborhoods and the 

backgrounds of their friends. 

The final successful experience was the task of reading a play, not 

different from what goes on in literature classes. What differentiated the task 

was that the play was treated as a history text and the principles of the 

Declaration of Independence and the issues of the revolution were taught 

through the play. Through the use of literature, historical figures developed 

personalities with which the students identified. The ability of the play to 

personalize the historical figures made it possible for students to think about the 

revolution from a specific and somewhat personal viewpoint. Students used 

knowledge of history and drama as a frame for the study, but the result was that 

students knew, not only the issues and people that led to the Revolutionary War, 

but they had constructed a personal understanding. 

In analyzing the subjects' descriptions of interdisciplinary tasks, the aspect 

that seems to differentiate successful interdisciplinary tasks from unsuccessful 

interdisciplinary tasks is the thinking that takes place. Successful tasks demand 

that students develop and display informed opinions; remembering facts is not 
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enough. Successful tasks have an interactive aspect. The interaction may be 

intellectual in that students are looking at material in new ways, and/or the 

interaction may be physical in that many of the activities take place in group 

situations. In either case, the interaction is used to build upon students' interests 

and allows students to exercise creativity and control in the format of the 

product and/or the viewpoints they include. 

The tasks that were unsuccessful were all tasks that were routine or 

became routine even when their aim was to produce understanding and 

comprehension. Only six tasks were gathered from the three teams. Three of 

the unsuccessful experiences involved presentations, a method that subjects had 

used successfully for other tasks; however, analysis revealed clear differences in 

the ways in which individual tasks were incorporated into the experiences that 

subjects were structuring. Frequently, tasks within the unsuccessful experiences 

were returned to content centered assignments that followed the traditional 

format. Worksheets, study guides, quizzes, discussions, and research became the 

focus. Presentations were used to impart historical knowledge on the 

Industrialization, The Spanish-American War, and the Wars of the Twentieth 

Century. 

Three of the experiences placed the second discipline on the outside of 

the experiences. For example, one of the experiences was the research paper. 

The subject who was from the English department taught the research paper 
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format and graded the papers for mechanics, but the content was controlled by 

the team member from the social science department and was mainly historical 

in nature. Papers received a grade from both teachers, but the subjects were 

disappointed with the papers because the students ignored the mechanical skills 

and focused on the content. Another experience was to present the historical 

content surrounding the Spanish-American War in a dramatic format. Again, 

the English skill was on the periphery, not in the core of the assignment. A final 

unsuccessful experience was to use the speaking and research skills taught in 

English to gather information about and present Industrialization to the class. 

The unsuccessful experiences were not interdisciplinary; the experiences used the 

skills associated with both disciplines, but they did not change student thinking. 

Two of the unsuccessful tasks described were discipline based. One task 

was reading a novel in the literature portion and making references to the issues 

in the history portion. The subjects deemed the task unsuccessful because it was 

not interdisziplinary and recognized they needed to make adjustments. The 

other unsuccessful task was journal writing and had failed for a number of 

reasons. Among the reasons was the fact that students disliked a task that was 

repeated so routinely. 

In analyzing the subjects' responses about unsuccessful interdisciplinary 

experiences, the experiences they describe do not seem to be truly interdis

ciplinary in nature. The tasks within the experiences were routine and based in 
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one discipline. The external application of the formats of successful 

interdisciplinary tasks did not disguise the routine application of subject specific 

skills, and students regarded the tasks as the same as the school tasks with which 

they were familiar. Students did not become engaged in thinking about the 

material in new ways, and the interdisciplinary overlay brought about no 

changes. 

Question Four--Interpretation of Performance 

Question four of the study was, "How do teachers interpret student 

performance on interdisciplinary tasks?" Interview two, in which both team 

members participated, was designed to elicit information relevant to student 

products and the subjects' grading processes. In addition, during interview three, 

subjects were probed about the reasons that some of the interdisciplinary work 

was not being counted heavily in the evaluation of students. All of the subjects' 

comments relating to products and evaluation were analyzed. Content analysis 

of information related to successful and unsuccessful student products were 

made based upon the summarized comments of the subjects. (See the Product 

Summary Sheet in Appendix B.) Other comments on grades or the grading 

process were collected into notes. Generally, the responses to questions about 

the evaluation of students lacked specificity, but several trends did emerge. 
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Results 

The novice team was doing no grading together. One of the novice team 

subjects said, "We don't know how to assign an interdisciplinary grade." The 

subject indicated that they had not tackled that problem yet, but indicated they 

would begin to deal with interdisciplinary grading in their second year. The 

intermediate team was grading together, and the subjects were developing 

grading sheets in which the criteria were specified. They were using the criteria 

sheets to help them deal with the "SUbjectivity" in grading some of the 

interdisciplinary assignments, but, generally, they were not distributing the sheets 

prior to grading. The experienced team was doing the most grading together. 

On many of the projects they had criteria sheets that were distributed to students 

in advance. On tests both subjects graded the essay questions, though each 

subject graded the question for different disciplinary content. 

Implicit criteria seemed to indicate to students that the assignment did 

not carry as much weight in the accountability system as when the criteria were 

explicit. The intermediate team mentioned students' distress on the first group 

presentation that was graded for content. The students understood when they 

saw the criteria sheet what had been expected, but they had prepared in the 

same manner they did for an earlier assignment that was graded on 

participation. As a result, students were upset with the grades they received, 

though no one received a grade lower than a C. Subjects indicated that students 
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were more accepting of grades, even those that were subjective, when they had 

seen the criteria in advance. 

One of the team members explained the stresses of interdisciplinary 

grading by saying that assigning each grade was like "negotiating a deal." The 

subject implied that the process consumed a great deal of energy and time. The 

same subject also noted that switching to both team members grading together 

was a process that was somewhat threatening because "grades are control." 

Subjects in the study had been very open in discussing all aspects of 

interdisciplinary teaching, but they were reluctant to discuss grading. The 

processes and criteria subjects used in evaluating students remained unclear to 

the researcher, and the topic of student evaluation was one that none of the 

teams was totally comfortable discussing. 

Summary 

This interview study and the analysis of the subjects' responses was 

undertaken to learn about teachers' perceptions of interdisciplinary teaching and 

academic tasks. The purposes of the interviews were to explore how subjects 

structured the disciplines they taught and whether the subjects had constructed a 

new discipline for interdisciplinary study. The results have been reported in this 

chapter as they relate to each of the research questions: 



1) In what ways do teachers perceive that interdisciplinary teaching is 
different from teaching in their regular disciplines? 

2) What elements of task do teachers use to describe interdisciplinary 
tasks? 

3) What interdisciplinary tasks do teachers perceive as most and least 
successful? 

4) How do teachers interpret student performance on interdisciplinary 
tasks? 

The differences that the subjects identify between interdisciplinary 
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teaching and disciplinary teaching are clustered around teacher attitudes, teacher 

rewards, and teacher demands. The subjects displayed a positive attitude toward 

interdisciplinary teaching and believed that the students enrolled in the class 

were better students than those enrolled in the regular junior literature and 

history classes. For the subjects, teaching interdisciplinarily was rewarding, with 

more student time being spent solving "real problems," problems that had 

meaning beyond the classroom. Subjects stated that students gained more in the 

interdisciplinary class than they would have if they had taken the two classes 

separately. The subjects noted that the social structure of the class was 

family-like, and the subjects themselves expressed a feeling of less isolation in 

the teaching process. The subjects did acknowledge additional demands inherent 

in the interdisciplinary teaching process. Subjects noted the additional time and 

work required, the energy needed to maintain a positive relationship with the 

teaching partner, and the additional effort demanded for planning, creating, and 
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organizing materials. Overall, the subjects were committed to interdisciplinary 

teaching and felt the positives of the experience far outweighed the negatives. 

The analysis of the subjects' discussions of task revealed that task 

elements noted in teacher narrative reflect the literature and cluster around 

cognitive, management, and socialization elements. Within the cognitive 

elements of task, the subjects' responses included goals, resources, and task 

forms. The subjects' goals were for students to assimilate information, become 

proficient in research, and have in-depth knowledge in selected aspects of the 

subject matter. Subjects also noted the strong management demands of 

interdisciplinary teaching. The subjects, in their discussion of student 

accountability, noted that, as the literature indicated, tasks that had weight in the 

grading system were more important to students. However, subjects also noted 

that teacher expectations can give a task value, even though it may not be a 

grade. Though students entered into negotiations with the subjects and 

attempted to lower the level of a task or evade a task, occasionally they 

negotiated a task upward, raising teacher expectation and/or requirements. 

When discussing task conditions, subjects focused on setting the pace and 

manipulating the time block to allow for more learning experiences. Subjects 

also acknowledged that interdisciplinary teaching required additional 

organization in the management of a double class. Though the subjects 

identified fewer concerns with socialization than either cognitive or management 

------- -------------- ---- ------ - ---- - --
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elements, the strength of the socialization aspects were stronger than anticipated. 

Subjects worked toward building student self-esteem, student skills in working 

together, student participation and involvement, and a sense of group identity 

among the class members. 

Tasks that the subjects perceived as most successful are those that aim 

toward and achieve comprehension and understanding. Successful tasks resulted 

in students who engaged in thinking and had informed opinions. Successful tasks 

had an interactive aspect that is often physical as well as intellectual. Successful 

tasks allow students creativity within and control of their learning processes. 

Unsuccessful tasks are routine tasks, ones that return to the format of one of the 

disciplines and ignore the other discipline or use the other discipline as a 

wrapping for, not an integral part of, the learning. In the unsuccessful tasks 

subjects retained more control and required products that were less creative. 

Interpretation of student performance on interdisciplinary tasks was a 

dilemma for the subjects. The amount of grading done in an interdisciplinary 

manner was related to the experience of the team, with more experienced teams 

engaging in more joint grading. When interdisciplinary grading was done, 

explicit grading criteria conveyed a strong message to students about the type of 

work the task required. Joint grading seemed to require additional negotiation 

that consumed time and energy and implied a final release of teacher control 

that subjects were reticent to give. 
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The purpose of this research was to determine whether tasks constructed 

for interdisciplinary classes reflect the teachers' understandings of the connec

tions in their disciplines or whether tasks remain the same as in the original 

disciplines. Secondary school teachers' perceptions of interdisciplinary teaching 

and academic tasks form the basis for this qualitative study. Teacher 

perceptions were gathered through a series of three interviews with three teams 

currently teaching an interdisciplinary course. The exploration of inter

disciplinary teaching and academic tasks in this study was used as a means of 

(a) discovering differences that teachers perceive between interdisciplinary 

teaching and teaching in their regular disciplines, (b) identifying the task 

elements inherent in the interdisciplinary tasks teachers describe, (c) identifying 

what tasks teachers perceive to be successful and unsuccessful, and 

(d) discovering how teachers interpret student performance on interdisciplinary 

tasks. 

Analyses of the subjects' responses revealed that successful interdiscipli

nary tasks seem to be related to the teachers' understandings of the connections 

in the disciplines and that unsuccessful tasks can be used frequently to identify 

gaps in a teacher's understanding. In addition, the understandings seem to be 

related to the teachers' years of experience in interdisciplinary teaching with 
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more sophisticated understandings evident in the more experienced inter

disciplinary teachers. However, in this study, teachers' understandings are visible 

only for the junctures in the curriculum that are illustrated within the tasks 

reported and may, in practice, extend beyond what was stated in the interviews. 

The primary view of interdisciplinary curriculum in this study was 

provided through the descriptions of tasks that the subjects gave in the critical 

incident interview. The results from the analyses of the subjects' responses to 

that interview, as well as the other interviews, are remarkably congruent with the 

categories identified through the review of the literature, even though the 

subjects were unfamiliar with the literature. The major categories developed 

from the literature and the subjects' responses identify socialization, 

management, and cognition; and the conclusions of this study will be presented 

in those categories. 

Socialization Concerns 

The indication that the interdisciplinary teaching experience is an aid to 

restructuring the teachers' thinking from an emphasis on content to an emphasis 

on social interaction is one of the most important findings of the study. In the 

subjects' responses the trend in disciplinary tasks is for teachers to use the 

textbook and existing materials and to emphasize the evaluation of students. In 

the responses to questions on interdisciplinary planning, the teachers indicated 
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that their emphasis is on coordinating what they would like to teach, creating a 

positive atmosphere for themselves and their students, and providing experiences 

that allow students to assimilate information. The shifts in teacher priorities that 

are taking place from the influence of traditional content and grades to the more 

social aspects of coordinating, creating a positive atmosphere, and providing 

learning experiences, are further supported by additional findings related to the 

social impact of interdisciplinary teaching. 

That the interdisciplinary experience is a social one for teachers is evident 

in the emphasis subjects placed upon the building of a strong personal and 

professional relationship between team members. The teachers receive the 

reward of having an adult with which to share classroom experiences and a "net 

to catch" teachers when plans run amok. The classroom is no longer a solitary 

place, and the loss of isolation, as indicated in the literature of Clark and Clark 

(1987), appears to be one of the rewards of interdisciplinary teaching, especially 

for those in the early years of teaming. 

The fact that teachers view interdisciplinary teaching as a social construc

tion is further evidenced by the subjects' frequent references to the teaming 

process as a marriage or to the class as a family unit. When thinking about the 

class as a family, the subjects seem to develop different feelings toward their 

students, believing they are "better kids" than those in other classes they teach, 
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even though they know they are essentially the same as the students enrolled in 

the regular level junior literature and history courses. 

Teachers seem to mirror their own social experiences within the interdis

ciplinary team in the classroom. Subjects commented repeatedly about the 

social aspects of developing a team through working together, sharing, and 

communicating. The effort expended to develop or maintain the team 

relationship seemed to be one of the major foci of the subjects' attention, 

especially in the early years of teaming. When the subjects began to discuss 

what they wanted students in their classrooms to do, the same terms of working 

together, sharing, and communicating appeared. The result is that the focus in 

the interdisciplinary classroom seems to be on building personal, social 

relationships as well as learning subject matter. 

Management Concerns 

Beyond social concerns, management concerns are most clearly evident in 

discussions of interdisciplinary teaching. Interdisciplinary teaching intensifies the 

already heavy demands of management on teaching. First, the management 

demands are heightened by the larger class size that results from combining two 

classes. Enacting simple projects requires the development of elaborate systems 

so that teachers can know what everyone is doing and keep students on task. 

Planning becomes more complex because of the need to create a new discipline 



that is formed differently from any of the disciplines that are part of the 

interdisciplinary class. 
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Success in interdisciplinary classrooms often is dependent on using time 

more effectively. Teachers used the time allotted them efficiently through the 

elimination of duplication and the manipulation of the two period time block. 

Even time spent shifting from one activity to another, lost time in most teaching 

situations, was used by the more experienced teams to monitor student progress. 

The time saved in the effective management of classrooms was used most often 

for experiential activities, "fun" activities as the subjects termed them, that 

allowed students a greater opportunity to construct their own knowledge. Thus, 

management skills, which are important in every classroom, become critical 

competencies for interdisciplinary teachers. 

Management skills, however, are not limited to use inside the classroom 

and do extend to the construction of effective tasks. Task construction is 

especially difficult for the interdisciplinary teacher because few texts or prepared 

materials are available for interdisciplinary classes. Because most tasks 

constructed for interdisciplinary classes must be teacher generated, 

interdisciplinary tasks demand teacher creativity and breaking away from the 

established tasks associated with disciplines. 

Successful interdisciplinary tasks were ones that brought about interaction 

with the material and with other class members. What was regarded as 

--- ------- - -----------
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knowledge in the classes resulted from not only knowing the subject matter, but 

also using the subject matter in interactions with other class members. Students 

were expected to assimilate information and to think. In addition, students were 

allowed to control a great deal of the product's format and their own and other 

students' learning. In contrast, unsuccessful tasks followed the routine formats of 

a discipline--study guides, quizzes, teacher-led discussions, end of chapter 

questions. The unsuccessful tasks were structured so that little interaction with 

classmates was involved and lower level thinking based upon memory and 

routine became the focus. Students were given little, if any, control over task 

formats or their learning processes. The result was that students were seldom 

engaged in the unsuccessful tasks. When the students were not focused on the 

learning, the opportunity for distractions increased, and the task disintegrated. 

Students in the interdisciplinary class remain motivated by grades and 

show concern about the weight of tasks in the accountability system of the class, 

as is suggested in the literature (Doyle, 1976). However, subjects in the study 

also reported that students perceived that teacher expectations held weight in 

the accountability system (Marx & Walsh, 1988) whether or not a grade was 

assigned. In addition, students in the interdisciplinary class enter into 

negotiations with teachers to reduce the ambiguity of the task or to evade the 

task as is suggested in the literature (Doyle & Carter, 1984; Blumenfeld & 

Meece, 1988). However, subjects in the study also noted instances in which 



students changed assignments by negotiating the requirements or expectations 

upward from what the teacher originally intended. 
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In the area of teacher interpretation of student performance, the findings 

are less conclusive. Subjects in the study were open in their discussions about all 

aspects of interdisciplinarity, but they seemed to be reticent to discuss evaluation 

of students. Team members indicated that they had willingly shared content and 

teaching decisions with their partners and had allowed students to structure 

formats and products in successful interdisciplinary tasks, but the subjects 

retained more individual control over grading. In this study, each subject was 

giving an individual grade for his/her discipline, rather than the team members 

assigning one combined grade for the course, despite the fact that subjects stated 

they thought of the course content as a new discipline. Instances of joint grading 

on individual projects, papers, or tests varied widely among the teams in the 

study, with the novice team doing no joint grading and the experienced team 

doing the most. The grading process seems to be the last area in which a 

teacher is willing to relinquish individual control. 

Cognitive Concerns 

Though cognitive concerns constituted the largest number of responses 

related to task elements, the comments made by the subjects reflected little 

specific content information. Instead, subjects preferred to discuss broad goals 
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more connected to general thinking than to specific content. Subjects also 

focused on developing skills that led students toward success in any class--skills 

such as being organized, keeping up with assignments, completing tasks, meeting 

deadlines, and using time wisely. Subjects recognized that they were teaching a 

course in American Studies and regarded content as important, but the topks 

that the teachers preferred to discuss were ones they regarded as "real world." 

One of the criticisms leveled at secondary teachers with frequency is that "they 

teach subjects, not children." The findings of this study draw such comments 

into serious question, at least, when the discussion is on interdisciplinary 

teaching. 

Recommendations 

Implications for the Practitioner 

Practitioners who are interested in interdisciplinary teaching need to be 

aware of the processes of interdisciplinarity: 

1. Teachers need to be aware that time is a precious commodity. Ad
ministrators who hope to have strong interdisciplinary teams must be 
willing to provide time for teachers to work together so that they can 
become a team and plan effectively. Teachers who teach on 
interdisciplinary teams must set aside additional time for 
communicating, planning, and learning. 

2. Teachers must be prepared to relinquish portions of their control, 
whether the control is over curriculum, class activities, or grading. 
They must be willing to share. 



126 

3. Teachers need to recognize that they are creating a new discipline that 
is different from any of the single disciplines encompassed in the 
interdisciplinary course. 

4. Teachers of interdisciplinary courses need to be encouraged to move 
beyond the coordination of their disciplines, multidisciplinary teaching, 
toward the creation of a larger or new discipline, interdisciplinary 
teaching, that is built upon the connections between the disciplines in 
which they were trained. 

5. Teachers who structure interdisciplinary tasks need to identify their 
own theories of learning and relate those theories to the larger 
discipline they are creating. The learning experien.ces and tasks that 
they develop for students need to reflect their theories. 

Interdisciplinary tasks need to be structured so that they allow students to 

answer questions that are important and have value in problem solving or "real 

world" situations. Juxtaposition of the disciplines or using one of the disciplines 

as an enrichment for the others is not interdisciplinarhy. 

Teachers need to recognize the importance of the affective aspects of 

interdisciplinary teaching and accept that social concerns are equal to cognitive 

concerns in the interdisciplinary learning process. Also, teachers need to 

balance the demands of management, learning, and affect in interdisciplinary 

teaching so that all aspects of interdisciplinarity are addressed. 

Implications for Teacher Training Institutions 

Teacher training institutions need to consider better ways to educate 

secondary education majors and prospective teachers for interdisciplinary 
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experiences. One area in which SUc!i training is needed is the consideration of 

alternative tasks and the construction of those tasks. In methods classes, in 

which students from different disciplines meet, course content should be 

structured so that prospective teachers communicate about their subject matters. 

Prospective teachers need to see the connections among their disciplines if 

intf.;rdisciplinruy teaching is to become widespread. 

A pardon of the time spent in general methods courses should be set 

aside for learning how to construct effective tasks that are not characteristic of 

one discipline, for students are trained by their individual department in tasks 

specific to a discipline. Teacher education students also need to learn methods 

of evaluation for the non-traditional products that are created when teachers 

break away from the prescribed tasks of a discipline. Simply giving participation 

credit is not a fair evaluation of a student's work on an assignment aimed toward 

understanding and comprehension, the format of successful interdisciplinary 

tasks. 

Implications for Research 

Further research is needed to verify the differences between successful 

and unsuccessful tasks. In this study the successful tasks were those in which 

students were expected to go beyond routine tasks to comprehension and 

understanding tasks. More research is needed to determine if successful 
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interdisciplinary tasks are usually understanding and comprehension tasks and if 

unsuccessful ones rely generally on routine and memory. 

Research also needs to be undertaken to determine what weight teacher 

expectations carry in the accountability system of classrooms, both disciplinary 

and interdisciplinary. The findings of this study provide support for the theory of 

Marx and Walsh (1988) that a relationship exists between teacher expectations 

and weight separate from grades. Doyle (1986) relates accountability to the 

weight of the task in the grading system. 

Also, research needs to be undertaken to determine if students negotiate 

tasks upward in the traditional classroom as well as the interdisciplinary 

classroom. The findings of this study can be used as an indication that 

classroom negotiations result in moves upward as well as downward. 

Further research is needed to determine stages that exist in the develop

ment of interdisciplinary teams. The novice team in the study was beginning to 

understand what the interdisciplinary task was, though much of what they 

described of their first year was a coordination of their disciplines. The 

members of the intermediate team displayed a more complex understanding of 

the process, and the experienced team members presented the most complex 

understanding, yet all team members acknowledged that they were still learning. 

The existence of a developmental aspect of interdisciplinarity is supported by 

Piaget (1972). Piaget suggested that coordinating disciplines might be con-
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sidered a lower level of interdisciplinarity, a first stage in transcending the 

traditional discipline approach and a stage that lasts a fairly long time. If stages 

were identified through research, the possibility exists that the developmental 

process could be accelerated so that interdisciplinary teaching could take place 

within classrooms more quickly. 

Last, further investigations are needed to verify what was found in this 

study regarding the inherent social aspects of the interdisciplinary process. 

Further determinations about the feelings of "family" that are projected through 

the configuration of interdisciplinarity are needed. 

In general, researchers need to go beyond the present study and try 

interventions, perhaps through staff development programs, that would help 

teachers move through the stages of interdisciplinary teaching more quickly. 

While this study indicates that beginning teams are participating in fewer 

interdisciplinary activities, the lack of participation seems to be due to not 

knowing what to expect and having to construct the entire knowledge base upon 

which to build. The beginners simply have no experience, as students or 

teachers, to inform their practice in the interdisciplinary classroom. 
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Summary 

The findings of this study support the conclusion that interdisciplinary 

teaching is a complex task in which the teacher must display intellectual, 

management, and social skills. Teachers are challenged intellectually through 

the process of determining the connections in their subject matters and in 

creating materials to bring those connections to their students. Teachers' 

managerial skills are challenged in learning to manipulate the double class 

through maintaining an appropriate pace and providing engaging learning 

experiences. In addition, teachers face social challenges in the creation of a 

close working relationship with the other team member and a warm learning 

environment for a large group. In meeting these challenges, teachers structure 

tasks that carry the curriculum to their students and convey their present 

understanding of the combined discipline, one that is regarded as a new 

discipline by those in the study. As teachers continue to form and teach this 

"new discipline," their understanding.i. become more complex and their assign

ments more truly interdisciplinary . 

. _-- ._-------------
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Interview One 

Individual Interviews 

April 30--May 4, 1990 

First Interview--Focused on the Teacher's Background and Role in the Interdisciplinary 

Team 

Team ------------------------ Subject, ________________ _ 

Background Information: 

I'd like to know about your educational background. Would you summarize for me your 

degrees, where you received those degrees, what your majors and minors were? Also, if 

you have participated in advanced studies that did not lead to a degree, please include 

them. 

Bachelor's from ______________________ _ 

Major 
Minor 

Master's from _______________________ _ 

Major 
Minor 

Additional degrees or study from _________ _ 

Areas 



What do you consider your subject specialty? 

How many years have you taught? 

How many years have you taught American Studies? 

Have you taught any other interdisciplinary course? 

With how many team teaching partners have you taught? 

Were any of your partners in a course other than American Studies? 

How many years have you taught on your current teaching team? 

Have you ever taught American Literature/American History as a separate course? 

Are you currently teaching literature/history as well as American Studies? 

133 

Have you ever taught a course in literature/history (discipline other than the one you are 

assigned to in the team)? 

When students leave your literature/history class, tell me what you would most like them 

to remember about your subject. 

Which discipline is the basis for your planning in the interdisciplinary course? 

Tell me about your responsibilities in the interdisciplinary team. Include both subject 

related and non-subject related responsibilities. 

Thanks! I'd like to meet with you and your partner next week. Would you discuss a 
convenient time with your partner so that I may set up the time when I meet with 
him/her? The meeting next week will be our most lengthy. I estimate it will take an 
hour. If you wish to think about what we will discuss before our next meeting, I am 
giving you a copy of what I will ask you. I'd like to start our next interview with a brief 
outline of your course. (For example, we spend 3 weeks on the colonial era, 2 weeks on 
the revolution, etc.) In addition, if you have copies of the learning experiences or 
assignments that you choose to discuss, I'd appreciate having those. Also, we will discuss 
strong and weak student products on interdisciplinary assignments. If you have 
examples, I'd appreciate seeing them. 



Interview Two 
Team Interview 
Teacher Handout (Given at the End of Interview One) 
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At our next interview both members of your team will be meeting with me. In the 
interview I will be asking your team to respond to the following situations and questions. 
I am giving you this outline so that you can think about how you would like to respond 
to these inquiries. If you have the materials you plan to discuss, please bring copies of 
the experiences/assignments and sample student products with you. In addition, I will 
ask you for a brief course outline. For example, we spend 3 weeks on the Colonial Unit, 
S weeks on the Revolutionary Era, etc. 

Think of the in-class experiences or assignments that you consider to be 
interdisciplinary. They can be experiences you believe went very well or experiences 
you believe did not go well. I would like you to describe three that you consider to be 
the most successful and three you consider to be the least successful. 

I. What was one of the most/least successful learning experiences/assignments? 

2. Where in your course outline did this activity take place? 

3. What were your reasons for doing it at that time? 

4. In what way is that experience or assignment interdisciplinary? 

Please describe this learning experience in as much detail as possible. 

S. How important was this experience/assignment in determining the students' grades? 

6. In what ways did the students attempt to change the experience/assignment in order 
to be more successful? 

7. Do you intend to include this experience again? Why/Why not? 

8. What, if anything, would you change about it when you do it again? Why would you 
change it that way? 

Please describe in as much detail as possible a product that was outstanding and one that 
was below average. 

I. What was the format of the product? 

2. What made the product outstanding/below average? 

3. What criteria did you use to evaluate the product? 



4. Were these criteria explicit of implicit? 

s. Did you evaluate this product together or individually? 

6. What, if anything, is different when you evaluate products together? 

Thinking about the experiences you described, which would you consider to be 

I. the most successful with your more able students? 

2. the most successful with your less able students? 

3. the least successful with your more able students? 

4. the least successful with your less able students? 
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Interview Two 
Team Interview 
First copy--Developed for Pilot 

1. How did you become a team? 

2. What training did you have for interdisciplinary teaching? 

3. How did you learn about being an interdisciplinary teacher? 

4. What is your agenda (course outline) for the entire year? 

5. What parts of your course do you consider interdisciplinary? 

Think of the in-class experiences or assignments that you consider to be 
interdisciplinary. They can be experiences that you believe went very well or 
experiences you believe did not go well. I would like you to describe three that you 
consider to be the most successful and three you consider to be the least successful. 

6. What was one of the most/least successful learning experiences/assignments? 

7. Where in your course outline did this activity take place? 

8. What were your reasons for doing it at that time? 

9. In what way is that experience or assignment interdisciplinary? 

Please describe this learning experience in as much detail as possible. (Use probes if 
answers are not covered in the description.) 

A. What were your roles in this part of the teaching process? 

B. How did your best student respond? 

C. How did your weakest student respouo? 

D. What were your reactions? 
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E. Why would you consider this experience/assignment one of the most successful? 

F. What effect(s) do you believe this experience/assignment had on the students' 
learning? 

G. What effect(s) do you believe this experience/assignment had on the class as a 
group? 
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H. What information, examples, or resources were the students given to assist them 
in the experience or assignment? 

I. What was your objective/aim for the students? 

J. What did the students need to do to complete the experience/assignment 
successfully? 

K. How much class time was spent on the experience/ assignment? 

L. How much time outside of class do you think most students spent on the 
experience/assignment? 

M. How important was this experience/assignment in determining the students' 
grades? 

N. In what ways did the students change the experience/assignment in order to be 
more successful? 

10. Do you intend to include this experience again? Why/Why not? 

11. What, if anything, would you change about it when you do it again? Why would you 
change it that way? 

12. What was another ... (Repeat up to five times for the three most and least effective 
experiences/assignments.) 

Please describe in as much detail as possible a product that was outstanding and one that 
was below average. (If the teachers have products with them, look at the products as 
they are discussed.) 

1. What was the format of the product? 

2. What made the product outstanding/below average? 

3. What criteria did you use to evaluate the product? 

4. Were these criteria explicit of implicit? 

s. Did you evaluate this product together or individually? 

6. What, if anything, is different when you evaluate products together? 

If you have materials related to any of the experiences/ assignments or products we have 
discussed, I would like to have them to review. 
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Thinking about the six experiences you described. which would you consider to be 

1. the most successful with your more able students? 

2. the most successful with your less able students? 

3. the least successful with your more able students? 

4. the least successful with your less able students? 

Ask for reasons for all these decisions. 



Interview Two 
Team Interview 
Revised--Final Copy 
Critical Incident Interview 

1. How did you become a team? 

2. What training did you have for interdisciplinary teaching? 

3. How did you learn about being an interdisciplinary teacher? 

4. What is your agenda (course outline) for the entire year? 

5. What parts of your course do you consider interdisciplinary? 

Think of the in-class experiences or assignments that you consider to be 
interdisciplinary. They can be experiences that you believe went very well or 
experiences you believe did not go well. I would like you to describe three that you 
consider to be the most successful and three you consider to be the least successful. 

6. What was one of the most/least successful learning experiences/assignments? 

7. Where in your course outline did this activity take place? 

8. What were your reasons for doing it at that time? 

9. In what way was that experience or assignment interdisciplinary? 
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Please describe this learning experience or assignment in as much detail as possible. 
Your descriptions should include any information that you feel is important and may 
include as much information as you can recall about your purpose, the roles of the team 
members, the effects on students, and the resources used by you or the students. (Use 
probes if answers are not covered in the description.) 

A. What role did each of you play in this part of the teaching process? 

B. Why would you consider this experience/assignment one of the most 
successful/least successful? 

C. What effect(s) do you believe this experience/assignment had on the students' 
learning? 

D. What information, examples, or resources were the students given to assist them 
in the experience or assignment? 

E. What was your objective/aim for the students? 



F. What did the students need to do to complete the experience/assignment 
successfully? 

G. How much class time was spent on the experience/ assignment? 

H. How much time outside of class do you think most students spent on the 
experience/assignment? 

I. How important was this experience/assignment in determining the students' 
grades? 
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J. In what ways did the students change the experience/assignment in order to be 
more successful? 

K. What effect(s) do you believe this experience/ assignment had on the group 
interaction of the class? 

12. Do you intend to include this experience again? Why/Why not? 

13. What, if anything, would you change about it when you do it again? Why would 
you change it that way? 

14. What was another ... (Repeat for the three most and the three least effective 
experiences/assignments.) 

Please describe in as much detail as possible a product that was outstanding and one that 
was below average. (If the teachers have products with them, look at the products as 
they are discussed.) 

I. What was the format of the product? 

2. What made the product outstanding/below average? 

3. What criteria did you use to evaluate the product? 

4. Were these criteria explicit of implicit? 

5. Did you evaluate this product together or individually? 

6. What, if anything, is different when you evaluate products together? 

If you have materials related to any of the experiences/ assignments or products we have 
discussed, I would like to have them to review. 
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Thinking about the experiences you described, which would you consider to be 

1. the most successful with your more able students? 
Why? How did your best student respond? 

2. the most successful with your less able students? 
Why? How did your weakest student respond? 

3. the least successful with YOUI more able students? 
Why? How did your best student respond? 

4. the least successful with your less able students? 
Why? How did your weakest student respond? 



Interview Three 
Individual Interviews--Final Copy 
May 14 -- May 25, 1990 

Third Interview--Focused on the Teacher's Thoughts on Interdisciplinarity 

1. Define interdisciplinary. What does it mean to you? 

What is interdisciplinary teaching like? 
What is interdisciplinary teaching different than? 
What are its parts? 
What do you use it for? 
What is it related to? 
Argue for it. 
Argue against it. 

2. Tell me about the assignment or learning experience in your class that most clearly 
represents your conception of an interdisciplinary task. 

3. What is a typical week in your American Studies class? How much time do the 
history and English sections spend in a large group? What are the teachers' roles 
during the time you are in large group? 

4. In what ways do you believe that your students become more holistic in their 
thinking? What impact might a holistic view of knowledge have on their 
performances in subjects other than history and English? 

5. What are the frustrations of teaching in an interdisciplinary team? 
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6. If you were asked to help some teachers plan an interdisciplinary program, what 
would you want to know about those teachers? What tasks would you have them do 
to get started? What do you feel would be ideal goals and objectives for those 
teachers to establish? What resources would you recommend? What kinds of 
assignments would you recommend? What would your suggestions on grading be? 

7. Now, you are asked to work with teachers who are planning a literature/history 
course. What would you want to know about those teachers? What tasks would you 
have them do to get started? What do you feel would be ideal goals and objectives 
for those teachers to establish? What resources would you recommend? What kinds 
of assignments would you recommend? What would your suggestions on grading be? 

8. What differences, if any, do you perceive between interdisciplinary teaching and 
teaching history/ literature alone? 

9. What personal recommendations would you make to someone teaching 
interdisciplinarily for the first time? 
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10. In general, how do you think other faculty members view interdisciplinary teaching? 
How do you think other faculty members view the American Studies course as part 
of the high school curriculum? 

11. How much support do you get from the administration? 

Scheduling? 
Planning time? 
Materials? 
Curriculum development opportunities? 
Workshops, classes, professional growth? 

12. Will you be teaching American Studies of another interdisciplinary course next year? 
Are you looking forward to doing so? Why? Why not? 

13. I feel the end of the year is a very reflective time for teachers, and I imagine all our 
talk has focused some of your reflection on the interdisciplinary course you teach. 
What would you like to add about to our discussions about interdisciplinary 
teaching? 
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Appendix B 

Summary Sheets Used in Analysis 



Summary of Interview Three 
Subject _____________________ __ 

Teacher's definition: (quote exact definition the teacher gave in response to a direct 
question.) 

Elements of Definition Identified in the Interview 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 

Frustrations of Interdisciplinary Teaching 

Elements of Interdisciplinary Planning 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 

Elements of Disciplinary Planning 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 

Summary of Differences in Interdisciplinary and Disciplinary Teaching 
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SUCCESSFUL TASK SUMMARY 

TASK 2 3 

TEAM ABC 

TASK: 
TASK DESCRIPTION: (Summarize Briefly) 

Time of year: 

Reason for placement: 

Interdisciplinary aspects of the task: 

Teacher roles in teaching process: 

Why task was successful: 

Effect on students' learning: 

Information, examples, resources given to students: 

Objective/Aim: 

Class time spent: 

What the student must do to complete the task successfully: 

Estimate of student time spent outside of class: 

Ways students attempted to change the assignment: 

Effects on group interaction: 

Weight in the accountability system: 

Changes the team may make: 

UNSUCCESSFUL TASK SUMMARY 

TASK 2 3 

TEAM ABC 

-- --------------- - ------- -
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TASK: 
TASK DESCRIPTION: (Summarize Briefly) 

Time of year: 

Reason for placement: 

Interdisciplinary aspects of the task: 

Teacher roles in teaching process: 

What student needed to do to be successful: 

Effect on students' learning: 

Information, examples, resources given to students: 

Objective/Aim: 

Class time spent: 

Estimate of student time spent outside of class: 

Ways students attempted to change the assignment: 

Effects on group interaction: 

Weight in the accountability system: 

Changes the team may make: 

Reasons for failure: 



ANAL YSIS OF SUCCESSFUL PRODUCTS RESULTING FROM INTER
DISCIPLINARY TASKS 

TEAM ABC 

Format 

Characteristics that made product outstanding: 

Criteria for evaluation (explicit/implicit): 

Evaluation (individual or team): 

Differences when team evaluates: 
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ANALYSIS OF UNSUCCESSFUL PRODUCTS RESULTING FROM 
INTERDISCIPLINARY TASKS 

TEAM ABC 

Format 

Characteristics that made product less successful: 

Criteria for evaluation (explicit/implicit): 

Evaluation (individual or team): 

Differences when team evaluates: 
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Appendix C 

Rater Worksheet Sub-category Focus Questions 



Cognitive Concerns--Goals 
1) What is the teacher aiming for? 

Cognitive Concerns--Content 
1) What information is the student to learn? 

Cognitive Concerns--Task Form 
1) What will the student need to do? 
2) What will the student be asked to do? 

Cognitive Concerns-
Resources/Materials/Prompts/Models/Guides 

1) What will the student be given to assist him/her? 

Cognitive Concerns--Cognitive Operations 
1) What are indicators that students are engaged in thinking? 

Cognitive Concerns--Products 
I) What is produced that evidences student understanding? 
2) How much time does the student spend creating the product? 

Cognitive Concerns--Other 

Management Concerns--Organizational Considerations of Teaming 
1) What duties will each teacher perform? 
2) What differences in teaching styles are noted? 
3) What areas of expertise are recognized for each teacher? 
4) What procedures are employed to coordinate the activities of the large group of 

students? 
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5) How are students and their progress monitored in the large group so they will not 
get "lost in the crowd?" 

Management Concerns--Task Considerations 
1) What determinations has the teacher made regarding an assignment's pace or time 

allotment? placement within the course? 
2) W:.at methods of instruction will be used? 
3) What format will the task take? 

--written, oral, or other 
--traditional or non-traditional 
--structured or non-structured 
--group or individual 

4) What location is best for completing the task? 
5) What should I, as the teacher, have done or should I do to improve the task? 



Management Concerns--Negotiation 
1) What attitudes signal that students may wish to negotiate? 
2) What actions do students take to lower the difficulty of the task? 
3) What actions do students take to evade a task? 
4) What actions do students take to elevate a task? 

Management Concerns--Accountability 
I) What is the task's weight in the course grade? 
2) How do teachers use criteria when grading? 
3) How important is task completion? 

Management Concern--Other 

Socialization Concern 
I) How important is it for the class to develop a group identity? 
2) How might group identity be encouraged? 

Socialization Concern 
I) How might students be encouraged to participate and be involved? 
2) How important is participation or involvement? 

Socialization Concern 
1) How might a secure atmosphere be created that allows students to adapt to all 

situations and learn difficult lessons? 

Socialization Concern 
1) In what ways are students valued? 
2) In what ways is self esteem built? 

Socialization Concern 
1) How important is it for students to learn in new ways? 
2) How important is it for students to like what they are doing? 
3) How might students be encouraged to do the above? 

Socialization Concern 
1) How important is working together? 
2) How might students be encouraged to work together? 

- --. --------------
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Appendix D 

Classifications and Reclassifications of 

Task Categories and Sub-Categories 

D-l. Classification of Task Categories by Rater A and Rater B 
D-2. Second Classification of Task Categories by Rater A and Rater B 
D-3. Classification of Task Categories by Rater A and Rater C 
D-4. Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater B 
D-5. Second Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater B 
D-6. Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater C 
D-7. Second Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater C 
D-S. Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater B 
D-9. Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater C 

D-10. Classification of Sub-Task Categories by Rater A and Rater B 
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D-11. Second Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater B with 
Modified Sub-Categories 

D-12. Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater C with 
Modified Sub-Categories 

D-13. Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater C with 
Modified Sub-Categories 



Table D-1 

Classification of Task Categories by Rater A and Rater B 

Rater A Categories 

Management Cognitive Socialization Total 

Management 118 22 3 143 
Rater B Cognitive 14 130 6 150 
Categories 

Socialization 2 6 51 59 

Total 134 158 60 352 

NOTE: Total of diagonal entries (299 or 85%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (53 or 15%) indicates 
lack of agreement between raters. 
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Table D-2 

Second Classification of Task Categories by Rater A and Rater B 

Rater A Categories 

Management Cognitive Socialization Total 

Management 136 2 3 141 
Rater B Cognitive 3 147 3 153 Categories 

Socialization I 2 SS 58 

Total 140 151 61 3S2 

NOTE: Total of diagonal entries (338 or 96%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (14 or 4%) indicates 
lack of agreement between raters. 
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Table D-3 

Classification of Task Categories by Rater A and Rater C 

Rater A Categories 

Management Cognitive Socialization Total 

Management 135 4 139 
Rater C Cognitive 6 148 4 158 Categories 

Socialization 2 1 52 55 

Total 143 153 56 352 

NOTE: Total of diagonal entries (335 or 95.2%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (17 or 4.8%) indicates 
lack of agreement between raters. 
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Table D-4 

Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater B 

Rater B 
Sub-

Categories 

NUl.b: 

Rater A Sub-Categories - Cognitive 

G C F R CO P 0 Total 

Goals 17 2 5 1 25 

Content 7 1 8 

Task Form 4 47 1 3 1 56 

Resources 3 2 22 27 

Cognitive 
3 1 2 1 7 Operations 

Products 5 1 8 14 

Other 5 5 

Total 17 16 62 25 6 9 7 142 
Total of dIagonal entnes (lOS or 76.1' 0) mdicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (34 or 23.9%) indicates 
lack of agreement between raters. 
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Table 0-5 

Second Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater B 

Rater A Sub-Categories - Cognitive 

G C F R CO P 0 Total 

Goals 24 1 25 

Content 8 8 

Task Form 1 53 1 1 56 
Rater B 

Resources 1 26 1 28 Sub-
Categories Cognitive 6 6 Operations 

Products 1 12 13 

Other 6 6 

Total 24 11 54 27 7 12 7 142 

NOTE: Total of diagonal entries (135 or 95.1%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (7 or 4.9%) indicates 
lack of agreement between raters. 
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Table D·6 

Classification of Task Sub·Categories by Rater A and Rater C 

Rater A Sub·Categories • Cognitive 

G C F R CO P 0 Total 

Goals 24 8 2 2 36 

Content 2 1 3 

Task Form 48 48 
Rater C 

Resources 1 26 27 Sub· 
Categories Cognitive 

1 2 5 1 9 
Operations 

Products 1 12 13 

Other 7 7 

Total 24 11 53, 28 7 12 8 143 

NOTE: Total of diagonal entries (124 or 86.7%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off·diagonal entries (19 or 13.3%) indicates 
lack of agreement between raters. 
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Table D-7 

Second Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater C 

Rater A Sub-Categories - Cognitive 

G C F R CO P 0 Total 

Goals 24 1 1 2 28 

Content 9 9 

Task Form 50 50 
Rater C Resources 26 26 Sub-

Categories Cognitive 1 1 6 1 9 Operations 

Products 1 12 13 

Other 8 8 

Total 24 11 52 28 7 12 9 143 

NOTE: Total of diagonal entries (135 or 94.4%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (8 or 5.6%) indicates 
lack of agreement between raters. 
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Table D-8 

Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater B 

Rater A Sub-Categories - Management 

A N 0 TC 0 Total 

Accountability 34 1 35 

Rater B 
Negotiation 1 24 25 

Sub- Organization 19 4 23 
Categories 

Task Condition 4 43 47 

Other 0 

Total 35 25 23 47 0 130 

NOTE: Total of diagonal entries (120 or 92.3%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (10 or 7.7%) indicates 
lack of agreement between raters. 
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Table D-9 

Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater C 

Rater A Sub-Categories - Management 

A N 0 TC 0 Total 

Accountability 33 1 34 

Rater C 
Negotiation 2 23 25 

Sub- Organization 1 21 4 26 
Categories 

Task Condition 2 43 45 -
Other 0 

Total 35 25 23 47 0 130 

NOTE: Total of diagonal entries (120 or 92.3%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (10 or 7.7%) indicates 
lack of agreement between raters. 
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Table D-lO 

Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater B 

Rater A Sub-Categories - Socialization 

DV GI SE L W I Total 

Diff. 8 3 5 16 
Valued 

Group 1 3 2 6 
Identity 

Rater B ,-, .. 

Sub- Security 1 2 3 
Categories Learning 1 1 2 4 

Working 1 2 7 10 
Together 

Involved 1 1 1 2 9 14 

Total 11 9 6 9 9 9 53 

NOTE: Total of diagonal entries (31 or 58.5%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (22 or 41.5%) indicates 
lack of agreement between raters. 



Table D-ll 

Second Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater B 
with Modified Sub-Categories 

Rater A Sub-Categories - Socialization 

BSE C WT I 0 Total 

Building Self- 10 10 
Esteem 

Rater B 
Context 1 8 9 

Sub- Working 9 1 10 
Categories Together 

Involvement 1 9 10 

Other 15 15 

Total 12 8 9 9 16 54 

NOTE: Total of diagonal entries (51 or 94.4%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (3 or 5.6%) indicates 
lack of agreement between raters. 
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Table 0-12 

Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater C 
with Modified Sub-Categories 

Rater A Sub-Categories - Socialization 

BSE C WT I 0 Total 

Building Self- 2 2 
Esteem 

Rater C 
Context 5 2 7 

Sub- Working 1 3 7 1 12 
Categories Together 

Involvement 9 9 

Other 15 15 

Total 3 8 9 9 16 45 
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NOTE: Total of diagonal entries (38 or 84.4%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (7 or 15.6%) indicates 
lack of agreement between mters. 



Table D-13 

Second Classification of Task Sub-Categories by Rater A and Rater C 
with Modified Sub-Categories 

Rater A Sub-Categories - Socialization . 

BSE C WT I 0 Total 

Building Self- 2 2 
Esteem 

Rater C 
Context 8 8 

Sub- Working 1 9 1 11 
Categories Together 

Involvement 9 9 

Other 15 15 

Total 3 8 9 9 16 45 

NOTE: Total of diagonal entries (43 or 95.6%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (2 or 4.4%) indicates 
lack of agreement between raters. 
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Appendix E 

Classification of Successful and Unsuccessful Tasks 

E-l. Classification of Successful Tasks By Rater A and Rater B 
E-2. Classification of Successful Tasks By Rater A and Rater C 
E-3. Classification of Unsuccessful Tasks By Rater A and Rater B 
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E-S. Second Classification of Unsuccessful Tasks By Rater A and Rater B 
E-6. Classification of Unsuccessful Tasks By Rater A and Rater C 
E-7. Second Classification of Unsuccessful Tasks By Rater A and Rater C 



Rater B 

NOTE: 
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Table E-1 

Classification of Successful Tasks By Rater A and B 

Rater A 

M R C Total 

Memory 0 

Routine 0 

Comprehension 9 9 

Opinion 0 

Total 0 0 9 0 9 

Total of diagonal entries (9 or 100%) indicates agreement 
between raters. 



Rater C 

NOTE: 
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Table E-2 

Classification of Successful Tasks By Rater A and C 

Rater A 

M R C Total 

Memory 0 

Routine 0 

Comprehension 9 9 

Opinion 0 

Total 0 0 9 0 9 

Total of diagonal entries (9 or 100%) indicates agreement 
between raters. 
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Table E-3 

Classification of Unsuccessful Tasks By Rater A and B 

Rater B 

NOTE: 

Rater A 

M R C 0 Total 

Memory 0 

Routine 1 5 6 

Comprehension 0 

Opinion 0 

Total 1 5 0 0 6 

Total of diagonal entries (5 or 83.3%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (1 or 16.7%) 
indicates lack of agreement between raters. 
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Table E-4 

Second Classification of Unsuccessful Tasks By Rater A and B 

Rater B 

NOTE: 

Rater A 

M R C Total 

Memory 0 

Routine 6 6 

Comprehension 0 

Total 0 6 0 6 

Total of diagonal entries (6 or 100%) indicates agreement 
between raters. 



172 

Table E-5 

Classification of Unsuccessful Tasks By Rater A and C 

Rater C 

NOTE: 

Rater A 

M R C 0 Total 

Memory 0 

Routine 1 5 6 

Comprehension 0 0 

Opinion 0 

Total 1 5 0 0 6 

Total of diagonal entries (5 or 83.3%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (1 or 16.7%) 
indicates Jack of agreement between rate:rs. 

-.. _-_ ... _---------
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Table E-6 

Second Classification of Unsuccessful Tasks By Rater A and C 

Rater C 

NOTE: 

Rater A 

M R C 0 Total 

Memory 0 

Routine 6 6 

Comprehension 0 0 

Opinion 0 

Total 0 6 0 0 6 

Total of diagonal entries (6 or 85.7%) indicates agreement 
between raters. Total off-diagonal entries (lor 14.3%) 
indicates lack of agreement between raters. 
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